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Provider Types Affected: 
• Physicians and other practitioners who treat their patients with Hyperbaric Oxygen Therapy (HBO). 

Background 

In a 2000 report on HBO, the Office of Inspector General (OIG) found the following: 

• $14.2 million (of $49.9 million in allowed charges for outpatient hospital departments and physicians) 
was paid in error, either for beneficiaries who received treatments for non-covered conditions or when 
documentation did not adequately support HBO 

• An additional $4.9 million was paid for treatments deemed to be excessive  

The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) directed its Supplemental Medical Review Contractor 
(SMRC) to review claims for HBO Services from April 1, 2012 to March 31, 2013. Over the course of the study, 
2,000 claims were reviewed showing a 58% error rate based on National Coverage Determination and applicable 
Local Coverage Determination guidelines. 

Reasons for Denials - Insufficient Documentation/Unmet Coverage Timelines 

Medical records submitted lacked documentation to support the provided HBO services as medically reasonable 
and necessary. The documentation was missing: 

•	 Specific timelines and goals for therapy. For example, the documentation simply stated “continue HBO” or 
“until healed” 

•	 Radiology and pathology reports confirming diagnosis, such as osteomyelitis or gas gangrene 
•	 Monitoring for improvement or lack of improvement of the treated condition 
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In addition, when documentation was provided, descriptions of diabetic wounds did not meet Wagner criteria 
for Grade three (III) or four (IV) wounds and therapy was provided beyond the 30 days allowed under Medicare 
coverage guidelines. 

Wagner System: 

The Wagner system is a system for diagnosis & treatment of “the dysvascular foot.” The system is composed of 6 
grades based on the depth of the ulcer, infection, and gangrene. 

Grade 0 Grade I Grade II Grade III Grade IV Grade V 
Intact Skin Superficial 

without 
penetration 
deeper layers 

Deeper reaching 
tendon, bone, or 
joint capsule 

Deeper with 
abscess, 
osteomyelitis, or 
tendonitis 

Gangrene of 
some portion 
of the toes or 
forefoot 

Gangrene 
involving the 
whole foot or 
enough of the 
foot that no local 
procedures are 
possible 

To Prevent Denials 

For any service to be covered by Medicare, including HBO services, it must: 

•	 Be eligible for a defined Medicare benefit category 
•	 Be reasonable and necessary for the diagnosis or treatment of illness or injury, or to improve the functioning 
of a malformed body member 

•	 Meet all other applicable Medicare statutory and regulatory requirements 

With regard to HBO, providers must submit all documentation that supports the medical necessity of the services 
billed. The medical necessity requirements for Medicare coverage of HBO therapy are set forth in the Medicare 
National Coverage Determinations Manual, Chapter 1, Part 1, Section 20.29. 

Diabetics may be eligible for Medicare HBO services if the following conditions exist: 

•	 The patient is a Type I or Type II Diabetic 
•	 The patient has a lower extremity wound 
•	 The patient has a wound that is Grade III or greater on the Wagner scale 
•	 Documentation indicates that the patient has not responded to standard wound care for the past 30 days 
•	 Other considerations when billing Medicare for HBO services: 

- HBO therapy should not be a replacement for other standard successful therapeutic measures 
- Depending on the response of the individual patient and the severity of the original condition, treatment 
may range from less than 1 week to several months duration, the average being  
2 to 4 weeks 

 
  

Documentation of medical necessity must be provided for cases where the use of hyperbaric oxygen is required 
for more than 2 months, regardless of the patient’s condition, before further reimbursement is made. All providers 
and suppliers (not just hospitals and health systems) are responsible for maintaining compliance and ensuring that 
the HBO services provided are medically necessary and appropriately documented as required by Medicare. 
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http://www.cms.gov/manuals/downloads/ncd103c1_Part1.pdf
http://www.cms.gov/manuals/downloads/ncd103c1_Part1.pdf


 

Resources 

The following resources provide further information to guide proper billing of HBO services: 

For More Information About… Resource 

“National Coverage Determinations Manual,” Chapter 1, 
Part 1, Section 20.29 

https://www.cms.gov/Regulations-and-Guidance/ 
Guidance/Manuals/downloads/ncd103c1_Part1.pdf 

Medicare’s Coverage Issues Manual, transmittal 129, 
dated October 19, 2000 

https://www.cms.gov/Regulations-and-Guidance/ 
Guidance/Transmittals/downloads/R129CIM.pdf 

Diabetic Foot and HBO Indication - Akron General Hospital http://www.akrongeneral.org/web09/ppts/HO10/ SchlangerDiabFt.pdf 

“Medicare Claims Processing Manual,” Chapter 32, 
Section 30.1 

https://www.cms.gov/Regulations-and-Guidance/ 
Guidance/Manuals/downloads/clm104c32.pdf 

Project Y1P4 - SMRC’s Final Project Results: Hyperbaric 
Oxygen Therapy (HBO) Services 

https://strategichs.com/smrc/y1p4-hyperbaric-
oxygen-therapy-hbo-services/ 

Hyperlink Table 

Embedded Hyperlink Complete URL 

Medicare National Coverage Determinations Manual, 
Chapter 1, Part 1, Section 20.29 

https://www.cms.gov/Regulations-and-Guidance/ 
Guidance/Manuals/downloads/ncd103c1_Part1.pdf 

Check out CMS on: 

Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube 

The Medicare Learning Network® Disclaimers are available at http://go.cms.gov/Disclaimer-MLN-Product. 

The Medicare Learning Network®, MLN Connects®, and MLN Matters® are registered trademarks of the U.S. 
Department of Health & Human Services (HHS). 
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