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[ From the Lansing State Journal ] 

Medical records technician workers are in big demand

Knowing codes works into career 

By Susan Kreimer  
MCT News Service

Marcie Jump wanted to work in health care, but without the usual patient contact.

A job in medical records was - and still is - an ideal fit.

"It's like a puzzle," said Jump, a 30-year veteran who works in Dallas for Tampa, Fla.-based Kforce Inc. 
"You assess the medical record, you pull up the diagnoses and procedures that occurred during the 
medical stay and we convert those into codes for reimbursement purposes."

Advertisement Tumor registries and mortality statistics rely on this data as well, said 
Jump, a registered health information technician and certified coding 
specialist at Baylor University Medical Center.

Hot job sector

Although most of these technicians work in hospitals, others fill needs in 
physician practices, nursing facilities and home health agencies. Job 
openings have doubled the past two years and remain on the rise, with 
salary growth reflecting the demand, according to the American Health 
Information Management Association in Chicago.

With the shift toward electronic medical records, skilled coding 
specialists are finding their services increasingly in demand, said Dr. 
Claire Dixon-Lee, the health information association's vice president for 
education and accreditation.
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The new technology has expanded opportunities for telecommuting and 
working from home. Meanwhile, coders' image has undergone a 
transformation.

Once viewed as librarians of data, today's professionals are perceived 
as valuable players in maintaining profitability, Kforce said.

"Coders need to be highly trained in reimbursement requirements, 
biomedical sciences, pathophysiology and privacy practices to maintain 
compliance with government and insurance regulations - ever-vigilant to 
guard against fraudulent billing practices," Dixon-Lee said.

Tech savvy needed

An upcoming overhaul of the International Classification of Diseases 
directory will require professionals to assimilate new technology and 
more codes.

The updated diagnostic classification set includes about 120,000 codes 
- nearly 10 times the current number. Coders also will need to learn the 
procedure usage set, which has more than 200,000 codes - about 50 
times as many as it has now.

The best opportunities go to coders with an associate degree in health 
information management and the credential of registered health 
information technician, which is obtained through the health information 
association. Additional credentials, such as certified coding associate 
and certified coding specialist, boost employment chances.

$30K a year and up

Kforce reports that 62 percent of coding professionals earn $30,000 to 
$50,000 per year. Nearly half of managers - 49 percent - bring in 

$40,000 to $60,000. For consultants contracted by staffing firms, salaries can be even higher.

"The trend is to hire credentialed or degreed coders," said Sally Nelson, co-owner of Impact Associates, a 
Dallas-based health care consulting firm that provides coding services.

"The most challenging problem for newly credentialed or degreed coders is finding employment without 
experience."

In major cities, she added, the shortage of coders is no longer as critical as in rural areas.

Prospects appear rosy for seasoned coders.

"There is a huge job market if you're experienced in this area. You can pick and choose your job," said 
Sam Farrell, group president of Kforce's health information management division.
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