Connecting Points

PSYCHIATRIC NURSING ‘

: ']"he Internet has become a “hot
topic” in recent years. Whether
vou dismiss the Internet as
“megahype”! or a poor substitute
for speech and other forms of
human contact (Sunday Star-Times.
August 11, 1996:C7), its impact
undoubtedly is beginning to be felt
in nursing circles. There has been a
veritable scramble to publish arti-
cles outlining the benefits of the In-
ternet to nurses and providing
guidelines on how to use this new
tool.>*

Absent thus far has been any
analysis of how psychiatric nurses
actually use the Internet, how those
that do have learned the skills
needed to make themselves under-

. stood, and what these experienced
Internet users project the impact of
the Internet will be on psychiatric
nursing culture. This was the sub-
ject of a research project I under-
took. The abridged version of the
research report is presented here
and provides a precis of the
methodology, results, and discus-
sion.

Method and Respondents

The study was conducted by e-mail.
I sent an e-mail message to three
nursing discussion groups request-
ing that psychiatric nurses assist
with the research by answering five
questions. Assurances were given
that no identifying data would be
included in the final research re-
port. The e-mail responses were

stripped of extraneous data (such as |

*This article is a substantially abridged ver-
sion of a research report presented at the In-
ternational Conference of the Australian and
New Zealand College of Mental Health
Nurses held in October 1996 in Auckland,
New Zealand.
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| e-mail addresses) and entered into
| the software package NUD*IST.
The responses were then catego-
rized and coded line by line accord-
ing to themes that were identified
from the data. The preliminary re-
sults were published on the World
Wide Web 7 and feedback was
| sought from participants that

were described.

Thirty-six responses were used
in the final analysis. Most of these
originated from the psych-nursing
list that had 368 members at the
time. Respondents’ experience of
using the Internet ranged from 1
week to 10 years; the majority had
used the Internet for less than 2
years. Responses came from the
United Kingdom, United States,
Australia, New Zealand, Finland,
Holland, Hong Kong, and Japan
and were from psychiatric nurses in
practice and academic settings.

| Results: How Psychiatric Nurses
use the Internet

Respondents identified communi-
cating and networking, researching,
obtaining software, recreation, and
keeping abreast of the news as the
main ways in which they used the
Internet. Communication appeared
to be the dominant use. E-mail, In-
ternet relay chat, World Wide Web,
and telnet were the most common
applications described.

for respondents most commonly in-
volved relating to others. Many
commented that their involvement
with other nurses through the Inter-
net engendered a sense of connected-
ness and universality. Examples of
tangible support provided by others
and of giving and receiving advice
were shown. E-mail in particular
was a tool that respondents said was
useful to share concerns, keep in
touch with others, and develop net-
works of friends and contacts. E-

tended to validate the themes that-

as a useful way to challenge assump-
tions and develop ideas.

Internet communication was
viewed as having advantages over
conventional modes of communica-
tion. Many said that people re-
sponded more promptly with e-mail
and that consideration of differ-
ences in time zones and geographic

- distance were not important issues

using the Internet. The financial
cost savings and direct style, which
has become a convention of e-mail,
were cited as useful by respondents.

A consequence of respondents’
involvement with the Internet was
keeping current with news events
and developments in the discipline
of nursing. The ability to locate ref-
erences and information for re-
search, personal development, in-
terest, and education was a useful
feature. Accessing library catalogs
and resources was described. Al-
though useful information relevant
to psychiatric nursing practice was
not always available on the Inter-
net, respondents stated that they
often were able to find directions to
the information that they needed.
Only two respondents identified

| creating and sharing information as
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mail discussion groups were viewed |

March/April 1998

personally useful.

A large number of respondents
did not perceive that there was a
right or wrong way to communi-
cate on the Internet or that conven-
tions associated with other modes
of communication applied. Others
did not believe they had mastered
the art of Internet communication
at this time and believed that com-
municating well using e-mail and
other means of Internet communi-
cation was very difficult. A few re-
spondents had attended on-line
courses or library courses on the In-
ternet but most said trial and error
was how they had learned how to
communicate effectively. Some said
they read computer books or the
lists of frequently asked questions
(FAQs) that often are posted auto-
matically when a user joins an e-
mail discussion group. More
knowledgeable friends and col-
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