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Part B Insider (Multispecialty) Coding Alert

READER QUESTION: When Should You Use The 79 Modifier For Post-
Operative Issues?
How 'unrelated' is 'unrelated to the original surgery?

Question: A recent issue of Part B Insider advised coders to use the 79 modifier for post-operative complications (see
PBI, Vol. 8, No. 15). Shouldn't this be the 78 modifier?

New York Subscriber

Answer: You should use modifier 79 to report an unrelated procedure or service by the same physician during the
postoperative period, says Maxine Lewis with Medical Coding Reimbursement Management in Cincinnati. It's
pretty unusual that a complication of a procedure wouldn't be -directly related to the original procedure.-

Complications such as infection, hemorrhage or dehiscence are all complications of the original surgery. They -may
require additional services, but are still related to the original surgery,- says Lewis.

So you should be very careful about using the 79 modifier for complications in the postoperative period. It may be -
stretching the definition too far.-

Medicare won't pay for postoperative complications unless they require a return to the operating room, notes Lisa
Center, physician billing specialist and coder with Mt. Carmel Regional Center in Pittsburg, KS.

In that case, say experts, you should use the 78 modifier. But because the 78 modifier specifies a return to the OR, you
shouldn't use it for bedside or office services.

-Treatment for post-op complication that do not require a return to the OR may be billed to commercial payers when
contractually allowed,- Center adds.
So if you-re billing a non-Medicare payor for post-operative complications that didn-t require a return to the OR, the 79
modifier may be your least bad option, say experts.

Classic scenario: You would usually use the 79 modifier for a situation that really has nothing to do with the original
surgery, Lewis cautions.

For example: A patient falls and breaks his ankle. Three weeks later, because of his clumsiness with his ankle cast, he
trips on the stairway and breaks his wrist. The orthopedic surgeon would use the 79 modifier for the wrist fracture
casting.


