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Organizations undertaking EHR system design, planning, and implementation can become so focused on getting the clinical
details right that they forget to put sufficient attention to the legal implications of maintaining the information over time.

Turning an organization’s focus to legal issues can require leadership—the ability to raise awareness, and even urgency, within
the planning team or executive leadership. A leadership model from AHIMA helps HIM professionals identify, develop, and
contribute technical leadership skills on the legal EHR.

Width and Breadth of View

Legal EHR leaders have the subject expertise to raise issues and recommend solutions. For example, they identify and
communicate the risks in failing to address the legal and business aspects of EHRs. They identify and engage champions and
stakeholders to establish the organization’s positions.

Legal EHR leaders have a wide view as well as a long one. They see the tracking and maintenance of data for legal reasons
relating on a broader plane with overall enterprise content and records management—an integrated set of strategies,
standards, best practices, and technologies for managing an organization’s complete information.  By seeing where data
management is heading, they make more informed decisions in the present.

HIM professionals are charged with ensuring that organizations develop and apply information management standards that
maintain the integrity necessary for health records to meet the organization’s business and legal needs. As experts in these
requirements, they are natural candidates for technical leaders on creating and maintaining a legally sound EHR.

A Focus on Goals, Behaviors, Activities

The terms leader and manager are sometimes used interchangeably, but although they overlap, the two terms describe
different roles.

Managers are responsible for ensuring operations run smoothly; leaders strive to help organizations adapt to change.
AHIMA’s model focuses on technical leadership: leadership based on technical expertise rather than general leadership skills
(though these skills are also necessary). It helps HIM professionals visualize, initiate, and lead legal EHR initiatives at
institutional, regional, and even national levels.

The model is action-centered; that is, it identifies goals and the behaviors and types of activities that support them. It seeks to
advance the user’s understanding of technical HIM concepts and precepts, regardless of the user’s current role within the
organization. It seeks to help HIM professionals apply theory and technical knowledge using leadership techniques to drive
change within their institutions and the industry.

The model adapts concepts from Vinay Dabholkar’s “3 I’s of Technical Leadership.”  According to Dabholkar, a business and
technology consultant, technical leaders exhibit the following three key characteristics and behaviors:

Independence: make and communicate sound decisions and take responsibility for the decisions they make.
Initiative: assess situations, propose solutions, obtain sponsorship, and negotiate and execute decisions.
Influence: affect the decisions made by others and the creation and delivery of solutions.
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Designed for Adaptation

The leadership model is a matrix containing four categories of information. Nine leadership goals provide a description of
outcomes associated with effective legal EHR leadership. Leadership characteristics/behaviors describe key “soft skills”
required to effectively achieve each goal. Sample management activities support individuals and organizations in achieving
the goals. Finally, a list of tools and resources identifies AHIMA articles, books, and courses that provide guidance and
education in support of the goals, behaviors, and sample activities.

Individuals have differing levels of legal EHR expertise, and their organizations will be at various stages in the transition to
electronic health information management. The leadership model is intended to serve as a guide, and it should be customized to
meet personal goals and organizational strategies. For this reason, it is available for download in both PDF and MS Word
formats.

The model is not a static document. Feedback from users, industry changes, and new resources will cause it to evolve over
time.

The legal EHR model is available without charge from the AHIMA Web site [...]. AHIMA also offers a leadership model on
data content standards, and additional models are forthcoming.

The Leadership Model: Excerpt

The leadership model is a matrix containing four categories of information. Leadership goals provide a
description of outcomes associated with effective legal EHR leadership. Leadership characteristics/behaviors
describe key “soft skills” required to effectively achieve each goal. Sample management activities support
individuals and organizations in achieving the goals.

Not shown here is a column recommending AHIMA articles, books, and courses that provide guidance and
education related to the goals, behaviors, and sample activities.

The model includes nine goals. The first two are shown in this excerpt.

Leadership Goal Leadership
Characteristics/Behaviors

Sample Management
Activities

Identify and communicate the risks
associated with a lack of planning
and policy related to the legal and
business aspects of electronic
health records

Initiative: Possesses vision, foresight,
and courage to challenge the status quo

Independence: Asks tough questions;
risk taker

Influence: Possesses credibility and
trustworthiness; serves as
knowledgeable expert

Educates self on the issues, risks,
and benefits

Benchmarks issues within
healthcare and against relevant
experiences outside of healthcare
for similar issues

Performs risk analysis and
identifies issues/problems that
must be addressed

Communicates risks and issues
to senior management and
stakeholders

Monitors emerging issues as
legal health record issues evolve
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and continuously evaluates risk,
benefits, and communication

Identify and engage champions and
appropriate groups to determine
organizational position(s)

Independence: Maintains balance
between competing needs and interests

Initiative: Engages and convenes
stakeholders

Influence: Facilitates communication;
emphasizes collaboration in developing
solutions; bridges gaps

Organizes and assembles
stakeholders

Identifies and presents issues,
risks, and alternatives

Facilitates organizational learning

Facilitates group movement
encouraging dialogue and
identifying next steps

Source: AHIMA. “Legal EHR Leadership Model.” December 2008. 
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