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Abstract

Over the last decade, enrollments in health information technology and health information
administration programs have spiraled downward resulting in the closure of programs. Reversing this
trend is imperative for the survival of the health information management profession.

This research study looked at:

1. how students learned about the HIM profession
2. what attracted students to the career

3. the most effective recruitment methods

Using data gathered from 754 students enrolled in either a coding, health information technology, or
health information administration program reveal ed:

a) students learned about the profession through their employer, college counselors, a health
information professional, health information management student, or family friend

b) avariety of career options attracted students to the career

¢) the most effective recruitment method is posting flyers in healthcare organizations, colleges, and
high schools. Research results support using a multifaceted approach to attract studentsinto the
program

I ntroduction

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, health information management (HIM) will be one of the
fastest-growing health occupations through 2010.* AHIMA predicts a need for 6,000 new HIM
professionals per year to meet workplace demands, yet only 2,000 new professionals graduate annually.?
Work force research conducted by the Center for Health Workforce Studies reveals good job availability
throughout the nation.? These facts should have students clamoring to enter health information technology
(HIT) and health information administration (HIA) educational programs, but thisis not the case. A
comparison of enrollments for 2001 and 2003 reveals only a small increase in the number of students
enrolled, and the percentage of students graduating declined from 33 percent in 2001 to 27 percent in
2003 (see Appendix A). Such trends threaten the future of the health information profession.

This study was therefore conducted to identify characteristics of HIM programs and recruitment
techniques that affect a prospective student’ s decision to enroll in a health information program.
Specifically, the study looked at:
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1. how students enrolled in health information programs learned about the HIM profession
2. the attributes that attracted students to the career
3. the most effective recruitment methods

Explored are possible factors associated with recruitment, such as the type of program, enrollment
status, program format, type of institution, previous degrees, possession of healthcare credentials or
licenses, age range, and region of the nation in which students lived. This report isintended to assist
health information professionals to more effectively recruit students into the profession.

M ethod

This descriptive study used afour-part questionnaire mailed to program directors of accredited
master’ s degreein HIM, bachelor’ s degree in HIA, associate’ s degreein HIT, and coding programs.
Program directors distributed the questionnaire to students and mailed the completed questionnaires to the
principal investigator in the envelope provided.

Population

A nationwide sample included health information and coding programs at public and private
ingtitutions, two- and four-year institutions, and independent study programs.

I nstrument

The researchers devel oped a four-part questionnaire to collect information from students. Content
review and a pilot study were used to validate the research instrument. Part | addressed recruiting students
into HIM programs. Students were asked to:

1. identify how they learned about the HIM profession

2. select three items and indicate if the item was the most appealing, second most appealing, or third
most appealing reason for selecting HIM as a career

3. identify which recruitment method was the most effective, which was the second most effective,
and which was the third most effective

Part 11 of the survey asked studentsto rank their reasons for selecting the educational programin
which they were enrolled. Part I11 requested demographic information, and Part IV was open ended,
alowing participants an opportunity to provide additional information that might be useful in recruiting
students to HIM programs.

Data Collection and Analysis

In March 2002, a letter was e-mailed to program directors asking their willingness to have students
participate in the research study. Program directors agreeing to participate were asked to provide the
number of students in the program, distribute and administer the survey to all studentsin their HIM
programs, and return completed surveys to the researchers using the self-addressed, stamped envelope
provided. Surveys were not to contain individual subject identifiers. Participants were asked to have
surveys completed by April 12. A reminder letter was mailed 30 days later. Of a possible 5,026 students,
754 completed surveys were returned, a response rate of 15 percent. No responses were received from
students pursuing a master’s degree in HIM.
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Data were entered into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences and analyzed through the use of
percentages and frequencies. The exploratory nature of the study precluded sophisticated statistical
techniques beyond the accuracy of the raw data; such techniques may misrepresent the exploratory nature
of the investigation. Responses to the open-ended question were transcribed and analyzed to identify
themes.

Results

Part 111 of the survey instrument collected demographic information for the purpose of grouping
students for analysis in various ways. Demographic information included the type of program, enrollment
status, program format, type of institution, previous degrees, credentials or licenses currently held,
respondent age, and the region of the nation in which the respondent lived. The next several paragraphs
will discuss each of the categories including the response rate to each.

Type of Program

Of the students responding, 204 were enrolled in a bachelor’s degree HIA program, 477 were enrolled
in an associate’ s degree HIT program, and 73 were enrolled in a coding program.

Sudents Enrollment Satus

Sixty-three percent of the respondents were full-time students (12 credit hours per semester), and 34
percent were part-time students (fewer than 12 credit hours per semester).

Format of Program

Table 1 reveals that the majority of students attended classes during the day (85.0 percent). Classes
taken viathe Internet (9.5 percent) were more prevalent with HIT students than with HIA or coding
students. Weekend classes (5.4 percent) were attended more by HIT students than HIA or coding
students. One student indicated enrollment in a coding correspondence course (0.1 percent).

Type of Institution

Table 2 displays the type of institution attended by the respondents. Sixty-five percent of coding
students and 69 percent of HIT students attended a community college. Sixty-one percent of HIA students
attended a public college or university, compared to 38 percent attending a private college or university.

Previous Degrees, Healthcare Credentials, or License

Twenty coding students (27 percent), 97 HIT students (20 percent), and 41 HIA students (20 percent)
indicated possession of a previous degree. Healthcare credentials or licenses were held by 11 coding
students (15 percent), 80 HIT students (17 percent), and 28 HIA students (14 percent).

Age Range

Table 3 provides the age breakdown of the respondents. A large percentage of the HIT and HIA
students fell into the age range of 18 to 24 years. Further analysis of age by type of program revealed 46
percent of HIT studentsin the age range of 31 to 49 years, 15 percent in the age range of 25 to 30 years,
and 11 percent over age 50. Ten percent of the HIA students were 25 to 30 years old, 17 percent were 31
to 49 years of age, and 4 percent were over 50. Forty-two of the coding students (58 percent) fell into the
age range of 31 to 49 years, 10 students (14 percent) were 25 to 30 years old, and 13 students (18 percent)
were over 50.
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Respondents by Region of Nation

Table 4 depicts the region of the nation in which the respondents lived. The pattern of participantsin
the survey coincided with the geographic distribution of accredited coding, HIT, and HIA programsin the
United States. Forty-one percent of those responding lived in the north central region of the nation, 18
percent lived in the south central, 13 percent lived in the southwest, 11 percent lived in the southeast, 9
percent lived in the northeast, and 5 percent lived in the northwest.

Part | of the survey addressed marketing of the HIM profession. This section includes the primary
source for learning about the profession, the reason for selecting HIM the career field, and effective
recruiting methods.

Primary Source of Learning About HIM

Question 1 asked students to indicate how they learned about the HIM profession. Analysis of results
suggested that the primary source of information varied by type of program. Table 5 compares responses
by type of program.

The primary source for learning about the HIM profession by coding students was their employer.
HIT studentsindicated a health information professional to be the primary source, and HIA students
selected two primary sources. college counselor and health information student. Looking at the
respondents in the aggregate, college counselor and health information professional were the co-primary
sources, followed closely by aflyer or brochure.

The primary source for learning about the HIM program varied by age range. Table 6 displaysthe
primary source with the highest frequency by age range. For the 18 to 24 year olds, the primary source
was afamily friend; for the 25 to 30 age range it was aflyer or brochure; those in the 31 to 39 age range
selected employer or HIM professional; those in the 40 to 49 age range identified their employer; and
students over 50 selected an HIM professional.

Reason for Selecting HIM as a Career

Question 2 asked students to indicate the most appealing, second most appealing, and third most
appealing reason for selecting HIM as their career field. The three major reasons were as follows:

1. variety of career options available (34.8 percent)
2. availability of jobs (25.4 percent)
3. salary (19.3 percent)

Tables 7 to 9 reflect the responses by type of program. The variety of career options available was the
most appealing reason for selecting HIM as acareer in al programs.

The second most appealing reason for selecting HIM as a career varied by age range. Sixty
respondents (21 percent) in the age range 18 to 24 indicated the variety of career options as the second
most appealing reason. Respondents in the age range 25 to 30 were split between two reasons: 26 (25
percent) selected the variety of career options, and 26 (25 percent) selected availability of jobs. The
variety of career options available was the second most appealing reason for the 31 to 39 age range.
Availability of jobs was selected by the age ranges 40 to 49 and 50 and ol der.
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Effective Recruiting Tools

Question 3 asked respondents to rank recruiting methods according to their effectiveness. The three
top methods, by rank order, were:

1. presentations to high school students by HIM students (19.6 percent)
2. posting flyersin high schools (14.0 percent)
3. posting flyersin hospitals and healthcare organizations (12.3 percent)

Tables 10 to 12 reflect the responses by type of program.

Further analysis revealed students in the age ranges of 18 to 24 and 25 to 30 selected presentations to
high school students by HIM majorsto be the most effective recruiting method. Studentsin the age
ranges of 31 and over indicated posting flyers in hospitals and healthcare organizations as the most
effective recruiting method.

Program Selection

Part 11 of the survey asked respondents to identify factors that contributed to the selection of the
program they were attending. Question 4 asked students to indicate the primary, secondary, and tertiary
factors that determined their school selection. Responses were as follows:

1. reputation of the program (28.7 percent)
2. reputation of the college or university (25.2 percent)
3. proximity to home (22.8 percent)

Tables 13 to 15 reflect the responses by type of program.

Results by Type of Program
Coding

Demographics
Coding students represented the smallest number of participantsin the survey (9.6 percent). Fifty-

seven percent of those responding were in the age group of 31 to 49, and 48 percent attended school in the
north central region of the United States.

Source for learning about HIM

Thirteen coding students (18 percent) indicated their employer as their primary source of learning
about HIM, followed closely by 12 students indicating a family member as their primary source of
information.

Most appealing reason for selecting health information as a career

When asked the most appealing reason for selecting health information as a career, 22 students (30
percent) selected the variety of career options available. The second most appealing reason was
availability of jobs (27 percent), and the third most appealing reason was projected salaries (9 percent).
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Most effective recruiting tool

Twenty-six of the 72 respondents (36 percent) identified posting flyers in hospitals and healthcare
organizations as the most effective recruiting tool. Sixty-eight students responded to the questions
regarding the second and third most effective recruiting tools. Two recruitment tools—posting flyersin
colleges and posting flyersin high schools—were selected by 16 respondents (24 percent) each asthe
second most effective recruiting tool. Twelve students (18 percent) selected posting flyersin hospitals and
healthcare organizations as the third most effective recruiting tool.

Program selection

Twenty-two percent of the coding students indicated the primary and secondary factor for selecting
the program in which they were enrolled was the reputation of the program. Thirteen students (18
percent) selected availability of evening programs as the third factor.

Health Information Technology

Demographics

HIT students represented 63 percent of respondents to the survey; 88 percent attended community
college, and 28 percent werein the 18 to 24 age range. It isinteresting to note that 15 percent of the
respondents were in the age range of 25 to 30, and 46 percent were in the age range of 31 to 49.
Respondents age 50 and over accounted for 10 percent of students participating in the survey. Forty-seven
percent of those responding attended school in the north central region of the United States.

Source for learning about HIM

Sixty-two of the HIT students indicated a health information professional to be the primary source of
learning about HIM. Fifty-nine indicated aflyer or brochure, and 45 credited a college counselor as the
primary source for learning about HIM.

Most appealing reason for selecting health information as a career

HIT students concurred with the coding students by selecting the variety of career options as the most
appealing reason for choosing a career in HIM. The second most appealing reason was availability of jobs
(27 percent), and the third reason given was projected salaries (19 percent).

Most effective recruiting tool

Posting flyersin hospitals and healthcare organizations was identified as the most effective recruiting
tool by 21 percent of the respondents. The second most effective recruiting tool was posting flyersin
colleges (15 percent), and the third most effective tool was faculty information sessions for students who
had not selected a major (14 percent).

Program selection

Thirty-one percent of the HIT students chose reputation of the program as the primary factor for
selecting the program in which they were enrolled. The secondary factor for selecting the program was
the reputation of the college or university (24 percent). Proximity to home was the tertiary factor
considered for program selection (21 percent).
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Health Information Administration

Demographics
HIA students represented 27 percent of respondents to the survey. Sixty-nine percent werein the 18

to 24 age range, and 36 percent of those responding attended school in the north central region of the
United States.

Source for learning about HIM

Two sources were selected as primary for learning about HIM. Those sources are college counsel or
and health information student.

Most appealing reason for selecting health information as a career

HIA students chose HIM because of the variety of career options available (37 percent). Availability
of jobs (18 percent) was the second reason, and projected salaries (22 percent) was the third.

Most effective recruiting tool

Presentations by HIM students to high schools was identified as the most effective recruiting tool (25
percent). Presentations to students who had not selected a major was the second most effective recruiting
tool (16 percent), and third was faculty information sessions for students who had not selected a major (14
percent).

Program selection

Reputation of the program was selected as the primary and secondary factor for selecting the current
program, with 33 percent of the HIA students choosing reputation of the program as the primary factor
and 34 percent choosing it as the secondary factor. Proximity to home was the third factor for selecting
the current program (27 percent).

Part IV was open ended, allowing participants an opportunity to provide additional information that
might be useful in recruiting students to HIM programs. One student suggested “advertising at the
bookstore and libraries.” A second student stated, “ Start marketing students early!” A third student
recommended educating “other professionals, like MBAS, JDs, MDs, and MHAS, about the HIM
profession.” Several students noted the need for online options to allow “incorporating work with
school.” Another recurrent theme was the need to educate high school and college counselors about HIM
as acareer. Many students spoke positively about HIM and the program in which they were enrolled.

Discussion

This study was conducted to identify characteristics of HIM programs and recruitment techniques that
affect a prospective student’ s decision to enroll in a health information program. Specificaly, the study
looked at

1. how students enrolled in health information programs had |earned about the HIM profession
2. the attributes that attracted students to the career
3. the most effective recruitment methods

The following paragraphs describe the typical coding, HIT, and HIA students.
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Coding

The typical coding student is between the ages of 31 and 49. A coding student attends a daytime
program at a community college, but aweekend programis also attractive. Thisindividual learned about
the health information profession through their employer or an HIM professional. The student chose
coding as a career because of the variety of career options, availability of jobs, and projected salaries.
Posting flyersin hospitals or other healthcare organizations is the most effective recruiting tool for coding
students. Posting flyersin colleges and high schools is also effective. Coding students select a program
based on reputation of the program, proximity to home, and availability of an evening program.

Health Information Technology

Thetypical HIT student is between the ages of 18 and 24, attends a daytime program at a community
college, and has taken online classes. Thisindividual learned about the health information profession
through a health information professional or family friend. The student chose HIM as a career because of
the variety of career options, availability of jobs, and projected salaries. Posting flyers in hospitals or
other healthcare organizations is the most effective recruiting tool. Posting flyersin colleges and faculty
information sessions for students who have not selected a major are also effective. HIT students select a
program based on reputation of the program, reputation of the college or university, and proximity to
home.

Health I nfor mation Administration

Thetypical HIA student is between the ages of 18 and 24 and is enrolled in a daytime program at a
four-year institution. The student has taken classes viathe Internet. A college counselor or HIM student
was the primary source for learning about the HIA program. The student chose HIM as a career because
of the variety of career options, availability of jobs, and projected salaries. A presentation to high schools
by HIM students is the most effective recruiting tool. Presentations to students who have not selected a
major and faculty information sessions for students who have not selected a major are the second and
third most effective recruiting tools, respectively. HIA students select a program based on reputation of
the program, reputation of the college or university, and proximity to home.

Limitations of the study constrain its generalizability in two ways. First, participation in the research
study was voluntary, and some program directors and students chose not to participate. Second, broad-
scale nonparticipation will result in an inaccurate portrayal of effective recruitment methods.

Conclusion

Marketing and recruiting students for a coding or HIM program often becomes the responsibility of
the faculty and staff of the respective program. A multifaceted strategy encompassing several recruitment
approaches is needed to attract qualified students to the profession. The responsibility for developing such
approaches lieswith all health information professionals. Future research should:

1. expand the demographic data to include gender and race

2. examine the effectiveness of AHIMA' s recruitment tools for attracting qualified studentsto the
profession

3. investigate the challenges program directors incur in recruiting students
4. study the recruitment issues for e-learning programs
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Appendix A

Enrollment Comparisons 2001-03

At aGlance
Years 2001 2002 2003
All Programs
Total programs surveyed 219 224 218
Total number of response 174 196 203
Total percentage returned 74 88 93
HIT Programs
Total programs surveyed NA 176 173
Total programs responded 134 150 159
Percentage returned NA 85 92
HIA Programs
Total programs surveyed NA 48 46
Total programs responded 40 46 44
Percentage returned NA 96 98
Enrollment Figures
All Programs
Total enrollment 43818 6903 7490
Total full time students 2907 3694 4063
Total part-time students 1911 3209 3427
HIT Programs
Total enrollment 3670 5440 5821
Full time students 2040 2641 2829
Part time students 1630 2799 2992
Percent of total enrollment 76 79 78
Percent of studentsthat are full time 56 49 49
Percent of studentsthat are part time 44 51 51
HIA Programs
Total enrollment 1148 1463 1669
Full time students 867 1053 1234
Part time students 281 410 435
Percent of total enrollment 24 21 22
Percent of studentsthat are full time 60 54 54
Percent of studentsthat are part time 40 46 46
Average enrollments
All programs
Overal average number of students 28 35 37
Average number of full time students 17 19 20




Average number of part-time students
HIT Programs

Overall average number of students
Average number of full-time
Average number of part-time

HIA Programs

Overall average number of students
Average full time

Average part time

Graduation Statistics

Total number of all students

Total number of graduating students for that year
Total HIT graduates

Total HIA graduates

Total percentage of students graduating
Percentage of HIT students graduating
Percentage of HIA students graduating

11

27
15
12

28
21

4818
1611
1144
467

33
31
a1

16

36
18
19

32
23

6903
1994
1525
469

29
28
32

17

37
18
19

38
28
10

7490
2037
1500
537

27
26
32




Table 1l

Enrollment By Type of Classes

Type of classes Coding HIT HIA Total Number of
Students
Daytime 48 397 183 628
Weekend 9 21 7 37
Internet/online 5 52 14 71
Correspondence 1 0 0 1

(n=737)




Table 2

Type of Ingtitution Attending

Type of institution Coding HIT HIA Total Number of
Students

Community college 46 328 0 374
Four-year private 9 33 78 120
college/university

Four-year public 16 103 125 244
college/university

Other 0 11 1 12

(n=750)




Table 3

Respondents By Age and Type of Program

Coding HIT HIA Totad
18-24 years 8 132 140 280
25-30 years 10 72 21 103
31-39 years 21 111 16 148
40-49 years 21 110 19 150
50+ 13 52 8 73
Tota 73 477 204 754

(n=754)




Table4

Respondents By Region of Nation By Type of Program

Coding HIT HIA Total
Northeast 2 44 19 65
Southeast 11 60 14 85
South Central 4 64 67 135
North Central 35 225 73 333
Southwest 21 60 17 98
Northwest 0 23 14 37
Total 73 476 204 753

(N=753)




Tableb

Primary Sources of Learning About HIM By Type of Program

Coding HIT HIA Totd

High school counselor 0 9 1 10
College counselor 9 45 27 81
Career fair 0 8 3 11
College fair 2 4 5 11
AHIMA Web site 0 10 0 10
College Web site 6 18 23 47
Employer 13 43 13 69
Human resource department 2 2 1 5
Family friend 3 38 5 46
Family member 12 35 19 66
Health information student 4 31 27 62
Flyer or brochure 5 59 16 80
Health information professional 4 62 15 81
Other 13 113 49 175
Tota 73 477 204 754

(n=754)




Table 6

Primary Sources of Learning About HIM By Age Range

Age Range Primary Source Frequency Percent
18-24 Family friend 38 13.5%
25-30 Flyer or brochure 15 14.6%
31-39 Employer and 23 15.5%
HIM professional

23 15.5%
40-49 Employer 20 13.2%
50+ HIM professional 16 21.9%




Table7

Most Appealing Reason For Selecting Health Information as a Career

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Variety of career options 22 171 75 268
Availability of jobs 15 87 26 128
Integration of information technology with | 2 32 15 49
healthcare
Projected salaries 13 34 8 55
Ability to combine thefields of healthcare | 7 34 28 69
and business
Desire to work in healthcare 12 88 44 144
Good stepping stone for graduate degree 0 3 2 5
Opportunities for entrance into 1 12 4 17
management
Other 1 13 2 16
Total 73 474 204 751




Table 8

Second Most Appealing Reason for Selecting Health Information as a Career

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Variety of career options 18 122 39 179
Availability of jobs 20 119 37 176
Integration of information technology with | 9 47 28 84
healthcare
Projected salaries 7 76 34 117
Ability to combine the fields of healthcare | 5 42 25 72
and business
Desire to work in healthcare 7 37 24 68
Good stepping stone for graduate degree 2 13 4 19
Opportunities for entrance into 0 12 11 23
management
Other 1 3 2 6
Tota 69 471 204 744




Table9

Third Most Appealing Reason for Selecting Health Information as a Career

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Variety of career options 10 70 29 109
Availability of jobs 4 57 28 89
Integration of information technology with | 11 67 24 102
healthcare
Projected salaries 14 75 44 133
Ability to combine thefields of healthcare | 6 57 21 84
and business
Desire to work in healthcare 7 64 22 93
Good stepping stone for graduate degree 8 33 21 62
Opportunities for entrance into 8 39 13 60
management
Other 1 8 1 10
Total 69 470 203 742




Table 10

Most Effective Recruiting Tool

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Posting flyers in hospital ghealthcare 26 101 16 143
organizations
Posting flyersin colleges 3 50 16 69
Posting flyersin high schools 11 70 18 99
Educating college recruiters 7 39 22 68
Educating college counselors 2 34 28 64
Presentations to students who have not 5 41 30 76
selected amajor
Presentations to high schools provided by | 9 84 51 144
HIM students
Information sessions to prospective 5 27 10 42
students provided by faculty
Information sessionsto studentswho have | 3 17 12 32
not selected a magjor by faculty
Other 1 9 0 10
Totd 72 472 203 747




Table 11

Second Most Effective Recruiting Tool

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Posting flyers in hospital healthcare 8 70 20 98
organizations
Posting flyersin colleges 16 71 23 110
Posting flyersin high schools 16 53 20 89
Educating college recruiters 5 55 19 79
Educating college counselors 5 42 30 77
Presentations to students who have not 2 47 33 82
selected amajor
Presentations to high schools provided by 11 48 16 75
HIM students
Information sessions to prospective 1 47 20 68
students provided by faculty
Information sessions to students who have | 4 31 21 56
not selected a magjor by faculty
Other 0 4 2 6
Tota 68 468 204 740




Table 12

Third Most Effective Recruiting Tool

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Posting flyers in hospital healthcare 12 68 26 106
organizations
Posting flyersin colleges 10 42 23 75
Posting flyersin high schools 8 59 24 91
Educating college recruiters 5 50 18 73
Educating college counselors 4 37 16 57
Presentations to students who have not 8 53 24 85
selected amajor
Presentations to high schools provided by | 4 50 21 75
HIM students
Information sessions to prospective 9 35 20 64
students provided by faculty
Information sessions to students who have | 8 67 29 104
not selected a magjor by faculty
Other 0 7 2 9
Tota 68 468 203 739




Table 13

Primary Factor for Selecting Current Program

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Reputation of the program 16 145 67 228
Reputation of the college/university 11 59 63 133
Close proximity to home 15 144 32 191
Cost 9 40 8 57
Distance education program 6 31 10 47
Evening program 10 19 0 29
Weekend program 3 11 1 15
Campus environment 1 4 13 18
Other 1 20 9 30
Total 72 473 203 748




Table 14

Second Factor for Selecting Current Program

Coding HIT HIA Tota

Reputation of the program 20 101 70 191
Reputation of the college/university 11 111 66 188
Close proximity to home 16 86 30 132
Cost 12 101 17 130
Distance education program 3 19 3 25
Evening program 8 18 3 29
Weekend program 1 9 3 13
Campus environment 1 15 11 27
Other 0 4 0 4
Total 72 464 203 739




Table 15

Third Factor for Selecting Current Program

Coding HIT HIA Tota
Reputation of the program 11 69 31 111
Reputation of the college/university 10 61 35 106
Close proximity to home 10 97 56 163
Cost 4 66 20 90
Distance education program 8 38 12 58
Evening program 13 48 4 65
Weekend program 9 20 2 31
Campus environment 6 40 32 78
Other 1 18 11 30
Total 72 457 203 732
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