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In the realm of English grammar and effective communication, understanding how to
correctly modify words is essential. When multiple modifiers are used within a sentence,
their placement and hierarchy can significantly influence clarity and meaning. Properly
ranking modifiers ensures that sentences are not only grammatically correct but also
unambiguous and easily understood. This article explores the principles behind ranking
multiple modifiers, focusing on the fundamental criteria: meaning and proximity. By
mastering these concepts, writers and speakers can craft sentences that communicate
precisely what they intend.

Understanding Modifiers and Their Role in
Sentences

What Are Modifiers?

Modifiers are words, phrases, or clauses that provide additional information about other
elements within a sentence. They can describe, quantify, or qualify nouns, pronouns,
verbs, adjectives, or entire sentences. Common types of modifiers include adjectives,
adverbs, prepositional phrases, and dependent clauses.

For example:

- The quick fox jumps over the lazy dog. (Adjective modifying "fox")

- She sings beautifully. (Adverb modifying "sings")

- The book on the table belongs to Sarah. (Prepositional phrase modifying "book")

The Importance of Correct Modifier Placement

Misplaced modifiers can lead to confusion, unintended humor, or ambiguity. For instance:
- Incorrect: She almost drove her kids to school every day. (Meaning: She drove her kids,
nearly every day)

- Correct: She drove her kids to school almost every day.

In sentences with multiple modifiers, the hierarchy and placement become even more
critical to preserve clarity.



Principles for Ranking Multiple Modifiers

When multiple modifiers are attached to a single word or phrase, their order can
dramatically alter the sentence's meaning. The two primary criteria for ranking these
modifiers are:

1. Meaning (Significance and Specificity)
2. Proximity (Closeness to the Word Being Modified)

Let's delve into each.

Meaning: The Priority of Specificity and Logical
Sequence

Modifiers that convey more specific or essential information typically take precedence
over more general modifiers. For example, in the phrase "a red beautiful dress," the order
influences how the description is perceived. Usually, adjectives are ordered based on their
significance:

- Opinion (beautiful)

- Size (small)

- Age (new)

- Shape (round)

- Color (red)

- Origin (French)

- Material (cotton)

So, the correct order would be: a beautiful red cotton dress rather than a red beautiful
cotton dress.

In sentences with multiple modifiers, the most critical or closely linked modifier should
come first, followed by less essential descriptors.

Proximity: Closeness to the Modified Word

Modifiers generally should be placed as close as possible to the words they modify to
prevent ambiguity. For example:

- Correct: She wore a dress made of silk.

- Ambiguous: She wore a silk dress made of lace.

In the first, "made of silk" directly describes "dress," clarifying the material. In the second,
the placement might suggest "lace" is also a material of the dress, but the structure

emphasizes "silk" as the primary material.

When multiple modifiers are involved, placing each near its intended word ensures clarity.



Ranking Modifiers: The Key Principles

Based on the above, the complete rule for ranking multiple modifiers is:

When more than one modifier is submitted, the modifiers must be ranked by meaning (or
specificity) and then by proximity to the word being modified.

This means that:

- The most significant, specific, or opinion-based modifier should come first.

- Modifiers that clarify or refine the meaning should follow in order of importance.

- All modifiers should be placed as close as possible to the word they modify to maintain
clarity.

Practical Guidelines for Correct Modifier
Placement

1. Follow the Conventional Order of Adjectives
When multiple adjectives modify a noun, English tends to follow a conventional sequence:

Opinion > Size > Age > Shape > Color > Origin > Material

For example:
- A beautiful small old round red Italian leather bag.
- Correctly ordered: a beautiful small old round red Italian leather bag.

2. Use Punctuation to Clarify Multiple Modifiers

When modifiers are complex or lengthy, commas can help separate ideas:
- The man, wearing a bright red hat, smiled.
- The book, published in 1995, became a bestseller.

3. Avoid Dangling and Misplaced Modifiers

Ensure modifiers clearly refer to the intended words.
- Correct: Running quickly, she caught the bus.
- Incorrect: She caught the bus running quickly. (Could imply the bus was running quickly)

4. Maintain Logical Order in Phrases and Clauses

Order modifiers so that they logically build upon each other, avoiding confusion.



Examples Demonstrating Modifier Ranking

Example 1:

"She adopted a small, old, French, wooden table."

- Correct order based on meaning: a small, old, French, wooden table.

- Here, "small" and "old" are opinions or descriptions, "French" indicates origin, and
"wooden" specifies material.

Example 2:

"He bought a shiny, new, Italian, sports car."

- Correct order: a shiny, new, Italian, sports car.

- "Shiny" and "new" are opinions or states, "Italian" indicates origin, "sports" describes the

type.

Example 3:
"The student submitted a well-written, detailed, research paper."
- Order emphasizes quality and scope: a detailed, well-written, research paper.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

- Misordering adjectives: Always check whether the adjectives follow the conventional
sequence and whether the order makes sense in context.

- Overloading sentences with modifiers: Too many modifiers can clutter a sentence.
Prioritize the most important descriptors.

- Ignoring proximity: Place modifiers as close as possible to the words they modify to
prevent ambiguity.

- Misplaced modifiers in complex sentences: Use punctuation or restructuring to clarify
relationships.

Conclusion

When more than one modifier is submitted in a sentence, their correct ranking is crucial
for clarity and precision. The guiding principles are to rank modifiers first by their
meaning, significance, or specificity, and then by their proximity to the words they modify.
Adhering to these rules ensures that sentences are both grammatically correct and easy to
understand. Mastering the art of modifier placement enhances your writing style, reduces
ambiguity, and helps convey your message effectively. Whether you're crafting formal
reports, creative writing, or everyday communication, understanding how to rank multiple



modifiers is an indispensable skill for clear and impactful expression.

Frequently Asked Questions

When more than one modifier is submitted, the
modifiers must be ranked by then .

medical necessity, coding priority

What is the correct order for ranking multiple modifiers
when submitting multiple modifiers on a claim?

First by medical necessity, then by coding priority

Why is it important to rank modifiers correctly when
submitting more than one modifier?

Proper ranking ensures accurate billing, compliance, and appropriate reimbursement
based on medical necessity and coding guidelines

In the context of modifier submission, what does
ranking by medical necessity and coding priority help
prevent?

It helps prevent claim denials, audits, and ensures proper reimbursement

Which guidelines specify the order in which multiple
modifiers should be ranked?

The CMS and CPT coding guidelines recommend ranking by medical necessity first,
followed by coding priority

Additional Resources

When More Than One Modifier Is Submitted, The Modifiers Must Be Ranked By
Then

Understanding how to correctly apply modifiers in medical coding is crucial for ensuring
accurate billing, avoiding claim denials, and maintaining compliance with coding
standards. When multiple modifiers are submitted for a single procedure or service,
proper ranking and documentation are essential. The phrase "When more than one
modifier is submitted, the modifiers must be ranked by then " emphasizes the
importance of establishing a hierarchy or sequence to modifiers to reflect the most



accurate representation of the service rendered.

This detailed review will explore the principles behind modifier ranking, the reasons why
correct sequencing is vital, the guidelines established by the American Medical
Association (AMA), and practical strategies for coders to apply modifiers effectively.

Understanding Modifiers in Medical Coding

What Are Modifiers?

Modifiers are two-digit codes appended to CPT (Current Procedural Terminology) codes
that provide additional context or detail about the performed procedure or service. They
clarify circumstances that alter the procedure without changing its core definition, such
as:

- The location of the service

- The technician or provider involved

- The complexity or specific circumstances surrounding the service
- The need for increased or decreased resources

By adding modifiers, providers can communicate nuances that influence reimbursement,
compliance, or clinical documentation.

The Importance of Correct Modifier Application

Incorrect modifier usage can lead to:
- Claim denials or rejections
- Under- or overpayment

- Audits or compliance issues
- Confusion in medical records and future billing

Proper application and sequencing of modifiers help ensure that the claim accurately
reflects the service provided and that payers interpret it correctly.

The Principles Behind Modifier Ranking



Why Is Modifier Ranking Necessary?

When multiple modifiers are applicable to a single service, the sequence in which they are
listed can affect how the claim is processed and interpreted. Payers often have specific
rules about modifier hierarchy, and correct ranking ensures the modifiers communicate
the intended clinical or procedural nuance.

Key reasons include:

- Accuracy in clinical representation: Proper ranking reflects the true nature of the
service.

- Compliance with payer policies: Many insurance plans specify how modifiers should be
ordered.

- Maximizing reimbursement: Correct sequencing can prevent denials or delays.

- Audit readiness: Proper modifier order supports compliance and reduces audit risk.

The Hierarchy or Sequence of Modifiers

The general rule is that modifiers should be ranked based on:

1. The most significant or impactful modifier first: Typically, this is the modifier that most
directly affects reimbursement or the primary clinical aspect.

2. Subsequent modifiers based on specificity or relevance: After the primary modifier,
others should follow in order of importance, specificity, or logical sequence.

This hierarchy ensures that the modifier most relevant to the primary reason for the
service appears first, with subsequent modifiers providing additional, less critical details.

Blank Filling: The Common Practice of Ranking
Modifiers

The phrase "ranked by then " often appears in coding guidelines, and the
answer usually reflects the logical approach to sequencing modifiers:

"ranked by significance then alphabetically"
or
"ranked by clinical importance then code number"

However, most authoritative sources suggest that the sequence should be based on:

1. Significance or Impact on Reimbursement/Clinical Representation

This is the primary factor. The most impactful modifier should be listed first. For example,
if a modifier indicates a service was performed under specific circumstances that
significantly affect reimbursement, it takes precedence.



2. Specificity or Logical Sequence
After establishing significance, modifiers are ordered to reflect their relationship with
each other or the procedure. Less impactful or secondary modifiers follow the primary.

Guidelines from the American Medical
Association (AMA)

The AMA’s CPT guidelines provide essential directives on modifier usage:

- Modifier 51 (Multiple Procedures): When multiple procedures are performed during the
same session, the primary procedure is listed first, followed by secondary procedures with
the appropriate modifiers.

- Modifier 59 (Distinct Procedural Service): Indicates that procedures are separate and
distinct; it should be appended to the most appropriate service, and when multiple
modifiers are used, they should be sequenced to reflect clinical importance.

- Modifier 76 (Repeat Procedure by Same Physician): Used to indicate the repeat of a
service; its placement depends on the context of other modifiers.

Key point: The AMA emphasizes that, when multiple modifiers are appended, the sequence
should reflect the clinical or procedural importance, not just alphabetical order.

Practical Strategies for Modifier Sequencing

1. Identify All Applicable Modifiers

Begin by reviewing the procedure note, clinical documentation, and payer policies to
determine all modifiers that could apply. Common modifiers include:

- Location modifiers (e.g., RT, LT)

- Technical or professional component modifiers

- Severity modifiers

- Repeat modifiers

- Specific circumstance modifiers (e.g., 59, 51, 76)

2. Determine the Primary Modifier

The primary modifier should be the one that most significantly affects the interpretation,
reimbursement, or reflects the key clinical circumstance. Consider:

- Which modifier most clearly defines the service?



- Does any modifier change the reimbursement level?
- Is it mandated by payer policy?

Example: If a procedure was performed bilaterally, "RT" or "LT" would typically take
precedence as the primary modifier.

3. Sequence Remaining Modifiers by Relevance

After establishing the primary modifier, order other applicable modifiers based on:

- Clinical importance

- Specificity

- Payer guidance

- Logical sequence (e.g., modifiers indicating repeat procedures should follow those
indicating location or laterality)

4. Follow Payer-Specific Guidelines

Some payers have explicit instructions on modifier sequencing. Always verify payer
policies to ensure compliance.

5. Use Official Resources and Documentation

Consult the CPT manual, payer policies, and coding resources like the AMA’s CPT
Assistant, and the National Correct Coding Initiative (NCCI) edits for guidance.

Common Scenarios and Examples

Scenario 1: Multiple Modifiers Indicating Laterality and Service Modifiers
Suppose a right knee MRI was performed with contrast, and the service was repeated on
the same day by the same physician.

- Applicable modifiers:

- RT (Right Side)

- 26 (Professional Component)
- 76 (Repeat Procedure)

Sequence:

- Primary: RT (since laterality determines site)

- Secondary: 26 (indicates professional component)
- Tertiary: 76 (repeat of same service)

Result:
CPT code + RT + 26 + 76



Scenario 2: Modifier 59 and NCCI Edits
A provider performs two procedures during one session: a biopsy and an excision. The
procedures are distinct and separate.

- Modifiers:
- 59 (Distinct procedural service)
- 51 (Multiple procedures)

Sequence:
- Primary: 51 (indicates multiple procedures)
- Secondary: 59 (indicates the procedures are distinct)

Result:
CPT code for biopsy + 51 + 59

Scenario 3: Modifier 22 (Increased Procedural Services) with Modifier 76
A complex surgery takes longer than usual, and the same procedure is repeated on the
same day.

- Modifiers:
- 22 (Increased procedural services)
- 76 (Repeat procedure)

Sequence:
- Primary: 22 (since it indicates increased effort)
- Secondary: 76 (repeat)

Result:
CPT code + 22 + 76

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

- Ignoring payer-specific sequencing rules: Always verify if the payer has particular
instructions.

- Misordering modifiers: Applying modifiers alphabetically rather than by clinical
importance can lead to claim denials.

- Using unnecessary modifiers: Only apply relevant modifiers to avoid confusion.

- Omitting required modifiers: Missing essential modifiers can result in underpayment or
audit issues.

- Incorrect application of multiple modifiers: Ensure that modifiers are supported by
documentation and are appropriate for the service.



Conclusion

The principle that "When more than one modifier is submitted, the modifiers must be
ranked by significance then relevance" underscores the importance of thoughtful
sequencing in medical coding. Proper ranking ensures that claims accurately
communicate the clinical scenario, adhere to payer policies, and optimize reimbursement.

In practice, this means:

- Identifying the most impactful modifier based on clinical and billing significance.

- Following a logical sequence that reflects the service’s nuances.

- Consulting authoritative guidelines, payer policies, and documentation to support the
chosen order.

By mastering modifier ranking, coders and healthcare providers can improve claim
accuracy, reduce the risk of denials, and maintain compliance with coding standards. This
systematic approach fosters transparency, efficiency, and integrity in medical billing
processes.

Remember: Proper modifier sequencing isn’t just a coding requirement—it’s a reflection of
precise clinical communication that benefits providers, payers, and ultimately, patients.
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