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Web-based information services for nurses engaged in Continuing Professional Education in Ireland.

Research: Between 200 & 2001 the Librarian of Irish Nurses Organisation (INO) undertook to research the market for an Irish Web-based information service – www.nurse2nurse.ie - that would support continuing nursing education and evidence based nursing practice. The main goal was to provide an online information service to the membership of the Irish Nurses Organisation, 30,000 who were geographically dispersed all over Ireland. 

Aims

The aim of the research was to research the market for an Irish web-based information service – www.nurse2nurse.ie, that would support continuing nursing education and evidence based nursing practice. 

Objectives

The objectives of the survey were to examine the current information needs of nurses in Ireland. Comparisons with existing web-based education and information sites indicated the gaps that the Irish service needed to fill. 

Background

Nursing education in Ireland has undergone radical changes over the past six years, following the course set by a report
 which resulted in the eradication of the traditional in-hospital training method, to a position today where student nurses are supernumerary and undertake a four-year degree University based education.  These changes in pre-registration education, along with the increasing ‘professionalisation’ of nursing and the constantly changing environment in which nurses operate, have all combined to make continuing education of registered nurses a topic of major importance. 

A report
 from the Irish Nursing Board stressed the need for a variety of methods to support continuing professional development including distance-learning approaches. The Irish nursing profession is increasing and refining its knowledge base and nurses are basing their practice on outcomes of established research findings. Nurses, who are undertaking research studies, are increasingly demanding access to the work of their peers. Irish nurses undertaking such studies have a specific interest in Irish nursing research as nursing practice (depending as much on ‘how’ an intervention is done, as ‘what’ is done) varies from one country to another. Given the encouragement and financial support provided to nurses to undertake top-up degree courses in Ireland, there are great pressures on existing library services by those undertaking courses. A report
 published in 1995 on access to health information services in Ireland noted the problems faced by many health professionals, particularly nurses. 

The library staff of the Irish Nurses Organisation (INO) have, over the years, evaluated the needs and problems faced by many Irish nurses and midwives in accessing relevant, high quality information in order to complete their studies.  Such problems of access are even more apparent for nurses living in rural areas, and provision of an information services to nurses via the World Wide Web may be the only viable means of obtaining current, relevant information. While there are many UK and US web-based information services available, there was no such service available specifically for Irish nurses and midwives.

A recent UK study
 identified what UK nurses, midwives and health visitors’ want from an Internet service dedicated to their needs. Respondents were from a wide spectrum of posts and qualification: clinical practice, education and management. The results showed that overall respondents thought information relating to specialities (87%), peer-review articles (71%) and bibliographic databases (95%) were the most important and that jobs, local information and mailing lists were the least important.  This study highlighted that nurses require information from research-based journals and from bibliographic databases for their area of speciality. 

Some studies 
 
 
 
 have found that nurses have a positive attitude towards computers in general and can perceive benefits for their work, for example, in assisting and empowering patients and their carers.
 
  Other studies
 
 
suggest that nurses have been slow to respond to the potential benefits of the new information technologies. A more detailed study
 employed methodological triangulation to investigate how nurses integrate technology into their practice.  Their results led them to conclude that nurses were uncomfortable with new technology and believed it restricted their practice rather than expanding it. The lack of conclusive evidence suggests that there are barriers to be overcome before benefits of using ICT can be realised.

Barriers such as lack of skills, coupled with lack of technical support need to be addressed.
 
 
 Confidence can be encouraged by easy access to a computer; with one study [Griffiths and Riddington 2001] indicating that use of a computer at home combined with higher-level education was associated with increased use of the CINAHL database. A survey [Anthony 2000] by the Nursing Standard journal found that while around 50% of nurses have access to the Internet at home, access in the workplace in the UK is limited. 

Methods

For the development of the web-based service, two methods were used:
· A survey was undertaken using a structured questionnaire in order to elicit information concerning the current information needs of nurses in Ireland.  

· The content and mode of delivery of existing web-based education/information sites available to nurses were assessed. 

Sample

The target population for this study was all nurses and midwives in Ireland on the Nurse Register (Active) maintained by An Bord Altranais (ABA), and the final sample (Column F, Table 1) adjusted from a random 10% to allow for greater weighting of the smaller divisions in relation to the large RGN group. ‘Active’ does not necessarily mean that nurses are practising in Ireland, as they must inform the Board if they are ‘inactive’. The register of nurses has a separate record for each discipline a nurse has registered, and over one-third, 37%, of nurses / midwives are registered in more than one division of the register. Psychiatric nurses have their own professional organisation and are not, therefore, INO members. Their sampling was weighted upwards as they had to be contacted through a postal survey, unlike the other groups. 

Table 1

	

	Qualification (Division)
	Female
	Male
	Total
	0.13%
	Sample

	General (RGN)
	40585
	1136
	41721
	57
	40

	Mental Handicap (RMHN)
	2985
	352
	3337
	5
	10

	Midwives (RM)
	12973
	9
	12982
	18
	20

	Psychiatric (RPN)
	6286
	2819
	9105
	12
	10

	Public Health (RPHN)
	1794
	1
	1795
	2
	5

	Sick Children's (RSCN)
	3312
	24
	3336
	5
	10

	Tutors' (RNT)
	333
	72
	405
	1
	5

	Total
	68268
	4413
	72681
	100
	100


Source: An Bord Altranais, 1999

Survey

Limited time, coupled with the unreliability of information about ‘active practice’ suggested that the best response would be obtained by administering the questionnaire to nurses and midwives attending courses or conferences held by the INO. The psychiatric nurses were contacted via a postal survey. 

A questionnaire, with a variety of open-ended and closed questions, was piloted on a group of 10 nurses) and alterations made prior to administering the questionnaire for the main study. Instructions on completing the questionnaire were given verbally, along with assurances with regard to confidentiality and anonymity.

In order to ensure a good response the questionnaire was directly distributed to nurses attending workshops, courses and conferences at the Irish Nurses during the period November – December 2001. This group included nurses from all divisions of nursing. As most of these nurses are presently undertaking CPE, they would in theory be users of the proposed web-based information service. While this results in a biased sample i.e. nurses already involved in education, it was thought that their past experience and knowledge would be very beneficial to the initial development of the service. 

Website appraisal

Appraisal of comparison web sites for nurses was based on guidelines from the following sources:

Achermann & Hartman, 2000; 

Battleson et al. 2001; 

Association of College and Research Libraries: www.ala.org/acrl/rpotindex01.html
Ellerman, Nina: www.ptizer.edu/case/scratch.html 

Nielsen, Jakob. Ten good deeds in Web Design. 1999:  www.useit.com/alertbox/991003.html
Waller, Richard. Website Evaluation Checklist:  
www.waller.co.uk/eval.jtm 

UCLA College Library:  
www.library.ucla.edu/libraries/college/help/critical/index.htm
(All the above websites were accessed on 3rd February 2002.)

The evaluation form designed for the purpose included a section for background information on the site, as well as questions (mainly checklist) for initial impressions on entry, authority, content/currency of information, navigation/searching facilities, access, services i.e. bibliographic databases, full-text materials, discussion forums, place to publish research, and achievement of stated purpose.

Response rate

Questionnaires were distributed to 120 participants in order to obtain a full quota of responses.  A total of 101 questionnaires were returned. The lowest response, 25%, (as anticipated) was from the psychiatric nursing division (Table 2), and the mental handicap (60%), sick children’s nursing (60%) and midwives (75%) were also below the planned quota levels. More responses (above quota) were accepted for general nursing, public health and tutor divisions to reach the overall sample desired of 100 responses. 

Professional development status

The majority of respondents (80%) were at Staff Nurse Grade, while the remainder (20%) were at management grade, which is a slightly higher representation of management grade than in the nursing population generally (14%). The largest group was the 31 – 50 age group (71%), which is approximately similar to the proportion in 1996 Occupation Census
, and 93% of respondents had taken the traditional three-year nursing training programme. Around a third (32%) of respondents had direct responsibility for the education of other nurses with a further 36% having some level of involvement in education of other nurses. Many respondents who are not qualified at Degree or Diploma level have some responsibility for the education of other nurses, who are likely to be pursuing diploma or degree level courses. 

Some 54% of respondents had at some time undertaken formal post-registration education with 49% actively undertaking such education at the time of survey. If this is generalised to the population one could expect a best-case scenario in which half the nursing population would find an educational support web site useful at any one time. According to a recent survey
 undertaken by the Irish Nurses Organisation (2001) 86.5% of INO members strongly agreed that CPE was essential in order to maintain the required skills and knowledge to work as a nurse, with more than 67% strongly agreeing that CPE was no longer an ‘optional extra’. Almost one third of nurses surveyed were presently undertaking masters programmes. These students rely heavily on online information sources, as many students undertake this programme by Distance Learning. Nurses undertaking certificate courses and in-service training (20% of respondents) might be viewed as potential users in the future. 

Access to IT

 In contrast to earlier studies in other countries, this survey showed that only 9% did not have access to the Internet. It is evident that there has been an increase in the use and provision of IT in hospitals, clinical practice and at home. Over the last two years Internet usage in Ireland has doubled with almost a third of Irish adults currently using the Internet regularly, with an uptake of 100% usage amongst university students.
 Respondents have most access to the Internet at home (75%), followed by work (54%) and the hospital library (53%), the latter figure indicating that personal assistance will be available if required.

Attitudes to use of the Internet

The Internet is used for professional purposes with the main reasons for Internet use being (in descending order) updating (51%), reading full-text journal articles (48%), personal reasons (41%), clinical queries (33%), database use (32%), patient information (29%) and a relatively small proportion for online courses (5%). Nurses seem prepared to do this from home though it is not clear whether this is from choice or necessity.

Nurses were ambivalent about their competencies in finding information on the Internet.  As many (37%) found information quite easy to find and as found it difficult (37%)difficult to find. For this reason in the development of nurse2nurse, one of the main objectives is to make it as simple as possible for first time users, to search the databases they require and also have the opportunity, with their topic of interest, to search the internet via a meta search engine, pointing nurses to the most relevant and authoritative websites pertaining to their subject interest.  

When asked if the information found was very useful, quite useful or not very useful, 33% of respondents said it was very useful, with 42% saying it was quite useful and 7% stating it was not very useful at all, 18% did not answer this question.  These responses re-emphasise the need for nurses to be guided to the most relevant websites where they will find the information they require. The number of nurses finding information useful or quite useful (75%) does reflect that nurses are finding useful resources of information on the Internet and also highlights the fact that information is available in the required form and some of this information is easily accessible.

Some 74% of the nurses expressed interest in using a resource dedicated to their requirements in Ireland, although 20% suggested that they would only sometimes use the resource.  Examining the responses of the ‘sometimes’ group revealed that 11% of this group found it difficult to find information, with 10% highlighting that they had not had experience of using the Internet which may be the reason why they stated that they would only sometimes use an Irish nursing website.

Respondents were asked to indicate the level of importance they would give to various services on nurse2nurse (Figure 1). Over 80% are interested in accessing peer reviewed reference material primarily for CPE and clinical practice. This level of access to full-text material is very important to those nurses studying and living in remote areas.  Only about a quarter of the nurses were interested in using the Internet as a medium of chat (36%), although 50% of respondents were looking forward to using discussion forums, and perhaps this reflects that nurses would like to avail of services offered on the Internet but are at present sceptical of using the Internet as a connectivity tool replacing telephone or face to face communications.  

There is a lack of access to local information about Irish nursing research, which accounts perhaps for the fact that 80% of nurses were interested in having access to an Irish nursing research database. More than 80% of nurses expressed interest in accessing regular updates about new developments in the field of nursing and in information for specialities such as ICN (Intensive Care Nursing), CCN (Coronary Care Nursing).  Information for specialities scored very highly, and this result is not unexpected, as nurses using the INO Library tell staff that they find it difficult to obtain primary research on their own specialist area.  As nurses practise in a wide range of specialist areas and generally have focussed professional interests in their own areas, it would therefore be important that relevant, up to date information is provided on topics pertaining to specialist areas. 

Access to bibliographic databases such as CINAHL (Cumulative Index to Nursing & Allied Health Literature), BNI (British Nursing Index) plus access to full-text material scored as highly important (79%). These services would be particularly important to those nurses who may not have access to a library in their hospital, or the time/inclination to go through the library shelves for relevant literature.  Out of hours availability, and having access anywhere at anytime to the bibliographic databases and full-text material, are valued features.

Links to other websites (72%), and details of courses  (75%) in other universities/ colleges were seen as important by many of the respondents and both services will appear on nurse2nurse.  Job advertisements (59%) - many of the respondents felt that job advertisements were of little or no importance.  Some respondents remarked that there were many other places they could go for such advertisements.  

Community participation and development of skills

When asked whether they wanted to be involved in the development of the website, 38% stated that they would be very interested.  It is envisaged that as a part of nurse2nurse there would be a section to allow interested nurses to become editors of topics/discussion boards, and to place the most up to date research in a topic of interest. 

All respondents highlighted that they wanted some type of training, particularly those respondents who were having difficulty in obtaining information on the Internet. The type of training required varied considerably indicating that a wide spectrum, from introductory IT and Internet skills to specialist database training would be required. The need to evaluate information on the Internet figured prominently.
Nursing Website Evaluations


An evaluation using the evaluation form (Appendix 3) was undertaken of the following nursing/midwifery websites:  

· http://www.nursingcenter.com/
· http://www.nelh.nhs.uk/    (National Electronic Library for Health – NeLH, UK)

· http://www.cna-nurses.ca/default.htm   (Canadian Nurses Association)

· http://www.nursingworld.org/
· http://www.enb.org.uk/  (English National Board)

·  http://www.n-i.nhs.uk/NBNI/
· http://www.rcn.org.uk/ (Royal College of Nursing)

· http://nmap.ac.uk  (Nursing Midwifery & Allied Health Professions)

· http://www.nursingsociety.org/ 

· http://www.nursingboard.ie
All above websites were accessed on 2nd February 2002

The main findings from this evaluation were:

Ten websites were evaluated most of which were based in the UK. Almost all the sites were excellent on first impression, with clean, uncluttered, easy to navigate appearance.  Information seemed to be current on three out of the 10 sites. In the remaining seven sites it seemed difficult to ascertain when information was last updated.  

Navigation, searching and linking to and from pages seemed to vary on all sites with the NeLH and Sigma Theta Tau sites being the most difficult to use. Search boxes appeared in different locations and with different features on all sites leading to searching being undertaken by trial and error.  Access to all parts of the sites was free with the exception of the NeLH and the RCN websites, where access to parts of these sites was restricted (at the time of the survey).

Most services required by nurses i.e. access to bibliographic databases and full-text journals were available on NeLH; RCN; ENB and Sigma Theta Tau sites with a host of full text journals being available via nursingcentre.com.   

All websites were authoritative, professionally planned with site maps.  The stated purpose of each was achieved.  

Discussion
If the planned service can establish a presence in wards throughout Ireland, carrying the most up to date evidence based practice in patient care, and then it has the potential to encourage a move towards evidence-based practice. The survey indicated that there should be a critical mass of nurses with access to the Internet, willing and able to undertake searches at home or at work (or in both locations) and with the motivation, often for formal educational reasons to seek research-based information. The survey response was biased towards those mostly likely to take up the new service, but even so, there are many nurses who will benefit indirectly, from consulting colleagues who in effect do the searching on their behalf.  

Nurse’s attitudes to and use of computers seem to be changing, and changing rapidly. The reasons are not clear but may be connected with the rise in home computer use. Ideally, every nurse should have access to these services at the point of care to help in clinical decision-making and support patients in decisions around their care.  Further research undertaken to ascertain precisely how many nurses have Internet access at the point of care, and how this is used, will be vital. 

As more nurses become competent, if not expert, in their use and knowledge of ICT, they themselves will become instruments of change in information technology, through their specific needs and demands. Ultimately nurses undertaking CPE and research will drive the development of technology to support nursing practice rather than technology shaping what is possible, and results indicated that nurses were far more willing to take an active lead than they have been in the past. This is another area for more research, possibly action research. Nursing education is continuing, a lifelong learning process and more studies are required to monitor how such lifelong learning is best encouraged and supported.

Ten websites were evaluated, most of which were based in the UK. All of the sites were authoritative and suitable for the audience at which they were aimed. What emerged from this evaluation was the number of excellent websites, with links to many other relevant resources that are already available to nurses. Importantly, for Irish nurses, none of the websites would offer the range of evidence-based resources or specialist local resources they demand, as access to databases is restricted.

The main conclusions arising from the study are:  (a) there is a need for a dedicated web-based information service for Irish nurses/midwives; (b) that the technology required to access this service is available to nurses; and (c) that appropriate funding should be made available to manage and maintain www.nurse2nurse.ie, thus ensuring relevant databases and full-text material are always available.

Following the above Research the website www.nurse2nurse.ie (N2N) was developed and launched in 2002.  The website was designed to include all the following sections which nurses stated as been important:
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The Functions of Nurse2Nurse:

· To give nurses freedom of Access from anywhere at anytime irrespective of their geographic location.

· To keep nurses up to-date with current nursing research 

· To Promotes collaboration & communication between nurses
What does Nurse2Nurse Offer Nurses

N2N has been developed with Nurses & Midwives in mind and how nurses and midwives search for information and their limitations in knowing how to search and retrieve their desired results.  To this end N2N was developed around Nursing Topics (approx 5000), these topics were taken from the RCN Subject Index and modified for an Irish audience.  The idea behind this topic based system came from the simple idea of nurses using a filing cabinet – the nurse would enter N2N, choose the topic she desired and within that topic would be all the information she required on that topic: 

· Search the databases – CINAHL; MEDLINE; British Nursing Index using that topic.

· Read the latest news on that topic

· Read the latest research papers on that topic

· Discuss that topic with her colleagues via a discussion forum assigned to each topic.

· Publish her own research on her chosen topic

· Become a topic editor and assist in keeping that topic up to date with suggested articles, news or website links.

Updating Nurse2Nurse

Nurse2Nurse front page is changed on a monthly basis taking in to account the topics which nurses are currently searching.  News, Research Articles, latest articles from databases are loaded on to the front-page keeping the website fresh and new looking.  The various N2N topics are kept up to-date on a daily/weekly basis.

Registering to use Nurse2Nurse

N2N is available to INO Members only (30,000 members).  INO is Ireland largest trade union for nurses in Ireland with 90% of nurses & midwives members of the INO.  N2N members are given a login and password using their details including their membership number from INO Records.  It is possible for a nurse to register online herself or to contact INO to register. 

Since its launch in 2002 registrations on N2N has steadily grown over the last 2 years:
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Usage statistics are analysed on a monthly basis to include the following:
Obtained monthly/bimonthly

· Numbers of nurses accessing N2N

· Membership details showing nurses who are using N2N by name, number etc.

· Time nurses are spending searching N2N

· Topics Nurses are searching

· Databases they are searching

· Downloads from full text material
· Times N2N is heavily use
· Numbers of daily registrations
Nurse2Nurse 2005

Version 2 of Nurse2Nurse is currently under development to include many more new features including an updated and more comprehensive N2N Thesaurus which has been developed by INO Library Staff this has reduced the number of Broad subject headings to enable user faster access to content. At the same time the thesaurus software allows us to automatically link our thesaurus with various other thesauri.  This thesaurus has been incorporated as the main navigational tool.  CINAHL, British Nursing Index and Medline Mesh terms will be incorporated as synonyms or related terms.  The software will be automated to provide intelligent mapping of three or more thesauri terms with subject heading or text entity. 
N2N Offline Archiving: N2N team has created a unique way of archiving almost any type of information from scanned documents to PDF, simple text files, word documents even URLs. N2N Offline Archiving Tool is a digital browser for viewing, searching and displaying Documents. The files can be searched using fields of subject; author; description etc.  We are confident that this application and standard will be adopted by nurses not only in Ireland but across Europe especially the students, MSc and PhD students.

@nurse email service:  @nurse email service was launched in 2001 as part of N2N inorder to give nurses@nurse email service:  In 2001 @nurse email was launched for members of N2N, this gave nurses their own professional email address – e.g.: murielhaire@nurse.ie  thus ensuring there are up-to-date email addresses for our members.  Version 2 of @nurse was launched in 2004 giving many new features with an updated calendar, address book and brief case to save documents.
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