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Medicare Ponders Medically ‘Unbelievable’ Edits
B Y  J OY C E  F R I E D E N

Associate  Editor,  Practice  Trends 

WA S H I N G T O N —  If you don’t like
medically “unbelievable” edits, how about
medically “unusual” ones?

Members of the Practicing Physicians
Advisory Council (PPAC), which advises
the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services (CMS) on issues of interest to
physicians, were upset about the name of
the proposed Medically Unbelievable Edits

program, which aims to find obvious errors
in Medicare claims—for example, a claim
for doing a hysterectomy on a male patient.

“ ‘Unbelievable’ is a value judgment,”
PPAC member Dr. Peter Grimm, a radia-
tion oncologist from Seattle, said at a re-
cent council meeting. “You’re going to get
immediate reaction from people, so
changing that word to ‘unusual’ doesn’t
change your [acronym] and really accu-
rately describes what you’re trying to do.”

Council member Dr. Carlos Hamilton,

an endocrinologist and executive vice
president for clinical affairs at the Uni-
versity of Texas Health Science Center in
Houston, said that “there is considerably
more angst in the medical community
about this issue than may immediately
appear.”

He noted that while the idea of using
anatomical edits seems workable, there
are often exceptions.

For example, one possible edit would re-
turn a claim if a surgeon took out two

spleens in the same patient on the same
day. “I’m not a surgeon, but [I know that]
there are some people who do have ac-
cessory spleens, and it is conceivable that
you might have to take out a second
spleen,” he said. “I really think you need
to come up with a modifier for situations
that don’t appear to be straightforward be-
fore you bring this [system] out.” 

PPAC member Dr. M. LeRoy Sprang, an
Evanston, Ill., ob.gyn., had another idea.
“How about ‘medically unexpected?’ It’s a
softer word, and it really covers what you
want to do. It’s just not as obnoxious as
‘unbelievable.’ ”

The program in question is designed to
detect implausible Medicare claims sub-
missions and avert inappropriate claims
payment, according to Lisa Zone, director
of the program integrity group at the
CMS Office of Financial Management. 

“I realize that this is an unfortunate ti-
tle,” she said. “We are trying to install ed-
its to detect true errors in the system.” 

A recent CMS report found that
Medicare’s national paid claims error
rate was 5.1%, “and we know that 1.7%
is related to improper coding or billing
errors,” Ms. Zone said. “When you look
at the federal dollars expended in the
coding error class, it’s in the billions of
dollars.”

The comment period for the proposed
program ended on June 19, and Ms. Zone
noted that “given that we’ve [already]
heard from various provider organizations
about the MUEs out there today for com-
ment, we are not going to be going for-
ward with the MUEs as they are.”

Instead, the office will look at the ed-
its as a whole and make decisions on the
best way to move forward. Initially, Ms.
Zone’s office will concentrate on devel-
oping edits to catch “anatomical” errors,
such as procedures performed on the
wrong body part. Then, they will ad-
dress edits for typographical errors—
someone bills for 500 units instead of 5,
for example. 

After those changes, the proposal will go
out for more comments. The MUEs will
not be implemented until at least January
of next year, and there will be a “test pe-
riod” beforehand, which will include an
appeals process, she said. ■
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