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INTRODUCTION

The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) recognizes that nursing is an important resource for the development of health systems and services, and estimates that nurses comprise 80% of the health work force in most countries of the Region of the Americas.  However, countries are challenged to make the best use of their limited resources to provide better care, as well as to ‘improve quality through a better prepared nursing work force’ (1). 

Nurses need to seek information for their professional practice, professional development, for life-long learning which are essential attributes in a highly specialized modern society.  They also need to keep abreast of the rapid changes taking place around the world that have an impact on the state of health in their nation, and the technological tools that are available to support them in their work.  

Nurses in Jamaica also need information for continuing education, as they are required by the Nursing Council of Jamaica to renew their registration every two years, during which time, they should have completed at least 60 hours of training (2).

The public health sector is largest employer of nurses in Jamaica, and public sector funds are challenged to make the best use of limited resources.  Publications about the profession are costly, and soon become outdated.  It is therefore necessary to investigate what kind of kind of potential virtual libraries and electronic resources have, in meeting the information needs in the field of nursing in Jamaica.

Aim

The study aims to learn about information seeking habits and information needs in the field of nursing in Jamaica, and to investigate the potential benefits and opportunities, if any, for meeting these needs through the use of selected electronic and virtual resources. 

Definitions

The term “nurse” is used to mean a member of the nursing profession who has been trained in the profession, and who meets the criteria of a recognized certifying nursing body.  

The “field of nursing” refers to persons who have been trained or are being trained in the nursing profession.

Tenant (3) defines the “digital library” as a library consisting of digital materials and services.

The terms “virtual library” and “electronic resources” are used to encompass three terms – “virtual library”, “electronic library” and “digital library” (4).  These terms are used interchangeably in this study.

The “electronic library” according to Katz (5) is a library where information is stored electronically online, as well as on CD ROMs and DVDs. Library resources such as electronic mail (email), databases, and a growing number of electronic services can be accessed via the computer.  The World Wide Web can also fall in this category

Rationale and Significance

The Ministry of Health (MOH) in Jamaica cites cardiovascular disease as the ‘leading cause’ of death, followed closely by diabetes, obesity and cancer (6).  The MOH has developed a National Policy for the Promotion of Healthy Lifestyles, using an intersectoral approach, to address the critical health problems affecting the nation.  Hypertension, HIV/AIDS, injuries and traffic accidents have also been identified as some of the critical health problems being faced in Jamaica (7).    

In view of the fact that nurses have an important role in health promotion, disease prevention, care and rehabilitation (8), nursing will be an important element in the achievement of the goals and targets of the National Policy for the Promotion of Healthy Lifestyles.  Nurses need to seek information for their education and training, evidence based practice, shared decision-making, and their enhanced role in the community.  The traditional libraries often have limited human, financial or physical resources, which can limit their services to health care professionals.   If virtual libraries and electronic resources can assist in meeting the information needs of nurses in Jamaica, then their potential benefits should be explored.

Rationale and Significance

The Ministry of Health (MOH) in Jamaica cites cardiovascular disease as the ‘leading cause’ of death, followed closely by diabetes, obesity and cancer (6).  It has developed a National Policy for the Promotion of Healthy Lifestyles, using an intersectoral approach, to address the critical health problems affecting the nation.  Hypertension, HIV/AIDS, injuries and traffic accidents have also been identified as some of the critical health problems being faced in Jamaica (7).  .  

In view of the fact that nurses have an important role in health promotion, disease prevention, care and rehabilitation (8), nursing will be an important element in the achievement of the goals and targets of the National Policy for the Promotion of Healthy Lifestyles and towards achieving the health goals of the MDG.  Nurses need to seek information for their education and training, evidence based practice, shared decision-making, and their enhanced role in the community.  The traditional libraries often have limited human, financial or physical resources, which can limit their services to health care professionals.   If virtual libraries and electronic resources can assist in meeting the information needs of nurses in Jamaica, then their potential benefits should be explored.

Objectives of the Research

The objective of the research was to identify how selected nurses and nurses in training seek out information to support their work and their profession, their expectations, and the different sources of information currently being used.  It sought to determine if there were deficiencies in the current sources being used, and examined the potential benefits of using virtual libraries and electronic resources, also if they could meet the information needs of these nurses.  It also made recommendations about the options that were available to this group through electronic resources.                       

METHODOLOGY 

A survey was carried out using questionnaires to collect data from randomly selected practicing nurses and student nurses, followed by interviews.  After pre-testing the questionnaires for content, relevance and clarity of items, forty-four questionnaires were sent to nurses/student nurses at the Nursing Division, Ministry of Health; the In-service Nursing Education Unit, Ministry of Health; the University Hospital of the West Indies, Nursing Division; the University of Technology; the University of the West Indies School of Nursing (formerly DANE); and individual nurses/student nurses at random.  

The structured questionnaire consisted of twenty questions, with five broad headings - personal details, information needs, sources used for information, purposes for which nurses utilize information, computer/Internet access, and types of information services required. Each heading had at least three sub-categories. Forty-four questionnaires were distributed and 30 (68%) responses were received, while 14 (38%) did not respond. A focus group was also used to evaluate selected specialized online electronic resources for usability.

The population included nurses who currently work, or have worked in Jamaica, and nurses in training or who have been trained in Jamaica. Students of nursing also included qualified nurses who were engaged in post-basic education.  Tuckman (9) noted that the population used in a questionnaire or interview study is that group which the researcher is interested in gaining information and drawing conclusions from.

Development of Nursing in Jamaica

The training of nurses in the Caribbean began before the turn of the twentieth century (10).  The history and development of nursing in Jamaica evolved from the social, economic and political events taking place in the middle and latter part at that century (11).  Based on the account given by Hewitt (11) nursing was a low status job, and its training did not follow any formal order or pattern.  Training was conducted on the job, ‘interspersed with doctors’ lectures when the need was felt’.  However, a group of nurses united to form the Jamaica General Trained Nurses Association (JGTNA) so that their combined efforts could change their profile and conditions that existed.  The primary focus of the JGTNA was to establish registered nursing education as the foundation for the development of nursing, and Nita Barrow was a ‘prime proponent for change’ in general nursing in Jamaica (11).

Other outstanding factors that impacted on nursing included the ‘rise of trade unions, constitutional changes, adult suffrage, and social, economic and political struggles’.  Several groups of dynamic leaders in nursing at the time, also enthusiastically developed ‘organized strategies’ which propelled nursing education in Jamaica so that it could be recognized nationally, regionally and internationally (11).

The investigation of British colonies in the West Indies in 1938-39 by the West India Royal Commission Committee under Lord Moyne is considered to be one of the most significant factors to impact positively on the development of modern nursing in Jamaica.  According to Hewitt (11) the recommendations of the Moyne Commission provided a ‘springboard’ for the reform in health, education and welfare in the West Indies.  

The West Indies School of Public Health (WISPH) was established to address some of the poor conditions that existed at the time, and the Government of Jamaica, the British Colonial Development and Welfare (CD&W) office, and the Rockefeller Foundation provided joint funds.  This had a particular impact on nursing training, which according to Hewitt (11) was ‘an important catalyst for further change in public health education and in particular, in nursing’.

Caribbean Nurses

Dame Ruth Nita Barrow, Gertrude Hildegarde Swaby and Julie Symes 

Caribbean nurses have created a rich history for themselves and have made a remarkable contribution to nursing.  Hewitt (11) has a well-documented account of these three nurses who she considers to be ‘trailblazers’ in nursing education.  

Mary Jane Seacole is described as a Jamaican healer and entrepreneur who, like Florence Nightingale, served on the front lines of the Crimean War.   Seacole was recently recognized for her contribution to the field of nursing in the United Kingdom (12).

Dr. Mary Jane Seivwright is one of the leading Jamaican nurses in our recent history.  She is reported by Hewitt to be the first Jamaican nurse of those who, on their ‘own volition’, prepared themselves for the challenge of getting university education for nurses.  

Information Needs in Nursing

Wilson (13) describes information seeking as the ‘purposive seeking for information as a consequence of a need to satisfy some goal’.  It is important to have an understanding of what motivates users to seek information, and the literature contains a wealth of information to support the fact that a clear understanding of user needs and information-seeking behaviour is necessary if the needs of users are to be suitably met.  It is evident also, that information needs are different for each discipline and that the information is used in different ways.  According to Sundin knowledge is ‘central to professional practice’ (14).  Information seeking is one of the bases for the continuous learning of individuals.  Information seeking behaviour is worthy of study because of what Case describes as the ‘cumulative importance’ of individual decisions (15).  

The study of information needs for nurses is therefore crucial to this study because nurses provide health and nursing care to all categories of persons such as individuals, families, groups, and communities from time to time.  The type of care they provide also covers a wide range, and can include health promotion, disease prevention, and treatment of common diseases, acute/critical care, rehabilitation and long term care of chronic illnesses (Salvage 8).

Nurses need to be able to access information easily, competently and cost-effectively, so that they can promote healthy lifestyles for the proper maintenance and prevention of the spread of disease. Nurses are an integral part of the integrated health team, which will implement the Ministry of Health’s Healthy Lifestyle thrust to ‘address critical health problems affecting the nation’ (7). 

Evidence-based Skills

The dedication of nurses to using ‘reliable and proven interventions’ in nursing is not new according to Bonaparte, who cites McDonald in acknowledging the influence that Florence Nightingale had and her contribution to the early origins of evidence-based nursing Bonaparte stressed the need for nurses to develop new skills and to be cognizant of ‘advancing technological and scientific possibilities’ so that they can strengthen evidence-based practice and the link between research and practice (16). 

Marshall-Burnett who reiterates the need for the ‘utilization of valid and reliable information for the planning and implementation of nursing care’, supports the call for evidence-based practice in nursing’.  She noted further, that the results of evidence-based practices shows client/patient benefits, cost effective nursing practices (17). In summary;

Evidence-based care […] promises to discipline the routinisation and habituation of practice, the trap of continuing to do what has always been done because it has always been done that way. (McKee 18)

MAIN FINDINGS 

The research findings revealed that the majority of the respondents were computer literate (73.3% of respondents).  Sixty seven percent of respondents indicated that they had access to a computer at home but only 33% had access to a computer at work.  

With respect to the Internet, 40% of the respondents had received formal training in its use compared with 73.3% who received training in computer use.  Sixty percent of those trained in the use of the Internet were either self taught or taught by a friend.  The findings revealed further that while the majority had received computer training, and 40% received Internet training, up to 70% indicated that they seldom used the Internet.  

Sixty seven (67%) percent of the respondents indicated that they had access to the Internet at home, but only 33% indicated that they had Internet access at work. 

Recommendations 

Upgrade facilities to provide access to the computer and Internet telecommunications services at the workplace (hospitals, clinics and other health institutions) needs to be improved so that nurses can have quick and easy access to online and virtual resources.  In view of the fact that the Ministry of Health is the largest employer of nurses then it should endeavour to provide such services.

Considering that the majority of the respondents were computer literate and had received some training in its use, but 75% of them seldom used the Internet at work because the facilities there were limited, nurses should be given opportunities and incentives to utilize their skills and develop so they will be better able to meet their needs for information to support their practice.  

Establish partnerships between modern libraries, information centres and training institutions, hospitals or other health institutions, so that these libraries can assist in training nurses and other health professionals in developing proper search and retrieval techniques.

Nurses should join local and international online discussion groups in their field, and in their area of specialization so that they keep abreast of current activities in their field.

Considering that those nurses who did not have access to computer/Internet facilities at home cited lack of economic resources as the main cause, the government’s policy should be to subsidize the cost so that this group could afford to purchase the necessary equipment.

Nurses should document their research findings, experiences and best practices, and take advantage of the facility provided by the Internet to publish at minimal cost.  They will then be able to share their unique experiences, based on evidence, and make a valuable contribution to the gaps that exist in the body of literature in the field of nursing.  This will further empower Jamaican nurses to be users as well as creators of information. 

CONCLUSION

Virtual libraries and electronic sources have brought significant changes in the nature and availability of information, in the way it is used, stored and sought.  While there are many arguments to support the advantages of these resources, it is important to bear in mind that provision and updating of telecommunications facilities are not without challenges.  Cost, infrastructure and political will are some of the hurdles to overcome. It is evident therefore, that virtual libraries and electronic resources do have the potential to meet the information needs of nurses in Jamaica, and these recommendations the fact that the government of Jamaica is committed, based on its draft policy, to having laws and regulations to enable the creation of a ‘modern and creative’ telecommunications sector (19).
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