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I.  Clinical Document Architecture (CDA) - Overview 
 

What is a CDA? 

 Specification which defines how to structure clinical data as XML.  The CDA provides a foundation for 

developing electronic documents.  It is based on the HL7 Reference Implementation Model (RIM) which is 

an integral piece of HL7 Version 3 . 

 CDA documents are stable and persist over time.  (As opposed to HL7 Version 2/3 messaging which defines 

how to send transactions between clinical systems that are only valid during the time between when the 

sending system transmits that message and the receiving message has processed and integrated that message 

into its database). 

 CDA is a broad class of artifacts. A CDA may be a simple as an electronic envelope, containing an image, or 

it may be as complex as a complete Transfer of Care Summary that contains the data in a format that can be 

displayed, but also in a computer readable format.   

 

 

The importance and Purpose of CDA 

 Transmit a snapshot of a patient’s health record from point A to point B  

 Compliant with Meaningful Use. 

o Requires participants to be able to create, transmit, receive, and incorporate HL7 Consolidated CDA 

documents of several types. 

o Optionally, participants must be able to report quality measures using HL7 Quality Reporting 

Document Architecture (QRDA) format 

 

 

 



Page 4 of 32 

Ver: 111919a 

When to use CDA Documents 

 The focus is on persistence of the document (artifact) – can be retrieved in the condition that it was 

originally sent 

 Need tight control over authenticated content; signed and not edited when received 

 When human readability across platforms is desirable; can be viewed in a browser 
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When to avoid using CDA Documents 

 

• When the workflow requires rapid back-and-forth exchange, such as requesting information from a decision 

support engine or service or evoking a request response query.  

 

• When the data are more dynamic, and persistence is not required—for example, when you only want to see 

how the data look in the moment, or when more than one person or entity will be contributing data over 

time.  

 

• When the data need to be acquired from multiple sources and integrated, in which case HL7 messages may 

be simpler or otherwise more appropriate. 
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II. Consolidated Clinical Document Architecture (C-CDA) - 

Overview 
 
A Implementation Guide-driven, consolidated use of HL7 templates to form a set of standard Documents 
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III. Clinical Document Architecture (CDA) – Structure 

Overview 
 

 

 Header – Demographic information about the patient along with other information about the document itself 

like who created it, where is it from, when was it created, what language is it in, etc.  

 

 Body  – Organization of one or more sections that contain information about the patient 

The body contains the information about the person who is subject of the document. In a simple document, it 

may be a basic piece of information such as an X-ray image or a PDF document. Such basic pieces of 

information are called a non-XML body. 

 

 Sections –Each section contains a specific type of clinical data.  (Similar in concept to a database table 

which segments the table by content type.). Within the section it contains two things called Narrative and 

Entries. 

o Narratives – Human readable versions of entries. (Unstructured) 

o Entries – Individual row/records within the sections.  coded machine processable information This 

might be Prilosec or Claritin for example.  (Structured) 
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Example of CDA XML Format Structure: 
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Clinical Document Architecture (CDA) – Structure Detail 

 
 
T 
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CDA Header  
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CDA Body - Organizes the clinical content about the patient – either unstructured or structured 

 
 Simple Body (Unstructured)  - it may be a basic piece of information such as an X-ray image or a PDF 

document. Such basic pieces of information are called a non-XML body. 

 

 Complex Body (Structured) – Divided into sections, each containing 

o Narrative block information, which is text that a human can read in a browser.  

o Entry block contains the same data described in the Narrative block, but in a format that a computer can 

consume. 
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CDA Body – Simple:  Unstructured, e.g. containing a .pdf 

 

 
 

  (.PDF) 
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CDA Body – Simple:  Unstructured, e.g. containing a .pdf 

 The CDA allows the capture of patient record in an unstructured format that is encapsulated within an 

image file or as unstructured text in an electronic file such as a word processing or Portable Document 

Format (PDF) documents 

 The ‘component’ element is the first element of the CDA Body. It is common to both structured and 

unstructured narrative, and acts as a container for the actual data.  Unstructured data is contained in the 

‘nonXMLBody’ of the component element.  The non-XML body is used when an external file contains all of 

the information to be transmitted as the attachment. 

 The ‘nonXMLBody’ element carries the narrative through the ‘text’ element. Because the confidentiality and 

language code are already defined in the CDA Header, it would be a duplicate to specify them again here.  

 The ‘text’ element is of type ED (Encapsulated Data).  The text element contains the actual narrative, either 

as text, or base 64 content for PDF files.  Accepted PDF documents are PDF/A compliant conforming to 

PDF/A-1b.  

 The ‘@mediaType’ element should contain one of the following file type 

o Plain text .TXT text/plain 

o HTML .HTM, .HTML text/html 

o Joint Photographic Experts Group image ..JPG,..JPEG image/jpeg 

o Portable Document Format .PDF application/pdf 

o Portable Network Graphics image .PNG image/png 

o Graphics Interchange Format .GIF image/gif 

o Rich Text Format .RTF text/rtf 

o Tag Image File Format5 .TIF image/tiff 

 In the case of a .PDF file the ‘@representation’ element should contain “64” for base 64 encoding. 
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IV. CDA Section (Structured Body) 
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The Narrative Block provides the human readable content. 

 Section record is a set of related data elements populated from the CDA document grouped by the various sections of the CDA document. 

The Narrative block that provides the human readable content and represents the authenticated content of the document.   
 
 
Entries are optional and can provide a discrete, machine readable representation of the document content. 
 

The Narrative block provides the human readable content and represents the authenticated content of the document. 
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The Entries, if one is present, provides the machine readable version of the content. 
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CDA Building Blocks / Templates 
 
 

 
 

CDA profiles  (non-human readable) define the contents of the data package. They specify the requirements for 

each component and sub-component. For example, a patient is a person. A person has a name. The profile may 

specify that the name is required. The name is composed of subcomponents (last name, first name, middle name, 

etc.). The components will have documented requirements. For example, every person must have a name. Every 

name must have a last name and first name, but middle name may be optional. 
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