
cpt code physical therapy evaluation
cpt code physical therapy evaluation is a critical component in the medical billing and
coding process for physical therapy services. Understanding the specific CPT codes
related to physical therapy evaluations ensures accurate documentation, proper
reimbursement, and compliance with healthcare regulations. This article provides an in-
depth examination of the CPT codes used for physical therapy evaluations, their
definitions, the criteria for selecting appropriate codes, and common billing practices.
Additionally, it explores the differences between various evaluation codes and offers
guidance on how to properly document evaluations to support coding decisions. Whether
you are a physical therapist, medical coder, or healthcare administrator, this
comprehensive guide will enhance your knowledge of CPT code physical therapy
evaluation and optimize your billing procedures.
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Overview of CPT Code Physical Therapy
Evaluation
The CPT code physical therapy evaluation refers to the set of procedure codes defined by
the American Medical Association (AMA) that describe the initial assessment performed
by a physical therapist. These codes are essential for billing insurance providers and
communicating the complexity of the evaluation performed. The primary CPT codes used
for physical therapy evaluations are within the range 97001 to 97161, with updated codes
reflecting the complexity and time spent during the evaluation. Understanding these codes
is vital for ensuring accurate billing and avoiding claim denials.

Purpose of Physical Therapy Evaluation Codes
Physical therapy evaluation codes are designed to categorize the initial assessment of a
patient's condition to develop a treatment plan. The evaluation typically includes a review
of the patient's medical history, physical examination, assessment of functional limitations,
and establishment of goals. The CPT codes allow providers to convey the complexity and
time involved in the evaluation process, which directly impacts reimbursement rates.



Importance in Medical Billing
Accurate use of CPT code physical therapy evaluation is crucial for proper reimbursement
from Medicare, Medicaid, and private insurers. Incorrect coding can lead to claim denials,
delayed payments, or audits. Therefore, physical therapists and billing specialists must be
well-versed in the CPT guidelines to select the appropriate evaluation code based on the
services rendered.

Types of Physical Therapy Evaluation CPT Codes
There are several CPT codes that represent physical therapy evaluations, each differing by
complexity and time requirements. The American Medical Association updated these
codes to better reflect the clinical decision-making involved in the evaluation process.

Low Complexity Evaluation (97161)
The low complexity evaluation CPT code (97161) applies when the therapist performs an
assessment with a limited review of medical and clinical history and a problem-focused
examination of body systems. The clinical decision-making is straightforward, and the
evaluation typically requires 20 minutes of face-to-face time with the patient.

Moderate Complexity Evaluation (97162)
The moderate complexity evaluation CPT code (97162) is used when the evaluation
involves an expanded review of history and examination of multiple body systems. Clinical
decision-making is of moderate complexity, and the evaluation usually takes about 30
minutes. This code reflects a more detailed assessment than the low complexity level.

High Complexity Evaluation (97163)
The high complexity evaluation CPT code (97163) is reserved for evaluations involving a
comprehensive review of the patient's history and a detailed examination of multiple body
systems. Clinical decision-making is complex, and the evaluation generally requires 45
minutes of face-to-face time. This code indicates a thorough and detailed assessment.

Re-Evaluation Code (97164)
In addition to initial evaluation codes, the CPT code 97164 is used for physical therapy re-
evaluations. This code applies when the therapist reassesses the patient’s status after a
significant change in condition or progress, which may necessitate modification of the
treatment plan. Re-evaluations are typically less extensive than initial evaluations but
require documentation supporting the need for reassessment.



Criteria for Selecting the Appropriate CPT Code
Choosing the correct CPT code physical therapy evaluation depends on several factors,
including the complexity of the patient’s condition, the extent of the history and
examination, clinical decision-making, and time spent.

Components Influencing Code Selection
The following components are considered when selecting an evaluation code:

History: The depth of medical, social, and functional history reviewed.

Examination: The number of body systems or elements evaluated during the
physical examination.

Clinical Decision Making: The complexity of establishing a diagnosis, prognosis,
and treatment plan.

Time: The actual face-to-face time spent performing the evaluation with the patient.

Time Guidelines and Their Role
Although time is an important factor, CPT guidelines emphasize that code selection should
primarily be based on the complexity of the evaluation rather than time alone. However,
time spent can support code choice, especially when documentation clearly shows the
duration of the evaluation. The AMA provides time estimates associated with each
evaluation complexity level, which can guide therapists and coders in their decisions.

Documentation Requirements for Physical
Therapy Evaluations
Proper documentation is critical to justify the use of any CPT code physical therapy
evaluation. Documentation must be detailed, accurate, and reflect the components of the
evaluation performed.

Key Elements to Document
Documentation should include the following elements:

Patient’s relevant medical history and chief complaints

Details of the physical examination and body systems assessed



Clinical findings and assessment of functional limitations

Clinical decision-making process, including diagnosis and prognosis

Time spent face-to-face with the patient during the evaluation

Plan of care and goals established

Supporting Clinical Decision-Making
Clinical decision-making must be evident in the documentation to support the complexity
level of the evaluation code chosen. This includes describing how the information gathered
influences the treatment plan and any referrals or recommendations made. Clear
documentation reduces the risk of claim denials and enhances compliance with payer
requirements.

Common Billing Practices and Compliance
Billing physical therapy evaluations accurately requires adherence to coding guidelines,
payer policies, and regulatory standards. Compliance is essential to avoid audits,
penalties, and reimbursement issues.

Typical Billing Scenarios
Common billing scenarios for CPT code physical therapy evaluation include:

Initial evaluation for a new patient presenting with a musculoskeletal injury1.

Re-evaluation following a significant change in patient condition2.

Evaluation of patients with chronic conditions requiring ongoing assessment3.

Use of appropriate complexity codes based on clinical findings4.

Tips for Avoiding Billing Errors
To minimize billing errors, providers should:

Ensure thorough and accurate documentation that supports code selection

Stay updated on CPT code changes and payer-specific guidelines



Use time documentation to substantiate the complexity and duration of evaluations

Verify patient insurance coverage and preauthorization requirements

Conduct regular training for coding and billing staff

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the CPT code for a physical therapy evaluation?
The CPT codes for physical therapy evaluations are 97161, 97162, and 97163, which
correspond to low, moderate, and high complexity evaluations respectively.

How do I choose the correct CPT code for a physical
therapy evaluation?
The correct CPT code is selected based on the complexity of the evaluation, considering
factors like patient history, examination, clinical decision making, and severity of the
condition. 97161 is low complexity, 97162 is moderate complexity, and 97163 is high
complexity.

Can multiple physical therapy evaluations be billed on
the same day?
Typically, only one physical therapy evaluation can be billed per day per patient.
Subsequent visits are billed using re-evaluation codes or therapeutic procedure codes.

What documentation is required to support a physical
therapy evaluation CPT code?
Documentation should include patient history, examination findings, clinical decision-
making, assessment, and plan of care, indicating the complexity level to justify the
selected CPT code.

Are physical therapy evaluation CPT codes reimbursable
by Medicare?
Yes, Medicare reimburses physical therapy evaluation CPT codes 97161, 97162, and
97163, provided the services are medically necessary and properly documented.

What is the difference between a physical therapy



evaluation and re-evaluation CPT code?
A physical therapy evaluation (97161-97163) is an initial assessment with comprehensive
documentation, while a re-evaluation (CPT code 97164) is a subsequent assessment to
update the plan of care or monitor progress.

How has the CPT coding for physical therapy
evaluations changed recently?
As of 2017, the CPT codes for physical therapy evaluations were updated to three-tier
codes (97161, 97162, 97163) reflecting low, moderate, and high complexity, replacing the
single code 97001.

Can physical therapy evaluation CPT codes be used for
telehealth services?
During certain circumstances, such as the COVID-19 public health emergency, some
payers allowed physical therapy evaluations via telehealth, but coverage varies. It's
important to verify with individual payers.

Additional Resources
1. Understanding CPT Codes for Physical Therapy Evaluation
This book offers a comprehensive guide to the most current CPT codes used in physical
therapy evaluations. It breaks down complex coding terminology into easy-to-understand
language, helping therapists and billing specialists accurately document and bill services.
Included are practical examples and common scenarios to improve coding accuracy and
compliance.

2. The Essential Guide to Physical Therapy Evaluation and Billing
Focusing on the intersection of clinical practice and medical billing, this book explores the
detailed process of conducting physical therapy evaluations alongside proper CPT coding.
It covers documentation requirements, coding guidelines, and payer-specific nuances. This
resource is ideal for clinicians seeking to enhance their understanding of billing protocols.

3. CPT Coding for Rehabilitation Professionals: Physical Therapy Edition
Specifically tailored for rehabilitation therapists, this book delves into CPT coding with an
emphasis on physical therapy evaluation services. It provides updated coding rules,
modifiers, and case studies that highlight common billing pitfalls and how to avoid them.
The text also incorporates the latest regulatory changes affecting therapy reimbursement.

4. Physical Therapy Documentation and CPT Coding Handbook
This handbook serves as a practical tool for therapists aiming to streamline their
documentation and CPT coding processes. It outlines step-by-step instructions for
recording evaluation findings and linking them to appropriate CPT codes. The book also
discusses compliance issues and strategies for successful audits.

5. Mastering CPT Codes for Physical Therapy Evaluations and Treatments



Designed for both beginners and experienced professionals, this book covers a broad
spectrum of CPT codes related to physical therapy evaluations and treatments. It includes
detailed explanations of code selection criteria, billing sequences, and reimbursement
strategies. The author also reviews real-world examples to enhance learning.

6. Physical Therapy Evaluation: Clinical and Coding Perspectives
Combining clinical insights with coding expertise, this book provides a dual perspective on
physical therapy evaluations. Readers will find guidance on performing thorough
assessments as well as accurately applying CPT codes for billing. The text emphasizes the
importance of linking clinical documentation to coding to ensure proper reimbursement.

7. Billing and Coding for Physical Therapy Services: A Practical Approach
This book addresses the challenges of billing and coding for physical therapy services,
with a significant focus on evaluation codes. It elucidates payer policies, coding updates,
and documentation best practices. Therapists and billing staff will find tools and tips to
optimize revenue cycles and reduce claim denials.

8. Physical Therapy CPT Coding Made Simple
A user-friendly resource, this book simplifies the complexities of CPT coding related to
physical therapy evaluations. It breaks down coding categories and includes visual aids
such as charts and tables for quick reference. The straightforward approach makes it a
valuable guide for students and practicing professionals alike.

9. Compliance and Coding Strategies for Physical Therapy Evaluations
This book emphasizes compliance with coding regulations and offers strategies to navigate
the evolving landscape of physical therapy billing. It discusses common compliance issues,
audit preparation, and documentation enhancement techniques. The focus on CPT codes
for evaluations helps ensure that therapists meet both clinical and regulatory standards.
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