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What is a Patient ID Number? 

If you look at your hospital records, there is likely a "medical record number" included on them. 

 

Key Takeaways 

• You can find your medical record number 
on your hospital paperwork, bills, and 
hospital bracelet. If you cannot, ask a 
member of the hospital staff for assistance. 

• Different hospitals use different medical 
record numbers for you. Advocacy efforts 
are underway pushing for a national 
strategy on patient identity. 

In general, every hospital system assigns its own unique identifier (known as 
a medical record number) to each patient whose medical record it 
maintains. But this makes it difficult to track patients across multiple 
systems and can even result in duplicate records (one patient's health 
information being spit into multiple records) or overlaid records (where two 
or more patients' health information is combined into one record). 

National Strategy for Patient Identity 

According to an April 2021 report from 
the Patient ID Now coalition – which 
includes the American Health Information 
Management Association (AHIMA) – 
having a national strategy on patient 
identification and matching is needed to 
“support the access, exchange, and use 
of electronic health information.” 

There are a number of challenges that 
occur because of the lack of a national 
strategy for patient identification in the 
United States. For example, patient 
privacy is compromised and quality of care and patient safety are affected. 

How patient misidentification affected public health and pandemic response: 

With the increased volume of COVID-19 lab results, for example, an article in the Journal of 
AHIMA recommends healthcare providers educate their staff about the “frequency of human error in 
patient identification—and how to guard against it.” 

If you are ever unable to 
confirm your 
identification 
information, your 
healthcare provider 
should speak with the 
family member(s) 
you’ve designated as 
your “Power of Attorney 
for Health Care.” 

According to Kaiser 
Permanente, you can 
declare a medical 
power of attorney by 
filling out relevant 
paperwork at a hospital, 
state bar association, or 
office on aging. The 
exact process varies 
per state. 

https://catalog.ahima.org/view/251156390/8/
https://journal.ahima.org/page/strategies-for-managing-patient-identification-and-remote-covid-19-testing
https://journal.ahima.org/page/strategies-for-managing-patient-identification-and-remote-covid-19-testing
https://healthy.kaiserpermanente.org/northern-california/health-wellness/health-encyclopedia/he.learning-about-medical-power-of-attorney.zx4035
https://healthy.kaiserpermanente.org/northern-california/health-wellness/health-encyclopedia/he.learning-about-medical-power-of-attorney.zx4035
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How a national strategy on patient ID could work in an ideal world: 

A lack of standardization of patient ID is not an issue that just affects the United States, as the World 
Health Organization (WHO) notes in a May 2007 report. Issues with patient ID, such as patient 
misidentification, can lead to prescription errors. 

According to WHO, a successful patient ID plan includes the following: 

o Policies that healthcare providers that have responsibility for verifying patients’ identification 

o Policies for healthcare providers to confirm patients’ identity in at least two different ways before 
they are admitted or receive care 

o Policies to make sure patients’ healthcare information is shared between facilities in a healthcare 
system 

What Is Causing Patient ID Errors? 

An October 2018 report from Pew Trusts found around one in five patients may not be matched properly 
to their health information in the United States. The report also found contributing factors led to issues 
with patients not being matched adequately to their health information, including: 

o Differences in standardization 

o Typos 

o Information not being entered 

o Information between two people being similar (like twins) 

o Information changes like updates to last names 

o Identity fraud 

Privacy and Security Concerns with Patient Misidentification 

Because we do not currently have a national strategy on patient identification and matching, privacy and 
security concerns continue to make headlines. The Patient ID Now coalition – a coalition of more than 50 
healthcare organizations calling for a national strategy on patient identity – however, says that a national 
strategy should address specific considerations, including:  

o Using both public and private sector resources to address privacy issues. 

o Making sure to stay compliant with Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act to protect 
patient privacy. 

o Considering ways to allow patients more consent. 

o Improving patients' ability to easily understand information on their privacy rights. 

o Limiting any patient identification strategy to healthcare-related issues. 

https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/patient-safety/patient-safety-solutions/ps-solution2-patient-identification.pdf?sfvrsn=ff81d7f9_6
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2018/10/02/enhanced-patient-matching-critical-to-achieving-full-promise-of-digital-health-records
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What You Can Do to Advocate for a National Strategy on Patient ID 

You can advocate for a national strategy on patient ID and matching to 
standardize information and ensure different hospitals have access to your 
accurate and complete medical records – a point especially important in 
the event of an emergency and during travel. 

Contact your members of Congress to explain why they should support 

a national strategy on patient identification.  

Additional Information: 

o Patient ID Now Framework (AHIMA.org) 

o Patient Identification in Three Acts (AHIMA.org) 

o Limiting the Use of Social Security Number in Healthcare: Chronological Order of SSN 
Legislation (AHIMA.org) 

o Enhanced Patient Matching Is Critical to Achieving Full Promise of Digital Health 
Records (Pew Trusts) 

o Patient Identification Errors: A Systems Challenge (Patient Safety Network) 
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https://www.ahima.org/advocacy/take-action/
https://catalog.ahima.org/view/251156390/6/#zoom=true
https://library.ahima.org/doc?oid=79237#.YxJxzXbMKUl
https://library.ahima.org/Doc/0/6/E/104462#.YxJy8HbMKUl
https://library.ahima.org/Doc/0/6/E/104462#.YxJy8HbMKUl
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2018/10/02/enhanced-patient-matching-critical-to-achieving-full-promise-of-digital-health-records
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2018/10/02/enhanced-patient-matching-critical-to-achieving-full-promise-of-digital-health-records
https://psnet.ahrq.gov/web-mm/patient-identification-errors-systems-challenge

