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      THE  GUIDE TO CAREERS IN HEALTH CARE

      Dear Reader,

      As you explore the possibilities of a career in health care, you will find that it can be one of the most rewarding and yet most challenging choices you will make in your lifetime.

      In the post-9/11 era, many people have come to the realization that they want to do something with their lives that will make a difference in the lives of others. In their quest, many have found that health care careers offer a means to achieve that goal.

      Today, hundreds of jobs exist in the health care industry. Just a few years ago, the only real jobs for health care providers were doctors, nurses, and dentists, along with a few ancillary support positions. Technological advances and an aging population have brought about vast changes.

      As the population continues to age and the baby-boom generation moves into retirement, the health care industry will continue to face and meet the demands of the public. In contrast to fields that have seen sharp declines with the downturn of the economy in the early years of this new millennium, health care has grown and will continue to grow for many years to come. In fact, some health care fields such as nursing have experienced shortages that are approaching crisis levels. This is due in part to the many choices now available to those who wish to enter a caring profession.

      Tomorrow promises more health care career choices, some of which are completely unknown today.
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          To the loves of my life, who are always here for me: my husband, Tim, and my children, Amy, Rob, and Becky!
        
      

    

  
    


Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Career Guide Series!
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Fact

Important sound bytes of information

With this groundbreaking EVERYTHING® CAREER GUIDE series, you'll learn everything you need to know about the most popular, appealing, and potentially lucrative fields of endeavor. You'll learn where the best jobs are, what kind of training you'll need, and how to land the job of your dreams! In these enlightening, engaging guides, professional experts have done the research for you — revealing the inside scoop on job descriptions, salaries, and the best way to get your foot in the door.
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Essential

Quick handy tips

You can read an EVERYTHING® CAREER GUIDE from cover to cover — or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We give you everything you need to know about your chosen field in an accessible, practical format.
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Alert

Urgent warnings

We now have well over 300 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as business, cooking, music instruction, foreign languages, and careers.

When you're done reading EVERYTHING® books, you can finally say with authority that you really do know EVERYTHING®!
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Question

Solutions to common problems
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      Top Ten Things You Need to Know about Careers in Health Care

      
        	If you want to pursue a career in health care you should have a solid foundation of math, sciences, and a foreign language.

        	 Some of the most important characteristics you need for any health care career include attention to detail, good communication skills (both written and oral), and a strong desire to help others.

        	Opportunities in health care will continue to grow and expand well into the next decade and beyond, despite any economic downturn.

        	Many health care careers have similar basic-education requirements and can open doors to other opportunities in the field.

        	Many of tomorrow's jobs don't even exist today. Technological advances and scientific discoveries will bring about many more changes in the future.

        	Health care requires a commitment to lifelong learning based on the advances and discoveries that come to light every day.

        	Health care careers are some of the most physically and emotionally demanding careers, and yet they offer some of the most rewarding opportunities.

        	Health careers are professions, not gender roles; a nurse isn't necessarily a woman, and a doctor isn't necessarily a man.

        	Many Americans are turning to health care for second and even third careers.

        	It is essential that those who enter health care careers do so with a clear understanding of the responsibilities and challenges of the profession, and not with false hopes and expectations.

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      How many times in recent years have you picked up a newspaper or a business magazine and read a headline about college graduates unable to find jobs? Or read about the vast numbers of unemployed workers? Or perhaps lived through a downturn in the economy in which your position was eliminated and you were laid off?

      The health care industry is booming and expanding its needs almost daily. There are many, many choices and vast shortages of workers in numerous areas. You don't have to be a doctor, dentist, or nurse. You don't even have to like the sight of blood or have a strong desire to work with the sick to join the health care team.

      Health care today is comprised of a huge team of diverse industries. Technology has brought about, and continues to provide for, tremendous advancements in areas such as diagnostics, treatments and procedures, documentation, billing, insurance reimbursement, and general health care delivery. With these advancements comes the need for many more workers to perform the associated jobs.

      Health care is a team effort, and each member is vital to the success of the whole. This includes those workers with direct patient contact as well as those who may never have any contact at all with patients, such as medical librarians and information technologists. The patient is the central character, and everything that happens revolves around the needs of the patient.

      The needs of the patient drive the demand for better diagnostics, better treatments, and better health care delivery systems — which, in turn, provides the impetus for technological advancements.

      As the population ages, the demand for health care will increase. The baby-boom generation (those born between 1946 and 1964) is rapidly approaching retirement age. The firstborn of this generation turned 60 in 2006. By 2012, baby boomers will be 48 to 66 years old.

      According to statistics from the U.S. Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics, in the decade spanning 2002 to 2012, the number of people age 55 to 64 will increase by greater than 43 percent (by over 11 million persons). During that same time period, those in the age bracket from 35 to 44 will decrease, but those aged 16 to 24 will increase by 7 percent.

      The demand for health care is going to increase for at least the next several decades, while the workforce is going to diminish. That equates to a very strong job market in the health care industry for years to come.

      The U.S. Department of Labor issues a report on job opportunities and prospects for each decade. The report issued for 2000 to 2010 had to be modified by 2002 due in large part to the events of September 11, 2001, and the economic downturn that the country experienced in 2001 and 2002. Suddenly, Americans felt a strong urge to have careers that made a difference in the lives of others. The demands of an aging population and the economic factors have forced a long-term shift from goods-producing jobs to service jobs.

      Of the ten fastest-growing jobs in the United States, nine are in the health care or computer information technology industry. For those who are seeking a challenging, rewarding career with long-range job security and growth opportunities, health care is the industry to choose.

      The background and basic education requirements will translate to many different avenues within the industry. In health care, learning and education is a lifelong process. Therefore, the opportunities for career growth and changes as technological advancements continue are ever-present, and afford many more choices than any other industry.

      Enjoy your search, and keep your eyes and mind open for many different opportunities throughout your working years. Remember that many of tomorrow's jobs don't even exist today.
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      Why Choose a Career in Health Care?

      The health care field is now growing at an exponential rate, and it is predicted to continue to do so well into the next decade and beyond. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics records that there were 146 million jobs in 2004; of that number, the health care industry provided 13.5 million jobs. Wage and salary jobs accounted for 13.1 million of these jobs, while 411,000 were self-employed workers.

      
The Health Care Explosion

      The general population is expected to increase by 23.9 million from 2004 to 2014. A large portion of the current population is composed of members of the baby-boom generation. These are the 76 million children born after World War II, from 1946 to 1964. By 2014 this group of adults will be 50 to 68 years of age. As such, this large group will be close to retirement or retired by 2014.

      The generation following the baby boomers is known as the baby-bust generation. After 1964, births declined dramatically, accounting for current and predicted future shortages in the prime-age workforce.
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        The U.S. Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics studies the relationships between the demands for goods and services, the labor force, and the demographics of the population to understand the past and present trends as well as to predict future opportunities. Their findings indicate an explosion in health care jobs, now and in the near future.

      

      From 1965 to 1976 births slowed to 3.4 million per year. This equates to 37.4 million births, or roughly half of the total births in the baby-boom generation. As baby boomers retire, there are only half as many people available to move into their vacant positions, and the younger workforce — even considering the Echo Boom (the children of baby boomers) generation — leaves huge gaps in the numbers of workers entering professions.

      In some fields, retirement for the baby boomers will not come until they reach their seventies or eighties, if then. But in the health care industry, this isn't expected to hold true. The physical and emotional demands of the health care profession will take their toll, and as we have already begun to see in several fields, such as nursing and therapies, retirement will come early to these workers.

      The physical demands such as prolonged standing, walking, lifting, assisting, and transferring patients become more difficult for the older health care worker. Strength and stamina are as important to safety as proper body mechanics, and age is not kind when it comes to either.
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        Many fields are exploring options to assist older health care workers transition into other positions such as desk jobs, management, teaching, and mentoring in order to keep them working in the field to lessen the critical effects of shortages. Their knowledge base and level of experience are invaluable, and finding creative solutions to keeping them as active members of the profession is an important challenge.

      

      As the baby-boom generation ages, they will begin to need more and more health care services. There is already a shift to preventative care and promoting wellness that has increased the demand for health care services. This combined with the demands that will be exacerbated by aging, such as arthritis, hypertension, diabetes, Alzheimer's disease, heart disease, and stroke, will also increase the demand for health care services.

      This demand will cause an increase in the demand for health care workers. For some providers the demand will be greater than for others. Predictions are based on data gathered by the U.S. Department of Labor's Bureau of Labor Statistics.

      
Shift from Goods to Services

      Services industries will continue to benefit from the ongoing shift away from goods-producing industries. Approximately 18.7 million of the 18.9 million projected new wage and salary jobs from 2004 to 2014 will be service-providing positions. Since the 1980s the production of goods in the United States has steadily declined, and with this decline jobs in these industries have been lost. Construction is the only goods-producing industry expected to experience growth.
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        In order to offset rising materials and labor costs, manufacturing and technology companies in the United States have moved much of their operations to foreign countries. This practice is called outsourcing. Today when you need assistance with your computer or cell phone, the technician on the other end of the phone is most likely in another country, such as India.

      

      Over the next decade the service-providing fields that are expected to experience the greatest growth include health care, social assistance, and educational services. The U.S Department of Labor estimates that three out of every ten jobs created in the coming decade will be in this sector. An aging population and longer life expectancies drive this demand. As a result, approximately 4.3 million new jobs are expected to be created in health care and social assistance areas such as hospitals, nursing and residential care facilities, and family and individual services. Other areas such as sales, financial planning, defense, and security jobs are expected to grow as well; however, the long-range job security projections are not as strong for these industries as they are for health care and education.

      Unlike other industries, health care cannot be outsourced to another part of the world. Hands-on care must be provided in person. Some technological developments have already begun, and will likely continue, to provide long-distance diagnostics, such as the periodic checkups for pacemakers and implanted defibrillators, but for the most part health care will continue to require the personal touch.

      
Demographics of the Health Care Industry

      The health care workforce is made up of a wide array of professionals, including administrators, hands-on caregivers and practitioners, scientists, illustrators, and photographers, and those who provide support, such as counselors and social workers. The industry provides twenty-four-hour care to humans and animals from newborns to the chronically and critically ill. Their job is to combine the art of caring with scientific technology to provide patients with the best possible level of care.
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        About three-quarters of health care establishments are offices of practitioners such as doctors, dentists, veterinarians, and chiropractors. Hospitals only account for about 2 percent of health care establishments, although they employ approximately 40 percent of the health care workers.

      

      Health care workers in general tend to be older and remain employed in their field longer than workers in other industries. This is due in part to the length of time required to obtain the high level of education necessary for many health care professions.

      The vast majority of the health care professionals work in approximately 545,000 establishments that have various degrees of staffing patterns and organizational structures. They can range from very small private practices to very large organizations and facilities.

      In 2004, health care was the largest industry in the United States. The 13.1 million wage and salary jobs were primarily divided between offices of physicians (16 percent), nursing or residential care facilities (22 percent), and hospitals (41 percent). The majority of the 411,000 self-employed and unpaid family workers worked in offices of practitioners such as doctors, dentists, chiropractors, and veterinarians. Geographically the jobs were concentrated in the largest states such as California, Pennsylvania, New York, Texas, and Florida, although health care jobs can be found all over the country.

      Twenty percent of health care workers were part-timers who were parents with young children, students, older workers, and those holding dual jobs. Many health care workers hold more than one job. This is especially true of those who work shifts, such as nurses. Part-time workers comprised 39 percent of those employed in dentists' offices and 33 percent of the workforce in offices of other practitioners.

      
Health Care Outside the Box

      The world of health care extends beyond the realm of hospitals, clinics, and practitioners' offices. It includes all of the educational institutions, medical libraries, pharmaceutical companies, bioengineering firms, and medical publishers.

      The Rest of the Health Care

      Industry Health insurance companies employ nurses, therapists, and physicians to assist in reviewing as well as authorizing care. Financial services and management companies, whether in-house or out-sourced, support such things as human resources, medical billing, medical coding, and accounts receivable functions for both small practices and large corporations throughout the medical field.

      Nurses, doctors, dentists, and others become educators to teach new students how to become health care professionals. Scientists develop new technology to improve diagnostics and treatment modalities.

      Not all of these workers are included in the statistics of health care workers. Facilities also hire food service workers, security personnel, janitorial services, and numerous administrative support personnel to run the day-to-day operations of their facilities and ensure clean and safe environments for patients as well as health care professionals. Many of these workers further their education and eventually become full-fledged members of the health care team as doctors, nurses, and other practitioners.

      Have Degree, Will Travel?

      There is a romantic notion that the exciting and dramatic hospital setting portrayed on shows such as ER, House, Scrubs, or Grey's Anatomy is the norm. On the other hand, not all rural sites and their country doctors are as quaint and inviting as the settings for Everwood and Doc Hollywood. There are over 5 million people employed in the health care industry in the United States today, and they don't all work in such places.
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        Not every health care issue requires highly specialized modalities, and not every health care worker desires to work in a high-stress environment. Health care offers opportunities to meet the diverse needs of the public as well as the workforce. Sometimes the less-desirable locations will offer you interesting and creative incentives.

      

      Another notion is that if the patient requires specialized care he'll only get good care — and possibly be cured — if he travels to a large medical facility such as the Mayo Clinic or Johns Hopkins. While these are, of course, top-notch facilities, they are not the only places where patients can receive superior medical diagnosis and treatment. They do create situations for the less-desirable areas to compete for health care professionals. Geographically, wherever people live there will always be a need for health care, but because of this strong competition, the care is not always adequate.

      
The Health Care Shortage: Causes and Solutions

      As the baby-boom generation ages and retires or moves into other positions, replacements will be needed. As technology creates new diagnostics and treatments, new positions may be created as well. As the demand for more services grows, so will the need for larger staffs.

      There is a shortage of health care professionals in many fields today. Physicians are still scarce in rural areas and lower socioeconomic sections of the country despite efforts to recruit them with tuition forgiveness and other package deals of benefits and incentives. Nurses are in short supply all across the country. Not long ago when women sought to join the health care team they were limited to becoming nurses. Now women are members of all health care professions. Low salaries and poor benefits in the field of nursing have long been ignored, resulting in a lack of incentive for anyone to pursue a career as a nurse. Creative solutions are way behind in filling the growing need for nurses.

      Critical shortages of nurses have encouraged creative recruiting efforts and financial incentives that are enticing many into the field. However, the shortage of nurse educators will be a major factor in keeping this shortage at critical levels for years to come.

      Tighter immigration laws will affect the health care profession as a whole. As fewer immigrants are available to step in and fill the openings, the need for new health care professionals will also grow.

      Cost containment issues have forced a shift in the health care industry as well, which has led to a shortage of home health care workers. There has been a major shift from inpatient to outpatient care. Patients no longer spend a week to ten days in the hospital recovering from surgery. They go home in two to three days and are expected to care for themselves, or have family members or hired help assist them. When necessary, home health care agencies address these needs. But even then, the ultimate responsibility for the care rests upon the patient and family or caregivers, as the home health care is not unlimited. Medicare and insurance companies restrict the number of visits allowed, and in most instances expect the patient or caregiver to learn to perform the care needed.

      Many times diagnostics and treatment are provided as outpatient services rather than as inpatient services. The series of tests a patient may have been hospitalized for in the past is now performed over several days in outpatient diagnostic centers.

      Managed-care systems imposed by insurance companies dictate inpatient versus outpatient care and have resulted in waiting periods for authorization for procedures and treatment as well.

      All of these scenarios have influenced staffing issues and roles within the field of health care. For instance, where nurses and therapists once treated patients in the hospital until they no longer required care and went home, now they are expected to do much more teaching so that patients can go home and care for themselves.
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        Registered nurses top the list of most-needed workers in the United States, and indeed there is a critical shortage of nurses that is only expected to worsen. Nursing is one of the most physically and emotionally demanding jobs, and the workforce of nurses is aging. One of the challenges that nurses have faced in this crisis is that there are so many other health care career choices available now.

      

      Those who work in outpatient and home care environments now deal with patients who are much sicker and weaker and require more care and instruction than ever before. This shift has created tremendous growth in the need for home health aides as well as personal and home care aides. Home health aides visit patients on an intermittent short-term basis to assist with bathing and personal care under the supervision of skilled nurses or therapists. Personal and home care aides are hired privately to assist patients with personal as well as custodial care in their homes.

      Roles change, but staffing levels, pay, and benefits don't always keep pace. This can cause severe retention and recruitment issues for employers and lead to shortages.
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        Efficiency and cost-effectiveness have forced role changes. Nurses, physicians' assistants, pharmacy techs, and veterinary technologists now handle a larger portion of the examination and patient teaching process. The practitioner's time is too costly for them to spend it taking temperatures, asking questions, and instructing in care and prescriptions.

      

      Solutions will come from thinking outside the box as well as examining the usual issues such as salaries, benefits, and work conditions. Flexibility is going to be a key issue.

      
Salaries and Job Security

      Health care practitioners are some of the most educated and skilled workers in the country, and as such are also some of the best compensated as well. Others in health care are highly skilled experts in technological fields such as sonography. Still others are highly skilled caregivers such as nurses. The education, skills, and caring required in these careers makes these workers not only in high demand, but also extremely valuable in a field that is destined to grow faster than others well into the next decade and beyond.

      In some health care fields salaries are still lagging, but shortages and demands are forcing them upward. Sign-on bonuses and other benefit packages and perks are also increasing. It isn't uncommon to find employers offering child care services, house-cleaning services, company cars, and other personal services to attract the finest in various professions.

      Negotiating power may not be as strong for entry-level personnel as it can be for more seasoned professionals and managers, but the potential for job growth and advancement is enticing many to enter the field.
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        With the high demand for health care professionals in most areas, there is frequently a shortage of teachers. Consequently, competition is fierce in many fields for spots in education programs, and students must put forth their best efforts at grades, test scores, essays, personal presentation, and interviews.

      

      Education standards and expectations are high and courses are tough. Almost all fields require a strong command of English (both spoken and written language) — at least a tenth-grade reading comprehension level — as well as strong backgrounds in math and science.

      The payoff is that salaries are often attractive because of the education and skills required as well as the growing demands for qualified candidates to fill the positions. Additionally, in an economy that is not very stable, the job security is a strong incentive to enter the field of health care. Even as roles change and paradigms shift, health care professionals are secure in knowing that they can find suitable employment somewhere in the country. It may not necessarily be in their small rural hospital, but they can find a job perhaps in a nearby community or in a larger metropolis a further distance away. This security is expected to hold well into the next decade and beyond.

      One of the best perks of any job in the health care field is that it can be one of the most rewarding jobs you can find. Making a difference in someone's life every day is the major reward for all health care workers.

    

  
    
      2

      
      The Growing Opportunities in Health Care

      While opportunities in other fields are diminishing and even disappearing, the broad field of health care is booming. Because so much of health care is a team effort, there are no nonessential jobs. They span from entry-level positions to top-level scientists with Ph.D.s. The demands of the population and the advances in technology ensure that health care has a solid foundation and that it will continue to be a growing field for decades to come.

      
The Occupations Most in Demand

      Changes and improvements in technology, combined with strict efforts to contain the skyrocketing costs of health care, will have tremendous influence and impact on which health care occupations grow the fastest. Out of the top twenty occupations expected to grow the fastest between 2004 and 2014, fourteen of them are in the health care industry.

      Home health aides are expected to have the largest percentage of change over the next decade. Medical assistants ranked third, and physicians' assistants ranked fourth. Ranking sixth and seventh, respectively, are physical therapy assistants and dental hygienists. Dental assistants and personal care and home care aides ranked ninth and tenth. (Note: home health aides have more specific training than home care aides.)

      Physical therapists ranked in thirteenth place. Veterinary technicians and technologists ranked fifteenth. Diagnostic medical sonographers ranked sixteenth. Ranking seventeenth through twentieth, respectively, are physical therapy aides, occupational therapy assistants, medical scientists (except epidemiologists), and occupational therapists. (Again, there is a difference in training between physical therapy assistants and aides.)
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        In the top twenty occupations expected to have the largest numerical increases, registered nurses rank second, home health aides rank eighth, nurses' aides (including the titles of C.N.A., orderly, and attendant) rank ninth. Personal and home care aides rank eleventh.

      

      All of these positions require some degree of postsecondary formal education or training. This can include on-the-job training opportunities for medical assistants, dental assistants, and personal and home care aides, but in most instances employers will expect some training from a vocational school or adult education program. Physical therapy aides and home health aides require additional training as well.

      For twelve of the occupations in this group, an associate's or bachelor's degree is minimal, and for three of these — physician assistants, and physical and occupational therapists — a master's degree is required.

      
Health Care Roles Defined

      There are several categories of health care careers. The most commonly recognized roles are:

      
        	Primary care practitioners: diagnose and prescribe treatment; includes M.D.s, dentists, chiropractors, and veterinarians

        	Partners and associates: work side by side with the primary care practitioners to provide primary treatment; includes nurses and physician assistants

        	The rehab team: provides rehabilitative treatment; includes physical, occupational, and speech therapists

        	Assistants and aides: help the team to provide bedside care, personal care, and other assistive services; includes physical therapy aides, certified occupational aides, and certified nurses' aides

        	Administrative team members: manage facilities and personnel

      

      Other roles for health care workers include such fields as medical writers and illustrators, biomedical engineers, athletic trainers, medical records technicians and information technologists, medical librarians, phlebotomists and laboratory technicians, radiology technologists and x-ray technicians, sonographers, health insurance reps, and genetic counselors, among others.

      
The Nine Major Segments of Health Care

      When people think of health care, they often conjure up images from their own experiences in doctors' offices, clinics, and hospitals. Then there are the images of intense drama and hustling and bustling in hospitals and emergency rooms such as those presented on television and in the movies. These are all part of the health care arena, but it extends far beyond the emergency room.

      While the majority of the health care industry operates from inpatient and outpatient facilities, there are other sites as well. Health care establishments include nine major segments. These are:

      
        	
Hospitals: They can be general or specific and provide complete medical care primarily on an inpatient basis.

        	
Nursing and residential care facilities: These include rehab, convalescent, and long-term care facilities as well as independent and assisted-living facilities.

        	
Physicians' offices: These are the offices of physicians and surgeons.

        	
Dentists' offices: These include the offices of general or specialized dentists and dental surgeons.

        	
Home health care agencies: They provide skilled-nursing care as well as physical, occupational, and speech therapy; social work; and home health aide services for patients at home (on an intermittent basis).

        	
Offices of other health care practitioners: These Include chiropractors, optometrists, podiatrists, outpatient therapists (physical, occupational, and speech), dietitians, psychologists, audiologists, alternative medicine practitioners, and veterinarians.

        	
Outpatient care centers: These include urgent-care centers, kidney dialysis centers, outpatient mental health centers, and clinics.

        	
Other ambulatory care centers: These include patient transport services (ambulance, helicopter), blood banks, organ donation banks, and smoking cessation centers.

        	
Medical and diagnostic laboratories: These include x-rays, MRI, CAT scans, mammography, and clinical laboratory studies.

      

      Many of these sectors operate around the clock and require workers on all shifts. Some offer only on-call assistance after hours, on weekends, and holidays, in which case workers may share or rotate the on-call duties.

      
Inpatient Facilities

      Inpatient health care facilities include hospitals, skilled nursing and long-term care facilities, and residential care facilities. Each of these has many different specialties ranging from generic to highly specialized levels of care.

      Hospitals

      The majority of health care workers are employed by hospitals. Hospitals fit into two categories: They are dedicated to either acute care or long-term rehabilitative care. Acute care facilities treat sudden and acute illness or injuries, and patients typically stay less than ten days unless their care involves more intense treatment (such as that which requires being admitted to an intensive care unit).

      Long-term hospitals treat illnesses such as psychiatric issues; chronic illness, like respiratory issues; and rehabilitative issues. The rehab can be for substance abuse. Other rehabilitation is for post-acute illness or severe injury such as massive strokes, spinal cord injuries, and major or multiple orthopedic injuries. The long-term stays in these facilities can range from a few weeks to several months. The key element is progress and the potential to continue progressing.

      Hospitals are generally owned and operated by three different groups:

      
        	
For-Profit: These are proprietary facilities usually owned by individuals or companies. Sometimes groups of physicians own the hospital.

        	
Nonprofit: These are usually local, private hospitals most often run by religious organizations. Other nonprofit organizations, such as the Shriners, operate specialty hospitals in some areas of the country.

        	
Government owned and operated: These are run by the local, state, or federal government. The Veterans Administration is an example. State hospitals are usually psychiatric hospitals, and local governments have community or county hospitals.

      

      Specialty hospitals, such as children's hospitals, are usually run by local city and county governments. There are also hospitals designed to treat specific illnesses, such as respiratory disease, orthopedic and neuromuscular conditions, and cancer. These are usually either run by local governments or are privately owned, and often are nonprofit.

      On the other hand, for-profit organizations are in the business of making money and paying large dividends to the owners and shareholders. The philosophical approach to how they provide care can be very different. The types of salaries they pay may or may not reflect their profit status, except perhaps at the CEO level.

      Some nonprofit hospitals provide free care to all who seek it and cannot afford to pay. They depend heavily on donations and endowments to provide this level of care. For-profit institutions are less likely to offer free care, but may allow for sliding-scale payments based on the ability to pay.
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          What are nonprofit organizations?
        

        They are organizations that have been granted tax-exempt status. They usually depend on donations from the private sector or from government agencies. Nonprofit organizations can engage in moneymaking operations; however, they cannot distribute the profits to owners and shareholders as a for-profit company would. How they earn and spend money is restricted by their tax-exempt status.

      

      Skilled-Nursing and Long-Term Care Facilities

      A skilled-nursing facility, also known as a SNF (pronounced “sniff”), provides continuing care to patients who still require skilled care from either a nurse or a therapist (or both), have a potential to improve, and no longer require as acute a level of care as they did in the hospital.

      Patients at a SNF are usually recovering from an acute illness and are not yet able to return home. They may have had a stroke, major illness, or surgery, or may be recovering from an orthopedic injury such as a fractured hip or a joint replacement, and require continued nursing care and/or physical, occupational, or speech therapy. The rehabilitative nature of a SNF is far less intense than that of a long-term rehab hospital.

      A long-term care facility is one in which the residents require twenty-four-hour care or supervision, but it is custodial in nature rather than skilled. That is, they require supervision and varying levels of assistance with activities of daily living (ADLs), like bathing, grooming, feeding, mobility, and toileting. This can also include those patients who are in vegetative states and require total care, as long as they don't require any skilled care.

      These two types of facilities are often lumped together and referred to as nursing homes. The distinction becomes necessary when it comes to billing and reimbursement issues. Staffing is generally less skilled in the long-term care facilities due to the non-skilled, custodial nature of the job. For those seeking careers in these facilities, the difference will affect the hiring potential. If your small community has only one such facility and you have your heart set on becoming a P.T. and working there, you need to explore whether employment is a possibility.
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        Most insurance will reimburse for either a finite period of time, or as long as there is a need for skilled care and the potential to improve. However, once there is no further requirement for skilled care or there is no potential to improve, the reimbursement will usually end. The patient's only option may be to move to a long-term care facility, where his out-of-pocket expense will be lower.

      

      Residential Care

      The most common residential care facilities are senior residences, whether they are small board-and-care homes or large assisted-living facilities. There are a variety of senior residences offering several levels of care, from independent living to moderate levels of assistance. (Those who require maximum assistance should be placed in a long-term care facility.)

      In independent living, seniors require little to no assistance, but have the advantage that someone will check to be sure they are okay each day, and an option of community dining. In assisted-living facilities, residents can require minimal assistance (such as help with medications), more moderate assistance with activities of daily living (such as bathing and dressing), or may even require twenty-four-hour supervision. The higher the level of care, the higher the cost for the care. Residents do, however, have to be able to ambulate (walk). They can require the use of a cane or walker, but if they are wheelchair bound, even though they transfer independently, they should be living in a facility with a higher level of care.

      In board-and-care homes, residents can be wheelchair bound, depending on the home's licensing and staffing ratios. A board-and-care home is a private home that is licensed by the state to house one or more residents who can require varying levels of care, from only supervision to a moderate level of assistance with activities of daily living (ADLs), depending on the skill and number of staff available twenty-four hours a day to care for the residents.

      Other residential care facilities serve special needs. These include, but are not limited to, homes for those with autism or severe birth defects; the mentally challenged and retarded; and emotionally disturbed individuals. There are also facilities such as halfway houses for substance abuse and alcohol rehabilitation.

      
Outpatient Facilities

      Some of the most common facilities include physicians' and other health care practitioners' offices, dentists' offices, veterinary clinics, public health clinics, and clinical laboratories. These are primarily facilities where patients go to receive care and where more than 500,000 people are employed nationwide.

      Other outpatient facilities include same-day surgery centers, emergency care centers, blood banks, family-planning facilities, mental health clinics, imaging centers, and outpatient rehab centers for physical, occupational, or speech therapy. Vision care centers, wellness facilities, E.M.T./ambulance services, pharmacies, and home health care are also examples of outpatient care.

      Other facilities that fit into a broader definition of outpatient facilities include insurance companies, health education agencies, professional health organizations, research facilities, and manufacturers and distributors of durable medical equipment and pharmaceuticals.

      
Skills of Health Care Workers

      As you can imagine, all inpatient and outpatient facilities require health care workers at all levels, from administrative, office, and support personnel to the highly skilled scientists and practitioners. Currently well over 5 million people are employed at the scientific and highly skilled levels, and another 1 million support personnel work in the health care industry. As the population ages and the demand for health care increases over the next few years, many more openings will exist for workers of all levels of skill, ability, and education.

      Technology advances have also brought about new opportunities for health care workers and will continue to do so far into the future. Imagine, for example, how the advent of MRI and CAT scan technology expanded the opportunities for specialized technologists beyond the realm of simple x-rays. Many new diagnostic and treatment modalities will continue to emerge and with them a wide variety of career opportunities.
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        The ever-increasing costs of health care will most likely bring about many changes and reforms in the health care industry that will have an impact on job prospects. Some positions may be eliminated, but many more may be created that cannot be anticipated at this point. The fact is, however, that there will continue to be a high demand for health care workers for many decades to come.

      

      An important advantage to the health care industry is that almost anywhere in the country, you can find a job in health care. Many of the non-skilled positions translate or are easily adaptable to other positions in health care. Many of the skilled professions build upon or represent building blocks to other skilled positions. This is not true for most other career paths.

      Many of the skills developed by health care workers also transfer to positions outside of health care. For example, there are eight basic skills employers desire in the ideal employee. Nurses usually possess all eight of these skills and are highly sought after for that reason, especially for positions outside the nursing field. These eight skills are:

      
        	Leadership/persuasiveness

        	Problem solving

        	Physical stamina

        	Networking skills

        	Teamwork

        	Manual dexterity

        	Initiative

        	Ability to teach others

      

      Physical, occupational, and recreation therapists as well as E.M.T.s and paramedics usually possess most, if not all, of these transferable skills. This makes these health care workers highly desirable in other positions as well as in their own realms of health care.

      As community volunteers, health care workers set the bar high, demanding a level of excellence that usually equates to very successful community programs.
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        The economy, the stability of the local population, changes in health care trends, and government support will all affect the reliability of the data and information you collect. In some instances, we can't even predict all of the types of jobs that will be available and in demand in ten years, but we do know that health care careers will continue to be in high demand because we have a population that is aging and will present a growing need for health care in the future.

      

      Health care workers and professionals are generally in high demand in rural areas as well as in large metropolises. The exact needs may vary from one area to another, but simple research will give you an idea of the opportunities available where you want to live and work. Classified ads, Internet job search engines, and networking are just three of the easiest ways to determine the current needs in your area.

      There is a wide range of career opportunities in health care. There is a need for administrative support personnel, personal care assistants, practitioners, and diagnosticians, as well as highly skilled scientists who are needed to develop new drugs, treatments, and diagnostics. Some positions will grow at a faster pace than others, but there are really no health care fields that are saturated at this point, and none that are predicted to be in the near future.

      The opportunities for women and minorities in the health care field are wide open, and many more women and minorities are filling openings and attending schools. Medical schools have made concerted efforts to recruit women, and today almost 50 percent of the freshmen entering medical school are women, and over 15 percent are minorities.

      Women especially find themselves turning to health care as a second career. Many pursue nursing or medicine after raising families. Men who are searching for a more meaningful career have begun to turn to nursing and other health care careers as second careers as well, particularly in the aftermath of September 11.

      Economic changes combined with the high cost of medical care have forced changes in the industry. For instance, a physician's time is very costly and valuable. For a physician to spend his time instructing a patient in how to take a medication or in the specifics of a new diagnosis is not cost-effective. The physician's time is better spent assessing and diagnosing. Nurses, and sometimes physician assistants, have assumed the role of instructing patients in medications, diseases, and necessary lifestyle changes.

      Nurse practitioners and physician assistants may be your primary health care practitioners unless your needs extend beyond a wellness or simple-illness exam and treatment. Dental hygienists today have an expanded role in your dental care, and if there is nothing significant to be found at routine teeth-cleaning sessions, you might not even see the dentist.
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        Many of the lower-paid positions such as nursing and therapy aides are seen as stepping stones to becoming R.N.s, P.T.s, O.T.s, and S.T.s, leaving these positions open to be filled by a new generation of young workers who also aspire to one day become nurses and therapists. This turnover will continue to fuel the need for more workers.

      

      
Responsibilities of Health Care Workers

      All health care workers carry a tremendous responsibility to assist and provide for the best possible outcomes for the patient. Sometimes that responsibility reaches to life or death circumstances, but most frequently relates to everyday health and wellness.

      There is not room for mediocrity in health care, and health care professionals must demand excellence from themselves and their peers. The general public expects perfection, as evidenced by the high volume of malpractice cases each year.

      Unlike trading in a car that doesn't live up to your expectations, you cannot exchange your body for a new one if it malfunctions or wears out. You depend on health care professionals to assist you in keeping your body fine-tuned and functioning at its best, and to repair it when necessary. You expect nothing short of excellence.

      Take Care of Yourself

      Because of the high degree of responsibility involved, health care professions are some of the most physically and emotionally demanding of all. This is especially true for nurses and doctors, which helps to explain the high level of burnout for nurses. This is an important fact to understand as you explore your options in the health care field. One of the biggest reasons that heath care workers leave the field after only one to three years is that they did not understand the impact it could have on their private lives. They became disenchanted with their jobs and quickly burned out.

      Most health care professionals work long and varied hours. Sick people don't conveniently develop illnesses during banker's hours. Nor do they suddenly become well for holidays and vacations. Health care jobs in many instances span twenty-four hours per day, seven days a week. Depending on your chosen career, you may work any of several different shifts and possibly be on call for a significant portion of time as well. Health care doesn't take a break because you are sick, either.
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