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Editor’s Note: This Practice Brief supersedes the August 2012 Practice Brief titled “Climbing Higher: Bridging the
Gap to Advanced Degrees in HIM.”

Statistics from the US Department of Labor show the field of HIM as one of today's fastest-growing occupations. The current
entry-level education for a credentialed health information management (HIM) professional is the associate degree, with the
baccalaureate representing the terminal degree level.

Today's evolving healthcare environment places a greater demand than ever on HIM practitioners to function at increasingly
higher skill levels. The curriculum competencies used most often by HIM programs fall short of covering these advanced skill
sets as they are based on entry-level skills only and do not take into account these advanced practices.

As a result of the changes in the healthcare environment, employer expectations for HIM professionals are growing to include
the skills necessary for implementing, maintaining, and analyzing new healthcare technologies and industry regulations. The
healthcare industry is rapidly expanding, introducing new technologies and healthcare delivery initiatives such as the adoption
of ICD-10-CM/PCS, electronic health record (EHR) incentive programs such as meaningful use , natural language
processing, computer-assisted coding, and health information exchanges. HIM professionals must possess an understanding of
these endeavors to work effectively in the future of healthcare.

Advancing to a master's-level HIM degree is critical for the development of these advanced HIM skill sets. The HIM
profession is not alone; many healthcare professions already require post-baccalaureate education before qualifying for an
entry-level position.

This practice brief provides practical tools and guidance to HIM professionals and educators for moving themselves and their
programs to a master's level.

Advancing the Work Force to a Master's Level

HIM Roles for those with a Master's Degree

Obtaining a master's degree can open several career possibilities for HIM professionals. Based upon AHIMA membership
data, roles for those with a master's degree are typically in the managerial, executive, and academic arenas. The chart
"AHIMA Salary Data: Average Salary by Degree Level" provides a breakdown of the average salary by degree levels.
AHIMA's newly updated career map also details a variety of positions that require advanced degrees.

As the healthcare system becomes more dependent on the use of technology, HIM professionals need to evolve as well,
assuming new roles and acquiring new skills to meet the future needs of healthcare practices. A 2009 work force assessment
report by the American Institutes for Research (AIR) commissioned by the AHIMA board concluded that to "keep pace with
the increasing demand for HIM professionals, education and credentialing should continue to focus on knowledge in health
information/data technical security and skills in writing, computer use, health informatics and information, data analysis,
problem solving, leadership, and communication."  While the report listed four functional areas in which HIM professionals
typically work (billing accuracy and efficiency, data analysis, healthcare information systems, and patient information security),
job descriptions indicated that higher education degree levels are associated with management roles, problem solving, and
analysis responsibilities. Since the report was written, privacy and security and health information exchange functions have
evolved into two new HIM specialist positions: Health Information Management and Exchange Specialist and Health
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Information Privacy and Security Specialist. The development of these particular positions was driven in part by regulatory
changes.

The AIR report also predicted that academic medical centers, consulting firms, insurance companies, and the pharmaceutical
industry will be areas of growth for HIM needs, and employers recommended adding new skills for HIM professionals to learn
at the graduate level:

1. Financial knowledge
2. Hospital organization knowledge
3. Knowledge of systems and policy
4. Management experience

AHIMA Salary Data: Average Salary by Degree Level

Many healthcare professions already require post-baccalaureate education in order to attain a position at the
entry level. A post-graduate degree in the HIM profession can open several career possibilities, as well as unlock
a higher average salary earning potential.

n=6,492

Source: AHIMA 2010 Salary Survey Data

Salary and Unemployment Statistics

In early 2012, the unemployment rate in the United States was 8.3 percent, or 12.8 million people. Based on self-reported
information compiled from an internal study conducted on AHIMA membership, members who obtained a bachelor's degree
experienced lower unemployment rates than members with only associate degrees. Following the same trend, those with
master's degrees were more likely to be employed than members with bachelor's degrees in the field.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) lists two types of medical record and health information occupations: Technician and
Professional Medical and Health Services Manager.

The technician level requires either an associate degree in HIM (or related degree) or the completion of a coding certificate or
cancer registry program. The number of jobs reported in 2010 for medical record technicians was 179,500. The job outlook for
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the period between 2010 and 2020 is projected at 21 percent, a growth rate considered faster than average, with a jobs
increase of 37,700 for that period.

Professionals at the second BLS classification plan, direct, and coordinate for medical services. Positions are typically located
in healthcare facilities, including hospitals, nursing homes, and group medical practices. Individuals filling these roles usually
have a bachelor's degree before entering the field, and master's degrees are common. The median annual wage of medical
and health services managers was $84,270 in May 2010 ($40.52 per hour). There were 303,000 jobs in this group as of 2010
with a projected overall category growth of 68,000 by 2020.

Employment of medical and health services managers is expected to grow by 22 percent from 2010 to 2020, faster than the
average for all occupations. As the sizeable Baby Boomer population ages and people continue to remain active later in life,
the healthcare industry as a whole will see an increase in demand for medical services, thereby creating a greater need for
professionals to organize and manage medical information and healthcare resources.

The classification of medical and health services managers is further broken down into four categories, which includes health
information managers. The BLS website states that health information managers are responsible for the maintenance and
security of all patient records. They must remain up-to-date with evolving information technologies and current or proposed
laws regarding health information systems. Health information managers must ensure databases are complete, accurate, and
accessible to authorized personnel only.

Employment vs. Unemployment by Degree Level

Based on self-reported information compiled from an internal study on AHIMA members, members holding
higher-level education degrees experienced lower unemployment rates.

Highest Education
Degree

Total Member
Count

Total "Currently Not
Working" Count

"Currently Not
Working" Percent

High School Graduate 6,977 3,372 48.3%

Associate Degree 18,487 3,000 16.2%

Baccalaureate Degree 17,121 2,207 12.9%

Master's Degree 5,804 526 9.1%

Doctor of Law (JD) 156 14 9.0%

Doctor of Medicine
(MD) 318 28 8.8%

Doctorate Degree 284 22 7.7%

Source: AHIMA 2010 Internal Survey
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Bridging the Gap between Education and the Real World

Health information management academic programs strive to keep up with the ever-changing landscape of the HIM
profession, but a gap between real world needs and classroom education still exists. The following skill sets were identified by
a panel of HIM professionals at the Ohio HIMA Annual Meeting in 2012 as additional competency needs for HIM
professionals:

1. Advanced computer application, to include:

a. Performance of data analytics/querying and data mining, utilizing SQL and other databases
b. Development and support of business intelligence products
c. Creation of meaningful data display utilizing run charts, dashboards, and other visual tools

2. Comprehensive fundamental knowledge of the health record and flow of healthcare information that comprises the
health record

3. Advanced oral and written communication techniques
4. Project management and performance improvement
5. Critical thinking

Advanced roles identified by the HIM workforce that match to these skills sets are also included in this practice brief.

HIM programs may not be able to provide HIM students these advanced skills due to time constraints and the amount of
required content to be covered within a program's academic length. Although many HIM programs offer advanced courses in
computer applications, as well as database design and analytics, the connection between the academic setting and the
healthcare industry is lacking.

Providing students with real-life experiences is a challenge in the academic setting because professional practice experiences
(PPE) are often not uniform, which may limit the students' abilities to acquire meaningful practical experiences. Ongoing input
from seasoned HIM professionals is essential for improving the skill sets and developing the curriculum of HIM educational
programs. This vital element of constructive communication can be accomplished through the development of strong HIM
program advisory boards in addition to support within the community for PPE site experience.

It has become apparent that additional skills are needed for HIM professionals to succeed and flourish in the real world.
Enrolling in a master's degree program will provide HIM professionals an avenue to gain the knowledge and skill sets needed
for absolute confidence and success fulfilling advanced roles in HIM.

Educational Programs Transitioning to a Master's Level

Practical Considerations and Resources for Developing a Master's Level Program

When an academic institution is considering the addition of a master's degree program, the following should be considered:

Competition – Are there other degree programs in your area or online?
Will the program be able to attract qualified students?
Will the program be able to attract qualified faculty?

Most programs will be able to draw qualified students from their undergraduate pools, which will likely come from HIM and
health informatics and information management (HIIM) curriculums. Other students can be recruited by using tools provided
by AHIMA.  Attracting qualified faculty may prove to be more of a challenge. Depending on the type of educational setting
your institution decides to pursue (traditional, online, or hybrid), the program will have different opportunities to offer. Whether
through a traditional classroom or a virtual adjunct position, there are HIM professionals who embrace the opportunity to share
their work experiences to help guide new professionals into the next generation of master's-level HIM professionals.

HIM Health Data Management Domain Comparison
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This Figure Compares the health data management domain descriptions by degree program.

Associate-level

Collect and maintain health data

Baccalaureate-level

Manage health data (i.e., datasets, elements, and databases)

Master's-level

Develop policies for health data collection, use, and maintenance
Ensure integration needs of data (i.e. interoperability, decision support, and legacy systems)
Demonstrate stewardship of databases

Type of Program

Healthcare reform and technology have changed the way healthcare is practiced, delivered, and evaluated. The creation of
medical homes, accountable care organizations, and health information exchanges, as well as the use of mobile health
technology, the introduction of computer-assisted coding, mapping, and data translation, and the reliance on telehealth to
increase access and timeliness of care have all had an impact on the HIM profession. Consequently, the role of the HIM
professional must adapt in order to remain relevant, and HIM education must expand to include a variety of new skills and
knowledge domain clusters.

The Commission on Accreditation for Health Informatics and Information Management (CAHIIM) states that:

Health information management (HIM) graduate programs focus on the skills and competencies in health data
management, information policy, information systems, administrative and clinical work flow. Health information
management graduate programs focus on operations management essential to ensuring an accurate and
complete medical record and cost-effective information processing. Health informatics (HI) graduate programs
focus on information systems, informatics principles, and information technology as applied to the continuum of
healthcare delivery.

Current Curriculum Maps

When comparing the current curriculum maps of associate, baccalaureate, and master's HIM programs, it's easy to see the
transition from front-line application to management and leadership.  As recommended by Vision 2016, the shift from
baccalaureate to master's-level HIM professionals allows for our maturing profession to advance in leadership roles within the
healthcare industry.

Vision 2016 was the response to a charge from the AHIMA Board of Directors:

Ensure the future of the health information management profession and the broader health informatics
profession to achieve a strong leadership role to transform healthcare through quality health information,
for the successful deployment of electronic health records, personal health records, and the nationwide
health information network.

The key priorities identified were:

Transforming the health information management profession to a graduate-level profession
Realigning the health information management associate's degree with work force needs
Preparing an effective, qualified pool of health information management faculty by 2016
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As colleges and universities develop master's level HIM programs, there may be obstacles to overcome. Many institutions will
need to gather resources for startup costs and funding to sustain the program, place qualified faculty, and gain administrative
buy-in. After the initial hurdles, the focus will shift to staying competitive and significant. Master's degrees will increase the
choices HIM students have, not limit them. The master's degree program can enhance and strengthen existing baccalaureate
programs as well.

RHIT to RHIA to Master's

There are an increasing number of career fields defined by the degree requirements for entry. With all the
career options in heath information management, the right path or best place to start may seem difficult to
find. The table below represents various academic paths to begin or advance a career in health information
management. Regardless of the path taken, prospective students need to make sure the program chosen is
CAHIIM-accredited in order to sit for the RHIA or RHIT examination.

Degree Description Prerequisites Eligible  for
Required
CEUs

Associate
Degree

Two-year degree with
technical focus

High school diploma or
equivalent RHIT exam 20 every

two years

Bachelor's
Degree

Four-year degree with
management focus

Prerequisites for each
program may differ;
however, most states,
require at least 120 hours
for bachelor's degree

RHIA exam 30 every
two years

Entry-
Level
Master's
Degree

May be 3 + 2 format with
three years of undergraduate
work plus two years of
graduate work or
postgraduate only

3 + 2: No degree required

Postgraduate: bachelor's
degree

RHIA exam 30 every
two years

Post-
Bachelor's
Certificate

Certificate of HIM required
coursework Bachelor's degree RHIA exam 30 every

two years

Master's
Degree

30-45 hour master's degree

 
Bachelor's degree

Some programs
may allow
students to sit for
RHIA exam after
required courses
are taken

30 every
two years

Source: AHIMA Certification Requirements

Online vs. On-Ground vs. Hybrid
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Advancing HIM professionals to the "C-suite level" is directly related to the initiative of master's degree-prepared HIM
professionals. To make degrees and courses more accessible, many academic institutions now offer master's degree students
a variety of options for pursuing their education. Online, hybrid, and traditional learning opportunities allow those health
information professionals who are on a career track for upper management to continue with their learning experiences.

The primary elements of learning in the traditional classroom route include lectures, case studies, team projects, and similar
work. Learning is conducted in a synchronous—or real time—environment. The major advantage of a traditional classroom is
the face-to-face interaction between the students and the educator. Students who work full-time or have other obligations may
not be able to attend courses offered during weekday business hours, however. In order to accommodate students with less
flexible schedules that would still prefer learning in a classroom environment, many colleges and universities offer evening or
weekend master's degree programs.

Another option is the online—or distance learning—classroom. According to a Chronicle of Higher Education survey,
conducted with the Pew Research Center, "more than three-quarters of the nation's colleges and universities now offer online
classes."  The learning environment in the online classroom is asynchronous, meaning students have the opportunity to learn
independently and at their own pace. Online learning programs provide a great deal of flexibility for working professionals.
Students in these programs can work on an advanced degree while coordinating classes and assignments around their work
schedules and professional commitments. Learning management technologies offer students the opportunity to use the Internet
to take virtual tours, view streaming video clips, listen to audio tapes, and interact with students from all over the world.

A hybrid classroom blends the traditional and online classrooms. Students receive the benefit of face-to-face interaction with
students and faculty, but also take advantage of web-based learning paradigms such as virtual networking and streaming video
and audio clips. The online material is viewed as an extension of the classroom. Hybrid learning opportunities blend the two
worlds of education, often offering flexible course schedules to accommodate working students that want to earn a degree
while they continue to progress in their careers.

As students increasingly opt for non-traditional educational delivery systems, educators face several challenges. The role of
educator has evolved into a more facilitative, learner-centered role. With hybrid or blended classes, the instructor or program
coordinator needs to determine what aspects of the course are best suited to presentation via the various delivery modes,
taking care to effectively organize and tailor the course content accordingly.

Recruiting Educators: Career Options in Academia

Recruiting educators to fill the rising demand is a considerable challenge, even though the career options in academia are
numerous and as diverse as those in the health information field. Never before has the need been greater to prepare master's
or doctoral HIM professionals to fill the teaching positions in accredited associate and baccalaureate degree HIM programs.

HIM professionals from a wide range of traditional healthcare settings—including hospitals, ambulatory care, and long term
care—are needed to build the HIM educator workforce. To transition to the role of educator, these HIM professionals must
have an advanced degree.

Earning advanced degrees in HIM secures graduates credentials that open doors and new opportunities. Post-baccalaureate
degrees offer a higher level of professionalism and distinguish the HIM professional with prestige. For example, to earn the
designation of Fellow of the American Health Information Management Association (FAHIMA), a master's degree or higher
is required. HIM professionals with graduate degrees are more likely to pursue leadership roles within the profession.

With more colleges and universities adopting HIM-focused programs, health information management bachelor's degree
programs are challenged to find teaching candidates with a master's degree.

Traditionally, HIM professionals earn master's degrees in:

Master of Health Informatics and Information Management (MHIM)
Master of Business Administration (MBA)
Master of Health Administration (MHA)
Master of Public Administration (MPA)
Master of Library and Information Science (MLIS)
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Master of Public Health (MPH)
Master of Education (MEd)

Health information management and informatics programs are challenged to find PhD-prepared candidates to fill faculty
positions at the master's degree levels. 

At present, there is not a doctoral program in HIM. Common doctoral degrees among HIM faculty include:

Doctoral degree in Higher and Adult Education
Doctoral degree in Education
Doctoral degree in Higher Education Administration
Doctoral degree in Public Health 
Doctoral degree in Healthcare Administration
Doctoral degree in Health Informatics
Juris Doctoral (JD)
PhD in Information Science 

The number of online graduate and doctoral degrees available gives students the flexibility to earn advanced degrees while
continuing to work in the field. The HIM professionals currently in teaching roles as adjunct faculty are encouraged to seek
formal higher education to replace retiring faculty, as well as to satisfy the demand resulting from the increased number of
HIM and health informatics programs. 

An investment in one's career must assuredly start with a solid foundation. Many career-minded individuals may find it
challenging to remain competitive in the healthcare environment without a graduate-level education. The same can be said for
a career in HIM. There is no doubt that pursuing higher education will be a significant investment of one's time and energy.

Unfortunately, there are obstacles to overcome on the road to a graduate education, such as admission requirements, financial
aid needs, appropriate program delivery, and a significant investment of time.

Though many graduate programs require admissions testing, an increasing number of graduate programs are instead accepting
other criteria such as a bachelor's degree, a minimum grade-point average, or a demonstration of satisfactory undergraduate
training to lead up to successful graduate work in the chosen field.

Finances often play a significant role in the pursuit of graduate education. The costs associated with graduate study can be
substantial, and some graduate students are forced to manage with limited funds. In some cases, debt loads are sizeable and
can interfere with timely degree progress or completion. Fortunately, there are many scholarships and grants available for
graduate students to help reduce the financial burden, such as those offered by the AHIMA Foundation and many state HIM
associations. Many employers offer tuition reimbursement to their employees as well.

One resource employers might use to find qualified educators is the AHIMA Career Assist Job Bank, which exists to provide
its membership and employers with a means of communication regarding HIM employment opportunities.  Two job function
areas within the job board are applicable for the recruitment of a PhD-level education—"academic administrator" and
"education." The board is a valuable tool both for potential candidates seeking employment in the academic arena and for
employers seeking to fill positions.

Another resource for finding qualified faculty is HigherEd Jobs, a Web site for recruiting academic institutions and potential
candidates.  Institutions can post available positions, view potential candidate resumes within the resume database, and
receive applications through the Web site. Candidates can also sign up for individualized job announcement e-mails called job
agents, based upon their career interests. According to the HigherEd Jobs Web site, over 1.7 million of these e-mails are sent
each month. This Web site seeks to make posting positions an easier task for academic institutions and creates a one-stop
environment for potential candidates to learn about and apply for positions. Now is the time for HIM professionals to go get
that graduate degree, to earn more respect, salary, and opportunities.

Notes
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