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T he Co m p r e he ns ive Er r o r
R a te T e s ting Pr o g r a m
With nearly a million physicians in this country,
how do auditing organizations determine whom
to audit? As of 2011,
100% of all Medicare
fee-for-service claims
are passed through
the Fraud Prevention
System, a series of
predictive analytics
algorithms that help
to identify claims that
may be have been billed incorrectly. While those
results can help to target particularly high risk
providers, there is much more to the audit/don't
audit decision than just risk. For most auditors,
because they are private contractors, their
remuneration, bonuses, or contract continuation
are tied to results-and make no mistake, results
are measured in dollars returned to the trust
fund. So, before an auditor embarks on an audit,
they may engage in some form of expected
value (EV) calculation that they use to determine
the ROI of that audit.
Calculating EV and ROI require some advance
notion of how much the auditor is likely to find
in overpayments vs. the cost of doing the audit.
And for these types of calculations, many will
rely upon the CERT, or the Comprehensive Error
Rate study.
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We offer 4 membership levels - choose the one that
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CERT
CMS established the Comprehensive Error Rate
Testing (CERT) program to calculate a national
paid claims error rate for all Medicare Fee-ForService programs. The CERT program calculates
the error rates for all Medicare Administrative
Contractors (MACs), Carriers, and Fiscal
Intermediaries (FIs). Reading the CERT
documentation, one might be under the
impression that records are obtained only from
the contractor. This, however, is not the case. In
order to assess things like medical necessity,
proper documentation and the like, the agency
also requests the medical record from the
practices that match the claims sample, adding
to the administrative costs of doing business. In
general, the sampling methodology includes:
Randomly selecting around 50,000 claims
submitted to the payers during a given
reporting period.
Requesting medical records from the
health care providers that submitted the
claims in the sample.
Where medical records were submitted by
the provider, reviewing the claims in the
sample and the associated medical records
to see if the claims complied with Medicare
coverage, coding, and billing rules, and, if
not, assigning errors to the claims.
Where medical records were not submitted
by the provider, classifying the case as a
no documentation claim and counting it as
an error.
Sending providers overpayment
letters/notices or making adjustments for
claims that were overpaid or underpaid.
It's also important to note that CMS counts
underpayments as errors, as well as
overpayments. For fiscal year 2017, CMS paid
out some $390 billion in claims and of these,
around $36 billion (9.5%) were paid in error.
This simply means that, in the opinion of the
auditor, the claim was paid in part or in full in
disagreement with established guidelines, rules
and regulations, or in contrast to the
documentation provided. Of the 9.5% error rate,
0.3% represented underpayments. Now, while
that may seem trivial, 0.3% of $390 billion is
over $1 billion, which I would not consider to be
crumbs. For example, procedure code 99212 was
underpaid 16.9% of the time. If you reported
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10,000 of these last year, it is statistically likely
that some 1,700 were underpaid (or under
documented). So, while you are creating your
risk assessment, it is probably a good idea to
create an opportunity assessment, as well.
Within the study, CERT specifies the reason for
the improper payment. For example, in 2017,
64.1% of claims were paid where it was later
determined that there was not sufficient
documentation to support the procedure or
service. 13.1% of payments were made in error
due to incorrect coding while medically
unnecessary errors accounted for 17.5% of all
improperly paid claims. I find the latter statistic
interesting because my experience is that many
in our industry consider medical necessity to be
the most important coding and billing issue.
According to CERT, insufficient documentation
accounts for nearly five times the number of
error determinations.
From the compliance officer's perspective, CERT
can be a gold mine for building a risk
assessment because the study looks at error
rates for specific procedure codes, which brings
us back to our point on profiling. If CERT
identifies specific procedure codes that are
associated to high error rates, then it's only a
matter of time before those same codes are used
by the auditing agencies as a primer to develop
the audit risk profile. Looking at the error rate
also provides the auditors with the base data for
their EV calculations.
Looking at the FY 2017 report, for example, we
see that CERT reported that, of all the 99233
codes reviewed, over 50% were paid in error. Of
the 99214 codes reviewed, 7.1% were paid in
error. For calendar year 2016, 23,702,514
claims that included 99233 were submitted to
the CMS and CMS paid out $1.8 billion to those
providers. If, as stated above, 50% were paid in
error, then nearly $900 million were paid
improperly. Imagine you are an auditor and you
come across a practice that was paid a million
dollars last year on code 99233. Statistically
speaking, that means that there is a 50%
probability that at least half of those were
overpaid. This is an easy step from EV to ROI.
For 99214, the CMS paid out around $7 billion
for 103 million encounters and at an error rate of
7.1%, this would account for nearly $500 million
in potential improper payments. And the list goes
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Com pliance Risk Analyzer , offered through the
Frank Cohen Group, is your roadmap to compliance
success. CRA analyzes your data to identify key risk
areas for your practice and provides critical data you
need to maintain compliance in your practice.
Click the logo above to learn more about
Com pliance Risk Analyzer .
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Co nfe r e nc e

Y ou' re I nvited to Help Us Celebrate
O ur 10 th Conference Annivers ary!
Pre-Conference: Sunday, November 11
Conference: Monday, November 12 Wednesday, November 14
Venue: Wyndham Grand Clearwater Beach,
Clearwater Beach, FL
Settled on the white-sand beaches of Florida's
Gulf coast, the Wyndham Grand Clearwater
Beach provides a picture-esque location to host
our conference!

on.
The point is this; these auditing agencies, some
of which are paid a commission of what they are
able to recover from a practice, are going to go
for the low-hanging fruit first. So a practice that
is reporting a higher number of these 99233 and
99214 codes than their peers may substantially
increase their risk of audit and review. The
takeaway here, at least for me, is that the CERT
study gives me the opportunity identify potential
errors the same way that the auditor's do. And
for my money, that's something you can take to
the bank.

This Week' s Audit Tip Written By:
Frank Cohen, MBA, MPA
Frank Cohen is the Director of
Analytics and Business
Intelligence for
DoctorsManagement, LLC.
His areas of expertise include
applied statistics, data mining,
predictive analytics and process
improvement.

Regis tration I nform ation
NAMAS Member Registration (Through 5/31/18)
Conference Only: $995
Pre-Conference & Conference: $1295
Non-Member Registration (Through 5/31/18)
Conference Only: $1195
Pre-Conference & Conference: $1495
Secure Y our Spot & Lock I n Y our Rate With
Jus t a $50 Depos it! Reserve your spot with a
$50 deposit and make payments toward your
balance!

Continue to watch your inbox for im portant
conference inform ation, including agenda,
res ervations , CEU inform ation and m ore!

NAMAS Ca le nd a r o f Eve nts
NAMAS is proud to offer the following
webinars in February and March:
Exam of the E&M Encounter
(Hands- on Webinar Series)
Speaker: Pam Vanderbilt, CPC, CPMA, CPPM, CPC- I,
CEMC, CEMA
February 27, 2018
2pm EST

1995 v 1997
(Auditing Webinar Series)
Speaker: Melody Irvine, CPC, CPMC, CEMC, CFPC
March 6, 2018

Click the im age above to view our m onthly
calendar.

2pm EST

Locum Tenens & Reciprocal Billing
(What You Need to Know Webinar Series)
Speakers: Jesse Overbay, JD & Paul Spencer, CPC, COC
March 13, 2018
2pm EST

Com pliance in DME
(Com pliance Webinar Series)
Speakers: Gene Good, JD, CPA, MAcc and Dawne Wood,
AAS, CPC, CMPM, CPMN
March 20, 2018
2pm EST

MDM Of the E&M Encounter
(Hands- On Webinar Series)
Speaker: J. Paul Spencer, CPC, COC
March 27, 2018
2pm EST

Our weekly auditing & compliance tip emails are
available to anyone who could benefit from this
information.
If you know someone who would like to receive these
emails, invite them to sign.
Click the im age above to be added to our em ail
list!

Give Us a Try and
E arn 4 C E Us!

If you are interested in registering for the webinars
above, please email us at namas@namas.co.

Sam ple what a NAMAS
m em bership can offer you
with our FREE 1- m onth LITE
trial m em bership!

During your trial, you'll receive access to weekly
webinars for a chance to earn up to 4CEUs, weekly
auditing and compliance tips, and even an online
sample of BCAdvantage magazine!
Click the im age above to get your 1- m onth free
trial m em bership today!
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