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Goals of this Discussion

• Rationale for New Criteria involving Lumbar Spine Surgeries 
(LSS).

• Required Documentation for Review.
• Key Points of Streamlined Criteria.
• Effective Date for LSS Criteria is May 1, 2025.
• Question and Answer Session.
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Why Change Lumbar Surgery Review Criteria? 

• InterQual (IQ) has at least 34 pathways for review of spine surgery 
requests.

• Loose IQ boundaries and multiple pathways regarding fusion indications 
can lead to review inconsistencies and inefficiencies. They can also 
complicate straight-forward decisions.

• IQ lacks transparency and is not forward-facing, leaving requesting 
providers without feedback regarding the missing elements of their 
surgical request.
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Advantages of the new Alaska Medicaid Lumbar 
Spine Surgery Criteria (LSSC):
• Redundancies in pathways and subsets are removed. 

4 pathways for decompression
5 pathways for fusion

• LSSC format provides a stronger conceptual framework for review.
• LSSC provides a clearer criteria for fusion.
• Criteria are transparent and forward-facing.

Requesting providers know the requirements when submitting a request.

• Streamlined documentation requirements.
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Required Documentation for Every Surgical 
Request

• A note from the requesting surgeon or their physician’s assistant (PA) (with surgeon review and sign-off) 
documenting a detailed neurologic examination and a clear surgical plan. The plan should address how 
patient symptoms and exam findings correlate with lesions identified by imaging for each proposed level of 
surgery. This evaluation must be completed within six (6) months of the request of surgery authorization. 

• Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) (preferred) or computerized tomography (CT)-myelogram within twelve 
(12) months of the requested surgery. 
 Full radiologist’s report required for advanced imaging.

• Initial physical therapy (PT) evaluation note and succinct documentation summarizing conservative care 
trialed, including dates and duration.

• For all fusion requests: surgery. 
 results of flexion-extension x-rays completed within twelve (12) months of surgery.
 documentation of negative urine cotinine test within three (3) months of surgery.
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Key Elements of Lumbar Decompression Subsets

• “Decompression” encompasses one or more of the following 
procedures: discectomy, laminectomy, laminotomy, foraminotomy, far 
lateral decompression.

• Subjective complaints and objective findings must be correlated with 
significant imaging lesions for each level requested.

• On exam, one “hard” objective finding or 2 “soft” findings are required.
• There is a pathway to approval for patients with severe radicular pain 

and no exam deficits: a low volume SNRB.
• Neurogenic claudication if present must be clearly described.
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Key Elements of Lumbar Fusion Subsets

• If the patient has never had spine surgery at the requested level, the 
fusion guideline requires documentation of dynamic instability, grade 2 
spondylolisthesis or severe disc space collapse. The patient must also 
meet criteria for decompression.

• If a lumbar fusion is requested for a level with prior laminectomy, 
laminotomy, facetectomy or foraminotomy, criteria for fusion will be met 
if the patient meets criteria for decompression.

• All fusion requests require documentation of nicotine abstinence with a 
urine cotinine test.
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A Final Key Element

• If a discordant interpretation of advanced imaging between the surgeon 
and the radiologist is present in the chart, a radiologist overread or 
another independent radiologist review is required.
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Clinical Scenarios That Fall Outside Of These 
Guidelines
• Major trauma with acute spinal fracture
• Epidural abscess
• Vertebral osteomyelitis
• Metastatic cancer with spinal cord compression or pathologic fracture
• Complex spine surgery for severe scoliosis
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Choosing a Subset

• Service requested: decompression vs fusion.
• Primary Diagnosis: nerve compression from disc herniation, vs 

radiculopathy due to foraminal stenosis vs neurogenic claudication.
• Commonly, the primary imaging abnormality will drive the subset 

framing the request.
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Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 1D
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Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 2D
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Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 3D
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Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion  Criteria - Subset 4D
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Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 1F



16

Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 2F
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Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 3F
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Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 4F



19

Alaska Medicaid Lumbar Decompression and 
Fusion Criteria - Subset 5F
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Questions
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Criteria Location – To Be Posted Soon! 
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Additional Training Session 

• An additional training session will be held on Thursday, April 10.
• The same information is provided in both sessions. 
• Link to register: https://comaginehealth.zoom.us/meeting/register/-

huSBMy9T56gTdEoRvQd_A 

https://comaginehealth.zoom.us/meeting/register/-huSBMy9T56gTdEoRvQd_A
https://comaginehealth.zoom.us/meeting/register/-huSBMy9T56gTdEoRvQd_A
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