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Abstract 

Developing and evaluating programmes of continuing education in nursing proved to be a challenging and yet a complex task. Nurse 

educators and evaluators confront a number of demanding issues regarding the development and implementation of continuing edu-

cation programmes. Exploration of peers’ and stakeholders’ experience in programme development and evaluation appeared to be a 

valuable source of knowledge in the field.  The aim of the present paper is to share the experience of planning and evaluating the stage 

of developing support networks during the implementation of an innovative continuing educational programme in nursing. Throughout 

the development and evaluation of different programme stages, several issues evolved that attracted programme planners’ attention. 

Development of support networks, group dynamics and communication appeared to be of critical importance for the successful im-

plementation of continuing education programmes in nursing.   
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INTRODUCTION 

“Evidence Based Practice in Nursing” was an innovative continu-

ing education programme that applied in three Greek Universi-

ties during the academic year 2014 - 2015. It was a 100-hour 

programme, structured in five modules, which aimed at edu-

cating registered nurses, in the subject of evidence - based 

practice in nursing (EBPN).  The programme was attended and 

successfully completed by 220 nurses.  The innovative nature 

of the Programme relies on the subject of education, in the 

teaching methods followed and in the parallel application of 

education in the three involved Universities.  It is important to 

note that it was the first time in Greece that education on EBPN 

was applied in an organised and concurrent manner in three 

different sites.     

The main aim of the programme was to link contemporary 

theoretical knowledge to clinical practice taken into account 

the educational needs of the nurse professionals who were 

employed in the clinical area. It was designed according to the 

principles of adult education and lifelong learning. Contempo-

rary teaching methods, involving distance learning, workshops, 

scenarios and theoretical sessions, were used in order to pro-

vide a holistic approach to knowledge on EBPN issues.  The 

development of the programme encompassed the following 

six stages:    

1. Studying the target population in its social and profes-

sional context  

2. Developing a support network  

3. Involving stakeholders in the programme  

4. Development of the programme   

5. Implementation of the programme  

6. Evaluation of the programme   

Each stage was a separate activity. The results of each stage 

determined the development of the next stage. The final con-

figuration and the impact of the programme was a result of the 

experience gained from the above mentioned stages. Signifi-

cant knowledge emerged from planning and evaluating each 

stage. For example, from planning and evaluating stage 1 - 

Studying the target population in its social and professional con-

text-, it was highlighted that successful design of educational 

programmes associated mainly to qualitative elements, such as 

philosophy, experience, characteristics of people and the social 

context in which the educational activities were carried out.
1 

Stage 2, - Developing a support network - , appeared to be one 

of the key prerequisites for designing successful continuing 

education programmes and for applying new knowledge into 

professional practice.  

  

DEVELOPING A SUPPORT NETWORK  

Developing support networks has been considered essential 

for the successful implementation of educational programmes.  

It has been also mentioned as an important action for support-

ing the potential students to participate in educational courses, 

to accept their innovative nature and to facilitate endorse-

ment.
2-5

 People may appear reluctant to follow new and inno-

vative courses or ideas and thus, a distinctive support is need-

ed from educators and managers. This may facilitate the stu-

dents’ recruitment, the development of new knowledge as well 

as the application of the acquired information in practice.
6-8

    

Specifically, adult students need strong motivation to partici-

pate in an innovative programme and they need to believe that 

it is worthwhile to attend it. As adult learning theory suggests, 

adults learn what they think they need to know.
9-13

 Support 

networks in complex educational interventions involve contin-

uous input of relevant stakeholders, such as peers, programme 

planners, educators, managers, learners and administrators.
14

 

The coordination of these interested parties, requires the ability 

of creating support groups, handling group dynamics and es-

tablishing effective communication networks. In this respect, 

the above mentioned premises were considered as key issues 

throughout the development and implementation of the “Evi-

dence Based Practice in Nursing” Continuing Education Pro-

gramme.    

  

SUPPORT GROUP DYNAMICS  

Groups are refered to as the basic building blocks of society.
15

 

Groups remain the context for most social activities. Society in 

its entity is organised in groups and groups can be found in 

any social form. Understanding the norms in social groups and 

acknowledging the differences existing among them is of sig-

nificant importance when someone wants to formulate a sup-
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port group. As stated in the relevant literature, exploring the 

role of norms in social groups can provide an integrated view 

and understanding not only of the importance of core social 

groups, but also of the existing diversities among social groups 

of different kinds.
16

  

The point is that the impact of these groups on persons, com-

munities and cultures is enormous and in order to understand 

individuals and their behavior it is essential to initially study the 

underlying social groups.
15

 This is even more important as we 

enter a new era in education where interdisciplinary approach 

and the involvement of scientists from different fields shape a 

new paradigm and lead to formulation of groups with different 

dynamics and needs.
17,18

   

The issues of support and interdependence among the mem-

bers of a group appear to be the critical element in groups’ 

generation. The groups were formulated to support a decision-

making process, to launch an innovative movement, to encour-

age each other to overcome problems.
19

 Issues of interaction 

and underlying forces among the members of the groups are 

critical for the achievement of the groups’ goals as well as for 

the overall group’s progress. Interdependence among the 

members of the group, interpersonal influences and communi-

cation patterns may end up to success, or failure.
20, 21

   

In the present case, the development of an appropriate group 

to support the process of introducing the “Evidence Based 

Practice in Nursing” Continuing Education Programme to the 

Greek nurses considered of vital importance at an early stage 

of the programme development. Faculty members from the 

involved sites were collaborated in order to establish the 

framework of the programme and to develop a link among 

external collaborators, educators and key-persons from various 

health care organizations, able to provide support during pro-

gramme implementation.  The members of the group were 

engaged in certain activities, which appeared to be in accord-

ance with the eight basic activities undertaken by groups as 

these reported by McGrath.
22-24

 These activities involved plan-

ning and creating, solving problems and making decisions, 

forming judgments and resolving conflicts, competing and 

executing performance tasks. Their actions were also crucial 

not only for the practical arrangements and for organising the 

programme on each site but also for appropriately communi-

cating, informing and involving the potential students in it.  

One of the fundamental and probably most difficult targets to 

be achieved in the proposed programme was to gain support 

and participation of the potential students.  Specific strategies 

were developed in order to enhance recruitment and participa-

tion, such as advertising the initiative through conferences and 

social media and disseminating the information through health 

organizations services. These strategies were implemented by 

taking into account cultural issues associated to the specific 

group of students, issues related to the adult learning theory, 

and issues of group dynamics and interactions.
13,15, 25, 26  

 

In this respect, faculty members organized several meetings 

with the potential students in order to explain the usefulness of 

the specific programme but more importantly to underscore 

the significance of attending this innovative course that ap-

plied in Greece for first time. Two major contradictory reactions 

were emerged by the potential students. It seemed that alt-

hough they were enthusiastic to attend the programme at the 

same time they expressed a skepticism on recruitment due to 

their heavy workload and strict working schedule. It is im-

portant to mention that the potential students were full time 

employees in primary, secondary or tertiary health care sector. 

Due to heavy workload and staff shortage they had no chances 

of getting an educational leave, or days off in order to attend 

the programme. It is also important to note that during the 

period of developing the present educational intervention, 

Greece was confronted by a severe financial crisis that affected 

negatively both, the health care system and the nursing profes-

sion in terms of increased workload, reduced wages and staff 

shortage.
27

 These austerity issues constrained potential stu-

dents’ motivation and opportunities to attend the programme.   

The intensive efforts of the faculty network to provide full sup-

port, to facilitate optimal arrangement of the educational pro-

gramme in practical terms (e.g. flexible and suitable timetable)  

and to enhance the students’ involvement in decision-making 

can be considered as  strategic actions for overcoming barriers 

and achieving intended goals. However, none of these strate-

gies would work effectively if communication among the 

members of the support group was inappropriate.  
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COMMUNICATION NETWORK  

Appropriate communication and positive interaction among 

the members of a group are essential in achieving an intended 

outcome. Usually, among the members of a group regular pat-

terns of information exist, which called communication net-

work.
15,28-30

 Further to this, communication networks are delib-

erately set in place when a group is organised. Depending on 

each case, organizations or institutions may adopt specific 

communication networks such as the hierarchical communica-

tion network that prescribes how information is transmitted 

vertically and horizontally. Beyond this formal communication 

network, usually an informal communication network takes 

shape over time in groups or in organisations. There are differ-

ent kinds of communication networks and a variety of forms of 

communication in a group. Communication can be verbal or 

nonverbal, can involve centralised or decentralised networks, 

can significantly vary according to the persons involved and 

has an important impact on the individuals of a group and the 

achievement of the groups’ goal.
15,19 31

 It is not of the purpose 

of this paper to analyse the various types of communication 

networks. In relation though, to successful implementation of 

innovative educational programmes it is important to refer to 

certain communication issues, which affected the overall pro-

cess of introducing the “Evidence-based Practice in Nursing” 

Continuing Education Programme to the students.   

A communication network was built among faculty members in 

the three educational sites. The communication network pri-

marily involved the programme management team and the 

programme coordinators of each site.  Diffusion of information 

initiated by the management team and addressed to the coor-

dinators and the nurse directors of the targeted health care 

organizations.  Based on the diffusion of innovations theory as 

this described by Everet Rogers, the communication channels 

within the involved organisations were used in order to transfer 

the information from unit to unit.
32

 Influential peers, provided 

information and motivated the nurses by demonstrating the 

benefits of the proposed programme. The coordinators in each 

site facilitated support for effective communication and en-

hanced potential students’ involvement in it. Student’s in-

volvement at an early stage of the programme was crucial, 

since it was considered important for creating a positive cli-

mate and for the students to be actively involved in decision-

making process and further development of the programme. 

Before the commencement of the programme, the manage-

ment team held several meetings with the students, in order to 

provide sufficient information regarding the educational ses-

sions and to finalise details concerning the programme opera-

tion in the three different sites. Communication at this point 

was focused in the following areas:  

a) informing the students extensively about the implementa-

tion of the programme, b) reaching consensus on final deci-

sions among the support group members and c) proceeding to 

practical arrangements.   

Provision of information was regarded as essential for prepar-

ing the students and for formulating and sustaining also posi-

tive attitudes towards the educational process.
33

 Finally appro-

priate practical arrangements consisted a major part of com-

munication and interaction at this stage since failure to arrange 

the programme in practical terms (e.g. training material, time-

table) would severely endanger further process of introducing 

the proposed educational intervention.
34

   

As previously mentioned, effective communication network 

and appropriate interactions among members of the faculty 

and the students were vital factors for successfully developing 

and implementing the educational process. However, this did 

not occur automatically. Faculty’s and potential students’ pro-

fessional roles and identities varied from scientists and educa-

tors holding high posts in hierarchy to employees whose role 

was limited to practical arrangements.  This diversity in profes-

sions, roles and levels of hierarchy was consequently called for 

complexities in communication as well as different communica-

tion styles, different cultures to be matched, and a variety of 

personal interactions and communication patterns to be prac-

ticed.
35

   

Several aspects are of significant importance when communi-

cation among different stakeholders, individuals and cultures is 

practiced. Barriers to communication, such as team diversities, 

rank differences, cultural ranges, dissimilar priorities and per-

ceptions and lack of confidence may endanger effective com-
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munication and can become threatening when interaction is 

practiced among people who belong to different cultures.
36, 37 

 

In the present project, the involved stakeholders although 

shared similar professional culture – as they were all nurses - 

they held different perspectives, values and attitudes, that 

sometimes led to miscommunication. This was due to the di-

verse cultural and organizational context, in which the various 

stakeholders lived and worked.  

Miscommunication and intercultural communication challeng-

es are commonly referred issues in the relevant literature espe-

cially when these are associated with interacting individuals 

from different social, cultural and professional backgrounds.
38, 

39   

Dealing though, with diversity has advantages and disad-

vantages. Advantages concern with increased creativity among 

heterogeneous groups making higher-quality decisions. Disad-

vantages are usually concern with intercultural conflict, re-

duced cohesion, frustration and excessive energy and time.
22, 39, 

40  

For overcoming communication barriers and for enhancing a 

group’s positive interaction several strategies can be followed. 

Empathy, sociability, openness to different points of view, in-

terest in the other culture, active listening and communication 

skills are some of the critical points which can be considered 

and handled with caution in groups and individuals for devel-

oping effective communication networks. Finally, even more 

important for successful communication and group work is to 

create an empathic environment of trust and faith among the 

interacting individuals. Empathy, trust and commitment among 

the members of a group are essential issues for fulfilling an aim 

and for successfully initiating and completing continuing edu-

cation progarmmes and interventions.
7,20

  

  

CONCLUSION  

Evaluation of the process stage Developing support networks, 

provided useful information on aspects of developing support 

groups and communication networks for introducing innova-

tive educational interventions.  Important points to be consid-

ered at this process stage are the following:    

• Developing a support group is essential for a successful 

implementation of a programme.  

• Interdependence among the members of the group, inter-

personal influences and communication patterns are crucial for 

the end result of the process.   

• Students’ involvement in communication and decision-

making is a critical factor of overcoming barriers and creating a 

positive climate.  

• Positive interaction and communication among stakehold-

ers are essential in achieving intended outcomes.  

• Specific strategies for anticipating communication barriers 

and enhancing support groups’ activities are essential for ap-

plying optimal programme process. The experience gained 

from the development and implementation of this initiative 

contributed to further awareness of the process of introducing 

innovative educational programmes to specific population 

groups. Appraisal of the different aspects of the programme, 

such as the development of support groups and communica-

tion networks provided valuable information for programme 

planning and successful decisionmaking in nurse education.  

 

* This Project was implemented within the framework of the 

Operational Program "Education and Lifelong Learning" and 

co-funded by the European Union (European Social Fund - ESF) 

and National NSRF resources 2007-2013.  

Dr. G. Fasoi and Dr. M. Kelesi coordinated the Project in Univer-

sity of West Attica.  Dr. A. Stavropoulou was the Project Leader.   
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