Working with Workers’ Compensation Patients

Workers’ Compensation (WC) insurance can be the easiest type of insurance to work with. Some practitioners make most of their living providing services to workers’ comp patients. That means it is useful for you to know something about this type of patient and the ins and outs of playing the workers’ comp game. 

Workers’ Compensation is an industrial or corporate insurance program required in all states to cover employees who are injured while on the job or in the course of their employment. Acupuncture coverage, the amount paid and number of visits allowed vary based on the type of injury, the specific insurance policy, and from state to state.  In Colorado, practitioners may see a patient without a referral from an MD for up to 14 visits and in Wisconsin, …. . However, while a California acupuncturist is reimbursed and average of $65-70 for an acupuncture treatment, a Colorado practitioner is reimbursed (by at least one major WC carrier in that state) only $31.01. What this means is that you need to contact your state WC agency or the specific insurance companies that provide employers with WC insurance and find out how much they pay for which CPT codes. This information may help you determine whether or not you choose to treat WC patients, or at least how much time you will spend with that type of patient visit.

Additionally, while some states have only one company who covers all workers in that state, other states have many insurance companies offering workers compensation coverage. When this is the case, each insurance company may have a different policy regarding reimbursement for acupuncture coverage. And, while it may often be the case that workers comp coverage for acupuncture is quite fair and even generous, complete examinations, clear chart notes and frequent report submission are almost always required with workers compensation patients. Samples of chart notes, and a typical workers compensation report are on the companion CD Rom.*

In researching Workers Compensation information in various states we have determined that most states where acupuncture is legal do allow acupuncture as a covered service in their WC policies.  However, as stated above, levels of payment for services vary widely, as do which CPT codes may be billed.  Furthermore, some states have their own specific codes that are different from the standard CPT codes and you need to know these in order to fill out the HCFA form correctly. When I called a local insurance company telling them I was doing research for an article about WC coverage for acupuncture, the customer service person was very helpful and gave me all the information I requested with no questions asked.  You will likely have the same experience.

Information regarding your state’s current laws regarding worker’s compensation benefits for acupuncture and herbal medicine and CPT codes accepted for billing can be obtained by calling the Labor Office in your state. You can find contact information for each state office by going to http://www.comp.state.nc.us/ncic/pages/all50.htm#top, or open this link from the companion CD  Rom or for a complete listing of state contact information. When you contact your state’s workers’ compensation department, you want to ask some specific questions to help clarify your position within this system. First and most important, is acupuncture a covered benefit under workers’ compensation in your state? You will also need to find out if patients need a medical referral prior to commencing acupuncture treatment, and what your reporting responsibilities are. 

Finally, ask what the CPT codes they require for billing acupuncture and are those codes different from the standard codes used by regular health insurance carriers. Some companies may be able to fax you a standardized letter listing all the codes. We have included some forms and instructions from states that we were able to contact on the companion CD.* Many states offer information and assistance or ombudsmen who can be helpful for getting correct information on billing and specifics of coverage.  If you work in a state where businesses have many different insurance company choices, you will need to contact the insurance company directly, similarly to the description in the previous chapter.

