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It is my very great pleasure to be here today, to share with you 

this important day in your lives, this memorable day of 

transition. It is a day of transition for you, yet it is set 

within a complex context of change. The world around us is 

changing, the people you are working with are changing, and you 

don't need me to tell you that nursing is changing. 

I am sure that all of us, for as long as we can remember -

whether we are twenty one or eighty one - have always been told 

that we live in rapidly changing times - in eras characterised 

by dramatic, significant and monumental change. And, of course, 

that is true. 

Technological change has certainly brought enormous benefits and 

many irritants. It takes less and less time to get from one side 

of the world to the other, but more and more time to get from 

one side of a modern city to the other. The time we spend in 

aeroplanes getting to our destinations keeps diminishing, but 

the time it takes to get to the airport, the time it takes to 

check in, and the time spent just hanging around waiting keeps 

increasing. 

We have all seen technological changes of astounding, stunning 

and overwhelming consequence. We can find technical solutions to 

many of our problems. We can think the unthinkable and do the 

undoable - yet are we a lot better off? We are, if we manage our 

systems and our professional relations well. 

In New Guinea before European contact, the New Guinea villager 

had a way of life that had persisted for many centuries without 

a great deal of change. This was a culture based on a stone axe 

technology. The men laboriously used the stone axe to cut down 

trees on the hillside so their wives could grow kau kau, the 

native sweet potato. The axe was used to wage intermittent 

warfare to acquire more wives and extend the group's land. The 



2. 

men had the axe in their hands and it was a symbol of their 

authority. From the roles of the sexes, to the basis of law and 

authority, to religion itself, the stone axe technology underlay 

much of their traditional life. 

When Europeans make contact with native peoples they often come 

bearing gifts. One such gift is the shiny new metal axe. A 

colleague of mine was the first European to make contact with a 

group in the New Guinea highlands. He sat down with the headman 

and the village people, and handed the chief a steel axe. The 

chief took it, turned it over thoughtfully for a few minutes. 

And then, realising what it was, he aimed a solid blow at the 

base of a sapling nearby. Being new and razor sharp, the axe 

severed the sapling with a single blow. A hush fell over the 

crowd. The chief looked at the steel axe and at the sapling -

his gaze moved backward and forward while his mind took in the 

power of this new tool. Suddenly he took his stone axe and threw 

it into the bush. The stone age had ended. 

Now that wasn't all that long ago. We all like to think that 

stone age practices are a relic of the past. They're all the 

harqer to understand amid our complex technology. 

If one believes the literature, nursing has certainly come out 

of the stone age, but not all that long ago. 

I recently read a novel "Regards to the Czar" by Margaret 

Coombs, set in Australia in the 1950s, shortly before my 

colleague took his metal axe to New Guinea. In the novel a child 

had a short spell in hospital and was terrified of the nurses. 

The stereotype nurse in the novel was painted as rigid, mean and 

authoritarian. 
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She was meant to characterise the nurse of the day, dull as cold 

tea; miserable as a boil, hard as a cold slab and as intelligent 

as a lobotomised prawn. The way the novellist described her, she 

didn't understand her patients' needs and she was very short on 

caring skills. 

She was there, back in the stone age, while the world around her 

had come a long way. Now we know that nurses aren't like that 

today. They've left the stone age far behind (though amid the 

complex technology of a modern hospital I'm sure there are still 

the occasional stone age relationships and practices). 

The world around us is changing rapidly and continually we are 

confronted by change. Nowhere is this more evident than in the 

field in which I work - the ageing field. Everybody knows that 

our population is ageing and that this has major implications 

for our health and social service systems, not just in the 

future, but right now. 

We are seeing a notable change not only the size, but in the 

structure and age distribution of our elderly population. We are 

seeing more people surviving to advanced ages. Nearly half of 

our population survives to age 80. Of all the girls born in 

1909, 60% are still alive today, as are 40% of the boys born in 

that year. Four times as many people now survive to age 80 than 

did at the beginning of this century. Surviving to 65 is really 

no big deal at all. 84% of our population makes it to age 65 

compared with just 50% at the beginning of this century. 

Most people in their sixties are fit, active and healthy, and on 

average have another 20 odd years of life to look forward to. 

But a lot of myths and stereotypes surround older people. 



4 . 

Dealing with the numerous myths and stereotypes takes up a lot 

of my time. When I started in my job five years ago, the most 

common set of stereotypes was that older people were almost 

universally debilitated and depressed, daggy and despicable, 

daft and dejected, demented and dotty. It was commonly assumed 

that before long our society would be swamped by a geriatric 

tidal wave. We know that this is demonstrably not so. It is a 

devious distortion. 

The reality, however, is that over time, one's moving parts wear 

out and the three greatest losses that confront dependent older 

people are immobility, incontinence and dementia. The incidence 

of these three conditions increases with age, and so, over the 

next 30 years while South Australia's population aged 75 and 

over doubles from 67,000 to 135,000, and the population aged 85 

and over triples from 13,000 to 39,000 we will have lots more 

fit and healthy older people, and lots lots more incontinent, 

immobile and demented people, and their associated problems. 

We may find cures. We may not. We will however need lots of care 

and caring. With your knowledge base, your skills, your 

professional commitment and your caring, we will manage. We will 

manage provided the financial resources are available and 

providing the personnel resources are available. 

Nurses, generally, have not chosen to work specifically with old 

people and the skills and knowledge required to care for the 

aged have been seen as not particularly important. As you are 

aware however, most of the beds in this hospital are occupied by 

people over 60. 

Nursing care of the elderly had traditionally been given low 

status in respect to other fields of nursing but the challenges 

in working with our older population are enormous. 
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The nurse working with elderly people needs to develop and test 

new strategies of prevention and care which are based on 

adequate educational preparation of the nurse and a grounding in 

research. It is important for the nurse to recognise the 

difference between changes associated with the normal ageing 

process and those which indicate that disease is present. 

Older people are major users of health services. For many of us 

they're our main customers and nursing must focus on the 

holistic needs of older people. Your practice must incorporate 

your clinical skills and reflect prevailing community attitudes 

and values. 

The key to your future success will be your commitment to 

excellence. Whatever you do, you must do well and set out from 

the start to do it well. Now everybody probably says that all 

the time and it sounds boring, but in my field, and in all the 

fields you are going into, we must pursue, quite vigorously, two 

objectives. We must do the right thing and we must do things 

right. 

To pursue excellence, do the right thing, and do things right I 

would like to commend to you a commitment to quality assurance. 

As you know quality assurance is a way of ensuring that 

favourable outcomes are occurring, and simply it means that 

quality, a degree of excellence, is assured, that is, positively 

declared and guaranteed. 

Excellence does not come by accident, people do not stumble into 

excellence in the course of amusing themselves. All excellence 

involves discipline and tenacity of purpose. As John Gardner, 

the American Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare 25 years 

ago; pointed out "There may be excellence or shoddiness in every 

line in human endeavour. We must learn to honour excellence 

(indeed, to demand it) in every socially accepted human 
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activity, however humble the activity. An excellent plumber is 

infinitely more admirable than an incompetent philosopher. The 

society which scorns excellence in plumbing because plumbing is 

a humble activity and tolerates shoddiness in philosophy because 

philosophy is an exalted activ~ty will have neither good 

plumbing nor good philosophy. Neither its pipes nor its theories 

will hold water." 

Your work is both exalted and humble. 

I am sure your practice will be successful, building onto the 

solid educational and practical base you have. You have come a 

long way, and have a long way to go. I congratulate you on your 

graduation and wish you a long, happy, satisfying and rewarding 

career. 




