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Chief Complaint
What do you do when you come across an E&M
encounter that has no chief complaint? Do you deem the
encounter non-billable?
For years, I have heard it said that EVERY encounter
MUST have a chief complaint, bus is that really what
documentation guidelines have to say? The only guidance
we have on the chief complaint in either 1995 or 1997
Documentation Guidelines is this:
"The Chief Complaint is a Concise statement describing
the symptom, problem, condition, diagnosis, physician
recommended return, or other factor that is the reason for
the encounter.
DG: The medical record should clearly reflect the chief
complaint"
In this statement, DG indicates that the medical record
SHOULD clearly reflect the chief complaint, but it doesn't
say it MUST or that it is REQUIRED. Furthermore, to deem
the note non-billable is throwing away the "work" the
provider did. We can tell he/she saw the patient, and in
most cases the chief complaint will be inferred
somewhere, but even for those rare charts- remember
that it only should be there.
Now, the chief complaint should be there as it drives the
medical necessity of the encounter by defining the
patient's presenting problem. Remember that each entry in
the medical record must stand independently of the other.
Therefore, if your physician sees the same patient as an
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inpatient for 15 days in a row for the same chief complaint,
it should still be documented on each entry in the medical
record to validate the need for each encounter.
The documentation guidelines for the chief complaint do
not change based on the E&M service type; for example,
new, established, inpatient, etc. Even when documenting
preventative encounters, the noted chief complaint should
be "annual exam" or "preventive encounter".
The chief complaint is a clear, concise statement that
describes the reason for the patient encounter. Guidelines
indicate that the chief complaint should be documented
using the patient's own words. However, this is also within
reason as sometimes the patient may be uncertain as to
the need for a follow up.
The point that CMS is making with "in the patient's own
words" is to not diagnose in the chief complaint, but keep it
specific to the true complaints of the patient. For example,
if the patient states he is here for burning and frequency on
urination- that would be the chief complaint, not chief
complaint: UTI.
We have also hear it said that 'follow up' is not a valid chief
complaint, but note in the above referenced guidance on
the chief complaint that a physician recommended return
is noted as a valid chief complaint option. The point that
should be clarified is that while 'follow-up' is a valid chief
complaint, it does not identify to the fullest extent the
complexity that might be associated with the patient
encounter and sets the note up toward an expectation of a
less complex encounter. Consider the difference between
"patient presents for follow-up" and "patient returns for the
follow up of their diabetes".
Chief complaints such as the following should not lead to
down-coding of an encounter, but the auditor should use
them as training points with the provider of how using such
chief complaints may impact the complexity of the
encounter:
Poor Chief Complaints:
Patient presents for
biopsy results
Patient presents for lab
findings
Follow up
Here to establish care

Revised Chief
Complaints:
Chief Complaint: Mass in
right breast
Chief Complaint:
Uncontrolled diabetes
Chief Complaint: Follow-up
non healing ulcer
Chief Complaint: Multiple
chronic co-morbidities

The true chief complaint in these instances in more clearly
as why the MRI or the labs were performed, and to truly
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ZPICS: Know Your Rights &
How to Respond Properly
Thursday, August 25, 2016
2pm EST
Speakers: Andrew Feldman & Sean Weiss

Click Here to Register for This Webinar

Predicing Like a Pro: Critical Skills for
Professional Development
Tuesday, August 30, 2016
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Speaker: Frank Cohen
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Become a Medical Auditor with a
NAMAS Medical Auditing
BootCamp!

Our onsite or online training program will not
only prepare you to sit for the medical
auditing certification test, but will prepare
you for a career as a medical auditor.
As a bootcamp attendee, you will receive
the NAMAS Auditor's Resource & Prep
Guide, 16 AAPC CEUs, AND a 1 year
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Our onsite schedule is as follows:

August 24-25: Atlanta, GA
September 15-16: Nashville, TN

convey what the real need for the follow up encounter was.
The fact that the patient is there for results is secondary to
the underlying reason the tests were performed.
Oftentimes we find that physicians include history
components in their chief complaint. If the patient is here
for a sore throat, then this would be the chief complaint
alone. The chief complaint should be kept brief and to the
point.

October 6-7: Birmingham, AL
November 3-4: Charlotte, NC
December 5-6: Orlando, FL
Our next online session begins
September 10!
Click Here to Learn More About The
NAMAS Medical Auditing BootCamp
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Take Your Auditing Skills to the
Next Level at an E/M Auditing
BootCamp

We Want to See You In Orlando!
For those with a basic foundation of E&M
auditing, or experienced E&M auditors just
looking for a refresher, our 1-day E&M
Auditing BootCamp is for you!

You're Invited to Join us at the 8th Annual Auditing &
Compliance Conference
Dates: Pre-Conference: Tuesday, December 6, 2016
Conference: Wednesday, December 7- Friday
December 9, 2016
Venue: Loews Portofino Bay Hotel, Orlando, FL

MDM? Medical Neccesity? Guidelines?
Audit Policies? We'll cover all of this AND
more in this training program
Attend one of our upcoming ONLINE or
ONSITE sessions:

This is the ONLY conference designed for medical
auditors and compliance professionals!

1 day online session on October 24
Or, attend one of our 1-day onsite
sessions:

Earn Up to 21.5 AAPC CEUs good toward Core A,
CPMA, CPCO & CEMC certifications

September 8, 2016: Knoxville, TN
September 14, 2016: San Antonio, TX
October 6, 2016: Covington, LA

November 15, 2016: Columbus, OH
Click Here to Learn More About The
NAMAS E&M Auditing BootCamp

Weekly Tip Sponsor
Where better to be in December than in beautiful Orlando,
Florida learning from the best in the business, networking
with your peers, and
earning up to 21.5 AAPC CEUs?
Get into the holiday spirit NOW- during our exhibitor
reception (Wednesday evening during conference), we will
be hosting our first ever Ugly Holiday Sweater contest!
Don your ugliest holiday attire - our exhibitors will vote for
the ugliest apparel and the winner
will receive a scholarship to attend our 2017 conference
for free! Start putting together your outfits now!
There's more good news! NEW FOR 2016- we've
partnered with RACmonitor to provide a FACILITY
AUDITING track during both pre-conference and
conference! Attendees can select their pre-conference
and conference sessions from any one of the following
tracks: Physician-Based Auditing, E&M Auditing, FacilityBased Auditing, and Physician- Based Compliance! Don't
delay in registering- Lock in your conference rate
with only a $50 deposit!
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Click the image above to view our monthly calendar

Upcoming Webinars
NAMAS is proud to present the following
webinars in August

NAMAS Conference Speaker Spotlight

HIPAA Compliance for the Auditor
Speaker: Kelly Ogle
August 23, 2016
2pm EST
ZPICS - Know Your Rights & How to
Respond
Speakers: Andrew Feldman & Sean Weiss
August 25, 2016
2pm EST
Predicting Like a Pro: Critical Skills for

Professional Development
Speaker: Frank Cohen
August 30, 2016
2pm EST

NAMAS Members: Watch your Email for
Registration Links
Non-Members: Email namas@namas.co to
learn how to attend these webinars

Save With PowerBuying
Save on Prescriptions

A Note From Our Tip Sponsor

FindACode is a quick and easy system that uses a simple
search to return accurate information for medical coding
and billing. Rather than searching through multiple books,
FindACode has combined the information into
one simple search!

Through DoctorsManagement's
PowerBuying division, you can
save on your prescriptions with our
FREE prescription drug card. The
card can save you up to 75% on
your prescription drugs- even if
you have insurance.
To receive your free prescription
drug card, email Craig King at
cking@drsmgmt.com

Click the image above to learn more about Find a Code

Easy Management System
Let the team at DoctorsManagement, LLC utilize their
Easy Management System (EMS) to perform a
comprehensive review of your practice and make
improvement recommendations.
EMS includes onsite practice visits, constant

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 image above to be added to our
email list!

communication even monthly meetings with physicians to
ensure your practice runs as smoothly as possible.
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Stay Infomed
Stay up to date with important news and
announcements from NAMAS. Follow our
social media pages to ensure you don't miss
a beat!
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