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Abstract: 

The UK Council for Health Informatics Professions (UKCHIP), is a newly formed body designed to support the development of professionalism within Health Informatics. Founded in September 2002, the Council subsequently attracted over 50 of the UK's leading health informatics professionals to become Council members. Established by a group of people concerned about improving the professional status of the estimated 29,000 people working within health informatics in the United

Kingdom, UKCHIP's primary function is to hold a register of those who have been accredited as a health informatics professional, but will also have the ability to de-register anyone who fails to maintain adequate professional standards. It is not intended to replace any existing bodies, but rather UKCHIP is an umbrella organisation designed for those practising in the field of health informatics. It is supported by the UK Department of Health, The British Computer Society Health Informatics Committee, ASSIST (the Association of ICT professionals in health and care), CILIP, IHRIM, IHM, etc and a core number of commercial sector individuals and companies such as Microsoft. For health librarians UKCHIP provides a way of being accredited to practice and a method for raising the profile of the profession.
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Introduction

The UK Council for Health Informatics Professions (UKCHIP) was founded to be the regulatory body for all branches of health informatics (HI) in the UK. Health Informatics being defined as  “The knowledge, skills and tools which enable information to be collected, managed, used and shared to support the delivery of healthcare and promote health”. It thus includes staff involved in medical records, coding, audit, libraries and knowledge management, information systems development, Information and Communications Technology (ICT) staff, Help desk, Data analysts and Clinical/Medical informaticians. There are estimated to be about 29,000 staff working in health informatics in the UK. It is estimated that a further 14,000 will be needed to run the National Programme for IT in the NHS.

UKCHIP is thus a professional registration and regulatory body with the same functions as the General Medical Council or the Nursing and Midwifery Council. i.e. to set appropriate standards of qualification, experience and behaviour for HI professionals; check a Registrant meets such standards before being registered, check they carry out appropriate CPD and if they fail to continue to meet such standards to de register them to protect patients. 

Established in 2002 by a group of people concerned about the professional status of health informaticians, it is supported by; The Departments of Health in all the home countries, The British Computer Society, The Association of ICT Professionals in health and care (ASSIST), The United Kingdom Institute for Health Informatics (UKIHI), the Institute of Healthcare Management (IHM), the Institute of Health Record and Information Management (IHRIM) and, most important for the UK library profession, the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP).

At present it stands alone as a charitable company limited by guarantee. It is hoped that in the future it will function under the Health Professions Council, which is the body that provides statutory regulation for all health professions outside of doctors and nurses.

Why do HI staff need professional status?

There are two reasons. The main one is to protect patients. We have many examples of how bad informatics has damaged or even killed patients. The best known examples include the Parliamentary report which found that patients must have died due to the London Ambulance system failure. Other examples have included abnormal cervical smears not acted on until too late, incorrect radiotherapy doses, Downs Syndrome risks inaccurately reported
. As the NHS embraces more and more information systems there is an increasing impact of informatics on direct patient care. Clinicians are becoming more and more reliant on the electronic patient information they are provided with and the decision support processes the information systems provide. For example, it is now the norm for all prescribing in primary care (by far the largest part of NHS prescribing) to be done via the computer. (90% of all GP prescriptions are computerised). It could thus be regarded as negligent for a GP not to prescribe by computer. We have to ensure that those who develop, implement and manage such systems are competent.

The other problem is that informatics is an undervalued profession with a 40% annual turnover of staff in the NHS. HI staff are often buried in finance departments. Even if there are HI departments they are not usually understood by senior management. Packages within the NHS are always poor but in informatics the discrepancy between NHS remuneration and that which can be obtained by working in the private sector is immense. Nor has the NHS yet provided guidance on appropriate career progression for HI staff. Personal development is often stifled by managers not allowing time off for study etc.

If the NHS is to cope with massive investment into IT it must have HI staff who are appropriately rewarded, working in reasonable environments and who have good career prospects. 

UKCHIP is intended for those who are full time informatics professionals but also for the “Hybrid” informatics professionals i.e. those who have a dual role, often as informaticians and as clinicians. It does not cater for the needs of end users who do not have an involvement in HI other than to use it to do their main job.

The main objectives of UKCHIP are: 

a) To promote, advance and encourage the study and practice of the application of Informatics in the promotion of health, well being and dying with dignity

b) To establish, uphold and improve the standards of qualification, training, competence and conduct of Health Informaticians in the United Kingdom

c) To establish mechanisms for the benefit and protection of the public

A code of conduct for HI staff has been published on the web site. Standards have also been published for assessing potential Registrants. These describe four areas where candidates need to be assessed. 

· Qualifications – general and health informatics specific

· Employment Profile – extent of experience in HI

· Length of time served in healthcare

· Length of time served in informatics. 

The process is by a self scoring system by the candidate on line. The scoring system is designed to cope with the wide range of staff who will be involved. Thus those who have few formal qualifications but plenty of real world experience will not be penalised. All applications are then assessed by expert assessors. There are three levels of Registration that can be applied for. These are:

· Level 1: Registered Health Informatician

· Level 2: Advanced Health Informatician

· Level 3: Principal Health Informatician

Continuing professional development (CPD) is a vital part of being a professional. A scheme has been set up which allows a flexible approach to CPD but emphasizes the Registrants aspirations as well as their current activities. It also allows for those who have CPD schemes from other professional bodies. There will be an annual appraisal of the Registrants work to ensure professional standards and development is being achieved.

So what does it mean for health librarians?

There has been an ongoing discussion as to whether health librarians are part of the health informatics “family”. This seems to be clearer in the United States where the National Library of Medicine (NLM) funds much of the research done in informatics. With the launch of UKCHIP, which includes librarians and knowledge managers amongst its membership, it seems useful for our profession to be included in this “family”. UKCHIP will give health informaticians, including the health library profession, a greater voice amongst other health care professionals. Statutory registration as part of the Health Professions Council will mean that librarians will have to keep up their CPD to be registered, a situation not achieved by CILIP, which has gone for voluntary revalidation with its “Framework” document
. This also means that health librarians will become more accountable for the work that they carry out especially as jobs such as “clinical librarian” and “informationist” begin to work much closer to the patient. 

Although UKCHIP stated aim at present is not to be a professional body but to work with bodies such as CILIP, it may be that, over time, it will assume professional body status and become the professional association for health librarians.

The present and future

UKCHIP was launched at the National Patient Safety Agency by Lord Hunt in March 2004. In October 2005 the first democratically elected Council will take over from the “Shadow Council” and UKCHIP will be relaunched. In August 2005 UKCHIP had over 600 registered members with another 2,000 who had started the process. Online Registration is now open via the web site. www.ukchip.org The future for a fully regulated health library profession is beginning to bear fruit.
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