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Introduction

In the fast-paced world of healthcare documentation, clinicians and medical coders often face the challenge of
quickly determining whether a patient meets the stringent criteria set forth by InterQual. Whether you're a seasoned
professional or a newcomer to the field, having a reliable reference guide can streamline your workflow, reduce
errors, and ultimately improve patient outcomes. This article presents a comprehensive InterQual cheat sheet—an
essential tool that distills complex decision rules into an easily digestible format. By the end of this guide, you'll
understand how to navigate InterQual’s vast landscape, apply its criteria accurately, and integrate the cheat sheet
into your daily practice.

What is InterQual?

InterQual, a product of the Healthcare Financial Management Association (HFMA), is a set of evidence-based
guidelines used across the United States to assess the appropriateness of medical services. These criteria inform
decisions about hospital admissions, length of stay, discharge planning, and the use of specialized services such
as rehabilitation or home health care. InterQual’'s goal is to ensure that patients receive care that is both clinically
appropriate and cost-effective, thereby supporting value based payment models and reducing unnecessary
utilization.

Why Use a Cheat Sheet?

InterQual documents are dense, often spanning hundreds of pages with intricate tables and flowcharts. While the
original materials are exhaustive, they can be time consuming to reference during a busy shift. A cheat sheet
condenses the most frequently used criteria into a quick reference format, enabling:

* Rapid Decision Making: Clinicians can instantly verify whether a patient meets admission or discharge
thresholds.

¢ Consistency: Standardized use of the cheat sheet reduces variability in documentation and coding.

e Compliance: Accurate application of InterQual criteria helps avoid audit findings and potential penalties.

¢ Education: New staff members can learn key concepts faster when they have a clear, organized reference.

Key InterQual Criteria Covered in the Cheat Sheet

The cheat sheet is organized by the most common categories of care. Each section highlights the primary criteria,
scoring ranges, and typical thresholds. Below is an overview of the main categories.

Acute Care Criteria

Acute care criteria determine whether a patient should be admitted to an acute care hospital. The cheat sheet lists
the following key elements:

« Vital signs stability (e.g., heart rate, blood pressure)
e Laboratory values (e.g., serum creatinine, white blood cell count)
¢ Radiographic findings (e.g., chest X ray, CT scan results)



¢ Functional status (e.g., ability to perform activities of daily living)
» Risk for complications (e.g., infection, decompensation)

Chronic Care Criteria

For patients with chronic conditions such as heart failure, COPD, or diabetes, InterQual provides criteria for
ongoing management and hospitalization triggers. The cheat sheet emphasizes:

« Symptom severity (e.g., dyspnea, chest pain)

« Medication adjustments (e.g., dose escalation, new drug initiation)
e Monitoring needs (e.g., telemetry, continuous glucose monitoring)
Functional decline (e.g., reduced mobility, cognitive changes)

Procedure Criteria

Procedural decision making relies heavily on InterQual’s procedural criteria, which assess the necessity and timing
of interventions such as surgeries, endoscopies, or imaging studies. The cheat sheet highlights:

« Indication hierarchy (e.g., emergent vs. elective)

e Pre operative risk assessment (e.g., ASA classification)
e Post operative monitoring requirements

« Expected length of stay based on procedure type

Hospitalization Criteria

Hospitalization criteria determine the appropriate level of care—whether a patient needs inpatient, observation, or
outpatient services. Key points on the cheat sheet include:

¢ Acute physiological instability

« Need for complex monitoring or interventions

e Social determinants of health (e.g., home environment, support system)
« Discharge planning resources (e.g., home health, rehabilitation)

Rehabilitation Criteria

Rehabilitation criteria guide decisions about inpatient rehab, outpatient therapy, or home based services. The cheat
sheet outlines:

¢ Functional mobility goals (e.g., walking distance, stair climbing)
* Neurological status (e.g., stroke, spinal cord injury)

e Psychosocial factors (e.g., motivation, caregiver availability)
 Risk for falls or complications during therapy

How to Use the Cheat Sheet Effectively

Having a cheat sheet is only half the battle; using it correctly is essential for maximizing its benefits. Below are
practical steps and tips for integrating the cheat sheet into your workflow.

Step by Step Process

1. Identify the Clinical Scenario: Determine whether the patient requires acute care, chronic management,
procedural evaluation, hospitalization assessment, or rehabilitation planning.

2. Locate the Relevant Section: Flip to the corresponding category on the cheat sheet—Acute Care, Chronic
Care, Procedure, Hospitalization, or Rehabilitation.

3. Check Key Criteria: Review the bullet points or tables for the specific criteria that apply to your patient.

4. Score the Patient; Assign values based on objective data—vital signs, labs, functional status, etc.



5. Compare to Thresholds: Match your scores to the thresholds indicated on the cheat sheet to determine
appropriateness.

6. Document Findings: Record your assessment in the patient’s chart, noting the InterQual criteria met.

7. Plan Accordingly: Use the outcome to guide admission, discharge, or procedural decisions.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

¢ Overlooking Social Factors: InterQual criteria often include social determinants; neglecting these can lead to
incorrect classification.

¢ Misinterpreting Scoring Ranges: Some criteria have overlapping ranges; double check the exact thresholds.

¢ Using Outdated Versions: InterQual updates its guidelines annually; ensure your cheat sheet reflects the
latest edition.

¢ Failing to Document Source: Cite InterQual criteria in your documentation to support audit findings.

* Relying Solely on the Cheat Sheet: Use it as a guide, not a substitute for clinical judgment.

Integrating the Cheat Sheet into Your Workflow

To reap maximum benefits, the cheat sheet should be seamlessly incorporated into both digital and paper based
systems. Below are strategies for each approach.

Digital Tools and Apps

Many healthcare organizations now use electronic health record (EHR) systems that can embed InterQual criteria.
Consider the following:

e Smart Forms: Create EHR templates that pull InterQual criteria into patient encounters.

« Clinical Decision Support (CDS): Configure alerts that trigger when a patient’s data meets or falls short of
thresholds.

« Mobile Apps: Use handheld devices to access the cheat sheet on the go, ensuring real time reference.

¢ Data Analytics: Leverage reporting tools to monitor compliance and identify patterns of over or under utilization.

Print vs. Digital

While digital tools offer convenience, printed cheat sheets remain valuable, especially in high volume settings or
during power outages. Tips for effective print usage:

e Use a laminated, pocket size version for quick reference.
¢ Place copies on workstations or in nurses’ stations.
e Update printed copies annually to reflect guideline changes.

Real World Scenarios and Examples

Understanding how the cheat sheet applies in everyday situations helps solidify its utility. Below are two illustrative
cases.

Case Study 1: Acute Chest Pain

A 58 year old male presents with sudden onset chest pain radiating to the left arm. Vital signs reveal a heart rate of
110 bpm and blood pressure of 140/85 mmHg. Laboratory work shows troponin | at 0.12 ng/mL. The InterQual
acute care criteria for myocardial infarction include:

e Chest pain duration >30 minutes
* Positive troponin
e ST segment changes on ECG



¢ Hemodynamic instability

Using the cheat sheet, the clinician quickly scores the patient: pain duration met, troponin positive, ECG pending,
hemodynamics stable. The threshold for admission is met, and the patient is transferred to the cardiac unit.
Documentation cites InterQual criteria 1.3 and 1.4, supporting the admission decision during audit.

Case Study 2: Post Operative Rehabilitation Planning

A 72 year old woman underwent total knee arthroplasty. Post operative day 1 shows a pain score of 6/10, limited
range of motion (0—30°), and dependence on a walker. InterQual rehabilitation criteria for inpatient rehab include:

e Functional mobility

Risk of falls > moderate

* Need for specialized equipment (e.g., gait trainer)
¢ Social support insufficient for home care

The cheat sheet confirms that the patient meets criteria for inpatient rehabilitation. The care team arranges for a PT
consult and schedules a transfer to a rehab facility. Documentation notes InterQual criteria 5.2 and 5.5, ensuring
clarity for billing and compliance.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

What is the difference between InterQual and other appropriateness criteria?

InterQual is one of several evidence based tools, alongside the American College of Surgeons National Surgical
Quality Improvement Program (ACS NSQIP) and the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE)
guidelines. InterQual is widely adopted in the U.S. for hospital admission and service utilization decisions.

How often are InterQual criteria updated?

The HFMA typically releases updated InterQual criteria every two to three years. It is crucial to keep your cheat
sheet current by checking the HFMA website or subscribing to their updates.

Can | use the cheat sheet for billing purposes?

Yes. The cheat sheet helps you document that services were medically necessary according to InterQual. This
documentation supports accurate coding and reduces the risk of
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