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Introduction

The relationship between healthcare providers and their patients goes beyond clinical care; it is also 
shaped by how efficiently and respectfully patients can access their own medical records. In an era 
when digital solutions and regulatory changes are rapidly reshaping the healthcare landscape, the 
process of requesting and receiving medical records is more important than ever. For healthcare 
organizations and Release of Information (ROI) professionals, streamlining this process is not only 
a matter of compliance, but a core component of patient satisfaction and trust. This article explores 
best practices and practical strategies for enhancing the patient experience in medical records access
in 2024.

Why Patient Access Matters

Patient access to medical records has been enshrined as a fundamental right under federal law for 
decades, most notably with the passage of HIPAA. In recent years, federal and state regulators have 
placed increased emphasis on the so-called "Right of Access," pushing providers to ensure that 
patients can easily request, receive, and understand their health information. The Office for Civil 
Rights (OCR) has stepped up enforcement, levying fines and entering settlements with 
organizations that have failed to respond promptly to records requests [1].

But patient access isn’t just a legal mandate—it’s a vital part of the healthcare experience. Studies 
have shown that patients who have timely access to their records are more engaged in their care, 
have better health outcomes, and are more likely to trust their providers [2]. Conversely, delays, 
confusion, or lack of transparency can erode patient trust and result in complaints or even legal 
challenges.

Challenges in the Current Environment

Despite technological advances, many patients still encounter obstacles when requesting their 
records. Common challenges include confusing or outdated request processes, unclear fees, long 
turnaround times, and difficulties navigating electronic portals. These hurdles disproportionately 
affect vulnerable populations, including older adults, non-English speakers, and those with limited 
digital literacy [3].

As health information management continues to evolve, it’s crucial for providers and ROI 
professionals to continually reassess their processes, not just for compliance, but for true patient-
centered service.

Best Practices for an Excellent Patient Experience



1. Clear, Simple Request Processes
Providers should make it easy for patients to know how to request their records, whether online, by 
mail, or in person. This means clear instructions, easy-to-find forms, and multilingual support as 
needed. Many leading organizations now offer user-friendly online portals with step-by-step 
guidance [4].

2. Reasonable Fees and Transparency
Federal guidelines cap the allowable fees for patient-directed record requests and prohibit per-page 
fees for electronic records. Communicate fees (if any) upfront and in plain language, and offer free 
or low-cost electronic delivery when possible [5].

3. Prompt Turnaround
HIPAA sets a maximum of 30 days for fulfillment of records requests, but best-in-class 
organizations aim for much faster service—often within a week. Regularly audit your performance 
and set internal targets to go above and beyond the legal minimum.

4. Secure, Convenient Delivery Options
Patients increasingly expect digital access, but some may still prefer paper copies. Offer multiple 
delivery options—downloadable files, encrypted email, secure patient portals, or mailed records. 
Make sure all electronic delivery methods meet security standards for protecting health information.

5. Support and Communication
Proactively communicate with patients throughout the process: acknowledge receipt of their 
request, provide estimated timelines, and offer a direct contact for questions. Personalized support 
goes a long way toward reducing frustration and anxiety.

6. Accessibility and Inclusivity
Ensure that your processes and portals are accessible to people with disabilities and those with 
limited English proficiency. Use plain language and provide assistance as needed to help all patients
access their records.

Patient Engagement: A Competitive Advantage

For healthcare organizations, improving the records access experience is not just about avoiding 
regulatory penalties—it’s an opportunity to demonstrate a genuine commitment to patient-centered 
care. Organizations that make the process easy, fast, and respectful will stand out in an increasingly 
competitive landscape. In a world where patients can and do share their experiences online, even 
small improvements in transparency and service can pay off in higher satisfaction scores and 
positive word-of-mouth.

Key Takeaways

• Patient access to medical records is both a legal right and a critical part of the healthcare 
experience.

• Barriers to access can negatively impact patient trust, engagement, and health outcomes.

• Best practices include clear request processes, reasonable fees, prompt fulfillment, secure 
and convenient delivery, and robust support and communication.



• Accessibility and inclusivity are essential—processes must serve all patients equally.

• Proactive improvement in records access is a strategic advantage for healthcare providers.

Conclusion

Healthcare organizations that put patients at the center of the records access process will not only 
meet compliance requirements—they will also build lasting trust and loyalty. As the healthcare 
environment continues to evolve, those who focus on clarity, convenience, and compassion in the 
release of information process will set themselves apart as leaders in patient experience.
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