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Significant  Points

●      Job opportunit ies should be favorable, as sonography 
becom es an increasingly at t ract ive alternat ive to 
radiologic procedures. 

●      About  6 out  of 10 sonographers were em ployed by 
hospitals, and m ost  of the rest  worked in offices of 
physicians or in m edical and diagnost ic laborator ies, 
including diagnost ic im aging centers. 

●      Sonographers m ay t rain in hospitals, vocat ional- technical 
inst itut ions, colleges and universit ies, and the Arm ed 
Forces. 
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Diagnost ic im aging em braces several procedures that  aid in 
diagnosing ailm ents. Besides the fam iliar x- ray, another 
com m on diagnost ic im aging m ethod is m agnet ic resonance 
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im aging, which uses giant  m agnets that  create radio waves, 
rather than radiat ion, to form  an im age. Not  all im aging 
technologies use ionizing radiat ion or radio waves, however. 
Sonography, or ult rasonography, is the use of sound waves 
to generate an im age for the assessm ent  and diagnosis of 
various m edical condit ions. Sonography usually is associated 
with obstet r ics and the use of ult rasound im aging during 
pregnancy, but  this technology has m any other applicat ions 
in the diagnosis and t reatm ent  of m edical condit ions.

Diagnost ic m edical sonographers, also known as 
ult rasonographers,  use special equipm ent  to direct  
nonionizing, high frequency sound waves into areas of the 
pat ient ’s body. Sonographers operate the equipm ent , which 
collects reflected echoes and form s an im age that  m ay be 
videotaped, t ransm it ted, or photographed for interpretat ion 
and diagnosis by a physician.

Sonographers begin by explaining the procedure to the 
pat ient  and recording any m edical history that  m ay be 
relevant  to the condit ion being viewed. They then select  
appropriate equipm ent  set t ings and direct  the pat ient  to 
m ove into posit ions that  will provide the best  view. To 
perform  the exam , sonographers use a t ransducer, which 
t ransm its sound waves in a cone-  or rectangle-shaped beam . 
Although techniques vary with the area being exam ined, 
sonographers usually spread a special gel on the skin to aid 
the t ransm ission of sound waves.

Viewing the screen during the scan, sonographers look for 
subt le visual cues that  cont rast  healthy areas with unhealthy 
ones. They decide whether the im ages are sat isfactory for 
diagnost ic purposes and select  which ones to show to the 
physician. Sonographers take m easurem ents, calculate 
values, and analyze the results in prelim inary reports for the 
physicians.

Diagnost ic m edical sonographers m ay specialize in obstet r ic 
and gynecologic sonography ( the fem ale reproduct ive 
system ) , abdom inal sonography ( the liver, kidneys, 
gallbladder, spleen, and pancreas) , neurosonography ( the 
brain) , or breast  sonography. I n addit ion, sonographers m ay 
specialize in vascular technology or echocardiography. 
(Vascular technologists and echocardiographers are covered 
in the Handbook statem ent  on cardiovascular  

technologists and technicians.)

Obstet r ic and gynecologic sonographers specialize in the 
study of the fem ale reproduct ive system . I ncluded in the 
discipline is one of the m ore well-known uses of sonography:  
exam ining the fetus of a pregnant  wom an to t rack the 
baby’s growth and health.
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Abdom inal sonographers inspect  a pat ient ’s abdom inal cavity 
to help diagnose and t reat  condit ions pr im arily involving the 
gallbladder, bile ducts, kidneys, liver, pancreas, and spleen. 
Abdom inal sonographers also are able to scan parts of the 
chest , although studies of the heart  using sonography 
usually are done by echocardiographers.

Neurosonographers focus on the nervous system , including 
the brain. I n neonatal care, neurosonographers study and 
diagnose neurological and nervous system  disorders in 
prem ature infants. They also m ay scan blood vessels to 
check for abnorm alit ies indicat ing a st roke in infants 
diagnosed with sickle-cell anem ia. Like other sonographers, 
neurosonographers operate t ransducers to perform  the 
sonogram , but  use frequencies and beam  shapes different  
from  those used by obstet r ic and abdom inal sonographers.

Breast  sonographers use sonography to study the disease in 
breasts. Sonography aids m am m ography in the detect ion of 
breast  cancer. Breast  sonography can also t rack tum ors, 
blood supply condit ions, and assist  in the accurate biopsy of 
breast  t issue. Breast  sonographers use high- frequency 
t ransducers, m ade exclusively to study breast  t issue.

I n addit ion to working direct ly with pat ients, diagnost ic 
m edical sonographers keep pat ient  records and adjust  and 
m aintain equipm ent . They also m ay prepare work schedules, 
evaluate equipm ent  purchases, or m anage a sonography or 
diagnost ic im aging departm ent .

 
 

W orking 

Condit ions
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sect ion]
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Most  full- t im e sonographers work about  40 hours a week. 
Hospital-based sonographers m ay have evening and 
weekend hours and t im es when they are on call and m ust  be 
ready to report  to work on short  not ice.

Sonographers typically work in healthcare facilit ies that  are 
clean and well lighted. Som e t ravel to pat ients in large vans 
equipped with sophist icated diagnost ic equipm ent . A growing 
num ber of sonographers work as cont ract  em ployees and 
m ay perform  tests at  a num ber of different  hospitals. 
Sonographers are on their  feet  for long periods and m ay 
have to lift  or turn disabled pat ients. They work at  diagnost ic 
im aging m achines, but  also m ay perform  som e procedures 
at  pat ients’ bedsides.
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Training, Other 
Qualificat ions, 
and Advancem ent
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sect ion]
 Back to Top

There are several avenues for ent ry into the field of 
diagnost ic m edical sonography. Sonographers m ay t rain in 
hospitals, vocat ional- technical inst itut ions, colleges and 
universit ies, and the Arm ed Forces. Som e t raining program s 
prefer applicants with a background in science or experience 
in other healthcare professions, but  also will consider high 
school graduates with courses in m athem at ics and science, 
as well as applicants with liberal arts backgrounds.

Colleges and universit ies offer form al t raining in both 2-  and 
4-year program s, culm inat ing in an associate or a bachelor ’s 
degree. Two-year program s are m ost  prevalent . Course 
work includes classes in anatom y, physiology, 
inst rum entat ion, basic physics, pat ient  care, and m edical 
ethics. The Com m ission on Accreditat ion for Allied Health 
Educat ion Program s accredits m ost  form al t raining program s
—132 program s in 2005.

Som e healthcare workers, such as obstet r ic nurses and 
radiologic technologists, increase their  m arketabilit y by 
seeking t raining in fields such as sonography. This usually 
requires com plet ion of an addit ional 1-year program  that  
m ay result  in a cert ificate. I n addit ion, sonographers 
specializing in one part icular discipline often seek 
com petency in others;  for exam ple, obstet r ic sonographers 
m ight  seek t raining in abdom inal sonography to broaden 
their  opportunit ies.

Although no State requires licensure in diagnost ic m edical 
sonography, organizat ions such as the Am erican Regist ry for 
Diagnost ic Medical Sonography (ARDMS)  cert ify the 
com petency of sonographers through regist rat ion. Because 
regist rat ion provides an independent , object ive m easure of 
an individual’s professional standing, m any em ployers prefer 
to hire registered sonographers. Regist rat ion with ARDMS 
requires passing a general physical pr inciples and 
inst rum entat ion exam inat ion, in addit ion to passing an exam  
in a specialty such as obstet r ic and gynecologic sonography, 
abdom inal sonography, or neurosonography. To keep their  
regist rat ion current , sonographers m ust  com plete cont inuing 
educat ion to stay abreast  of technological advances related 
to the occupat ion.

Sonographers need good com m unicat ion and interpersonal 
skills because they m ust  be able to explain technical 
procedures and results to their  pat ients, som e of whom  m ay 
be nervous about  the exam  or the problem s it  m ay reveal. 
Sonographers also should have a background in 
m athem at ics and science.
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Em ploym ent
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Diagnost ic m edical sonographers held about  42,000 jobs in 
2004. About  6 out  of 10 sonographer jobs were in hospitals—
public and private. Most  of the rest  were in offices of 
physicians or in m edical and diagnost ic laborator ies, 
including diagnost ic im aging centers.

 
 

Job Out look
[ About  this 

sect ion]
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Em ploym ent  of diagnost ic m edical sonographers is expected 
to grow  m uch faster  than the average  for all occupat ions 

through 2014 as the populat ion grows and ages, increasing 
the dem and for diagnost ic im aging and therapeut ic 
technology. I n addit ion to job openings from  growth, som e 
job openings will ar ise from  the need to replace 
sonographers who leave the occupat ion perm anent ly.

Opportunit ies should be favorable because sonography is 
becom ing an increasingly at t ract ive alternat ive to radiologic 
procedures, as pat ients seek safer t reatm ent  m ethods. 
Unlike m ost  diagnost ic im aging m ethods, sonography does 
not  involve radiat ion, so harm ful side effects and 
com plicat ions from  repeated use are rarer for both the 
pat ient  and the sonographer. Sonographic technology is 
expected to evolve rapidly and to spawn m any new 
sonography procedures, such as 3D-  and 4D-sonography for 
use in obstet r ic and ophthalm ologic diagnosis. However, high 
costs m ay lim it  the rate at  which som e prom ising new 
technologies are adopted.

Hospitals will rem ain the pr incipal em ployer of diagnost ic 
m edical sonographers. However, em ploym ent  is expected to 
grow m ore rapidly in offices of physicians and in m edical and 
diagnost ic laborator ies, including diagnost ic im aging centers. 
Healthcare facilit ies such as these are expected to grow very 
rapidly through 2014 because of the st rong shift  toward 
outpat ient  care, encouraged by third-party payers and m ade 
possible by technological advances that  perm it  m ore 
procedures to be perform ed outside the hospital.

 
 

Earnings
[ About  this 

sect ion]
 Back to Top
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Median annual earnings of diagnost ic m edical sonographers 
were $52,490 in May 2004. The m iddle 50 percent  earned 
between $44,720 and $61,360 a year. The lowest  10 percent  
earned less than $37,800, and the highest  10 percent  
earned m ore than $72,230. Median annual earnings of 
diagnost ic m edical sonographers in May 2004 were $53,790 
in offices of physicians and $51,860 in general m edical and 
surgical hospitals.

 
 

Related 
Occupat ions
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sect ion]
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Diagnost ic m edical sonographers operate sophist icated 
equipm ent  to help physicians and other health pract it ioners 
diagnose and t reat  pat ients. Workers in related occupat ions 
include cardiovascular  technologists and technicians,  

clinical laboratory technologists and technicians,  

nuclear m edicine technologists,  radiologic 

technologists and technicians,  and respiratory 

therapists.

 
 

Sources of 

Addit ional 

I nform at ion
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Disclaim er: 

Links to non-BLS I nternet  sites are provided for your 
convenience and do not  const itute an endorsem ent .

 
 
For inform at ion on a career as a diagnost ic m edical 
sonographer, contact :

●      Society of Diagnost ic Medical Sonography, 2745 Dallas 
Pkwy., Suite 350, Plano, TX 75093-8730. I nternet :  
ht tp:/ / w w w .sdm s.org/  

For inform at ion on becom ing a registered diagnost ic m edical 
sonographer, contact :  

●      Am erican Regist ry for Diagnost ic Medical Sonography, 51 
Monroe St ., Plaza East  1, Rockville, MD 20850-2400. 
I nternet :  ht tp:/ / w w w .ardm s.org/  

For a current  list  of accredited educat ion program s in 
diagnost ic m edical sonography, contact :
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●      Joint  Review Com m it tee on Educat ion in Diagnost ic 
Medical Sonography, 2025 Woodlane Dr., St . Paul, MN 
55125-2998. I nternet :  ht tp:/ / w w w .j rcdm s.org/  

●      Com m ission on Accreditat ion for Allied Health Educat ion 
Program s, 35 East  Wacker Dr., Suite1970, Chicago, I L 
60601. I nternet :  ht tp:/ / w w w .caahep.org/  

 
 

OOH ONET Codes
[ About  this 

sect ion]
 Back to Top

29-2032.00

Suggested citat ion: Bureau of Labor Stat ist ics, U.S. 
Departm ent  of Labor, Occupat ional Out look Handbook, 

2006-07 Edit ion,  Diagnost ic Medical Sonographers, on 
the I nternet  at  ht tp:/ / w w w .bls.gov/ oco/ ocos2 7 3 .

htm  ( visited May 29, 2006) .
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U.S. Bureau of Labor Stat ist ics 
Office of Occupat ional Stat ist ics 
and Em ploym ent  Project ions 
Suite 2135 
2 Massachuset ts Avenue, NE 
Washington, DC 20212-0001 

URL:  ht tp:/ / w w w .bls.gov/

oco/ hom e.htm  

Phone:  (202)  691-5700 
Fax:  (202)  691-5745 

Do you have a quest ion  about  

the Occupat ional Out look 

Handbook? 
Do you have a Technical ( w eb)  

quest ion? 

Do you have Other com m ents? 
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