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Abstract

Objective: To describe how service managers of different levels of health care use the WhatsApp® application
in their professional practice.

Methods: Qualitative, descriptive study developed by means of semi-structured interviews conducted with 14
health care management professionals from a municipality located in the north of the state of Parana, Brazil.
The IRAMUTEQ software was used for data analysis through the Descending Hierarchical Classification method.
The main components of each class were analyzed based on a theoretical framework of communication.

Results: Based on participants’ responses, the textual corpus was divided into the following six classes: the
sender’s mistrust in the use of the information sent; the impact of agility and resoluteness on managers’
working hours; the use of WhatsApp® as a strategy for integrating services and professionals involved in
service management; the utility of WhatsApp® as a management tool; the main strengths and weaknesses in
the use of WhatsApp®; and perception of the application utility in decisions that influence the work process.

Conclusion: The study described how health care managers use WhatsApp® in their professional practice,
highlighting the importance of the application as a strategic tool in health care management, from real-time
sharing and integration of information.

Resumo

Objetivo: Descrever como gestores de servigos de diferentes niveis de atengdo a sadde utilizam o aplicativo
WhatsApp® na sua atuagéo profissional.

Métodos: Estudo qualitativo, do tipo descritivo, desenvolvido por entrevistas semi-gstruturadas, realizadas com 14
profissionais gestores de servicos de salde, de um municipio localizado no Norte do estado do Parand, Brasil. Para
andlise dos dados foi utilizado o software IRAMUTEQ, pelo método de Classificagdo Hierarquica Descendente. Os
componentes principais de cada classe foram analisados a partir de um referencial tedrico de comunicagéo.

Resultados: A partir das respostas dos participantes, o corpus textual foi dividido em seis classes,
respectivamente: a desconfianga do emissor sobre o uso da informagéo enviada; o impacto da agilidade
e resolutividade na jornada de trabalho dos gestores; 0 uso do WhatsApp® como estratégia de integracéo
dos servigos e profissionais envolvidos na gestdo do servigo; a utilidade do WhatsApp® como ferramenta
gerencial; as principais potencialidades e fragilidades no uso do WhatsApp® e a percepgéo da utilidade do
aplicativo em decis6es que influenciam o processo de trabalho.

Conclusdo: O estudo descreveu como os gestores de servicos de saude utilizam o WhatsApp® na sua

atuacdo profissional, evidenciando a importancia do aplicativo enquanto ferramenta estratégica na gestao dos
servicos de salde, a partir do compartilhamento e integracao de informactes em tempo real.
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Use of WhatsApp® by health care managers

Resumen

Objetivo: Describir de qué forma los administradores de servicios de diferentes niveles de atencién en salud utilizan la aplicacion WhatsApp® en su trabajo
profesional.

Métodos: Estudio cualitativo, tipo descriptivo, llevado a cabo mediante entrevistas semiestructuradas, realizadas a 14 profesionales administradores de
servicios de salud de un municipio ubicado al norte del estado de Parana, Brasil. Para el andlisis de datos se utiliz el software IRAMUTEQ, con el método de
clasificacion jerarquica descendiente. Los componentes principales de cada clase fueron analizados a partir de un marco referencial tedrico de comunicacion.

Resultados: A partir de las respuestas de los participantes, se dividio el corpus textual en seis clases, a saber: la desconfianza del emisor sobre el uso de
la informacion enviada; el impacto de la agilidad y resolucion en la jornada de trabajo de los administradores; el uso del WhatsApp® como estrategia de
integracion de los servicios y profesionales involucrados en la gestion del servicio; la utilidad del WhatsApp® como herramienta administrativa; las principales
posibilidades y fragilidades del uso de WhatsApp®, y la percepcion de la utilidad de la aplicacion en decisiones que influyen en el proceso de trabajo.

Conclusion: El estudio describié de qué forma los administradores de servicios de salud usan el WhatsApp® en su trabajo profesional y demostré la
importancia de la aplicacion como herramienta estratégica para la gestion de servicios de salud, a partir de la posibilidad de compartir e integrar informacion

en tiempo real.

Introduction

Social media corresponds to channels of informa-
tion and communication that enable interaction
between users by information sharing, content cre-
ation, expression of opinions and participation in
discussions, for example."” Social networks are one
of the best known and most used categories, as they
allow the connection of individuals through online
platforms.®

This has transformed the routine of many peo-
ple, not only in the personal sphere, but also in pro-
fessional relationships by favoring instant commu-
nication that allows a closer relationship between
participants and makes new work methods possible
with satisfactory cost-effectiveness.®

The managers’ role includes functions of plan-
ning, organization, direction and control, con-
sidering that their attitudes and decisions directly
influence the activities and results obtained in in-
stitutions. Tools such as WhatsApp" help profes-
sionals in management positions to maintain ef-
fective communication with others involved in the
work process, contribute to the development of the
organization, especially in daily activities, and dis-
semination of information related to management
actions to other employees.”

According to the official website of the
WhatsApp company, the application is free, used
by more than one billion of people in more than
180 countries around the world, and has support
for sending and receiving media files such as pho-
tos, videos, documents, location sharing, texts and
voice calls in a simple and safe way.©
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In the health area, the use of communication
technologies became popular and expedited the
flow of data and information related to manage-
ment issues, decision making and communication
between teams and managers. In addition, it con-
tributed to quick access to news and important facts
about work, enabling timely responses and inter-
ventions.”

By knowing the application’s functionality for
various purposes, studies were conducted with the
aim to identify the use of social networks in health
education,®” nursing work processes” and among
health professionals.!” However, no studies on the
use of social networks by health care managers were
found, especially on the use of WhatsApp'.

Considering the relevance of analyzing how
and for what reasons health managers use tech-
nological tools such as WhatsApp™ in their work
process, the aim of this study was to describe how
service managers of different levels of health care
use the WhatsApp' application in their professional
practice.

Methods

This is a qualitative, descriptive study. It was con-
ducted in different health services in a municipality
located in the north of the state of Parand, Brazil.
The Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative
research (COREQ), containing 32 items, was used
as a guiding tool for writing this article.""

The population of this study was created inten-
tionally in order to include managers working at
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the three levels of health care in public and phil-
anthropic health services. Participants were selected
from information collected from institutional sites
available in the public domain with care not to ex-
pose the institutions where professionals work.

The data collection period was between May
and June 2019. The selected participants were per-
sonally invited by the main researcher, who initial-
ly identified herself and presented the study ob-
jectives. There were no refusals to invitations. The
interview was scheduled at the workplace of each
manager according to their choice and respecting
their working hours, recorded on an audio device
in the presence of the researcher and manager only,
ensuring confidentiality during conduction of the
interview. The interviews lasted between three and
14 minutes. Then, the audio was transcribed and
subsequently deleted permanently from the audio
device used.

Fourteen managers took part in the study. Of
these, five worked in public secondary hospitals,
four in public tertiary hospitals, one in a tertiary
philanthropic hospital and four in public services
linked to the health department of the municipality
under study. Participants filled out a form for socio-
demographic and job characterization that included
age, sex, professional training time, level of special-
ization, type of employment relationship, length
of service at the institution, management position
they occupy, working hours, among others.

The following questions were used to answer the
study objective: 1- How do you use WhatsApp in
your professional practice? 2- Do you consider the
use of the application essential in your professional
practice? Why? 3- Have you made or do you make
important decisions via WhatsApp? 4- What is your
perception about the security and privacy of the ap-
plication? 5- What are the strengths and weaknesses
in using WhatsApp' in your work process?

Fourteen managers were interviewed until con-
tinuous repetition of data that responded to the
objectives of the study and equal representation
among health care managers at the three levels of
care was guaranteed.

Content analysis of data was performed us-

ing the IRAMUTEQ Software"? (Interface de R

pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles de Textes et
de Questionnaires), the Descending Hierarchical
Classification (DHC) method was adopted, and the
textual corpus was divided into six classes based on
the structuring of text segments or elementary con-
text units (ECU) classified according to the most
frequent vocabularies and the degree of association
with each class by means of the chi-square test.!"?

The main components of each class were ana-
lyzed based on the theoretical framework corre-
sponding to the “Communication” chapter of the
book “Organizational Behavior” by Stephen P
Robbins.!

The study was approved by the Research
Ethics Committee of a university located in the
north of the state of Parand, Brazil, complying
with Resolution 466/2012 and Complementary
Resolution 510/2016 of the National Health
Council of the Ministry of Health, in defense of
subjects participating in the study under Opinion
Number 3.251.487. The selected participants were
informed about the study and signed the Informed
Consent form.

The interviewees were indicated by the letter M
for Manager, followed by the corresponding num-
ber according to the chronological order of partici-
pation (M01, M02, M03...), thereby guaranteeing
the anonymity and confidentiality of the informa-
tion obtained in interviews.

Results

Regarding the sociodemographic characterization
of managers, nine out of the 14 participants were
female and five were male, aged between 31 and 71
years. With regard to graduation, three managers
had their professional training in administration,
nine in nursing, one in medicine and one in exec-
utive secretariat, and the training time varied be-
tween 10 and 47 years. As for the qualification of
managers interviewed, all had postgraduate courses
(specialization, master’s and PhD).

The working time in the manager position
ranged between two and 35 years and the current
positions correspond to administrator, advisor, co-
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ordinator, director and superintendent of the insti-
tution. All 14 managers reported working full time,
40 to 60 hours per week on average, with monthly
income above four minimum wages. Regarding the
type of employment relationship, one manager had
a commissioned position, 12 were public servants
and one was self-employed (legal entity).

Through the DHC method for analyzing the
content of interviews, the textual corpus was di-
vided into two subcorpus, which are divided into
two other divisions each. From one of the subcor-
pus, Class 2 was obtained (the impact of agility and
resoluteness on managers’ working hours), which
made up 20% of the total of ECUs and originated
Class 4 (the utility of WhatsApp™ as a management
tool) with 16.4% of ECUs and Class 5 (the main
strengths and weaknesses in the use of WhatsApp')
that concentrated 18.2%.

From the other subcorpus, Class 3 (the use of
WhatsApp' as a strategy for integrating services and
professionals involved in service management) was
originated, representing 12.7% of ECUs and orig-
inated Class 1 (the sender’s mistrust in the use of
information sent) and Class 6 (perception of the
application utility in decisions that influence the
work process), corresponding to 20% and 12.7%
of ECUgs of the total corpus, respectively, according
to the dendogram shown in figure 1.

Class 4 -

@ 163%Ecy Uity of WhatsApp® as a management tool
Class 5 the main strengths and weaknesses in the use of WhatsApp®
18.1% ECU

Class 2

| 20% ECU the impact of agility and resoluteness on managers’ working hours

Class 3 the use of WhatsApp® as a strategy for integrating services and
12.7%ECU  professionals involved in service management

Class 1
20% ECU

Class 6 perception of the application utility in decisions that
12.7% ECU influence the work process

Figure 1. Dendogram of classes

the sender’s mistrust in the use of information sent

Class 1, the sender’s mistrust in the use of in-
formation sent, revealed managers insecurity

m Acta Paul Enferm. 2021; 34:eAPE001695.

about the use of the message by the recipient, and
demonstrates that e-mail messages are still consid-
ered the formal channel par excellence among most
participants.

There has to be a lot of discretion with what we
write because that message can be forwarded and
interpreted in another way. G14

[ know that when you want to make something
official, it has to be at least by e-mail because
WhatsApp™ does not have the official means for ad-
dressing things yet, although in practice it ends up
happening. G10

Class 2, the impact of agility and resoluteness
on managers working hours, highlighted the im-
portance of real-time communication in problem
solving, although it generated a demand for manag-
ers’ availability outside working hours.

It has become a work tool, fortunately because you
can solve many things very quickly, (...) unfortu-
nately because of that speed, they demand your 24-
hour availability, when someone sends a message,
they want an immediate reply. GO7

[ use it a lot and I find it very positive. For exam-
ple, I am talking to you, but I may be delegating to
an employee from maintenance. (...) nowadays, 1
cannot imagine management without WhatsApp'.
However, the immediacy of WhatsApp” is harmful,
because when I read it, I have to think before my re-
ply it seems that everything bhas become urgent. GO5

Class 3, the use of WhatsApp' as a strategy for
integrating services and professionals involved in
service management, demonstrated that the appli-
cation has become a fundamental tool for bring-
ing together people involved in the work process,
facilitating the manager’s performance within the
organization.

WhatsApp™ is an essential tool because it brings
together areas within the administrative and ex-
tra-organizational chart. GO3
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Nowadays, in management practice, you have to
communicate with several segments, several people
and sectors, and WhatsApp™ makes this commu-
nication more agile, as it is an element inside a
smartphone, portable, wherever you are, you reply,
so it helps to facilitate communication and inte-
gration, then, you are more connected with the sec-
tors where you most need to act. G13

Class 4, the utility of WhatsApp™ as a manage-
ment tool, refers to its functional use within the
work routine, through the various existing resourc-
es, such as audio and image that facilitate some
work-related activities.

1 believe that it is a useful tool for some purposes of
our work, given the efficiency that the application
offers, speed of information, not only text but au-
dio also, that you can use. G11

1 even joke that we get a little addicted to the app
because you see what is happening through messag-
es, or even images, pictures, what is happening in
the other units, since there is no way to be in all of
them at the same time. GO5

Class 5, the main strengths and weaknesses in
the use of WhatsApp', corresponds to the strengths
and weaknesses reported by managers in the use of
the application in health care management.

1 think the strength is the speed of communication,
(...) we can do more in less time. GO2

The weaknesses are that we can expose mainly pic-
tures and some situations that either ridicule others
or become gossip, or expose the patient himself, 1
think this is a great weakness. GO9

Class 6, perception of the application utility in
decisions that influence the work process, expresses
insecurity in the use of the application in confiden-
tial and/or secret matters, as well as for important
decisions and issues involving permanent changes,
since it still is not considered the official means for
this type of information.

1 guess not for making important decisions, I think
nothing replaces a good meeting to discuss, look at peo-
ple in the face, I guess some decisions you end up mak-
ing when you need to be quick, but smaller things. GO7

So, I had this experience in which I made an im-
portant decision via WhatsApp™ and it had a very
bad impact, so from this experience, I chose to do it
personally, for example, a person wanting a change
of department, I ask to arrange a meeting. GO6

Discussion

Instant messaging has the great advantage of reduc-
ing the distance between members and facilitating

communication flows,

) which was emphasized by
managers in their speeches, given the possibility of
integrating services and professionals involved in
the work process, both managers and other employ-
ees, and workers in the same department or area,
thereby making the exchange of information more
agile and facilitating the manager’s performance.

Regarding the choice of existing technolo-
gies, managers clearly prefer to use e-mails in for-
mal matters. However, a long period passed until
e-mails were considered a formal channel for pro-
fessional use. Therefore, the same process of incor-
porating a new technology may happen in relation
to WhatsApp', given its rapid dissemination in the
professional environment."

When questioned, most managers reported the
possibilities of real-time communication and per-
forming several tasks at the same time as the main
strengths of using the application. The speed of in-
formation transmission stems from the ease of for-
warding a message with just a click on the screen.!'?

In this sense, a study on the use of social media
in project management portrayed the importance
of using these technologies that provide constant
and efficient communication between employees,
and is directly related to obtaining immediate re-
sults, positively affecting the development and effi-
ciency of work.V

In their statements, interviewees expressed that by
using the application resources, they can know what
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happens in other areas of activity in real time, which
allows their interventions as needed without physical-
ly moving to the place. However, there are many bar-
riers to communication, such as difficulty in under-
standing, excessive information or cultural differences,
which can distort the perception of the message."?

Recipients, whoever they may be, interpret the
message according to their life history, experiences
and desires, projecting their interests and expecta-
tions. Therefore, the insecurity felt by interviewed
managers is understandable depending on the type
and complexity of the information issued. Note that
the choice for the communication channel results
from the type of message to be sent, which can be
of simple and direct character, or a complex content
with greater chance of misunderstanding.%

In this sense, face-to-face communication has
the advantage of enabling various information sig-
nals such as postures, facial expression, gestures
and intonations and the opportunity for immedi-
ate feedback.' This is in line with interviewees
statements, as, when making an important decision
or addressing significant changes in the work pro-
cess, they prefer to communicate in person to avoid
communication failures.

Another finding was the impact on managers’
working hours, since nowadays, being connected
on a smartphone means being available, and allows
that you are reached regardless of being in your
working hours, including weekends. In addition,
the same communication channel is used both in
personal and professional matters, thereby crossing
the boundary between personal life and work and
affecting the time spent with professional matters
when one is at home, corroborating the results of
other studies.>171®

With this change in the concept of professional
availability, communication through the applica-
tion tends towards immediacy, showing a disadvan-
tage of its use that was found in different studies,
including the lack of parity on what is considered
urgent by subjects in a conversation that can gener-
ate a demand for immediate response regardless of
the issue or problem.1¢1?

The degree of vulnerability of information was
a concern of managers, given the possibility of ex-
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posing confidential matters, encouraging gossip
and other noises that impair communication and
may cause damage to the institution and third par-

ties. (1820

However, WhatsApp guarantees security
and privacy through end-to-end encryption, which
means that only members of a conversation have
access to the messages sent.?) The manager must
choose to use the application or not, depending on
the complexity and importance of the issue.

In addition, health services must be prepared
to discuss the proper use of social media in the
professional environment, providing guidance and
addressing the consequences of misuse, such as
policy violations, which include leaking confiden-
tial information, whether of patients or the insti-
tution itself.(182%

As limitations, no studies addressing the practi-
cal implications for health care managers resulting
from the use of social networks such as WhatsApp’
in their work process were found.

Considering the advantages of using WhatsApp ,
it stands out as an essential tool, complementary to
the use of e-mails. However, it is necessary to know
the labor implications for its formalization as a tool
for legal use of communication.

Conclusion

The study described how health service manag-
ers use WhatsApp' in their professional practice,
highlighting the importance of the application
as a strategic tool in health care management
from the real-time sharing and integration of in-
formation, the approximation of employees and
services involved in the work process, facilitat-
ing managers’ performance through the various
resources existing in the application. Despite the
innumerable strengths perceived by interview-
ees, some disadvantages were indicated, such as
the tendency to immediacy and the demand for
24-hour availability, showing the importance of
imposing limits to preserve the balance between
personal and professional life, in addition to the
appropriate use of the application, avoiding pos-
sible rumors in the workplace.
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