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FIRST YEAR NURSING STUDENTS USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA WITHIN EDUCATION: RESULTS OF A 

SURVEY 

Abstract  

Introduction – Social media rapidly disseminates information but is a controversial learning platform 

in nurse education. This study aimed to explore how students viewed the use of Twitter, and other 

social media, in their first year of a nursing degree. 

Aim - The aim of this study was to evaluate first year student nurses’ use of social media, before and 

after commencing a pre-registration programme, where Twitter was used in a module 

Methodology – A cross-sectional approach using a descriptive survey was completed. 

Methods – An online survey, that included Likert scale and open questions, was open for one month 

in 2016 

Sample – All students on Nursing Undergraduate Degrees, in Adult, Child and Mental Health, who 

were in the first year of their programme were eligible to participate. 121 students took part with a 

response rate of 32%. 

Results –Most students were positive about using social media as they found it an engaging way to 

promote discussion and share information.  Students use of Twitter changed in the first year with 

19.8% using it once or more per week on commencement of the programme which increased to 

45.5%; other social media platforms remained static. Most students (57.8%) understood the purpose 

of using Twitter although 14% reported that it was not used within their module; thus, not all 

students gained experience of using the social media.   81% of students said that using Twitter had 

been beneficial to increase awareness of nursing issues within their course.  However, there were 

areas that students found difficult such as time, and not knowing what to say. 

Conclusion –The study suggests that teaching about social media, and incorporating it into learning 

activities, may be beneficial for students.  However, more research into the subject using an 

experimental design to assess changes over time would be useful. 

Key words – student nurses, social media, teaching, Twitter, nurse education, pre-registration.
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Introduction  

Social media has become a tool to rapidly disseminate information and enable debate (Booth 2015).   

It has been seen as a tool for peer support, peer learning and increasing student engagement with 

online learning (Tower et al 2015) and Jones et al (2016) said that students found engagement with 

the platform worthwhile. The use of social media within nursing is controversial due to concerns 

about inappropriate professional use, such as breaching confidentiality (Ross 2012); however, the 

Nursing and Midwifery Council has offered guidance (NMC 2016).  Educators can help student 

nurses use social media effectively, also reflecting the use of professional  standards (NMC 2015) 

and university policies (Jones et al 2016).   

Within the authors university social media has been incorporated into teaching and Twitter was 

introduced to first year students studying the nursing programme.  Students were given the 

opportunity to attend a training session on Twitter (which was optional) and asked to engage with 

activities where use of Twitter was an option.  Training sessions provided an overview of Twitter, 

explained its purpose, highlighted professional boundaries and gave students opportunity to set up 

an account.   Students were then encouraged to contribute to a discussion, using Twitter, within one 

nursing module.  The aim of this study was to evaluate whether nursing students self reported use of 

social media had changed since starting the nursing course and examine their experiences of using 

social media within the educational context.   

Literature Review  

The use of social media has grown rapidly over the last 5 years.  Twitter states that, in early 2016, it 

had 310 million users with 83% of these being active users, although the number who are active in 

the UK is unclear (Rose McGrory 2015).  Facebook is still viewed as the leading social media site but 

numbers of users across most platforms seem to be stabilising (Rose McGrory 2015).    People use 

social media for a variety of reasons, often for communication with friends or for news, but using 

social media within nurse education is in its infancy. 

Twitter is a relatively new teaching and learning tool in higher education and evidence supporting its 

use is limited. Innovative adaptations in the UK healthcare education context demonstrate Twitter’s 

potential usefulness for diverse learning goals, when underpinned by appropriate planning and 

technical support. For example, Mistry (2011) reports using Twitter to deepen student learning in 

critical care training, whilst Sinclair et al. (2015) utilised a planned Twitter chat to capture student 

voices around the experience of clinical placement. These two pilot programmes were limited in 

scope and focused on a specific task but both describe positive outcomes. 

Jones et al. (2016) evaluated a three-phased pilot programme incorporating Twitter-based learning 

as an assessed element on a first-year nursing curriculum.  The rationale for this approach was to 

improve digital literacy and professional practice. The assessments required students to actively use 

Twitter, including following at least 30 nursing or health related accounts, and tweeting on topics or 

contributing to web forums.  It is unclear how students were directed to high quality sources of 

information related to nursing.  Students were assessed on their engagement with Twitter and 

marks were assigned to this activity; although an alternative assessment was offered it is not stated 

how many students took the alternative option.  Jones et al (2016) note that there was more 

engagement with social media when students were assessed and felt that using the platform 

enabled students to increase social media skills, enable facilitation of peer-to-peer support, and 
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increased engagement with the wider online public, such as patient groups.  Jones et al (2016) 

research has some limitations as the groups surveyed had different levels of voluntary or 

compulsory and the methods of engagement were different between cohorts so making comparison 

amongst groups difficult (Burau 2007). 

Younger generations are commonly considered to be comfortable using all types of social media, but 

Usher et al (2014) study suggests that a minority of the current generation of healthcare students 

actively use Twitter for professional or personal purposes. According to a Finnish study (Tuominen et 

al. 2014), nursing students rarely used blogging for educational activities, although some used it in 

their free time and students named Facebook as an application to be added to nursing studies.  In 

contrast, there is growing use of Twitter by UK healthcare professionals (Jones et al. 2016).  

A north American based study in a health-care education setting found that using Twitter for 

informal, educationally relevant communications improved contact between instructor and student, 

promoted active learning, provided an avenue for prompt feedback, and maximized time on task 

(Junco, Heiberger and Loken 2011). However, social media may also pose practical challenges in a 

traditional learning environment (such as availability of mobile devices) and, as Smith & Lambert 

(2014) noted in their systematic review, is most useful as part of a blended learning approach.  

Mistry (2011) used Twitter as a way to promote discussion in groups with qualified and pre-

registration students and the concise nature of Tweets meant students felt it helped to summarise 

their understanding.  Mistry’s study was small, with only 24 students in total, and was used as a 

formative strategy for learning.   In contrast, Fox & Varadarajan (2011) found that the majority of 

students reported that Twitter distracted them from class discussions and prevented effective note 

taking, although this was a pharmacy course and the discussion elements may be more beneficial in 

nursing curricula.  Students in both Mistry (2011) and Fox & Varadarajan’s (2011) studies indicated 

that Twitter increased sharing of ideas in class and that it facilitated the expression of different 

opinions.  However, Epstein & Ray (2014) found that blogging in the classroom distracted nursing 

students and this may also apply to microblogging using a Twitter platform. 

Concerns reported around the use of Twitter centre around issues of privacy and confidentiality, the 

boundaries between professional and personal, the inherent limitations of the Twitter format with 

regard to self-expression, as well as lack of skills and motivation (Mistry 2011, Jones et al. 2016). The 

papers raised concerns over the potential abuse of professional boundaries in social media, but no 

specific examples of this happening in learning contexts have been detailed.  However, using social 

media may develop professional communication skills, understanding of patient privacy, ethics and 

policy issues, (Schmitt et al 2012).   

Some students may lack skills and interest in using any social media as part of learning (Tuominen et 

al. 2014).  Balakrishnan (2014) notes that there are both incentives and barriers that influence the 

use of social media and ease of use was important to students who found it academically beneficial.  

Learning activities involving social media could be included in nursing education to develop digital 

professionalism, as Jones et al (2016) suggest.  

Aim  

The aim of this study was to evaluate first year student nurses’ use of social media, before and after 

commencing a pre-registration programme. Specific objectives were: 

 To identity students experience of the use of social media through nurse education. 

 To evaluate the benefits and limitations of the use of social media in nursing education 
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Methodology  

A descriptive survey, at one point in time, was employed as it enables the exploration of phenomena 
to describe what exists, outline frequency and aid categorisation (Burns & Grove 2003).    De Vaus 
(2014) notes that surveys can be distinguished by the fact that they collect a structured and 
systematic set of data  with the data collected in the same way from each participant allowing the 
findings to be  comparable.  A  cross sectional survey, as in this case, collects information at one time 
point with the focus being on gaining the participants thoughts and experiences of the phenomenon 
of interest. 

An online self-report questionnaire was developed by the research team. Questions included 

demographic data, pre-course use of social media, teaching on social media, changes in usage since 

starting the programme and perceptions of social media in nurse education.  The questionnaire 

included Likert scale responses and open questions on the use of Twitter and social media in 

students’ nurse education.  The questionnaire was advertised to students via the Virtual Learning 

Environment and email, and opportunities to complete the survey during university days were 

offered.  Data collection took place over a one-month period from 6th May to 6th June 2016.  The 

questionnaire was distributed using the Bristol Online Survey (BOS) system and responses were 

anonymous. 

Setting  

The study took place within one University in the South East of England, which has nursing students 

based on two campuses.  All the participants took part in a compulsory module where Twitter was 

an optional component.  Twitter was one method used within this first year module to discuss ‘What 

is nursing?’  

Ethical Approval  

Ethical approval was gained from the Faculty of Health and Wellbeing Ethics committee reference 

number 16/FHWB/16001 

Students were sent information sheets prior to opportunities to complete the survey and 

participation in the online survey was considered as consent.  

Sample  

Students from adult, child and mental health nursing, who were in their first year of study at the 

university were invited to participate.  A total of 374 students were eligible to participate; 284 adult 

nursing, 38 child nursing and 52 mental health nursing students from two cohorts starting in 

September 2015 and April 2016.  121 students responded to the survey (see Figure 1) 

There are a number of factors that may have impacted on student engagement with the survey; 

such as level of digital literacy, lecturer promoting Twitter, placement activity and student 

motivation. 

Data Analysis  

Data analysis utilised SPSS version 22 to provide descriptive statistics (Burns & Grove 2009).  The 

open questions produced very short answers and were themed using  content analysis by the 

research team  (Green 2013) 

Results  
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121 students replied to the survey which was a response rate of 32%.   The April cohort had a higher 

response rate at 44.1% compared to the September cohort at 25.9%; this may be because the April 

cohort were in university during the data collection period whilst the September group were on 

placement. 

Response rates per pathway (see Figure 1) were Adult nursing 29.1%, Child Nursing 52.6% and 

Mental Health Nursing 30.7%.  Child nursing is the smallest pathway, with adult nursing being the 

largest, and the child students were in University at the time of the survey which may explain the 

higher response rate for this group. 

Table1 shows the age demographics of the students with 53.7% being under 30 years old, the spread 

of ages reflects the nursing demographics at this university.  Only three males (2.5%) responded to 

the survey, 90.9% respondents were female and 6.6% preferred not to say; however, there is a 

higher proportion of females within nursing at this university. 

Social Media use change when Commencing Nursing Programme   

Prior to commencing the pre-registration nursing programme 95.9% of participants used social 

media for social activities and 18.2% stating they used it for educational purposes.  Use of social 

media varied prior to university with 77.7% % of participants stated that they used Facebook most 

days, whilst Twitter was 12.4% and Instagram 33.9% (See Table 2).  39.7% of participants stated that 

they had never used Twitter and 41.3% had never used Instagram but only 5.8% had never used 

Facebook. 

Participants were asked if they had been taught how to use Twitter within university and 52.1% said 

‘yes’ and 44.6% said ‘No’ (see Table 5).  Participants were also asked if they understood the purpose 

of using Twitter within the nursing session and 57.8% said they had fully or partially understood but 

27.2% said they had little or no understanding of the purpose (see Table 6). 14% of participants 

stated that Twitter was not used in their session.   

Participants were asked if they continued to use Twitter for nursing information after the session 

and 38% said ‘yes’, 38.8% said ‘No’ and 20.7% said that they had never started using Twitter (see 

Table 7).  However, when asked which social media they used since starting university on most days, 

Facebook remained static at 80.2%, Twitter increased to 21.5%, and Instagram remained static at 

31.4% (see Table 8).  Also, those using Twitter once a week increased from 7.4% pre course to 24% 

after starting university.  This demonstrates that there was an increase in use of Twitter by 27.9% 

after commencing university, although the frequency of interactions varied. 

When examining the data by pathway it was noted that more adult nursing students continued to 

use Twitter after the introductory session (see Table 9) compared to other pathways.  The reason for 

this is unclear.  However, participants noted that positive influences on their use of social media 

were lecturer support (59.5%) and peer support (55.3%) (see Table 10) with family/friend being less 

influential at 45.5%. 

Students were asked if the School of Nursing should develop its use of social media and 65.5% said 

‘yes’.  Reasons most frequently cited were the ‘enjoyment of this platform’ and ‘shared learning’.  

However, students thought it should be a choice rather than compulsory and tutors needed to be 

engaged. Small numbers commented that it was time consuming, distracting and potentially 

‘dangerous’.   

The themed qualitative comments (see Table 11) highlighted that accessing and sharing information 

were key uses of Twitter in nursing with communication and offering inspiration also present.  
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However, a small number of participants were unsure of the purpose with comments such as feeling 

overwhelmed.  Thus, it seems that the use of social media within a nursing course is viewed as an 

enjoyable way to gain information but is assisted by support networks. 

Students’ perceptions of social media  

Students were asked whether they thought use of social media was beneficial for nursing in a 

number of areas and responded within a range from ‘very beneficial’ to ‘no benefit’,  Table 12 

outlines the results. 47.1% of students saw social media as very beneficial to ‘increase awareness of 

nursing issues’ with 36.4% thinking it ‘increased confidence in sharing ideas’. Combining the ‘very 

beneficial’ and ‘some benefit’ ratings the category ‘expanded knowledge’ also scored highly with 

78.5%.  Categories that scored high in the ‘unsure’ category were ‘contributed to study skills’ 

(25.6%), ‘aided professional development’ (16.5%).  Students identified that they engaged with a 

variety of forums including professional organisations, the University School of Nursing and specialist 

areas, although the engagement varied between following and tweeting. 

Students were asked to rate aspects affecting their use of social media from ‘large limitation’ to ‘no 

limitation’.  Table 13 outlines the results and shows that the biggest inhibitor of using social media 

was time with 57% saying this had a large or some effect.  Other key issues were ‘not clear how to 

use social media effectively’ (42.1%) and  ‘difficulty using the platform’ (34.7%).  A number of 

participants identified ‘don’t know what to say’ as either a large or some limitation plus 24.8% who 

were unsure, which may reflect the students’ novice state as first year students.  Approximately 

41.3% of students found little or no limitations to accessing mobile devices whilst a similar number 

reported some or a large limitation (36.3%), this may reflect that many students now have 

smartphones or that the university provides computer stations for student use.   

Discussion 

This study suggests that social media can be used as a medium to access knowledge and increase 

awareness of nursing issues.  Social media has the facility to follow particular organisations and 

people that are of interest to the nursing community (WeCommunities no date).  This may 

contribute to students’ ability to keep up-to-date with changes and information relevant to practice.  

This study suggests that students benefited from being able to communicate and share ideas with 

others; this may also aid discussion across geographical boundaries (Kung & Oh 2014) to gain a 

global perspective.   West et al’s (2015) review found a number of pedagogical benefits to 

incorporating use of Twitter into learning environments; these included timely updating of course 

information, a sense of social engagement by students and enhanced motivation.    

Tur et al (2017) noted that student either use it for accessing information or can be more 

participatory engaging in discussions; our study was mainly focused on accessing information and 

this could be because students were unfamiliar with using social media in education and would need 

support to engage in online chats, for example.  A constructivist approach is suggested by Flynn et al 

(2015) when using social media within education.   Their study suggests that new students may need 

guidance about how to filter information effectively and lecturers may need to address this. 

However, Sinclair et al (2015) noted the dilemma academics face with the informal nature of Twitter 

discussions and taking a more constructivist approach may address this (Balakrishnan  2014).  

Utilising social media as a way to engage in debates and discussion may indirectly improve students’ 

ability to critique in other settings and further research into this aspect is needed.  

Most students within this study engaged with social media but a minority did not use it nor see it as 

beneficial.  The fact that technology is freely available may mean that the students were familiar 
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with different learning strategies and social media did not add to their learning.   In Jones et al 

(2016) study students were not forced to use the social media platform, but this could create 

disparity amongst student when used in assessment.  If social media is being incorporated into 

healthcare practice, it may be desirable for all students to have an understanding of its uses.   

The name ‘social media’ gives the impression that it is a leisure, rather than professional, activity and 

the link between these two areas are seen as blurred in academia (Hsu & Ching 2012).  Social media 

is being explored for use with patients and healthcare organisations, such as for health promotion 

(Park et al 2016), so the interface between academia and practice may need exploration.  One 

challenge for nurse education may be to keep abreast of the developments in social media and its 

use within the practice setting.  Some students in this study were aware of the dangers associated 

with social media, and the incorporation of professional and university guidance is needed.  Huby & 

Smith (2016) highlight that nurses are aware of the need to maintain professional boundaries and 

need to be careful about comments shared to adhere to the NMC Code (2015).   

Only 18.2% of participants had previously used social media for educational purposes prior to 

commencing the nursing programmes.  Social media is not always promoted in schools and 

workplaces as a professional or educational tool due to a lack of understanding of the platform and 

concern for retribution if things go wrong (Ferguson 2013).  Thus, when introducing social media 

into teaching and learning there needs to be consideration about the students’ skills.  It is still 

unclear what aspects motivate a student to engage with the use of social media as a teaching 

modality, but contributing factors may be that participants are happy with their current use, are 

unable to see the benefits of using it as a learning tool or those participants were influenced by the 

session itself. The enthusiasm and engagement of the individual lecturer in their promotion of social 

media may also be important (Booth 2014) and their role may need further research.   

New nursing students have many demands being placed upon them (Van Der Relt et al 2015) in 

different ways and social media may be used to aid this transition (Ferguson et al 2016).  The 

students’ engagement with Twitter was not formally assessed as part of a module assignment which, 

as Jones et al (2016) notes, can contribute to low levels of use of social media for professional 

purposes.  

A number of strategies have been identified by West et al (2015) for Twitter to be used, such as an 

introduction for students that sets the scene and builds on students’ confidence in communicating in 

this way.  Mistry (2011) suggested use of uniform resource locator (URL) shorteners (e.g. 

http://bit.ly) to assist with the 140 character limit for tweets. Understanding the range of 

interactions available, such as real time news feeds, could be introduced to enhance use of Twitter 

as a teaching tool.   Links to useful Twitter pages could be made within the reference or reading lists 

and including searching social media within library training could be considered. Revisiting the use of 

hashtags may also be beneficial in assisting students to access specific information. 

West et al (2015) conclude that adoption of three main strategies will positively impact student 

outcome - Twitter should be a mandatory element of a course, integrated in educationally relevant 

ways and for lecturers to engage with students via Twitter demonstrating the value of this as a 

learning experience; although this study suggests students did not think it should be compulsory.  

Cheston et al (2013) systematic review suggests that a strong faculty presence is required on social 

media platform which may have resource implications about who will monitor this.  Use of live 

Twitter with tweets on the screen, particularly in small group work, may support students to provide 

their feedback in an interactive way which can then be responded to by the lecturer to develop 

http://bit.ly/
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discussion.  The potential for using social media is huge but further research and exploration about 

how to build this productively into nurse education is needed. 

Limitations  

Undertaking a pre/post type approach may have been more accurate in detailing differences in 

student views between the start of the course and after the Twitter sessions.  The students self-

reported their abilities, which may have been inaccurate, and accessing data on their engagement 

with social media may be more useful.  A study design that enabled triangulation of data may have 

further increased the usefulness and reliability of the findings. 

Conclusion  

Social media is a growing area within nursing practice and students can find its use engaging in the 

educational setting.  Teaching Twitter can increase its’ use and the support of lecturers and peers 

can help to promote the potential benefits. Further work on the different social media platforms and 

strategies for  use within teaching, learning and assessment, considering different learner styles is 

needed to ensure it enhances learning and professional development. 
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