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Abstract
Aim: To identify and report the use of social media among pre- registration (pre- 
licence) student nurses.
Methods: A social survey was conducted in 2019 to explore student nurses' views 
of social media usage. Diffusion of innovation theory and social identity theory were 
used as the theoretical framework. A reflexive thematic analysis was undertaken of 
responses to an open- ended question.
Results: 351 responses were analysed. Four themes emerged: Social media as a com-
munication tool that helps to keep in contact and communicate with friends, family, 
colleagues and peers; Social media and self- care including a sense of pride, boosting 
morale and helping to relax; Social media and learning by sharing experiences, chat-
ting, posts and social media and professionalism, participants expressed confusion 
over the use of social media professionally.
Conclusions: The diffusion of social media among UK student nurses is advancing in 
different aspects of UK student nurses' lives. However, the diffusion seems to slow 
down when it comes to the professional system. They express concerns that one so-
cial system can negatively impact another and have repercussions on a personal and/
or professional level and therefore prevent UK student nurses from developing social 
media proficiencies. Guidance and support should be offered to UK student nurses to 
develop their social identity across the different systems. This diffusion can help to 
educate student nurses and future professionals in a globally connected world.
Impact: Social media features in student nurses' personal and professional lives and 
presents challenges for social identity which is woven into the personal and profes-
sional personas. Nursing faculties should have social media competencies embedded 
into the curricula to develop and strengthen students' social and professional identi-
ties across the different systems.
Patient or Public Contribution: No Patient or Public Contribution.
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2  |    CATHALA and MOORLEY

1  |  INTRODUC TION

Social media are seen as a place for connecting, talking, sharing ideas 
and chatting. However, it has educational purposes which are often 
overlooked. Social media is increasingly being used for educational 
and professional learning. Social media are online platforms driven by 
users that support the diffusion of content, dialogue and communi-
cation and encourage interactions and networking at personal, pro-
fessional and societal levels (Ohara, 2023). Social media are involved 
in multiple aspects of our daily lives (Maitri et al., 2023), and the 
nursing community does not escape the phenomenon (Daigle, 2020; 
Lefebvre et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 2021) as seen in the guidance of-
fered. The International Council of Nurses (2015) position statement 
on nurses and social media acknowledges its potential to strengthen 
the nursing profession. The UK Nursing and Midwifery Council guid-
ance (2018) similarly states if used appropriately several benefits 
can be realized for nurses. Ryan's (2016) content analysis on interna-
tional perspectives, though limited to the UK and New Zealand, con-
cludes that these guidelines are essential and continuous updates 
are crucial for the evolving landscape. Steers and Gallups (2020) be-
lieve these guidelines can help nurses maintain the ethical balance 
of a social media presence.

The younger generation, students from Generation Z (1995–
2015) onwards, has only known life with the Internet. Their per-
sonal, educational and professional lives are surrounded by social 
media and technology (Hampton et al., 2020; Mohr & Mohr, 2018; 
Mude & Undale, 2023).

2  |  BACKGROUND

The population investigated are student nurses attending univer-
sities in the United Kingdom (UK). The nursing literature concern-
ing social media is growing. Price et al. (2018) and Greenhow and 
Galvin (2020) reported that teaching and incorporating social media 
into learning activities benefit students. With younger generations 
accessing higher education, these generational needs must be in-
vestigated, understood and considered by nurses, nurse educa-
tors, higher education institutions, stakeholders and associations to 
adapt education and support student nurses to use social media. Our 
search identified one scoping review that focused on pre- registration 
nursing education and the diffusion of social media. In this review 
of 27 papers, Cathala and Moorley (2023) found that nursing stu-
dents adopted social media in their learning much faster than their 
educators. Picton (2023) doctoral thesis, examined undergraduate 
diagnostic radiology students' use of social media and reported that 
personal usage confidence is high, while professional usage confi-
dence is low, and the intervening gap needs to be addressed if the 
benefits of using social media to augment learning during studies 
are to be realized. Based on Cathala and Moorley (2023) and Picton 
(2023) work, it can be argued that this disparity creates a gap be-
tween student learning needs and university strategy curriculum 
delivery.

Due to the lack of empirical evidence and robust methodol-
ogies, further research is recommended (Cathala, Ocho, Watts, & 
Moorley, 2021; Lefebvre et al., 2020; Scott & Goode, 2020; Terzi ̇  
et al., 2019).

Two theories were used to guide the exploration of student 
nurses' experience using social media. First, the theoretical frame-
work of the research project is the diffusion of innovation theory 
developed by Everett Rogers in 1962 (Rogers, 2003). This theory 
was applied in different fields to investigate the diffusion of new 
technology, ideas and inventions. Rogers defined and developed the 
diffusion process incorporating four elements: the innovation; the 
innovation's communication channels; time; and the social system 
(Rogers, 2003). The second theory, the social identity theory (SIT), 
was developed by Tajfel, a British psychologist, in 1979. Tajfel and 
Turner (2004) proposed three consecutive processes within social 
identity theory supporting the development of social identity: Social 
categorization, Social identification and Social comparison. Social 
identity theory was used in this study to place students' experiences 
into context in the diffusion of social media innovation.

3  |  AIM

To identify and report the use of social media among UK student 
nurses and align its use to the social media diffusion timeline by 
using Rogers' (2003) diffusion of innovation theory as a theoretical 
framework to answer the research question: How does social media 
diffuse among pre- registration (pre- licence) UK student nurses?

4  |  METHODS

A social survey was developed based on existing literature and was 
conducted to explore UK and Caribbean student nurses' views of 
social media usage and the quantitative results have previously been 
published (Cathala, Ocho, Watts, & Moorley, 2021). This paper re-
ports on a reflexive thematic analysis of the qualitative data elic-
ited from an open- ended question in the survey and reports only on 
the UK respondents and was analysed following the Overviewing 
Conceptual and Design Thinking for Thematic Analysis Research 
developed by Braun and Clarke (2022). Reflexive thematic analysis 
engages procedures and practices that embody the values of quali-
tative approaches. Adopting this stance in the research helped to 
centre our researcher subjectivity (an area we are familiar with and 
partial towards) and acknowledge our biases (we use social media 
as educators in the classroom) while at the same time allowing the 
discovery of new knowledge (opening our minds to new possibilities 
and staying focussed on the research question and remaining close 
to the participants' narrative). The use of two researchers enabled us 
to sense- check ideas and explore multiple assumptions or interpre-
tations of the data.

Sociological studies commonly use social surveys to gather large 
amounts of social data which can include qualitative responses 

 13652648, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/jan.16405 by C

ity U
niversity O

f L
ondon L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [28/08/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



    |  3CATHALA and MOORLEY

(Payne & Payne, 2011). A qualitative approach was used to analyse 
the responses to the single question: “Please tell us about your ex-
perience of using social media or why you do not use it?”. Qualitative 
analysis attempts to preserve data gathered in its textual form and 
uses it to generate analytical categories and theoretical explanations 
(Bailey, 2008). This study upheld the tenets of research on trans-
ferability, credibility, trustworthiness and dependability (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985).

4.1  |  Participants

The sample is a subset of a larger international sample that included 
student nurses from the UK, Trinidad and Tobago and Jamaica using 
purposeful sampling. The data collection section described how the 
survey was distributed to student nurses across the three countries. 
The survey was promoted and distributed via participating univer-
sities' virtual learning environments and on social media. A set of 
inclusion and exclusion criteria were used (Table 1). The responses 
of the Caribbean student nurses were previously analysed and pub-
lished (Cathala et al., 2022). This study focuses on the qualitative 
data from a sub- set (n = 351) of UK student nurses who responded 
to an open- ended question in the survey: “Please tell us about your 
experience of using social media or why you do not use it?”. The total UK 
sample comprised 832 student nurses.

4.2  |  Data collection

To ensure an audit trail (credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability) (Moorley & Cathala, 2019) and good research prac-
tice (including ethical approval, instrument pilot testing, data analy-
sis and reflexivity), a flowchart outlining and guiding the research 
process for data collection was designed. Each participating country 
received a researcher pack (Table 2). A survey link and a Participant 
Information Sheet were shared on each participating university's vir-
tual learning environment to advertise the study. Responses were 
tracked during data collection, and weekly advertisements were 
posted on universities' virtual learning environments for the first 
week. The data collection was scheduled for 3 months but extended 

to 6 (March to September 2019), due to recruitment challenges in 
the Caribbean.

For survey design and development, including piloting and data 
cleaning, see Cathala, Ocho, Moorley, and Watts (2021); Cathala, 
Ocho, Watts, and Moorley (2021); Cathala et al. (2022). These papers' 
findings demonstrate that social media are embedded in student 
nurses' learning and professional development with some specific-
ity related to their country, generation and year of the programme. 
UK student nurse participants (73.4%, n = 618) reported that social 
media could impact their career less compared to participants from 
Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago (80.45%, n = 184). Student nurses 
in Caribbean countries also used and integrated social media in 
their learning more than in the UK (H(2) = 97.7, p < .001; H(2) = 24.4, 
p < .001). Therefore, the qualitative responses can help to identify 
and report the diffusion of social media among pre- registration (pre- 
licence) UK student nurses' experience using social media.

4.3  |  Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted from London South Bank University 
(Ethical approval number: ETH1819- 0049). We ensured no coercion 
by reminding students at every stage that participation was volun-
tary and did not impact their studies. Anonymity was reiterated, and 
data were protected using a university password- locked server en-
suring General Data Protection Regulations and local ethical compli-
ance. The first question of the survey was a consent question, and 
any participants who did not consent were excluded. Participants 
were informed that once the survey was submitted, they could not 
be withdrawn.

4.4  |  Data analysis

Reflective thematic analysis using Braun and Clarke (2006, 2012, 
2022) analytic framework was performed (Table 3). The authors 
started the analysis by familiarizing themselves with the data by 
reading the participants' responses. Following the familiarization, 
the authors started to individually code the data and then gener-
ate initial themes. After generating the initial themes, they met to 
discuss, review and develop their coding and themes. They resolved 
any differences by discussing and returning to the narratives to en-
sure congruence. This initiated and supported a reflective analysis. 
The authors returned to the data coding with the research question 
in mind and ensured that the themes were related to the coding and 
dataset. The authors engaged further in the reflective analysis being 
aware of the impact of their previous knowledge and research find-
ings on the subject. Then, the authors met to review and develop 
themes from their further coding and initial themes. They refined, 
defined and named the themes (Table 4). At the final stage of analy-
sis, the researchers selected compelling extracts with analytic com-
mentary. Data analysis was undertaken using NVivo® 12 software 
version 12.7 to support coding and theme development.

TA B L E  1  Inclusion/exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

• Any student nurse 
enrolled on a pre- 
registration nursing 
programme

• Anyone who is not a student nurse 
or enrolled on a pre- registration 
nursing programme

• Student nurses on any 
year of the programme

• Any student nurse who is not from 
either of the participating countries

• Student Nurses from 
Jamaica and Trinidad & 
Tobago
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4  |    CATHALA and MOORLEY

4.5  |  Validity and reliability/rigour

Initial data- cleaning for the survey involved removing participants 
who did not consent and those with missing data. For this qualitative 
analysis, participants with responses less than 20 words were also 
removed, to ensure the inclusion of richer, more in- depth responses. 
In total, 351 responses were analysed. Two authors analysed the data 
separately at first and then met and discussed the findings. Using 
NVivo for analysis, a first read was made for data familiarization 
(phase 1), reading each qualitative statement to create the database 
also aided familiarization. The second read was initial coding (phase 
2) here the researchers read with a purpose that was focused on the 
research question and how the participants' narratives answered the 
questions. Then, the topic summaries referred to as “Themes” were 
developed which was done by highlighting recurrent words, phrases 

and statements that shared the same meaning (phase 3). Verbatim 
extracts were used to support researchers' reflexive thematic 
analysis. In phases 4, 5 and 6 the authors reviewed, defined, named 
and produced the analytical report. Main themes were identified 
(Table 4). Final themes and subthemes were established (Figure 1). 
Memos were made to aid in moving back and forth through the data, 
which added clarity to the development of the themes, and verbatim 
quotes were used for the final report, these demonstrate the trust-
worthiness, credibility and dependability of the study.

5  |  RESULTS

UK participants (n = 351) were 60.1% (n = 211) from England, 35.3% 
(n = 124) from Scotland, 4.3% (n = 15) from Wales and 0.3% (n = 1) from 
Northern Ireland. The sample represents 4 different generations: 

1. Participant information sheet

2. Survey link

3. Invitation post to use on the virtual learning environment

4. A thank you email for all participants.

5. The recruitment process, including the responses monitoring strategy.

TA B L E  2  Research pack.

Phase Description

1. Familiarizing yourself with 
your data:

The researchers uploaded data onto NVivo software. Data 
were cleaned and read actively, analytically and critically, 
noting down initial ideas.

2. Coding the data: Researchers undertook a coding of the data across the entire 
data set, collating data relevant to each code.

3. Generating initial themes: Researchers collated codes into themes, gathering all data 
relevant to each theme on NVivo

4. Reviewing and developing 
themes:

Researchers checked if the themes work in relation to the 
coded extracts and the entire data set.

5. Refining, defining and 
naming themes:

Researchers undertook ongoing analysis to refine each 
theme, and the overall story the analysis tells, generating 
clear definitions and names for each theme.

6. Producing the report: At the final stage of analysis researchers selected compelling 
extracts. Final analysis of selected extracts, relating back 
of the analysis to the research question and literature, 
producing a scholarly report of the analysis.

TA B L E  3  Braun and Clarke (2006, 
2012, 2022), thematic analysis framework.

Theme Definition

Social Media and communication Any communication using social media

Social Media and selfcare Social media use for personal health 
and wellbeing purposes

Social Media and Learning Any shared learning experience using 
social media

SoMe and professionalism Any shared professionalism experience 
using social media

TA B L E  4  Theme definitions.
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    |  5CATHALA and MOORLEY

0.3% (n = 1) from Boomer (1955–1965), 6.6% (n = 23) from Generation 
X (1966–1976), 45.3% (n = 159) from Generation Y (1977–1994) 
and 47.9% (n = 168) from generation Z (1995–2015). Four themes 
emerged: social media and Communication, social media and self- 
care, social media and Learning and social media and professionalism.

5.1  |  Social media and communication

Communication emerged strongly as a theme with 102 responses 
relating to communication. Social media are viewed as an important 
part of daily life as seen in the participant's 12 comments.

Social media is an important aspect of daily living in 
this century so, I use it for socialising and connect 
with friends. 

(Participant 12)

Participants' responses below also show that social media helps 
to keep in contact and communicate with friends, family, colleagues 
and peers.

Social media has many benefits as it allows you to re-
connect or/and find other people. You are then able 
to share information with them especially close fam-
ilies & friends. 

(Participant 35).

Social media for me is an important part of my life, as 
it helps me to stay connected and it also makes me 
more aware of the current situations, both profes-
sional and personal. 

(Participant 135).

More than a communication tool some participants described 
social media as a power, for example:

Social media have Definitely given us the power to 
connect people living on opposite sides of the world. 
It allows us to talk ‘face to face’ but always behind a 
screen. 

(Participant 8)

A significant characteristic of social media to these participants 
is that it is free to use:

WhatsApp offers free local and international unlim-
ited calls to other WhatsApp users so long as you are 
connected to a WiFi 

(Participant 91).

I use it for news mostly now as you are able to access 
the newspapers I want to read free of charge. I like it 
to keep up to date with friends 

(Participant 304).

F I G U R E  1  Theme development process.

Agreed themesInitial themes

•Communication
•Learning
•Self-care
•Limitation 
• Use 
•Professionalism 
•Support 

•Social Media and communication

•Social Media and selfcare

•Social Media and Learning 

•Social Media and Professionalism 

Authors 
discussion

Theme 
redefinition

Authors 
discussion

Final 
Themes

Initial 
themes
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6  |    CATHALA and MOORLEY

Most participants reported positive experiences in using social 
media, as illustrated by these responses.

Always has been a positive experience and in particu-
lar twitter as this is a perfect place to be able to con-
nect with other student nurses 

(Participant 206).

I've had a positive experience of using social media 
as a nursing student, through being able to connect 
with others who are able to help me and broaden my 
knowledge. 

(Participant 220).

Social media were identified as having downsides without clearly 
articulating them.

Social media makes it easier to know what is happen-
ing currently but also has a downside to it. 

(Participant 11).

5.2  |  Social media and self- care

From participants' responses, 24 comments were linked to self- care, 
including a sense of feeling proud and boosting morale that the use 
of social media can provide:

I use it to post my achievements to boost self- esteem 
and photos of my children which make me proud. 

(Participant 1).

A good way of communicating with colleagues and 
sharing ideas. Helps boost morale with a network of 
friends. 

(Participant 171).

Other participants stated that social media helps to decompress, 
escape stress and anxiety and feel happy, as demonstrated in the 
comments below:

My social media use has been overwhelmingly posi-
tive. I'd normally use it to decompress after a long day, 
e.g., a quick scroll through Instagram etc. 

(Participant 32).

I use other platforms – though not as much as Twitter 
– including Instagram which I only use for things that 
make me happy (like puppies) and it always cheers me 
up. Sounds silly but you have to take a smile when 
you get one. 

(Participant 153).

Participants expressed the benefit of social media in increasing the 
feeling of belonging and not being alone, as seen in the following extract:

Social media is quite beneficial whilst being a student 
Nurse. For example sharing memes and experiences 
helps one to feel like they are not alone. This course is 
quite taxing so its nice to not feel alone 

(Participant 47).

It can make connections that make the student nurses' journey 
feel less lonely, for example:

I feel part of an online community in certain student 
nurse groups on twitter and I like to refer to it when I 
feel stressed or to share experiences. 

(Participant 89).

During placements with long 12 hour shifts it can be 
very lonely for student nurses if we are the only stu-
dent on the ward and due to the shifts it can be diffi-
cult to physically spend time with friends and family. 
It can be very difficult and lonely when coping with 
the stresses of new environments and learning new 
things, social media allows me to reach out to friends 
and other student nurses for support and to share ex-
periences through private messages. 

(Participant 280).

Not only experiencing personal and individual self- care but some 
participants also looked after friends and social media users who 
might need support.

If I notice a friend who often uses social media, isn't 
using it, I know that something might be wrong so it 
enables me to check up on them to make sure they are 
ok. Sometimes they may just be busy, but sometimes 
they are withdrawing. 

(Participant 68).

5.3  |  Social media and learning

The third theme identified was learning and included 85 responses. 
A large part of those comments described learning between social 
media users from sharing experiences, chatting and posts. Social 
media was considered to help to build professional networks:

Professionally I learn from other people posts about 
medical conditions, but I've also learnt a lot about 
how people present themself on social media and 
how they portray in person 

(Participant 1).
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    |  7CATHALA and MOORLEY

Social media is good to use where you can get to meet 
and socialise with people and learn from other people 
experiences 

(Participant 9).

It is considered useful for academic success in terms of study 
groups and knowledge acquisition:

It allows me to understand the thinking of others. 
But it gives me a voice to say what I need to, to the 
right people. Plus, it helps to gather as much infor-
mation that I need to learn and aid others in finding 
out issues that they need to help them with their 
study. 

(Participant 131).

I have taken part in many tweet chats which have im-
proved my knowledge and informed my future prac-
tice. It's an amazing tool if used correctly. 

(Participant 137).

Some participants accessed specific pages and groups where 
they can find information and support for their learning.

On Instagram, I follow some pages of health pro-
fessionals, a couple of nurses, doctors, Physician's 
Associate and a few medical pages. They post expe-
riences whilst maintaining confidentiality. They also 
post about conditions, medications and many other 
healthcare topics/issues 

(Participant 10).

Others expressed how social media helps with learning:

Yet now I'm using it to help further my understand-
ing and gain advice from other NQN's and nursing 
students through a group called student nurse and 
beyond which is set up as a formal advice group and 
is moderates by NQN's so that all posts are relevant 
and don't breach NMC guidelines. I find this helpful as 
you are able to ask questions and receive responses 
from students from all over the UK, so the breadth of 
knowledge is incredible. 

(Participant 32).

Other students referred to how social media can help to build 
communities of practice:

I'm now on the WeStudentNurse team helping other 
students and helping others interact better on Twitter 

(Participant 77).

Twitter has proven a really positive way of connect-
ing and learning, be it following patient groups that 
are concerned with a specific condition, following 
individuals in healthcare who are championing par-
ticular causes, e.g. Rob Hackett and his theatre cap 
challenge, connecting with peers, e.g. The student 
nurse project, connecting with employers follow-
ing and interacting with health boards accounts, 
learning, e.g. following notable lecturers and other 
organisations that share interesting posts, e.g. 
Accadoodle. 

(Participant 94).

Participants reported different positions from the university re-
garding the use of social media for learning. Some universities were 
supportive and developed the use of social media in learning as per 
comments below:

I love that our uni introduced us to digital profession-
alism from the start and I am enjoying all the net-
working and learning through my professional Twitter 
account. I have learnt so much from it and would 
highly recommend it 

(Participant 39).

Some students described how social media was embedded in the 
curriculum, which they considered supports professionalism:

I have a Twitter that I use professionally only as I have 
no interest in Twitter but my lecturers encouraged us 
to have some sort of online presence which is profes-
sional and for classroom activities. 

(Participant 201).

Told by the university when we started not to talk 
about anything to do with nursing on social media. 
Feel that this has changed massively in the past year 
and is being encouraged as something that can pro-
mote learning opportunities and network with other 
HCPs. Social media is a great recourse when used ap-
propriately but little guidance has led to some peo-
ple writing information that could lead to a breach of 
confidentiality 

(Participant 210).

However, other participants described resistance or fear from 
universities in the use of social media in learning:

There is a fear surrounding social media and students 
using it. Universities scaremonger students that they 
should not use it and fail to mention the benefits. In 
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8  |    CATHALA and MOORLEY

addition, the majority of leadership staff are ignorant 
about the benefits of social media use. 

(Participant 136).

I really enjoy using social media but I know that my 
university frowns upon using it even within the social 
media guidance provided by the NMC and RCN 

(Participant 250).

Some students expressed a positive impact on their learning and 
wished they had accessed social media earlier:

I feel Twitter has been a beneficial extension to my 
learning at university. I have benefited from accessing 
articles and publications from experts in their fields 
of practice. I wished I had accessed it earlier in my 
studies. 

(Participant 121).

However, other participants reported barriers and limitations to 
the use of social media for learning:

I feel I waste a lot of time on social media but since 
joining Twitter I have found I am learning much more 
about my chosen career as I use this for the profes-
sional use. 

(Participant 132).

I find twitter to be a very good place to grasp some 
nursing knowledge and create a network but it can 
also quickly become overwhelming as there is a lot of 
information coming from everyone, as a result I do not 
spend a lot of time on it and/or make the most of it. 

(Participant 42).

5.4  |  Social media and professionalism

The final theme was professionalism, which included 48 responses. 
Participants expressed confusion over the use of social media, re-
sulting in not using it as a professional, as illustrated by the following 
extracts:

I do not use social media for professional reason be-
cause I don't understand where to draw the line yet 
as a professional. 

(Participant 12).

We have a lot of warnings over bad use of social media 
and put off it in the first year. I shut down all my ac-
counts because of this. There seem to be mixed ideas 
now over if we should or shouldn't use social media. 

(Participant 24).

I think the guidelines are not quite clear enough so I 
don't use social media as much to talk about personal 
nursing experiences. Rather be safe than sorry. 

(Participant 225).

Participant 174 stated that social media rules were applied dif-
ferently depending on whether you were a student nurse or a qual-
ified nurse.

I think it can be really positive but I think some of the 
rules are incredibly strict. It makes students feel like 
they cannot share feelings or experiences and that 
their opinions/time at university is invalid. It should 
be remembered that we are also students. Many 
qualified nurses have more relaxed social media rules 
than students and I think rules should be relaxed (ob-
viously within reason). For example people knowing 
which trust you work for, really isn't that outrageous 
and I think sometimes the rules have definitely been 
taken far too far and have actually impacted us neg-
atively when social media should be used positively. 

(Participant 174).

Participant 111 agreed with the content monitoring and report 
of misconduct.

However, I think they should always be used with 
caution and content should be monitored. I would 
not hesitate to report someone if I thought they were 
breaching confidentiality/data protection 

(Participant 111).

Some participants are more optimistic regarding the professional 
use of social media:

As long as it is used professionally and under NMC 
standards adhering to confidentiality, the benefits 
can be endless. 

(Participant 23).

I love it! I have met so many great like- minded health-
care professionals and been given so many amazing 
opportunities to help develop my career that never 
would have occurred if I didn't post on social media. 

(Participant 258).

Others are more cautious and put some strategies in place to 
use social media. Having a professional account and handle with a 
name can help:

I use Twitter with my real name and photo as a pro-
fessional/networking platform – whereas Instagram I 
use only for personal reasons and don't post anything 
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    |  9CATHALA and MOORLEY

identifying me (no photo or real name). I have found 
Twitter really good for sharing resources, networking 
and exchanging interesting views – but it can get a bit 
too heated/stressful when people attack each other 
if they don't agree. 

(Participant 76).

It is also important to look at account settings.

I have social media accounts but never post on them 
because I'm cautious of my privacy and anything I put 
online if my account is public could be accessed by 
anyone. I also think it's really easy to accidentally re-
veal too much on social media. 

(Participant 124).

Moderating your post is considered important.

I enjoy browsing social media in my spare time but 
rarely post due to the impacted a wrong decision can 
affect your future 

(Participant 267).

Maintaining a level of privacy is another strategy used:

I prefer not to mention I am a nursing student on 
Social Media, however I am part of a closed nursing 
group forum on Facebook. Other than that I do not 
post anything nursing related 

(Participant 287).

I have however changed my name on all social media 
accounts so that it is different from my name badge 
in work so that no patients or relatives can find me if 
they were to look for me. 

(Participant 325).

6  |  DISCUSSION

This study aimed to identify and report the use of social media among 
pre- registration (pre- licence) UK student nurses and aligned it to the 
social media diffusion timeline by using Rogers' (2003) diffusion of 
innovation theory as a theoretical framework. Social identity theory 
was also used to analyse students' experience within the diffusion 
of innovation theory. Four themes emerged: (1) Communication, (2) 
Selfcare, (3) Learning, (4) Professionalism. The discussion was struc-
tured following the diffusion of innovation theoretical framework 
(Rogers, 2003). Rogers' diffusion process theory contains four ele-
ments (Rogers, 2003):

1. The innovation. Rogers defined innovation as: “an idea, practice, 
or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other 

unit of adoption” (2003, p. 12). Social media in pre- registration 
nursing students is the innovation explored in this study.

2. The innovation's communication channels. Ratheeswari (2018) 
defines communication as how users share information to net-
work and learn. Communication channels are directly influencing 
the innovation spread among users and comprise different ways 
of communication. Tarde (1903) first identified the concepts of 
homophily and heterophily which impact communication chan-
nels. Lazarsfeld and Merton (1954) developed those concepts fur-
ther. Homophily is people's affinity or interaction with people like 
themselves, whereas heterophily is people's affinity or interaction 
with people different to themselves (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954).

3. Time. Time is an important factor in understanding the diffusion 
of innovation and the rate of adoption. Rogers classified users into 
five categories: (1) Innovator, (2) Early adopters, (3) Early majority, 
(4) Late majority, (5) Laggards. Those categories refer to how early 
or late users are adopting an innovation.

4. Social system. The social system is probably the most intricate 
element of social media diffusion of innovation. Due to the speci-
ficity of nursing education, additional factors influence student 
nurses' use of social media experience. From the 4 themes that 
emerged, three social systems are present in UK student nurses' 
social media experience: personal social system, student social 
system and professional social system.

6.1  |  Social media and communication

The adoption rate of innovation is influenced by social media per-
ceived attributes. Rogers (2003) identified five perceived attributes: (1) 
Relative advantages, (2) Compatibility, (3) Complexity, (4) Trialability, (5) 
Observability. On these attributes, social media are attractive. Social 
media present clear advantages to student nurses worldwide, as it 
allows communication and information sharing with friends, family, 
peers and colleagues independently of location (O'Connor et al., 2022; 
Vizcaya- Moreno & Pérez- Cañaveras, 2020; Zachos et al., 2018). 
Alharbi et al. (2021) integrative review included 12 papers and found 
that the most common reason for student nurses using social media 
was its ability to keep them connected and in touch with others.

Social media are highly compatible, the only requirement to use 
social media is a smart device (phone, tablet, laptop, computer) and 
internet access (which we acknowledge can be a barrier where digi-
tal poverty exists). Using social media is easy and requires minimum 
training, which makes them accessible to a wide range of people. They 
are free to access and widely accessible on the network to be trialled. 
Due to the nature of social media, they are highly observable and part 
of the daily life of most of the younger generation of nursing students.

In social media innovation and from the data, we can identify one 
homophily group. Students who have the same objectives and use 
social media to achieve their aims. The means of communication and 
the similarities between members of a homophily group increase 
communication efficiency. Participants in this study like those in 
Aleksandrova and Parusheva (2019) use instant messaging systems, 
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10  |    CATHALA and MOORLEY

and interpersonal channels to share the perceived attributes of so-
cial media. The findings demonstrate the use of social media for 
communication exists and its diffusion is advancing. Those channels 
are fast, and the trust between students/friends regarding their ex-
perience and information is more likely to add weight to accepting 
the information as true.

Social media use and presence in student nurses' communication 
have increased. It is more than a platform for social relationships, it 
is an information hub transmitting and relaying information on news, 
health and topical issues (Hashim et al., 2020) Student nurses have 
been innovators and early adopters and use social media increas-
ingly in their communication.

In terms of social system, student nurses mostly use social media 
for communication with family and friends and to keep themselves 
informed within their personal social system. In this system, social 
media are regulated by societal rules which can fluctuate with the 
generations and what is acceptable can differ within the national and 
international laws and regulations of social media.

6.2  |  Social media and self- care

Social media are well- known for communication and keeping people 
connected. This study identified that it also impacts student nurses' 
self- care. A similar phenomenon was identified in a Caribbean student 
nurses' population (Cathala et al., 2022). Both findings seem to indicate 
that social media is now beyond straightforward communication and 
student nurses are creating not only social communities but communi-
ties of practice and professional support groups using social media as 
a coping mechanism in challenging situations. These communities can 
also give student nurses a sense of belonging to the nursing profession.

As seen in the social media and communication theme, there 
are many positive attributes that social media provides to stu-
dents. They can strengthen communication, look after each other 
and increase support. Student nurses enjoy social media attributes 
to boost their self- esteem, morale, support and fight against lone-
liness. Social media enables students to access those positive at-
tributes for free, which is important to students with the current 
constantly increasing cost of living and the stressful and challenging 
student nurses' experiences. Despite social media sometimes being 
presented as negative, unhealthy and potentially hazardous (Kross 
et al., 2021), this study identified how student nurses found sup-
port for their well- being through social media engagement. Worthy 
of note is that Appel et al. (2020) meta- analysis evidence does not 
support those negative claims. Social media and self- care impact all 
three social systems and support students in their personal, student 
and professional social systems.

6.3  |  Social media and learning

Social media were first created in 1997, and 10 years later in 2008, 
Skiba published the first article demonstrating an interest in the use 

of social media in nursing education with an increased interest since 
(Chugh et al., 2021). Existing literature and our data demonstrate 
that students already use social media for learning and could be seen 
as innovators or early adopters (Ansari & Khan, 2020; Sutherland 
et al., 2020). However, students and universities are not at the same 
level of adoption of social media and universities are laggards in 
using social media for learning. Some universities advise students 
to not use social media to prevent any challenges without mention-
ing the potential positive attributes that social media could provide 
to students. A scoping review from Chugh et al. (2021) shows that 
there is institutional and cultural resistance as well as a limited un-
derstanding of pedagogical attributes of social media and recom-
mends an increase in support and training for academic staff.

This disconnect between students and universities in the use of 
social media could be explained by the heterogeneity of the 2 groups 
and how differently they are operating. Students' adoption of inno-
vation is faster than university as peer students' positive experience 
suffice for them to use social media. Compared to universities that 
have a much slower adoption due to their research and quality as-
surance processes. The population composition and specifically the 
generations could also impact the adoption rate in both populations.

Social media and learning impact all three social systems, with a 
greater impact on their student and professional system while being 
student nurses.

6.4  |  Social media and professionalism

Social media is rapidly diffused in the professional sphere, used 
professionally in multiple areas and is nowadays a requirement for 
businesses (Dwivedi et al., 2023). Nursing does not escape this phe-
nomenon. However, from a safety and regulatory perspective, the 
professional misuse of social media and its negative attributes were 
focused on addressing misbehaviours. Those negative events trig-
gered national guidance from key UK stakeholders including regu-
lators (NMC, 2023), colleges (RCN, 2020), societies, hospitals and 
universities. Internationally guidance is also available for example 
from the Australian (Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia, 2019) 
and American (National Council of States Board of Nursing, 2018). 
Unfortunately, these guidelines often lack depth and clarity and are 
not supported by teaching or training programmes at the University 
level (Cathala et al., 2022; Marsh, 2023). However, social media are 
widely and successfully used for health campaigns, marketing and 
research. This reinforces the dichotomy of social media “use it but 
not use it” rather than supporting and teaching student nurses to ac-
quire professional proficiencies on social media. Unfortunately, the 
positive attributes and potential benefits of social media were less 
investigated. Becoming a nurse and being a registered professional 
adds complexity, student nurses and nurses must adhere to the 
regulatory body regulations, requirements and Code (NMC, 2018). 
However, this Code does not apply to their professional system only 
but to their personal, student and professional systems. Our partici-
pants clearly expressed the anxiety that social media from any social 
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    |  11CATHALA and MOORLEY

system could impact others. Interestingly, our participants strongly 
commented on these challenges, which were not identified in a 
similar study with Caribbean student nurses undertaken by Cathala 
et al. (2022). This difference could suggest a different diffusion of 
innovation and therefore different support training and guidance. 
Further development of student nurses' training and support in de-
veloping proficiencies in using social media to acquire a complete 
nurse identity is required.

6.5  |  Social system

From a social identity theory perspective, it appears that the Social 
Identity of each social system differs, making the student nurse's 
Social Identity challenging. The Personal Identity does not fit the 
Professional Identity, and the Student Identity seems to expect more 
than the Professional Identity. O'Connor et al. (2022) stressed the 
digital professionalism challenges that student nurses are facing; 
these are also described by Wang et al. (2019) for registered nurses 
internationally. More than identifying the challenges faced by stu-
dent nurses, this study offers an understanding of the reason for 
those challenges. There is a disconnect between the different identi-
ties and social systems that could explain the challenges that some 
student nurses navigate. This contrasts with the regulatory body 
regulations and guidelines, for example UK's Nursing and Midwifery 

Council (NMC) Code (2018) which should apply across the systems 
without differentiation. Any misbehaviour related to any social sys-
tem can impact other systems and identities, creating an imbalance 
in UK student nurses' Social Identity (Figure 2). One of the biggest 
concerns that UK student nurses report is the negative impact so-
cial media can have on their careers and could impact social media 
diffusion. Support and guidance in developing UK student nurses' 
Social Identity in the different online social systems could support 
and further develop their online identity, self- care, learning and pro-
fessionalism, improving their experience of social media and devel-
oping future nurses' professionalism in an increasingly connected 
world. Poor social identity on social media could result not only in 
lacking professionalism but also in missing benefits such as peer/col-
league support, and a sense of belonging and could experience some 
disconnect with the online community and younger professionals. 
However, appropriate demonstration of social identity for each so-
cial system could positively affect and support the formation, devel-
opment, maintenance or change of student nurses' Social Identity. 
Appropriate social identity adoption on social media could support 
student education, professionalism and access to the nursing com-
munity and act as a catalyser of their professional career.

Cathala et al. (2022) examined Caribbean student nurses' so-
cial participation using social media and reported similar findings, 
(self- care, communication and learning) except for social media 
and professionalism. Our UK sample compared to their Caribbean 

F I G U R E  2  UK student nurses' social identity.

Student Iden�ty
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Student 
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Professional Iden�ty
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12  |    CATHALA and MOORLEY

counterparts appeared to have more concerns about adopting social 
media and its impact on their social identity and specifically their 
professional identity. This could demonstrate that the diffusion pro-
cess can be influenced by specific characteristics, context, politics 
and culture, which suggests further study is required to understand 
the complexity of social media diffusion.

This new insight in social media diffusion should be used to in-
form nursing education curricula, communication policies and train-
ing by integrating social media into curriculum delivery to develop 
social identity understanding and skills and also the development of 
training, support, guidelines and policies.

7  |  LIMITATIONS

The authors recognize limitations in this study. It investigates UK 
pre- registration student nurses only and not registered nurses 
or registered nurses in education. A purposive sample was used. 
Diffusion of innovation theory measures the spread of innovation 
over time, and it can be considered that we did not measure it over 
time; however, we used it as a theoretical framework as the foun-
dation of our reflexive thematic approach. The literature available 
allowed us to identify the diffusion of social media use from its crea-
tion to the time of data collection. This knowledge of its diffusion 
has been instrumental in the reflexive process and the discovery of 
the themes presented in this paper. We acknowledge that the new 
knowledge presented in the paper is a snapshot of the diffusion of 
social media timeline. However, this is still part of the timeline of its 
diffusion and where students were at the time of the data collection. 
This adds to the understanding of the diffusion of social media and 
brings new perspectives on the support and training that students 
require.

The use of diffusion of innovation theory has some limitations 
such as pro- innovation bias which imply that the innovation should 
be adopted by all members of the social system. Recognition that 
social media will not be suitable for all members and its use must 
remain within the Code (NMC, 2018). Time is an important factor in 
innovation diffusion in terms of recalling information and data but 
also limiting the possible finding if the adoption of diffusion is not 
completed.

8  |  CONCLUSION

The diffusion of social media among UK student nurses is well on the 
way in different aspects of UK student nurses' lives (communication, 
learning and self- care). However, the diffusion seems to slow down 
when it comes closer to the professional system. UK student nurses 
face some challenges in developing their social identity to fully enjoy 
social media attributes in the different systems. They clearly ex-
press concerns that one social system can negatively impact another 
and have repercussions on a personal and/or professional level and 
therefore prevent UK student nurses from developing social media 

proficiencies. Guidance and support should be offered to UK stu-
dent nurses to develop their social identity across the different 
systems and this diffusion can help to educate student nurses and 
future professionals in a globally connected world.
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