Nurses’ group flourishes in Iowa HIMSS Chapter

An idea was planted in the mind of Jody Gunn, RN, when she attended her first HIMSS Annual Conference in New Orleans in 2001.

It was this—her fellow nurses in Iowa needed to find out about HIMSS and its resources.

A couple years later, Gunn’s vision is a reality, with the help of the Iowa HIMSS chapter. Now, 20 to 30 nurse informaticists regularly meet to discuss how IT intersects the nursing profession.

In New Orleans two years ago, it seemed like a natural fit, said Gunn, a nursing informaticist at Mercy Hospital in Iowa City.

“When I went to my first HIMSS conference, I thought how valuable it would be for nurses to get more acquainted with HIMSS,” she said. “In Iowa, we really don’t have a structure for nursing informaticists to network. I felt like a lone ranger out there.”

Gunn sought help from the Iowa chapter within a year after the conference in New Orleans to increase those opportunities to network. “I put out feelers to HIMSS members to see if they were interested in helping us,” she said. 

Gunn also sent out letters and e-mails to hospitals in Iowa and contacted nursing organizations to find other nurses with specialization in IT. Still, when it came time for the first meeting of the nursing informatics subcommittee in Iowa, she didn’t know what to expect.

Turns out she was pleasantly surprised. “We had 30 nurses attend the first meeting,” she reported. “And we continue to have at least 20 to 25 at our meetings.” Gunn’s contact list has swelled to about 50 names, she said.

The Iowa HIMSS chapter, a rather young organization itself, has also flourished. Started in March 2001 with about 40 members, it now has more than doubled to 85.

Gunn said the nurses’ group meets in the morning, and the full chapter meets in the afternoon. “This way, the nurses can attend both meetings,” she noted.

The nurses have been meeting in the state’s major population centers, Iowa City and Des Moines, hearing presentations on nursing and clinical aspects of IT. “HIMSS is a very viable way to enable nurses to have an organization and hear from clinically focused informaticists,” Gunn said. “It’s an excellent opportunity for our members to network.”

The nurse group is getting interest from throughout the state, so much so that the group, along with the statewide chapter, is considering a teleconference meeting in the future. The conduit for such a meeting would be the fiber-optic network that connects universities, colleges and some hospitals throughout Iowa. “Everyone should be within 30 miles of a network site,” Gunn said.

She predicted more growth for the nurses chapter in the future, as the word spreads about the nursing informatics subcommittee, and as interest in IT grows among nurses.

HIMSS provides an excellent resource and common ground for the members, Gunn said. “It’s an organization that has been tested and proven true.”

The approach used in Iowa is one that could be replicated in other chapters, as clinicians’ interest and contact with information systems grows.

