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The 2021 Medicare Physician Fee Schedule (MPFS) final rule represents one of the last major regulatory changes

in the healthcare arena promulgated by the Trump administration.[1] Several of the most significant changes are
simply the finalizing on a permanent basis those temporary emergency measures taken in response to the
COVID-19 public health emergency (PHE). This article is not intended as an exhaustive examination of all
changes within the 2021 MPFS final rule, but rather is a closer exploration of several such changes.

Telehealth and remote services changes
One of the most significant areas to change with the 2021 MPFS is telehealth. Under the Social Security Act, and
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, Medicare would only reimburse telehealth services when they were rendered in
eligible geographic areas, including rural health professional shortage areas and counties not classified as
metropolitan statistical areas, and only when the patient presented at a physician or other practitioner’s office, a
federally qualified health center, certain types of hospitals, a community health center, a skilled nursing facility,

a renal dialysis center in limited circumstances, or a patient’s home in limited circumstances.[2] The service also
requires that the technology be an interactive telecommunications system (i.e., not generally a store and forward
system). Store and forward technology may be used for patients in Hawaii and Alaska but otherwise is not
permitted. Instead, interactive audio and video telecommunications must be used to permit real-time

communication between the physician and the patient.[3]

In response to the COVID-19 PHE, however, Congress passed the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security

(CARES) Act.[4] Among other things, the CARES Act allowed Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) to
waive these geographic and site-of-service requirements, permitting Medicare to reimburse a much broader
range of telehealth services than it previously had; patients could now be seen anywhere (including from their
homes), and in any geographic locale, including those that did not meet the statutory requirements described
above. As of the writing of this article, the PHE remains in effect, and thus, the liberalized telehealth
reimbursement provisions also remain in place.

However, once the PHE ends, the liberalizations, including the elimination of the geographic and site-of-service
requirements, will also end. CMS explained,

At the conclusion of the PHE for COVID-19, these waivers and interim policies
will expire, payment for Medicare telehealth services will once again be limited
by the requirements of section 1834(m) of the [Social Security] Act, and we will
return to the policies established through the regular notice and comment
rulemaking process, including the previously established Medicare telehealth
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services list, as modified by subsequent changes in policies and additions to the
telehealth services list adopted through rulemaking, including in this final
rule.[5]

Nevertheless, CMS has exercised its authority to broaden the scope of services that can be performed through
telehealth, expanding the scope of covered services. Telehealth services are broken into two broad categories:
Category 1 is for services that are similar to office visits, professional consultations, and office psychiatry
services; Category 2 is for services that are not similar to those on the current Medicare telehealth services list
but which may be requested to be added annually by CMS. Over time, CMS has added to both Category 1 and 2
services, and this continues with the 2021 MPFS final rule. At the end of last year, CMS added nine new codes to
the Category 1 services list, including group psychotherapy, prolong evaluation and management services,
domiciliary or rest home visits for the evaluation and management of patients, and home visits for the

evaluation and management of patients.[6] However, the home, rest home, and domiciliary services will only be
available as telehealth services when provided as part of treatment for a substance use disorder or co-occurring
mental health disorder, as limited by statutory requirements pertaining to the originating site.

In addition to these expansions, CMS has also created a new Category 3, which will include an even broader range
of services, such as those added to the list of eligible telehealth services during the COVID-19 PHE. The new
category would allow services to be added to a list on a temporary basis for evaluation and potential addition to
Categories 1 or 2 at a later date. CMS explained two general reasons for this new Category 3. First, because the
PHE may end before the end of the 2021 calendar year, there may not be enough time during 2021 to develop the
type of evidence usually considered when adding services to the telehealth services list on a permanent basis. The
second reason, CMS explained, explicitly acknowledged the “extent to which practice patterns are shifting as a
result of the PHE…from a model of care based on in-person services to one that relies on a combination of in-
person services and virtual care,” and CMS recognized that “it would be disruptive to both clinical practice and
beneficiary access to abruptly eliminate Medicare payment for these services when furnished via telehealth as
soon as the PHE for COVID-19 ends without first providing an opportunity to use information developed during

the PHE to support requests for permanent changes to the Medicare telehealth services list.”[7] This would

permit services added to the Category 3 list[8] to remain on the Medicare telehealth services list for the
remainder of the year, even after the PHE has ended.

CMS also finalized a proposed policy to permit physicians to provide direct supervision of incident-to services
through telehealth. Specifically, CMS stated, “We are finalizing our proposed clarification that telehealth services
may be furnished and billed when provided incident to a distant site physicians’ (or authorized NPP’s [non-
physician practitioner’s]) service under the direct supervision of the billing professional provided through

virtual presence in accordance with our regulation at” 42 C.F.R. § 410.26 .[9] However, this clarification only
applies to telehealth services, meaning that it will only be available to rural patients following the end of the PHE
or modification of the Social Security Act’s telehealth provisions by Congress. Separate from this rule, CMS
addressed the provision of direct supervision by interactive telecommunications technology. Initially adopted in
response to the PHE, CMS opted to extend the provision that allows a physician to provide direct supervision
using interactive audio-video real-time communications technology through the latter of the PHE or the 2021
calendar year. The regulators stated: “The extension of this flexibility would allow time for clinicians to make
adjustments and for us to obtain public input on services and circumstances for which this policy might be

appropriate on a permanent basis.”[10]

Finally, CMS has liberalized the technological requirements for rendering telehealth services. In the past,
telehealth services could not be provided through the use of a telephone. Specifically, the regulations at 42 C.F.R.
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§ 410.78(a)(3) explicitly prohibited the use of telephones, fax machines, and email for the rendering of telehealth
services. Recognizing that this definition was outdated, CMS modernized the language to redefine “interactive
telecommunications system” to mean multimedia communications equipment that uses audio and video
equipment that can permit two-way, real-time interactive communication between a patient and their physician

or other healthcare practitioner.[11] This change will permit the use of a range of devices, including smartphones,
tablets, and other devices that meet the definition. However, it is important to remember that CMS lacks the
statutory authority to, for example, eliminate the video requirement altogether.

Instead, CMS has created a different category of service, broadly defined as “Communication Technology-Based
Services” or “CTBS,” which include certain virtual visits performed via telephone when no video component is

present. First established in the 2019 MPFS final rule (with the addition of HCPCS code G2012),[12] CMS further

expanded the scope of these virtual visits in the 2020 MPFS final rule,[13] and continues this expansion in 2021.
From their Healthcare Common Procedure Coding System (HCPCS) descriptions, the new services (HCPCS codes
G2251 and G2252) are meant to capture a brief communication, outside the scope of an evaluation and
management service, where the virtual check-in itself does not originate from a related evaluation and
management service provided within the prior seven days, does not lead to a service or procedure within the next
24 hours or soonest available appointment, and which encompasses roughly five to 20 minutes of medical

discussion (i.e., five to 10 minutes for G2251 and 11 to 20 minutes for G2252).[14]

These services will continue beyond the scope of the PHE, but they are intentionally designed to avoid the
prohibition on paying for such services as telehealth services because of CMS’ interpretation that the Social
Security Act requires both audio and video capabilities to reimburse as a telehealth service.

Related to the expansion of telehealth services, CMS also made adjustments to remote physiologic monitoring
(RPM). RPM services may continue to be provided to both established and new patients for the remainder of the
PHE, at which point they may only be provided to established patients. CMS declined to extend coverage for new
patients through the end of the year of the PHE, however. The regulators explained:

When the PHE for COVID-19 ends, we again will require that RPM services be
furnished only to an established patient. We believe that a physician or
practitioner who has an established relationship with a patient would likely have
had an opportunity to provide a new patient E/M service. During the new patient
E/M service, the physician or practitioner would have collected relevant patient
history and conducted a physical exam, as appropriate. As a result, the physician
or practitioner would possess information needed to understand the current
medical status and needs of the patient prior to ordering RPM services to collect
and analyze the patient’s physiologic data and to develop a treatment plan.[15]

These changes represent a significant shift in the attitudes toward telehealth and remote services more generally.
The statutory provisions that permit telehealth were written in a time when the technology itself was as yet
untested and there remained significant concern about the clinical effectiveness of services that were not hands
on or at least face-to-face. In the wake of the COVID-19 PHE, however, telehealth has been a necessity. As a
result, we now have considerably more data to support the benefit and efficacy of telehealth services. It is
therefore no surprise that CMS has liberalized what aspects of telehealth coverage it has the authority to reform.

Nevertheless, CMS’ hands are tied by the specific language of the statute; it simply does not have the authority to
negate the requirements of the law. Unless and until Congress can pass a law that revises these statutory
provisions, telehealth will remain confined primarily to rural settings, in spite of the clear benefit that it offers.
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Likewise, CMS has no authority to permit telehealth to be rendered by audio-only services, although it can
expand coverage to include virtual check-ins and other remote services like RPM. The changes that CMS has
made will be significant also for day-to-day practice for physicians. As the list of available telehealth services
grows, the decision to permit physicians and NPPs to remotely supervise other personnel through the use of
telehealth technology both for incident-to and diagnostic testing supervision will have profound implications.
Physicians rely upon their ability to delegate tasks to subordinates and provide supervision without requiring
their personal involvement in every aspect of the service. Prior to these changes, however, telehealth remained
one area that required their constant involvement. Now, however, telehealth and other remote services can more
closely match the experience of physicians providing services in an office setting. However, until Congress
revises the telehealth statutory provisions of the Social Security Act, the revisions applicable to telehealth itself
will not last beyond the PHE.
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