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Understanding the intricacies of the International Classification of Diseases, Tenth Revision, Clinical
Modification (ICD-10-CM) is essential for healthcare providers, coders, and medical billers. One key
aspect of this system is the use of brackets [ ] within the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index. These brackets
serve specific functions and provide critical guidance for accurate code selection, ensuring proper
documentation, billing, and statistical analysis. In this article, we will explore in detail what brackets
indicate in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index, their purpose, types, and best practices for correct
interpretation and usage.

Introduction to ICD-10-CM and Its Index

Before delving into brackets, it is important to understand the structure of the ICD-10-CM.

What Is the ICD-10-CM?
- The ICD-10-CM is a standardized classification system developed by the Centers for Medicare &
Medicaid Services (CMS) and the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS).
- It is used globally to code and classify diagnoses, symptoms, and procedures recorded in health
records.
- The system helps in billing, epidemiology, and health management.

The Role of the Alphabetic Index
- The ICD-10-CM contains two main components:
1. The Alphabetic Index (also called the Index of Diseases and Injuries)
2. The Tabular List (the code book)
- The Alphabetic Index facilitates quick and efficient code lookup by listing diagnoses alphabetically,
along with their corresponding codes.

Understanding Brackets [ ] in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic
Index

Primary Function of Brackets
The brackets [ ] in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index are used to:
- Indicate synonyms, alternative wording, or explanatory phrases.
- Show manifestation codes that are secondary to the main condition.



- Enclose manifestation or secondary diagnoses that are typically documented alongside the primary
diagnosis.
- Clarify or specify the context of the code selection.

Key Purposes of Brackets
- To provide additional description or clarification.
- To guide coders in selecting the most accurate code based on documentation.
- To denote supplemental information that influences code assignment.
- To distinguish between the main diagnosis and associated manifestations or complications.

Types of Brackets and Their Specific Uses

Understanding the different types of brackets and their specific purposes is essential for precise
coding.

1. Square Brackets [ ]
- Purpose: Indicate synonyms, alternative terms, or explanatory notes.
- Usage: When multiple terms or conditions describe the same condition, brackets clarify the
preferred terminology or provide additional info.
- Example:
- Fracture of the femur [thigh bone] indicates that the term "femur" may also be called "thigh bone,"
and either term may be used in documentation.

2. Curly Brackets { } (less common in ICD-10-CM)
- Purpose: Usually used in coding guidelines rather than the Index.
- Note: Not typically seen in the Alphabetic Index but may appear in coding instructions and
guidelines.

3. Parentheses ( )
- Purpose: Enclose supplementary words or explanations that are not essential in defining the
diagnosis.
- Usage: To include non-essential modifiers or descriptive phrases.
- Example:
- Gastritis (acute) indicates that 'acute' is a modifier that may or may not be documented.

How Brackets Influence Code Selection



Manifestation Codes and Their Use
- Brackets often surround manifestation codes, which describe symptoms or secondary conditions
related to a primary disease.
- These are used to specify that certain codes are to be used only as secondary or additional codes.

Guidance for Coders
- Brackets signal that the condition inside may be a manifestation, secondary diagnosis, or an
explanatory note.
- Coders must verify whether documentation supports the inclusion of these secondary conditions.
- Proper interpretation ensures compliance with coding guidelines and accurate billing.

Example of Manifestation and Primary Code
Suppose the Index lists:

Diabetes mellitus [non-insulin dependent] with diabetic retinopathy

Here:
- The phrase in brackets provides an alternative or clarification about the type of diabetes.
- The primary diagnosis code might be for diabetes mellitus, with additional codes for manifestations
like retinopathy.

Practical Examples of Brackets in the ICD-10-CM Index

Example 1: Clarification of Terminology
- Entry: Myocardial infarction [heart attack]
- Interpretation: The brackets clarify that "myocardial infarction" is also known as "heart attack."
Either term may be used, but the code is assigned based on the documented term.

Example 2: Manifestation Codes
- Entry: Hypertension [high blood pressure] with hypertensive chronic kidney disease
- Here:
- The brackets clarify the common term "high blood pressure."
- The code selection will include the primary diagnosis of hypertension and a secondary code for the
kidney disease.

Example 3: Alternative Terms or Synonyms
- Entry: Infarction of the lung [pulmonary infarction]
- The brackets indicate a synonymous term, helping coders recognize alternate phrases in
documentation.



Best Practices for Interpreting Brackets in ICD-10-CM

- Verify Documentation: Always ensure that the clinical documentation supports the inclusion of
secondary diagnoses or manifestations indicated within brackets.
- Consult the Tabular List: Use the Tabular List to confirm the appropriate code based on the guidance
provided by the Index.
- Follow Official Guidelines: Adhere to the official ICD-10-CM coding guidelines, which specify how to
interpret brackets.
- Be Aware of Context: Recognize whether brackets are used for synonyms, manifestation codes, or
explanatory notes, as this impacts code choice.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

- Misinterpreting Brackets as Optional: Brackets are part of the Index notation and indicate specific
guidance, not optional information.
- Ignoring Documentation: Do not assign codes based solely on index terms; ensure that the clinical
documentation matches the index description.
- Overlooking Manifestation Codes: Failure to recognize that brackets may denote secondary
conditions can lead to incomplete or incorrect coding.

Conclusion

Brackets [ ] in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index are a vital tool for accurate coding. They serve to
clarify terminology, indicate synonyms, and highlight manifestation or secondary diagnoses that
influence code selection. Correct interpretation of brackets ensures compliance with coding
guidelines, facilitates precise billing, and enhances the quality of health data collection. By
understanding the purpose and proper usage of brackets, healthcare professionals and coders can
improve their accuracy and efficiency in navigating the complex world of ICD-10-CM coding.

---

Summary of Key Points:
- Brackets [ ] provide clarification, synonyms, and indication of manifestation codes.
- They help distinguish primary diagnoses from secondary or related conditions.
- Proper interpretation relies on verifying documentation and consulting coding guidelines.
- Awareness of the different types of brackets and their functions minimizes coding errors.

Developing a thorough understanding of brackets in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index is essential for
accurate medical coding, effective communication, and optimal reimbursement processes.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the primary purpose of brackets [] in the ICD-10-CM
Alphabetic Index?
Brackets in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index are used to enclose synonyms, alternative wording, or
explanatory notes that are not part of the main diagnosis term.

How do brackets [] help in interpreting the ICD-10-CM
Alphabetic Index entries?
Brackets indicate additional information or clarifications that assist coders in understanding the
correct diagnosis code, such as synonyms or subordinate terms.

Are brackets [] used to denote tentative or uncertain
diagnoses in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index?
No, brackets are not used to indicate uncertainty or tentative diagnoses; they are used for
supplemental information like synonyms and notes.

Can brackets [] contain instructions or coding guidance in the
ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index?
Yes, brackets may include instructions or guidance to help select the most appropriate code based on
the context.

What is the difference between brackets [] and parentheses ()
in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index?
Brackets [] enclose synonyms, explanations, or additional notes, whereas parentheses () are used to
enclose non-essential modifiers or supplementary information that does not affect the code choice.

Do brackets [] influence the selection of the final diagnosis
code in ICD-10-CM coding?
Yes, brackets provide important context and clarifications that can influence the accurate selection of
the appropriate diagnosis code.

Are brackets [] used in the ICD-10-CM Tabular List as well as
the Alphabetic Index?
Brackets are primarily used in the Alphabetic Index; the Tabular List uses different symbols and
formatting for notes and instructions.
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Understanding the intricacies of medical classification systems is essential for healthcare
professionals, coders, and administrators alike. Among these, the ICD-10-CM (International
Classification of Diseases, Tenth Revision, Clinical Modification) stands out as a vital tool for accurate
diagnosis coding, billing, and statistical analysis. One feature that often causes confusion for those
new to the system is the use of brackets—specifically, square brackets [ ]—within the ICD-10-CM
Alphabetic Index. So, what do brackets indicate in this context, and how does their proper
interpretation impact coding accuracy? This article explores the significance of brackets in the ICD-10-
CM Alphabetic Index, providing clarity through detailed explanations and practical examples.

---

Introduction to ICD-10-CM and Its Index

The ICD-10-CM is a comprehensive coding system developed by the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid
Services (CMS) and the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS). It provides a standardized
language for reporting diseases, conditions, injuries, and other health-related issues.

The ICD-10-CM coding process involves two main components:

- The Tabular List: A detailed, organized list of codes and descriptions.
- The Alphabetic Index: An alphabetical listing of conditions, symptoms, and related terms, guiding
users to the appropriate codes.

The Alphabetic Index simplifies the process of locating the correct diagnosis code by listing terms
alphabetically, with cross-references, notes, and conventions designed to aid in accurate coding.

---

The Role of Brackets in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index

Within the Alphabetic Index, brackets [ ] serve as crucial indicators that convey specific instructions or
clarifications. Recognizing what these brackets signify ensures that coders select the most accurate
and compliant codes.

Key functions of brackets in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index include:

- Indicating additional information about the condition or manifestation.
- Signaling alternative codes or related conditions.
- Denoting inclusions, exclusions, or clarifications.
- Showing non-essential modifiers that do not affect the main diagnosis code.

Understanding these functions requires examining the specific contexts in which brackets are used.

---

The Different Types of Brackets and Their Meanings



In the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index, brackets can appear in various forms, each with a distinct
implication:

1. Square Brackets [ ] — Enclosure of Additional or Clarifying Terms

Primary purpose: To include terms that are related to, or clarify, the main term listed. These are
typically non-essential modifiers that help specify the diagnosis but do not alter the core code.

Example:

- Fracture of the radius [with dislocation]

Here, "with dislocation" is enclosed in brackets, indicating that the dislocation is a related condition
that can be documented but does not necessarily change the primary fracture code unless specified.

Implication for coders: When brackets contain additional descriptors, coders should consider whether
those descriptors are present in the medical record and whether they influence the chosen code.

---

2. Brackets Indicating Synonyms or Alternate Terms

Sometimes, brackets list synonyms or alternate terminology for a condition.

Example:

- Cataract [opacity of the lens]

In this case, "opacity of the lens" is a descriptive term within brackets, helping clarify the condition.

Implication: Use the terminology that best matches the documentation, but recognize that the
bracketed term provides an alternative label.

---

3. Brackets Signaling Inclusion or Exclusion Notes

The Index may include brackets to denote notes that guide whether a code includes or excludes
certain conditions.

Example:

- Diabetes mellitus [E10-E14]

Although this example uses an en dash, brackets may also contain notes like:

- Infection [bacterial]

which suggests the code refers specifically to bacterial infections associated with the main term.

Implication: Such brackets inform the coder about the scope of the diagnosis or condition, guiding



proper code selection.

---

The Significance of Brackets in Code Selection and Documentation

Accurate coding hinges on understanding what brackets denote. Misinterpretation can lead to
undercoding, overcoding, or non-compliance with coding standards, impacting billing, reporting, and
patient records.

Important points:

- Brackets are non-essential modifiers: They provide additional details but do not necessarily change
the assigned code unless the documentation specifies their presence.
- Presence of brackets does not override the main term: The primary diagnosis is usually based on the
main term in the index, with brackets offering supplementary information.
- Brackets assist in differentiating between similar conditions: They help distinguish, for example,
between a simple fracture and one with complications or additional features.

---

Practical Examples of Brackets in the ICD-10-CM Alphabetic Index

To illustrate how brackets work in practice, consider the following scenarios:

Example 1: Clarification of Condition

- Anemia [iron deficiency]

This indicates that the anemia is specifically due to iron deficiency. If the medical record confirms iron
deficiency anemia, the coder should select the corresponding code. If another type of anemia is
documented, the brackets guide the coder to the appropriate classification.

Example 2: Indicating Manifestations or Complications

- Chronic kidney disease [stages 1-5]

Brackets specify the stages, which are crucial for precise coding. The coder must then select the code
that reflects the stage documented in the record.

Example 3: Alternative or Related Terms

- Myocardial infarction [heart attack]

Here, "heart attack" is an alternative term for myocardial infarction, providing clarity and aiding in
matching the documentation with the correct code.

---

How to Use Brackets Effectively in Coding Practice



Coders should adhere to the following best practices when encountering brackets:

- Read carefully: Always review the brackets to understand their context and implications.
- Cross-reference documentation: Ensure that the patient's medical record supports the specific
details within brackets.
- Consult official coding guidelines: Use the ICD-10-CM Official Guidelines for Coding and Reporting to
interpret brackets correctly.
- Verify with the Tabular List: Many bracketed notes or clarifications are further explained in the
Tabular List, providing additional context.
- Avoid assumptions: Do not infer conditions or details not documented; brackets do not substitute for
proper documentation.

---

Common Challenges and Misconceptions

Despite their apparent simplicity, brackets can sometimes cause confusion. Common issues include:

- Misinterpreting brackets as mandatory modifiers: Brackets are typically non-essential and do not
require documentation unless the specific condition is present.
- Ignoring brackets that contain important details: Sometimes, bracketed terms are critical for
accurate coding, especially when they specify stages, types, or causes.
- Overlooking the difference between brackets and parentheses (): Parentheses often contain
instruction notes or alternate terms, whereas brackets generally include clarifications or additional
information.

---

Conclusion: The Importance of Understanding Brackets in ICD-10-CM

In the complex world of medical coding, knowing the significance of brackets in the ICD-10-CM
Alphabetic Index is vital for ensuring accurate, compliant, and efficient coding practices. Brackets [ ]
serve as tools for clarification, synonyms, and inclusion/exclusion notes that guide code selection.
Recognizing their purpose helps prevent coding errors, supports precise documentation, and
ultimately contributes to better healthcare reporting and reimbursement.

By mastering the interpretation of brackets, healthcare professionals and coders can navigate the
ICD-10-CM system with confidence, ensuring that each diagnosis is accurately captured and
appropriately represented in medical records and billing processes. As with all coding standards,
continuous education and attention to detail remain key to leveraging the full potential of the ICD-10-
CM Alphabetic Index.
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