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UNDERSTANDING THE INTERQUAL CRITERIA MANUAL
2021: A GUIDE FOR HEALTHCARE PROFESSIONALS

In the fast-paced world of healthcare, where clinical decisions
must balance patient welfare with operational efficiency,
standardized tools are invaluable. Among the most trusted
resources for this balancing act is the Interqual Criteria
Manual 2021. This manual serves as a critical framework for
utilization management, helping clinicians, case managers, and
administrators determine the most appropriate level of care for
patients. While the landscape of medical guidelines is constantly
evolving, the 2021 edition of Interqual remains a benchmark for
ensuring that care is not only clinically sound but also medically
necessary and delivered in the right setting. This article provides
an in-depth exploration of what the Interqual Criteria Manual
2021 offers, why it matters, and how it continues to shape
modern healthcare delivery.

WHAT IS THE INTERQUAL CRITERIA MANUAL 2021?

The Interqual Criteria Manual 2021 is a comprehensive set of
evidence-based clinical guidelines developed to support

healthcare professionals in making consistent and defensible
decisions about patient care. Published by McKesson (now part of
Change Healthcare), Interqual has been a staple in hospitals and
health insurance organizations for decades. The 2021 edition
represents a significant update, incorporating the latest medical
research, regulatory changes, and feedback from clinical experts
to refine the criteria for patient admissions, continued stays, and
discharge planning.

At its core, the manual is designed to answer a fundamental
question: Is this patient’s condition severe enough to require
hospitalization, or can they be safely managed in an outpatient or
observation setting? By providing specific, objective criteria,
Interqual helps reduce subjective variability in clinical decision-
making, which in turn supports better resource allocation, cost
control, and patient outcomes. The 2021 edition continues this
tradition with enhanced granularity and updated thresholds for
common conditions.

Evolution from Previous
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Editions

While earlier versions of Interqual focused primarily on adult
medical and surgical care, the Interqual Criteria Manual 2021
expanded its scope to include more nuanced criteria for
behavioral health, pediatric, and neonatal populations. The 2021
update also refined the severity of illness and intensity of service
(SI/1S) framework, making it easier for reviewers to match clinical
findings with the appropriate level of care. These refinements
were driven by real-world data and changes in practice patterns,
such as the increased use of minimally invasive procedures and
shorter hospital stays.

KEY FEATURES AND UPDATES IN THE 2021 EDITION

The Interqual Criteria Manual 2021 is not just a simple list of
rules; it is a dynamic tool that reflects contemporary best
practices. Some of its most notable features include:

e Enhanced Severity of lliness and Intensity of Service
Criteria: The SI/IS framework remains the backbone of
Interqual. In the 2021 edition, these criteria were updated
to reflect changes in diagnostic technology and treatment
protocols. For example, thresholds for lab values, vital
signs, and imaging findings were adjusted to better
differentiate between patients who require acute care and
those who can be managed at a lower level.

e Updated Medical Necessity Guidelines: The manual
provides clear guidelines for determining medical necessity

for hundreds of diagnoses and procedures. The 2021
edition includes new algorithms and decision trees that
help clinicians navigate complex cases with multiple
comorbidities.

¢ Integration with Behavioral Health: Recognizing the
growing need for standardized criteria in mental health and
substance use treatment, the 2021 manual expanded its
behavioral health section. This includes criteria for inpatient
psychiatric care, partial hospitalization, and intensive
outpatient programs.

e Pediatric and Neonatal Criteria: The 2021 edition
introduced more age-specific parameters for children and
neonates, addressing the unique challenges of assessing
illness severity and treatment needs in younger
populations.

¢ EHR and Software Compatibility: While the manual
itself is a printed or PDF document, the criteria are
designed to be integrated into electronic health record
(EHR) systems and utilization management software. This
allows for real-time decision support and automated review
processes.

These updates ensure that the Interqual Criteria Manual 2021
remains a current and reliable resource for healthcare
organizations striving to improve care coordination, reduce
unnecessary admissions, and comply with payer requirements.

HOW THE INTERQUAL CRITERIA MANUAL IS USED IN

2 Interqual Criteria Manual 2021

2023-12-17



Interqual Criteria Manual 2021 3

HEALTHCARE SETTINGS

The practical applications of the Interqual Criteria Manual
2021 are vast, spanning multiple departments and roles within a
healthcare organization. Here is a closer look at how different
stakeholders use this tool:

Utilization Management
and Case Management

Utilization review (UR) nurses and case managers are the primary
users of Interqual. They apply the criteria to assess whether a
patient’s admission or continued stay meets the threshold for
acute care. If a patient’s condition does not meet the required
severity of illness or intensity of service, the reviewer may
recommend a lower level of care, such as observation status or
outpatient management. This process helps hospitals avoid
denials from payers and ensures that beds are available for
patients with genuine acute needs.

Physician Advisors and
Clinical Documentation

Specialists

Physician advisors work closely with UR teams to provide clinical
oversight. The Interqual Criteria Manual 2021 gives them a
standardized language to communicate with attending physicians
about the medical necessity of a patient’s stay. When
documentation is incomplete or ambiguous, the manual provides
clues about what specific findings need to be recorded to support
acute-level care. This is especially important for hospitals that
rely on accurate documentation for reimbursement.

Health Insurance and Payer
Review

Private insurers and government payers (such as Medicare) often
use Interqual-based criteria to evaluate claims. The 2021 manual
provides a consistent benchmark that both providers and payers
can reference, reducing the incidence of disputes. When a
hospital can show that a patient’s condition meets established
Interqual criteria, the likelihood of payment approval increases
significantly.

THE ROLE OF INTERQUAL IN UTILIZATION
MANAGEMENT

Utilization management (UM) is the process of ensuring that
healthcare services are used appropriately, efficiently, and in
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Manual 2021 is an essential component of any robust UM
program. It provides objective, evidence-based rules that help
organizations achieve several key goals:

e Reducing Unnecessary Admissions: By clearly defining
what constitutes an acute level of care, Interqual helps
prevent patients from being admitted to the hospital when
a less intensive setting would suffice.

e Optimizing Length of Stay: The manual includes criteria
for continued stay reviews, which help clinicians decide
when a patient no longer requires acute care and can be
safely discharged or transferred to a lower level of care.

e Improving Payer Relations: Using a widely recognized
standard like Interqual makes it easier to justify clinical
decisions to insurance companies, reducing the
administrative burden of appeals and denials.

e Enhancing Patient Safety: Ensuring that patients are
placed in the right level of care from the outset minimizes
risks such as hospital-acquired infections, medication
errors, and unnecessary procedures.

The Interqual Criteria Manual 2021 is particularly valuable in
today’s value-based care environment, where hospitals are
increasingly held accountable for both quality and cost. By using
this manual, organizations can demonstrate that they are
committed to delivering the right care, at the right time, in the
right setting.

MANUAL 2021 FOR HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS

Adopting the Interqual Criteria Manual 2021 offers numerous
advantages for healthcare providers, ranging from financial to
clinical to operational:

Enhanced Reimbursement
and Reduced Denials

One of the most immediate benefits is improved financial
performance. When hospitals consistently apply Interqual criteria,
they are less likely to experience claim denials related to medical
necessity. Even if a denial occurs, the manual provides a strong
foundation for a successful appeal. Many hospitals report a
significant reduction in denial rates after implementing Interqual-
based review processes.

Standardized Decision-
Making

Without a tool like Interqual, clinical decisions about level of care
can vary widely between physicians and hospitals. The Interqual
Criteria Manual 2021 brings consistency to these decisions,
ensuring that two patients with the same condition and severity
receive similar care. This standardization is especially important
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in large health systems with multiple facilities and diverse
medical staff.

Support for Clinical
Documentation
Improvement (CDI)

The manual is also a useful resource for CDI specialists. By
understanding the specific criteria that must be met for a given
diagnosis, CDI professionals can guide physicians to document
key findings more precisely. This not only supports medical
necessity but also improves the accuracy of diagnosis coding,
which affects reimbursement and quality metrics.

Improved Care
Coordination

When everyone on the care team uses the same criteria to
assess patient needs, communication becomes more
straightforward. Case managers, nurses, and physicians can all
refer to the same standard when discussing discharge planning
or transitions of care. The Interqual Criteria Manual 2021
includes specific guidelines for when a patient is ready for
transfer to a skilled nursing facility, home health, or
rehabilitation, facilitating smoother transitions.

CHALLENGES AND CONSIDERATIONS

While the Interqual Criteria Manual 2021 is a powerful tool, it
is not without its challenges. Healthcare professionals should be
aware of the following considerations when implementing or
using the manual:

 Clinical Judgment Still Matters: Interqual criteria are
guidelines, not rigid rules. There are always edge cases
where a patient’s clinical presentation does not neatly fit
the criteria. In such situations, physician judgment must
override the checklist approach. The manual itself
acknowledges that the criteria are meant to support, not
replace, clinical decision-making.

e Need for Regular Training: The criteria are detailed and
sometimes complex. To use them effectively, staff need
ongoing training and access to resources. Hospitals should
invest in regular education sessions for utilization review
nurses, case managers, and physician advisors.

e Updates and Version Control: Healthcare is rapidly
evolving, and criteria must keep pace. Organizations that
rely on older versions of Interqual (e.g., the 2019 or 2020
editions) may find themselves out of sync with payer
expectations. It is important to always use the most current
edition, such as the Interqual Criteria Manual 2021, and
to stay informed about subsequent updates.

* Integration with Technology: Manual chart reviews
using Interqual can be time-consuming. To maximize
efficiency, many hospitals integrate the criteria into their



EHR systems. However, this requires significant IT
resources and careful calibration to avoid alert fatigue.

BEST PRACTICES FOR IMPLEMENTATION

To get the most out of the Interqual Criteria Manual 2021,
healthcare organizations should follow these best practices:

1. Form a Multidisciplinary Committee: Include
representatives from utilization management, nursing,
medical staff, finance, and IT to oversee the
implementation and ongoing use of the criteria.

2. Customize Where Appropriate: While Interqual provides
national benchmarks, some organizations may need to
adapt certain criteria to reflect local practice patterns or
specific payer contracts. Any customization should be

carefully documented and approved.

. Conduct Regular Audits: Periodically review cases to

ensure that Interqual criteria are being applied consistently
and correctly. Use audit findings to identify training needs
or areas where the criteria may need clarification.

. Foster a Collaborative Culture: Encourage open

communication between utilization review staff and
attending physicians. The goal is not to police clinical
decisions but to support them with objective data. When
physicians understand that Interqual can help protect them
from denials and litigation, they are more likely to embrace
its use.

. Stay Current: Monitor for updates from the publisher and

participate in webinars or user groups to stay informed
about best practices and new features.
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