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Hospitals Take a Hit from Line-Item Denials; CDM Contract
Language May Reduce Them

By Nina Youngstrom

Claim denials based on coding and medical necessity soak up a lot of attention, but Medicare and commercial
payers also are plucking charges off claims, attorneys say. Hospitals may want to put a lid on these line-item
denials during contract negotiations with health plans, when they could review the charge description master
(CDM), which lists the prices of every hospital service. It will be hard for payers to complain about charges if they
don’t raise objections upfront, lawyers say.

Without monitoring line-item denials, hospitals could be sacrificing 5% to 10% of their expected net revenue on
the commercial side, said attorney Stephen Goff, with King & Spalding in Sacramento. There’s also an
opportunity to improve compliance. “Out of 20 times we think the health plan is wrong, we find two or three
times where the provider needs to change its chargemaster to make it more compliant,” he said at an Aug. 27
webinar sponsored by the law firm.

In line-item denials, payers won’t recognize items as separately billable or replace them with a different line
item, Goff said. “I’m talking about chargemaster denials,” he explained. “Almost all line-item denials are done
to reduce reimbursement. They’re not done by commercial plans to show you they know about codes.” Payers
can’t deny or change line items without itemized bills, however. “When you submit claims electronically, they
will pend the claim and ask for an itemized bill. That’s the tip off they will do some kind of a desk audit,” Goff
said.
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