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Clinical Validation Denials: How to Play and Win the Game

Carrie Alme, MD
Physician Advisor, Hospitalist, Associate Professor of Medicine
Froedtert and the Medical College of Wisconsin
Milwaukee, WI
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• Carrie Alme, MD, is a Physician Advisor for Froedtert Hospital
in Milwaukee and an Associate Professor and Internal
Medicine Hospitalist at the Medical College of Wisconsin. She
has been a Physician Advisor for eight years, focusing on
utilization review and denials. She continues her 15 years as a
Hospitalist specializing in advanced heart failure and enjoys
advocating for patients.
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Learning Outcomes

• At the completion of this educational activity, the learner will be able to:
– Recognize the ways clinical validation denials are an increasing foe for Physician Advisors 

and hospital systems

– Evaluate potential allies and specific processes to enable short-term wins

– Examine options to approaching conversations with Administration and Payors for sustained 
positive impact
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Overview

• Background: Definition and exploring the problem

• Short Game: Work the system in place

• Long Game: Work to change the system
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Personal Happiness With DRG Work
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Background
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What Are DRG Denials?

• In these denials, auditors assert that the diagnosis or condition coded is not 
valid for “clinical reasons” 

DRG 293 292 291

Acute Heart Failure Exacerbation 
(Diastolic or Systolic)
• No Comorbid Condition
• No Major Comorbid 

Condition

Heart Failure
• Yes CC
• No MCC

Heart Failure
• +/‐ CC
• Yes MCC

CMI 0.6737 0.9707 1.4809

GMLOS 2.1 days 3.9 days 5.8 days

Payment $6066.51 $7982.18 $11367.19
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The Problem

• Increasing Volume
– At our academic tertiary care center of 700 beds, the percent of these denials of a single 

payer census has increased 6.5-fold over the course of 5 years (0.82% to 5.34% of their 
covered patients)
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The Problem
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The Problem

• Flooding the Zone
– Increasing amount of lower dollar denials 
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The Problem
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The Problem

• Moving Target
– Varying clinical definitions used by Payors and even used by third parties contracted to work 

for the same Payor.

• Prolonged Process
– Multiple touches required: Appeals take 2, 3, 4 attempts.

• Infringement on Doctor/Patient Relationship
– "Even though sepsis was documented in the H&P, progress notes and discharge summary, 

it is the hospital's responsibility to make sure the diagnosis was accurately documented."
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The Short Game: Work the System in Place
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The Short Game: Work the System in Place

• Tracking System
– Creation of a centralized way to know the status of denials (for us, a shared excel 

document). This allows for prioritization of effort and adequate analysis of data to drive 
change over time.

– What to track: Appeal dates, outcomes, diagnosis denied, payor, third party, dollars at risk, 
internal communication…

– Add in a grading system of likelihood to win
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The Short Game: Work the System in Place

• Key Players
– Identifying team members who understood the nuances of clinical validation:

• Coding Support Coordinator

• Physician Advisors

• Clinical Documentation Specialists

• Coding Specialist

– Once a denial is identified for the appeal process by the Physician Advisor/Clinical 
Documentation Specialist, our Clinical Documentation Specialist writes an appeal utilizing 
templates designed to address Payor clinical definition discrepancies

– We utilize coding support for nuances that undoubtedly arise along the way
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The Short Game: Work the System in Place

• Pick what to appeal
– Various factors to consider: Amount of resources, win rates, efficiency

• Keep appealing
– Keep succinct, make templates, address what is being denied, ask for payor criteria 

(same language)

• Increasing autonomy 
– Use your CDI staffs’ expertise
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The Short Game: Work the System in Place

The Inpatient 
Provider

Patient 
Satisfaction 

Scores!

Document 
Everything!

Discharge 
Early! No, 

Earlier!

Use Order 
Sets!

Call the PCP! Call the 
Family! Make All Their 

Appointments!

Decrease 
LOS!
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The Short Game: Work the System in Place

Teach to the Test

• 96% of the time, providers will be 
doing no value add

• Rules constantly change

• Costs money to teach and reteach

• Documentation has an opportunity 
cost

Let Providers Be Providers

• Trained to diagnose and treat

• Maintain positive relationship

• Work on low-lying fruit—DO make 
clinicians aware that these types of 
denials are happening behind the 
scenes with key documentation 
points highlighted
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The Short Game: Work the System in Place

• Enhance Documentation
– Focus on the commonly denied diagnoses

• Sepsis

• Malnutrition

• Respiratory failure

• AKI/ATN
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Sepsis
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Sepsis Documentation Examples

• 1. Sepsis secondary to PNA—PNA seen on imaging, elevated procal and 
productive cough. Sputum cx pending. Sepsis with end organ dysfunction 
including AKI, AMS (GCS 14), thrombocytopenia, and hyperbilirubinemia.

• 2. AKI secondary to sepsis—replete with IVFs, treat underlying PNA/sepsis, 
monitor I/Os.

• 3. Hyperbilirubinemia secondary to sepsis—improving with treatment of 
underlying infection

• 4. Thrombocytopenia secondary to sepsis—improving with treatment of 
underlying infection
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Malnutrition Workflow
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Malnutrition Workflow
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The Long Game—Work to Change the System
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The Long Game—Work to Change the System

• Track the Data
– Find a system that works for you

– Pick your metrics (denials by payor, win rate on diagnoses, number of appeals, etc)

– Find meaningful ways to communicate the data

• May be time limited with your audience, make it impactful and consistent
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The Long Game—Work to Change the System

• Engage with the C-Suite
– Scope of the problem

• Trends

• What’s at risk

Money at 
Stake

Percent of 
Available
Cases 
Denied

Percent of 
Total
Hospitalized 
Patients

Single 
Payer
Sample

$2.0 Million3.57%27%2019

$3.6 Million6.40%28%2020
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The Long Game—Work to Change the System

• Engage with the C-Suite
– Speak their language: less interested in Payor’s behavior and more interested in financial 

bottom line

– Preparation for the ask of future resource needs

31

32

Copyright 2023, HCPro, a division of Simplify Compliance LLC and/or the session speakers. All rights reserved. These materials may not be copied without written permission.



33

The Long Game—Work to Change the System

• Payor relations
– Understand their classification systems

• Ask them for the clinical definitions they are using (know their rule book!)

• Get the annual updates

– Regular meetings at a cadence that works for you ***

– Work towards exchanging data

– Provide appropriate pushback when they aren’t playing the game appropriately and when 
the clinical definitions provided aren’t evidenced-based

34

The Long Game—Work to Change the System

• Engage with Contracting
– Collaborate with your contracting department to improve the process over time

– We presented clinical validation denials data, including the rapidly increasing volumes 
and egregious examples of conflicting clinical criteria in the same payor’s denials

– We meet with Contracting and Payors jointly to hold Payors accountable
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Summary

• Current trends show DRG denials are increasing in frequency

• Short game
– Build your team and data tracking system

– Appeal succinctly, stay in the game

– Work on documentation but don’t go overboard

• Long game
– Engage with the C-Suite

– Contracting is one of your most valuable partners

– Hold Payors accountable and work on relationships

• Celebrate the wins!
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Thank you. Questions?

calme@mcw.edu

In order to receive your continuing education certificate(s) for this program, you must complete the 

online evaluation. The link can be found in the continuing education section of the program guide.
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