
cpt codes for telehealth counseling
The integration of telehealth has fundamentally reshaped how mental health and behavioral health
services are delivered, making it more accessible and convenient for patients. At the heart of this
transformation lies the accurate coding and billing of these virtual sessions. Understanding the
correct cpt codes for telehealth counseling is not just a procedural necessity; it’s crucial for
reimbursement, practice management, and ensuring providers are compensated fairly for their
valuable services. This article delves deep into the intricacies of telehealth CPT codes, exploring the
specific codes used, the modifiers that are essential for proper billing, and the evolving landscape of
telehealth reimbursement. We will also touch upon the various types of telehealth services and how
they map to distinct CPT codes, offering a comprehensive guide for mental health professionals
navigating this increasingly digital frontier.

Table of Contents
Understanding Telehealth CPT Codes
Core CPT Codes for Telehealth Counseling
Essential Modifiers for Telehealth Billing
Differentiating Telehealth Service Types
Navigating Place of Service Codes
Common Pitfalls in Telehealth Coding
The Future of Telehealth Coding

Understanding Telehealth CPT Codes

The world of medical billing relies on a standardized system of codes to describe the services
rendered to patients. For telehealth counseling, these codes, specifically Current Procedural
Terminology (CPT) codes, are the universal language used by healthcare providers, payers, and
government agencies. They ensure that every session, whether conducted in person or remotely, is
accurately documented and billed, facilitating the claims process and enabling providers to receive
appropriate reimbursement. Without a solid grasp of these codes, practices risk claim denials,
delayed payments, and potential compliance issues. It's a complex yet vital area of practice
management that requires ongoing attention and education as regulations and coding guidelines
evolve.

The shift towards telehealth has necessitated a careful examination and often an adaptation of
existing CPT codes, as well as the introduction of new ones. The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid
Services (CMS) and other major payers have provided specific guidance on how to apply these codes
to virtual visits, acknowledging the unique delivery method. This guidance is not static and often
changes, making it imperative for billing staff and clinicians alike to stay informed about the latest
updates. Essentially, learning the correct cpt codes for telehealth counseling is an investment in the
financial health and operational efficiency of any practice embracing virtual care.

Core CPT Codes for Telehealth Counseling



When providing mental health counseling via telehealth, several core CPT codes are frequently
utilized. These codes represent the fundamental evaluation and management services that form the
backbone of most therapeutic interventions. It’s important to remember that the choice of code often
depends on the complexity of the patient’s condition, the time spent in session, and the level of
medical decision-making involved. The specific codes you'll see most often fall under the Evaluation
and Management (E/M) services, particularly those adapted for psychiatric and psychological services.

Psychiatric Diagnostic Evaluation (New Patient)

For a new patient presenting for an initial psychiatric diagnostic evaluation, the CPT code 90792 is
typically used. This code encompasses a comprehensive psychiatric diagnostic interview examination
and the creation of a treatment plan. When this evaluation is conducted via telehealth, it is billed
using the same code but with the addition of a specific telehealth modifier, which we will discuss
later. This ensures that the payer understands the service was rendered remotely. The focus here is
on the thorough assessment of the patient’s mental health status, history, and the establishment of
an initial therapeutic relationship and plan.

Psychotherapy Codes

A significant portion of telehealth counseling involves psychotherapy sessions. The primary CPT codes
for psychotherapy are categorized by time and the focus of the intervention. For example, 90834 is
used for psychotherapy with an individual, 45 minutes in duration. Similarly, 90837 is for
psychotherapy with an individual, 60 minutes in duration. These codes are foundational for ongoing
therapeutic work. When these sessions are conducted remotely, they are billed using the same base
codes, but again, the telehealth modifier is critical for correct adjudication.

Beyond individual psychotherapy, other related codes might be applicable. For instance, 90832
represents psychotherapy with an individual, 30 minutes. Group psychotherapy sessions utilize
different codes, such as 90853 for group psychotherapy. The precise duration of the session and the
number of participants are key factors in selecting the correct psychotherapy code. It’s vital for
providers to meticulously track session times to ensure accurate coding and billing for these common
telehealth counseling services.

Psychological Testing and Interpretation

In some instances, telehealth counseling might involve psychological testing. CPT codes like 96101
(Psychological testing, including the interpretation and report of a battery of standardized
psychometric tests, administered by a psychologist or physician) can be used. When administering
and interpreting these tests remotely, specific guidelines from payers will apply, and appropriate
modifiers are necessary to denote the telehealth modality. This is less common for direct counseling
but can be a part of a comprehensive treatment plan initiated or managed via telehealth.



Essential Modifiers for Telehealth Billing

Modifiers are alphanumeric codes appended to CPT codes to provide additional information about the
service performed. For telehealth counseling, specific modifiers are absolutely critical for correct
billing and reimbursement. Without them, claims can be denied outright because payers need to
know the service was rendered virtually. The absence of the correct modifier can lead to significant
revenue loss and administrative headaches. These modifiers signal that the service, though using a
standard CPT code, was delivered through a non-traditional method.

The GT Modifier

The GT modifier is a cornerstone of telehealth billing. It signifies that the service was furnished via an
interactive audio and video telecommunications system. This is the most commonly used modifier
when billing for synchronous telehealth sessions where both audio and visual communication are
present. When you provide psychotherapy or a psychiatric evaluation through a HIPAA-compliant
video conferencing platform, appending the GT modifier to the relevant CPT code is non-negotiable.
It’s the primary way to tell Medicare and many other payers, "This service was done via telehealth."

The 95 Modifier

In addition to or sometimes in place of the GT modifier, the 95 modifier is gaining prominence. This
modifier indicates that a service was rendered via a synchronous, two-way, real-time audio and visual
technology. Many commercial payers have adopted the 95 modifier as their preferred indicator for
telehealth services. It’s crucial to check with each individual payer’s policy to determine whether they
prefer GT, 95, or both. Consistency in applying the correct modifier across all payers is key to a
smooth billing process.

The GQ Modifier

While less common for direct counseling sessions, the GQ modifier is relevant for asynchronous
telehealth services. It signifies that the service was furnished via an asynchronous
telecommunications system, meaning the information is collected and sent later for review. This
might be applicable for certain remote patient monitoring or store-and-forward consultations that
might be part of a broader telehealth mental health plan. However, for typical counseling sessions, GT
or 95 are the primary modifiers.

Differentiating Telehealth Service Types

The landscape of telehealth is not monolithic. Different types of telehealth services exist, and
understanding these distinctions is vital for accurate coding. Broadly, telehealth can be categorized



into synchronous (real-time) and asynchronous (store-and-forward) services. For counseling,
synchronous services are far more prevalent, involving live interaction between the patient and the
provider.

Synchronous Telehealth

Synchronous telehealth, as mentioned, involves real-time interaction. This is what most people
envision when they think of telehealth counseling – a live video call or phone call where the therapist
and patient communicate concurrently. The CPT codes previously discussed, when performed using
interactive audio and video, fall under this category. The key here is the simultaneous exchange of
information and interaction, allowing for the nuances of body language and immediate feedback,
which are so important in therapeutic settings.

Asynchronous Telehealth

Asynchronous telehealth, on the other hand, involves the collection and transmission of patient health
information for later review by a healthcare provider. Examples might include secure messaging
platforms for patient-provider communication or sending recorded video messages. While less
common for direct counseling sessions due to the lack of real-time therapeutic interaction, it can be
used for certain follow-up communications, sharing of resources, or for specific types of remote
patient monitoring related to mental health. The coding for these services often differs and may not
use the same core counseling codes.

Navigating Place of Service Codes

In addition to CPT codes and modifiers, Place of Service (POS) codes are also essential for telehealth
billing. POS codes indicate where a healthcare professional rendered a service. For telehealth, this
can be a point of confusion. Historically, specific POS codes were designated for telehealth. However,
current guidance often instructs providers to use the POS code that reflects where the patient was
located, or, in some cases, where the provider was located, depending on the payer’s policy.

For Medicare, when a beneficiary receives telehealth services in their home, the POS code 02
(Telehealth) is generally used. However, if the beneficiary is in a designated rural Health Professional
Shortage Area (HPSA) and receiving services at an originating site that is not their home, POS code 10
(Telehealth Provided Otherwise) may be applicable. For commercial payers, it’s imperative to consult
their specific billing manuals. Some may require POS code 02, while others might ask for the POS
code reflecting the provider’s location if the patient is in their own home and the provider is at their
office. This can be a tricky area, and staying updated on payer-specific requirements is paramount.



Common Pitfalls in Telehealth Coding

Despite the growing familiarity with telehealth, several common pitfalls can lead to coding errors. One
of the most frequent mistakes is forgetting to append the correct modifier (GT or 95) to the CPT code.
This is often the primary reason for claim denials. Another pitfall is misidentifying the patient's
location or the originating site, leading to incorrect POS code usage.

Furthermore, providers may sometimes bill telehealth codes for services that are not eligible for
telehealth reimbursement, or they may fail to adhere to the specific duration requirements for certain
psychotherapy codes. Ensuring that the telehealth platform used is HIPAA-compliant and that all
necessary documentation is in place to support the telehealth service is also crucial. Meticulous
record-keeping and a thorough understanding of payer policies are the best defenses against these
common errors.

The ongoing evolution of telehealth services and their coding continues to shape the delivery of
mental healthcare. Staying informed about the latest updates from CMS and commercial payers is not
merely a suggestion; it is a fundamental requirement for any practice offering virtual counseling. By
diligently applying the correct CPT codes, essential modifiers, and appropriate place of service codes,
providers can ensure seamless reimbursement and continue to offer accessible, high-quality care to
their patients through the telehealth medium. The future promises further integration and potential
simplification, but for now, precision and attention to detail in coding remain key.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common CPT code for telehealth
psychotherapy sessions?
A: The most common CPT codes for telehealth psychotherapy sessions are 90834 (45 minutes) and
90837 (60 minutes) for individual psychotherapy, and 90832 for 30-minute sessions. These codes are
used in conjunction with telehealth modifiers.

Q: Which modifier is essential for billing telehealth counseling
to Medicare?
A: For billing telehealth counseling to Medicare, the GT modifier (Originating site is the telehealth
service originating site) is essential when the service is furnished via an interactive audio and video
telecommunications system.

Q: Can I use the same CPT codes for telehealth as I do for in-
person counseling?
A: Yes, generally, you can use the same CPT codes for telehealth as you do for in-person counseling
for services like psychotherapy or psychiatric evaluations. However, it is crucial to append the
appropriate telehealth modifiers (e.g., GT, 95) and ensure that the service meets payer-specific



telehealth guidelines.

Q: What is the difference between GT and 95 modifiers for
telehealth?
A: The GT modifier is specific to Medicare and indicates that the service was furnished via an
interactive audio and video telecommunications system. The 95 modifier is a newer modifier adopted
by many commercial payers, indicating a service was rendered via a synchronous, two-way, real-time
audio and visual technology. It's important to check with each payer to determine which modifier they
prefer or if both are required.

Q: How do I choose the correct Place of Service (POS) code for
telehealth counseling?
A: The correct POS code for telehealth counseling depends on the payer. For Medicare, POS code 02
(Telehealth) is often used when the patient is in their home. However, always consult the specific
payer's billing guidelines, as commercial payers may have different requirements, sometimes
reflecting the provider's location or a specific telehealth POS code.

Q: Are there specific CPT codes for telehealth behavioral
health counseling as opposed to mental health?
A: The CPT codes themselves do not always differentiate strictly between "behavioral health" and
"mental health" in the way they are applied. The core codes for evaluation, management, and
psychotherapy (e.g., 90792, 90834, 90837) are used for both, with the distinction often coming from
the provider's specialty and the nature of the patient's condition being treated. Telehealth modifiers
apply regardless of the specific focus within behavioral or mental health.

Q: What are the requirements for a telehealth platform to be
considered compliant for billing CPT codes?
A: For billing CPT codes for telehealth, the platform must be HIPAA-compliant. This means it must
protect patient privacy and security. For most payers, this involves using secure, encrypted video
conferencing software that is not a standard, non-secure public platform.

Q: Can I bill for telehealth counseling if the patient only uses
audio (phone call)?
A: Payer policies vary significantly on audio-only telehealth. Historically, Medicare has limited audio-
only services, but exceptions were made during the COVID-19 public health emergency. Many
commercial payers now allow audio-only services for certain behavioral health encounters, often
using specific modifiers. It is crucial to verify each payer's current policy regarding audio-only
telehealth counseling.
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