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Abstract:

Background: Instant messaging applications are used widely in Thailand by many people including
medical physicians. Instant messaging applications are a tool for personal communication and recently
became a tool for group communication in the professional medical practice. However, there are no data
on the frequency of use, utilities or attitude of Thai medical personnel of these applications.
Objective: To assess the utility, frequency of use, and attitude of surgical residents on instant messaging
applications on smartphones or tablets.

Material and Method: In 2013, questionnaires were sent to all general surgery residents who were in
training at the hospital of Prince of Songkla University to evaluate the utility, frequency of use and
attitude of using instant messaging applications on smartphones.

Results: Thirty of 32 residents returned the questionnaire. A smartphone was used by 93% of the residents
and the ones who did not use a smartphone used a tablet. LINE was the application most commonly used
(96.7%). The residents used LINE mostly for sending and receiving text, clinical photos, and radiology
films. Some of the residents used LINE for academic discussion. The residents strongly agreed that the
application made communication between team members more convenient and faster. The main concern
when using LINE is patient confidentiality.

Conclusion: Instant messaging applications are useful for communication between team members

and they have the potential to become a tool for academic learning.

Keywords: instant messaging, clinical teaching, smartphone application,

Introduction medical consultations and education. There are many

Instant messaging is a method of communi- applications and programs for instant messaging.
The three most outstanding applications are Whats-
App, WeChat, and LINE’ (LINE Corporation). LINE

is an application that is used widely in Thailand.

cation by sending text through the internet from
one device to another.' It was initially developed

for desktop computer users. However, since smart-

phones and internet access are ubiquitous, instant This application supports sending text, pictures,

. video calls, and files. In Songklanagarind Hospital,

messaging was developed for smartphone users. o .
. i . . instant messaging is used among medical students,

Instant messaging carries more information than ) i .

residents, and attending physicians. They were

text messaging and it is faster than email.’
Studies revealed the utility of instant
messaging for communication in higher education
levels and for the support of articulation of work
in a hospital."* However, no study has evaluated the
utility and attitude on the use of instant messaging

applications in residency training in terms of
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instructed to use this application with caution. All
information sent by the application must be untra-
ceable to the patient’s identity. This study aims
to explore the utility, frequency of use, and attitude
of the instant messaging application in the surgery
residency training program at Songklanagarind
Hospital in southern Thailand
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Material and Method

In 2013, questionnaires developed by the
authors were sent to 32 general surgery residents in
Songklanagarind Hospital which is a university
hospital. The questionnaires evaluated the utility,
frequency of use, and attitude of using instant
messaging applications on smartphones. Attitudes
were measured by a 5-point Likert scale. Demo-
graphic data that included gender and year in training

were also collected.

Results

Of 32 residents, 30 residents returned the
questionnaires. Twenty-one residents were male
and nine were female. The numbers of residents
for each year in training are given in Table 1.
Twenty-eight residents used a smartphone and the
others used a tablet. The two operating system
were i0S (71%) and Android (29% ). The most common
instant messaging application used by the residents
was LINE which was used by 29 residents. Other
applications used by the residents were WhatsApp
and Facebook messenger. The LINE application
was used every day by 80% of the residents. LINE
was used most often to send text, clinical photos,

and radiology films (Table 2).

Table 1 Number of the residents categorized by

year in residency

Year in residency Number (Percent)

First year residents 10 (33)
Second year residents 7 (23)
Third year residents 10 (33)
Forth year residents 3 (10)
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Table 2 Usage characteristics of LINE (n=27)

Usage characteristics Number (Percent)

Text 27 (100)
Clinical photos 27 (100)
Lab results 22 (81)
Radiology films 26 (96)
Academic discussion 18 (67)

From the attitude evaluation, the residents
strongly agreed that the application made communi-
cation between residents faster and more convenient.
The average scores for speed and convenience were
4.26 and 4.46, respectively. However, an instant
messaging application was used only for non-
emergency communications (Table 3). The residents
were concerned with confidentiality when patient
information was sent by an instant messaging
application. This concern was reflected in a score
of 3.33 on the questionnaire for ‘avoid using patient

names’.

Discussion

Social media is in a state of change and is
now a part of every day life. Some organizations
such as the American College of Surgeons already
have had movements through Twitter and Facebook
with the potential to have a virtual consultation®.
In our institute, we found that almost every surgery
residents owned a smartphone or a tablet which
was also found in a study by Payne et al.” who
surveyed smartphone and application use among
medical students and junior doctors in the United
Kingdom. They found that 79% of the medical
students and 74.8% of the junior residents owned a
smartphone. From our study, the LINE application

was one of the common methods used by surgery
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Table 3 Attitudes of the LINE applications
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Attitudes of the LINE applications Mean S.D.
LINE makes communication between each resident in the team more convenient 4.46 0.65
LINE makes communication between each resident in the team faster 4.26 0.76
LINE makes communication with attending physicians more convenient 4.19 0.88
LINE makes communication with attending physicians faster 3.81 0.92
LINE is helpful in sharing clinical photos 4.67 0.62
LINE is helpful in sharing lab results 4.30 0.82
LINE is helpful in sharing radiology films 4.56 0.70
LINE is helpful in discussing academic issues 3.85 0.82
The stickers in LINE are helpful in communication 3.15 1.17
LINE causes a delay in communications 2.74 0.98
LINE is used to communicate in only non-emergency Situations. 3.96 1.13
LINE may leak patient information 3.48 1.01
Always avoid using patient names in the content sent by LINE 3.33 1.14

residents to communicate between themselves and
the attending physicians. This can be explained by
the popularity of LINE in Thailand which had 18
million users in 2013° This study found that the
residents had a positive attitude toward using LINE
since it was convenient for communication. This
study also demonstrated that an instant messaging
application was not only useful for work in the
care team but also useful for academic discussion.
Jeong’ reported the results of a survey on the use of
instant messaging communication in a class setting
and found this method encouraged communication
and expanded the student comfort zone. LINE seems
to be a useful tool in both medical consultation and
education aspects since it is convenient and offers
two-way communication. Besides, all residents
already own a smart device.

The problem concerning communication with

this method, especially for medical information,
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is security.® The residents were also concerned with
the patient confidentiality issue and tried to blind
the identity of the patients but the score was not
as high as other aspects. If the hospital wants
an instant messaging application to be a formal
communication tool, a self-developed instant
application that has a secure system is needed to be
developed to maintain the secure medical information
and the users. Either the residents or the attending
physicians should have rigid rules to protect patient
confidentiality.

The limitation of this study is the small sample
size since we have a small number of residents in

the residency training in the program.

Conclusion
Instant messaging applications are useful
for communication between team members and

they have the potential to become a tool for academic
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learning. However, patient confidentiality should
be a concern before sending patient information

through the applications.
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