When There Is A Code First Note And An
Underlying Condition Is Present The What Condition

Should Be Sequenced

When There Is A Code First Note And An Underlying Condition Is Present The What Condition Should
Be Sequenced is a common scenario encountered in medical coding and billing. Proper sequencing of
diagnoses is crucial for accurate documentation, appropriate reimbursement, and compliance with
coding guidelines. Understanding how to interpret code first notes and determining the correct order of
diagnoses ensures that healthcare providers and coders adhere to official coding standards, such as

those set forth by the ICD-10-CM Official Guidelines for Coding and Reporting.

This article provides a comprehensive overview of the principles and best practices for sequencing
diagnoses when a code first note indicates an underlying condition is present. We will explore the
importance of sequencing, interpret the meaning of code first notes, analyze typical scenarios, and

offer step-by-step guidance to ensure accurate coding.

Understanding the Role of Code First Notes in Medical Coding

What Is a Code First Note?

A code first note in ICD-10-CM indicates that the underlying condition should be sequenced before the
manifestation or related condition. These notes are included within the official coding guidelines and
serve as instructions to coders about the correct order of diagnoses when multiple conditions are

present.



For example, a code first note may appear alongside a code for a complication or manifestation,
indicating that the underlying disease or condition must be coded first to accurately reflect the patient’s

clinical picture.

Importance of Following Code First Notes

Adhering to code first notes:

- Ensures compliance with coding guidelines

- Provides a complete and accurate picture of the patient's health status
- Supports appropriate reimbursement

- Facilitates data collection for epidemiological and quality reporting

- Avoids claim denials and audit issues

Key Principles for Sequencing Diagnoses with Underlying

Conditions

General Guidelines from ICD-10-CM Official Guidelines

The ICD-10-CM Official Guidelines for Coding and Reporting (latest edition) specify several principles

related to sequencing:

- Principle 1: The condition chiefly responsible for the patient's admission or encounter should be
sequenced first unless otherwise instructed by the guidelines.

- Principle 2: When an underlying condition and a manifestation are present, the underlying condition is
sequenced first if a code first note directs so.

- Principle 3: The manifestation code is sequenced second or as appropriate based on the



documentation.

When to Follow the Code First Note

In cases where a code has a "code first" note, this indicates that:

- The underlying condition must be coded first.
- The manifestation or complication is to be listed after the underlying cause.

- Failure to follow this sequencing can lead to inaccurate coding and potential claim rejections.

Common Clinical Scenarios and Sequencing Rules

Understanding typical situations where code first notes apply helps coders determine correct

sequence. Below are common scenarios:

Scenario 1: Underlying Disease with Manifestation

Example: A patient with pneumonia resulting from aspiration pneumonia.

- The aspiration pneumonia is the underlying cause.
- The pneumonia is a manifestation.

- The aspiration pneumonia code should be sequenced first, followed by the pneumonia code.

Guideline: Follow the code first note associated with the pneumonia code, which indicates that

aspiration pneumonia (the underlying cause) should be sequenced first.



Scenario 2: Complication Due to Underlying Condition

Example: Diabetic foot ulcer with osteomyelitis.

- The ulcer is a manifestation of diabetes.
- Osteomyelitis is a complication caused by the ulcer.
- The underlying diabetes should be sequenced first, per guidelines, with the ulcer and osteomyelitis

sequenced as appropriate.

Guideline: Always refer to the code first note on the manifestation to determine if the underlying

disease (diabetes) should be sequenced first.

Scenario 3: Underlying Chronic Condition with Acute Manifestation

Example: Chronic kidney disease (CKD) with acute kidney injury (AKI).

- CKD is the underlying condition.

- AKl is the manifestation.

- The code for CKD should be sequenced first when the documentation indicates the AKI is due to

CKD.

Guideline: Use the code first note on the AKI code to determine sequencing.

Step-by-Step Guidance for Sequencing Diagnoses with

Underlying Conditions

To ensure accurate coding, follow these steps:



1. Review the Documentation: Carefully examine the clinical documentation to identify all

diagnoses, including underlying conditions and manifestations.
2. Ildentify the Codes: Assign appropriate ICD-10-CM codes for each condition present.

3. Check for Code First Notes: Review the coding manual or electronic coding system for any "code

first" notes associated with the codes assigned.

4. Follow the Guidance: If a "code first" note exists, sequence the underlying condition first, then

the manifestation or complication.

5. Determine the Primary Diagnosis: The primary diagnosis should reflect the condition chiefly

responsible for the encounter, considering the sequencing instructions.

6. Sequence the Codes Accordingly: List the codes in the correct order on the claim form, with the

underlying condition first if indicated.

Special Considerations and Exceptions

While the above principles guide most coding scenarios, some exceptions and special considerations

include:

- Multiple Underlying Conditions: When multiple underlying conditions are present, sequence the one
most related to the principal reason for the encounter, following official guidelines.

- Chronic Conditions with Acute Exacerbation: When a chronic condition exacerbates, verify whether



the exacerbation is coded as a manifestation or as a separate condition.
- Coding for Outpatient vs. Inpatient Settings: Sequencing rules generally remain consistent, but

always verify specific payer or facility policies.

Importance of Accurate Coding for Reimbursement and Data

Integrity

Proper sequencing impacts:

- Reimbursement: Payors rely on correct sequence to determine appropriate reimbursement levels.
Incorrect sequencing can result in denied claims or reduced payments.

- Data Quality: Accurate data supports public health reporting, research, and quality measurement.
- Legal and Compliance Risks: Failure to follow official guidelines can lead to audits, penalties, and

compliance issues.

Resources for Coders and Healthcare Providers

- ICD-10-CM Official Guidelines for Coding and Reporting: The definitive resource for sequencing rules
and coding instructions.

- Coding Manuals and Electronic Tools: Use updated coding manuals, coding software, and coding
alerts within electronic health records.

- Continuing Education: Regular training keeps coders informed about guideline updates and best

practices.



Conclusion

Properly sequencing diagnoses when there is a code first note and an underlying condition present is
essential for accurate medical coding. The key is to carefully review the documentation, identify all
relevant diagnoses, and adhere to official coding guidelines that specify the sequencing order. When a
code first note instructs that an underlying condition should be sequenced first, that instruction must be

followed to ensure compliance, accurate reimbursement, and the integrity of health data.

By understanding the principles outlined in this article and applying them systematically, healthcare
providers and coders can confidently navigate complex coding scenarios, ensuring accurate reflection

of the patient's clinical picture and adherence to official standards.

Remember: Always consult the latest ICD-10-CM Official Guidelines and your facility's coding policies

to ensure compliance with current standards.

Frequently Asked Questions

When a code first note appears alongside an underlying condition, how
should the sequencing be determined?

The underlying condition should be sequenced first, followed by the code for the note indicating the

presence of a code first note.



What is the proper sequence when a code first note is present with an
underlying condition?

The underlying condition is sequenced before the condition indicated by the code first note.

Does the presence of a code first note affect the sequencing of
underlying conditions?

Yes, the underlying condition should be sequenced first, with the code first note indicating the need to

code a specific condition secondarily.

In ICD-10-CM coding, how should | sequence a condition when a code

first note is present?

Sequence the underlying condition first, then assign the code indicated by the code first note.

Are there exceptions to sequencing when a code first note is present
with an underlying condition?

Exceptions may exist based on specific coding guidelines; always refer to the official coding

instructions for clarification.

What is the significance of a code first note in relation to underlying
conditions?
A code first note indicates that the condition listed must be sequenced before the condition it affects or

is related to.

How should multiple underlying conditions be sequenced if a code first



note is involved?

Follow the official guidelines to determine the primary underlying condition, usually sequencing the

most significant one first.

When documenting diagnoses, how does a code first note influence
clinical documentation and coding?

It guides coders to sequence the underlying condition first and assign the appropriate codes

accordingly.

Can a code first note change the default sequencing of diagnoses?

Yes, it directs that the underlying condition be sequenced before other related conditions, which may

differ from default sequencing.

What resources should coders consult when uncertain about
sequencing with a code first note and underlying conditions?

Coders should consult the official ICD-10-CM coding guidelines, the instruction manuals, and official

coding updates for clarification.

Additional Resources

When There Is A Code First Note And An Underlying Condition Is Present The What Condition Should

Be Sequenced

Understanding the proper sequencing of diagnoses in medical coding is critical for accurate
representation of a patient's condition, appropriate reimbursement, and meaningful data collection. One
particularly nuanced aspect of coding involves situations where a code note indicates that a "Code

First" instruction is present, and an underlying condition is also documented. Navigating these



instructions effectively ensures compliance with coding standards such as the ICD-10-CM guidelines
and prevents potential errors that could impact billing or data integrity. This article provides a
comprehensive exploration of this complex topic, examining the principles, rules, and best practices to

determine the correct sequencing in such scenarios.

Introduction to Code First Notes and Underlying Conditions

What Is a Code First Note?

In the ICD-10-CM coding system, a "Code First" note appears as an instructional note attached to a
specific code. Its purpose is to guide coders on the proper sequencing of diagnoses when multiple
conditions are present. Specifically, a Code First note indicates that the underlying condition must be
coded before the manifestation or complication code. These notes are crucial because they help
establish the correct clinical picture and ensure the coding reflects the true etiology of the patient's

condition.

For example, a code for a complication such as a skin ulcer might have a Code First note instructing
coders to assign the underlying condition—say, diabetes mellitus—first. Proper adherence to these

instructions maintains consistency with coding guidelines and supports accurate data analytics.

Understanding Underlying Conditions

An underlying condition, often called the primary or root cause, is the initial health issue that leads to
other health problems or manifestations. Recognizing and coding the underlying condition correctly is

vital because it provides context for the secondary diagnoses and helps determine the root cause of



the patient's presentation.

In clinical practice, underlying conditions may be chronic diseases such as diabetes, hypertension, or
longstanding infections. When these underlying issues contribute to other complications, such as

infections or injuries, the coding must reflect this relationship.

ICD-10-CM Guidelines Governing Sequencing

Official Coding Guidelines for Sequencing

The ICD-10-CM Official Guidelines for Coding and Reporting (OGCR) outline the rules for sequencing

diagnoses, especially when multiple conditions are involved. Key points include:

- When a primary condition and a related complication or manifestation are both present, the primary
or underlying condition should generally be sequenced first, followed by the manifestation.

- When a code includes an instructional note "Code First" or similar, the underlying condition must be
coded first unless instructed otherwise.

- The presence of a "Code First" note indicates that the code it is attached to is a manifestation or

complication, requiring the underlying condition to be coded first.

These guidelines emphasize that proper sequencing supports accurate reflection of the patient's

clinical picture, facilitates appropriate reimbursement, and complies with coding standards.

Implications of Incorrect Sequencing

Incorrect sequencing can lead to several issues:



- Coding errors that may result in claim denials or delays.
- Inaccurate data collection affecting healthcare analytics and epidemiological tracking.
- Potential compliance issues if coding does not align with official guidelines.

- Impact on reimbursement, especially if the underlying condition is deemed more severe or relevant.

Therefore, understanding and applying the correct sequencing rules is essential for all coding

professionals.

Deciphering ""Code First" Notes in Practice

Identifying the Correct Sequence

When encountering a code with a "Code First" note, the following steps should be taken:

1. Review the code's note: Determine if it instructs to code an underlying condition first.

2. Identify the underlying condition: Review the patient's record to confirm the presence of the
diagnosed underlying condition.

3. Sequence the codes accordingly: Assign the underlying condition code first, followed by the

manifestation or complication code.
For example, consider a patient with a diabetic foot ulcer:

- The code for the ulcer has a "Code First" note indicating that diabetes mellitus must be coded first.

- The correct sequence would be to code diabetes mellitus first, then the ulcer.

Examples of Common Scenarios



- Diabetes with foot ulcer: Diabetes (with a Code First note) should precede the ulcer code.

- Pneumonia due to aspiration: If the pneumonia code has a "Code First" note, it indicates the
aspiration underlying cause must be coded first.

- Chronic kidney disease with hypertensive heart disease: The sequencing depends on whether one is

the underlying cause of the other, guided by clinical documentation and coding rules.

Special Considerations in Sequencing

Multiple Underlying Conditions

In cases where multiple underlying conditions are present, the clinician's documentation and the nature

of the conditions determine sequencing. The general approach is:
- Sequence the condition that is the primary etiology of the manifestation.

- If documentation supports, code all underlying conditions, but the order should reflect the clinical

priority and causality.

Manifestations Versus Underlying Conditions

Manifestations are the clinical signs or symptoms resulting from an underlying disease. When coding:

- The underlying condition is coded first.
- The manifestation is coded second, especially if the manifestation is significant to clinical

management or reimbursement.



Exceptions and Special Situations

- Some codes may have a "Use Additional Code" note rather than "Code First," requiring the coder to
include both codes without necessarily sequencing one before the other.
- Certain conditions may have combination codes that include both the underlying condition and

manifestation, simplifying sequencing.

Practical Application and Best Practices

Steps for Accurate Sequencing

1. Carefully review the entire clinical documentation to identify all relevant conditions.

2. Identify any "Code First" or "Use Additional" notes attached to codes.

3. Determine causality and clinical significance based on documentation.

4. Sequence the underlying condition first if indicated, followed by the manifestation or complication.

5. Verify the sequence with official coding guidelines and coding references.

Utilizing Coding Tools and Resources

- Use the ICD-10-CM coding manual for notes and instructions.
- Refer to coding software and online coding tools for updates.
- Consult official guidelines periodically, especially when guidelines are updated annually.

- Engage in coder training and continual education to stay current with complex scenarios.



Documentation and Communication

- Ensure clinical documentation clearly states causality, especially when sequencing is critical.
- When in doubt, seek clarification from the healthcare provider.

- Educate clinical staff on the importance of detailed documentation to facilitate accurate coding.

Conclusion: Ensuring Correct Sequence for Accurate Coding

and Data Integrity

The presence of a "Code First" note along with an underlying condition requires careful analysis and
adherence to coding guidelines. Proper sequencing not only guarantees compliance but also ensures
that the patient's clinical picture is accurately reflected, which impacts reimbursement, statistical
analysis, and quality reporting. By thoroughly reviewing coding instructions, understanding causality,
and maintaining robust documentation, healthcare providers and coders can navigate these complex

scenarios effectively.

In summary, when faced with a code that has a "Code First" note and an underlying condition present,
the general rule is to code the underlying condition first, followed by the manifestation or complication.
This approach aligns with official guidelines, supports accurate data collection, and fosters compliance
with coding standards. As medical coding continues to evolve, staying informed and meticulous will

remain essential for all professionals engaged in this vital aspect of healthcare administration.
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