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This month covered entities are subject to penalties for noncompliance with new federal privacy and security breach
notification laws issued by the Department of Health and Human Services.

HHS issued an interim final rule titled “Breach Notification for Unsecured Protected Health Information” in August 2009. The
rule, called for in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, serves to mitigate harm to victims of an unprotected
information breach whether or not the potential harm is economic.

The rule took effect September 23, 2009, though a five-month grace period delayed the imposition of penalties for
noncompliance until this month. Penalties begin February 22.

While breach notification may be carried out in various methods, all applicable breaches in any medium require a notification
letter with prescribed content.

The Required Contents

The federal rule requires the breach message to be presented at an appropriate reading level and in clear language and syntax.
The rule does not indicate how long a letter should be; however, it must include the following elements at minimum, and it
should not include extraneous material that would detract from the message.

The letter is approached in three stages:

1. Required elements, which must be addressed in a customized manner according to the circumstances of the breach:

A brief description of what happened, including the date of the breach and the date of the discovery of the breach, if
known
A description of the types of unsecured protected health information that were involved in the breach (e.g., full name,
Social Security number, date of birth, home address, account number, diagnosis, or disability code)
Any steps the individual should take to protect themselves from potential harm resulting from the breach
A brief description of what the organization is doing to investigate the breach, to mitigate harm to individuals, and to
protect against further breaches
Information on how individuals can contact the organization to ask questions or learn additional information, including a
toll-free telephone number, an e-mail address, Web site, or postal address

2. Elements for customized inclusion, if appropriate:

Recommendations that the individual contact his or her credit card company and information about how to contact the
credit bureaus and obtain credit monitoring services (if credit card information was breached)
Information about steps the covered entity is taking to retrieve the breached information, such as filing a police report (if
a suspected theft of unsecured protected health information occurred)
Information about steps the covered entity is taking to improve security to prevent future similar breaches
Information about sanctions the covered entity imposed on workforce members involved in the breach

3. Required or desired elements to be identified by the healthcare organization according to specific state laws, applicable
federal regulations, and its own organizational policy

Customizable Letter Template
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A breach notification letter template that may be adapted and customized by individual organizations is available
to AHIMA members at www.ahima.org/arra. (See “Breach Notification Template Letter” under the heading
“HITECH.” Member ID and password are required to download file.)

Other Laws May Apply

Currently 44 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands have their own breach notification laws.
Organizations thus may be further obligated to comply with differing state breach notification laws because the federal law
does not preclude more stringent state requirements. Organizations may be similarly obligated to balance other federal
regulations with ARRA and state laws.

Further, organizations may be under additional presentation requirements with other federal laws such as Title VI of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964; the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Section 504; and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. It is essential

11/20/24, 9:41 PM Elements of  a Breach Notif ication Letter

https://bokold.ahima.org/doc?oid=98097 2/3

http://www.ahima.org/arra


that covered entities be aware of all obligations for breach notification.
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