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Commentary 
Implications for practice and research 
· Though social media offer great opportunities to promote nursing and disseminate best practice, users can be at risk of breaching standards of professional behaviour
· Nurses need to be cognisant of this risk and ensure that they maintain the same high level of professionalism in the virtual world as they do in the real world. 
Context

In the past decade, social media such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram have become ubiquitous. Worldwide, it is estimated that approximately one-third of the population - over 2.5 billion people - are users of social media1. Though it can offer opportunities for education and dissemination of best practice, nurses’ social media activity may demonstrate behaviour that breaches professional standards. This study by De Gagne and colleagues2 sought to learn more about the prevalence and characteristic of ‘uncivil’ tweets from nurses.
Methods

A data-mining, cross-sectional approach was adopted to identify postings from Twitter users who identified as registered or student nurses. Tweets from these users were extracted for a six-week data collection period. Almost 9000 tweets from 163 individual users were extracted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) framework. 
Tweets were evaluated by the research team to establish whether they could be considered ‘uncivil’. This judgement was made if a posting contained what the researchers judged to be derogatory, unprofessional, disrespectful or aggressive language; where uncertainty existed, a tweet was categorised as uncivil if the researcher concluded that they would not themselves publicly post such content. 
Findings

Approximately 37% of the nurses identified as part of the study were judged to have posted inappropriate messages; of the 8934 tweets analysed, 4.6% were categorized as uncivil. The most prevalent types of incivility within tweets were the use of profanity, ‘product promotion’ (defined as disseminating health or medical information about a particular brand without proper evidence), sexual content, and being demeaning towards patients. Though relatively infrequent, there were other examples of extremely unprofessional content, including discriminatory language, personal insults towards other users, or breaches of patient confidentiality. 
Commentary 

This study provides a timely reminder to nurses that the professional standards expected of them in the real world should also be met in cyberspace. Across the globe, nurse regulatory bodies have recognised the potential risks that social media present to the profession and have put in place guidance to mitigate these. For example, both the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) in the United Kingdom and the National Council of State Boards of Nursing (NCSBN) in the United States have published social media guidance that supplements their overarching codes of standards and behaviour3,4.
Nonetheless, the risk of misuse should not detract from the potential benefits that social media can bring to nurses and the wider profession. There are several ways in which social media can support the professional development of nurses through focused online discussions (such as #ebnjc) or the use of blogs for reflection5. Social media also has a growing presence within nurse education, supporting learning through formal and informal means6. Equally, literacy within social media is an important competency for nurses in a time where use of online platforms to promote patient engagement and empowerment is increasing prevalent. 
The study also demonstrates the challenges associated with applying standards of professionalism to the use of social media. There is no doubt that some of the examples cited, particularly those involving breaches in patient confidentiality and/or the use of discriminatory language, are unacceptable. However, other examples of incivility cited within the De Gagne et al study raise questions about the boundaries of acceptable use of social media. For example, where is the line between ‘unprofessional’ product placement and expressing an opinion about a cosmetic product? Is profanity in tweets really ‘uncivil’, or is it simply a manifestation of the culture and expectations of the online world? 
As with all areas of behaviour, personal responsibility in social media is crucial, and nurses must be aware that activity leaves a lasting digital footprint that can be accessed by patients, colleagues and employers. However, this should not deter nurses from engaging with social media and making the most of the opportunities they provide for personal interaction and professional development. One of the challenges for nurses and the profession is to be clear on where the line is between freedom of expression and unprofessional behaviour. 
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