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PDPM – Mastering Section GG and Nursing Coding
Objectives:

1. Understand MDS Section GG guidelines and scoring tips for
• Admission assessment
• Discharge goals
• Discharge assessment

2. Be familiar with the scoring considerations that impact PT, OT and Nursing CMI

3. Have a good understanding of the clinical components and factors that determine nursing CMGs

4. Understand how Nursing CMGs are impacted by:
• Isolation 
• PHQ-9 Interview 
• Restorative Nursing programs
• Documentation of critical components
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Section GG – General Guidelines
• It is required at Admission and at Discharge.

• Section GG has a 3 day look back window
• For admission that means day 1, 2 and 3 of the Medicare stay (admission date plus 2 days following the 

admission)
• For discharge that includes the last 3 days of the Medicare stay. (D/C date plus previous 2 days)

• The assessment is based on
• Direct observation
• Patient self-report of performance during the 3 day look back
• Family report of actual performance during the 3 day look back
• Direct care staff reports documented in the medical record
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Section GG – General Guidelines
• Utilizing a documentation tool for CNAs, nursing and therapy to capture the first 3 days of performance 

is helpful – especially for the 10 items related to CMI.
• Items coded on the MDS need to be supported by documentation in the medical record
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Section GG – General Guidelines

• Section GG comprises 20 Mobility items and 9 Selfcare items
• 3 of the mobility items and 2 of the self-care items refer to PLOF status
• The PLOF status items have a different scoring scale

• When assessing performance, only code actual performance of the task, not the staff’s 
assessment of the patient’s potential.

• The patients should be allowed to perform activities as independently as possible, as long as they 
are safe

• Activities may be completed with or without an assistive device (AD) with no penalty or impact on 
the self- performance score
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Section GG General Guidelines
• All Self-Care and Mobility item assessments should be attempted

• Avoid Using the “Did Not Do” codes when possible

• It's not just about therapy! Use documentation for all disciplines to capture usual performance

• Understand each component and what it is comprised of when assessing and scoring, i.e.:
• Lower body dressing does not include donning and doffing socks and shoes
• Toilet hygiene does not include the transfers
• Ambulation does not include sit to stand
• Donning socks and shoes includes AFOs, TED hose, or compression stockings
• Eating does not include retrieving the tray or food

• If assistance is required for safety or quality reasons, there are restrictions on who can be 
considered a helper when coding section GG of the MDS
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Section GG - Definition of Helper

When coding section GG – the term “Helper" refers to:

• Facility staff who are direct employees or facility-contracted employees (such as 
therapists, agency staff etc.)

• It does not include :
• individuals hired by persons outside facility management and administration
• hospice staff
• family hired caregiver
• nursing and/or therapy students
• volunteers
• friends or family
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Section GG - Usual Performance
• Score section GG items based on usual performance, or baseline performance

• Not the “best” performance or the “worst” performance but how the resident performs the 
activity the majority of the time.

• A resident’s functional status can be impacted by the environment or situations encountered at the 
facility. Observing the resident’s interactions with others in different locations and circumstances is 
important for comprehensive understanding of the resident’s functional status.

• Factors such as fatigue, alertness levels, cognitive state, and pain, may influence performance

• Section GG coding should be a collaborative effort between all members of the direct care staff
• Observe resident performance over the entire 3 days (all shifts)
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Coding Section GG Discharge Goals
• Where does the interdisciplinary team expect the patient to be 

functioning at discharge? Consider:
• Be realistic not idealistic
• Patient motivation
• Patient goals
• Prior Level of function and level of care required
• Length of stay – number of therapy treatments, clinical barriers such as

wounds, pain, anxiety, etc.
• CMS requires that at least 1 goal be set for discharge.

• Although this is the requirement, we encourage you to set goals for all items that will be 
addressed by therapy or nursing or areas that you anticipate to be at risk for decline.

• This is a good habit for monitoring outcomes and for facilitating good care planning.
• Avoid using dashes (-) for coding current performance and discharge goals

• Dashes mean there is no answer or information is not available.
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Section GG – General Guidelines
• Even though there are 29 section GG items, only a subset of these items go into calculating the 

Functional status score for PDPM reimbursement.

• For OT and PT there are 10 items that go into determining Case Mix Group (CMG) 

Self Care items Mobility Items
• Eating Sitting to lying
• Oral Hygiene* Lying to sitting on edge of bed
• Toileting Hygiene Sit to stand

Chair/Bed to chair transfers
Toilet transfers
Walking 50 feet with 2 turns *
Walking 150 feet *

*For Nursing there are 7 items (Oral Hygiene and the 2 walking items are excluded)
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GG Scoring Cross Walk
GG Therapy Functional Levels

06=Independent Independent (I), Modified Independent (Mod I)

05=Set up or Clean up Set Up Assist (SU)

04=Supervision or Touching Assistance (Helper provides verbal cues and/or touching/steadying and/or contact guard 
assistance

Contact Guard Assist (CGA)
Stand By Assist (SBA)
Supervision (S)

03= Partial/moderate assistance (Helper provides less than half of the effort)
Moderate Assist (Mod A)
Minimal Assist (Min A)

02= Substantial/maximal assistance (Helper provides more than half of the effort) Maximum Assist (Max A)

01=Dependent (Helper does all the effort OR two or more helper required)
Dependent (D)
Any assist level with 2 or more people (ex.: Max A of 2)

07= Resident refused Refused (R)

09=Not Applicable-Not attempted AND the resident did not perform this activity prior to current illness, exacerbation or 
injury

10=Not Attempted due to environmental limitations (lack of equipment, weather constraints)

88= Not attempted due to medical condition or safety concerns
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Section GG Areas of Opportunity

Are you:
• Coding 88 on essential tasks such as eating, toileting,

oral hygiene, and rolling
• Are we reviewing admission Functional Status Scores of 0 or 24 for accuracy in 

coding/scoring
• Are we using 88 vs. 10 vs. 9 vs 7. appropriately? Do we know the difference
• Are we reviewing and discussing Functional Status scores of 5 & 9 for therapy and 6 

& 15 for nursing.
• These cut points to the next category can impact reimbursement.
• The more Independent – the higher the therapy CMI; the more Dependent –

the higher the nursing CMI
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Section GG – Calculating Function Score
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• The "Dependent", the "Did Not Do Codes" and the (-) = Zero points toward Function 
Score

• It is imperative to assess as many GG items as clinically appropriate across the 3 
day assessment window



)

Section GG – Calculating Therapy Function Score
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Section GG – Calculating Nursing Function Score

Therapy services and intellectual property provided by Functional Pathways. ©2020 All rights reserved. This information and materials was created by and is proprietary to Functional Pathways of Tennessee, LLC. 
Any unauthorized use, dissemination, distribution, or copying of this information and material, in whole or in part, is strictly prohibited



Nursing Case Mix Index (CMI)
Nursing coding is an area of great opportunity. It is imperative that we understand it well and know how to 
capture it accurately.
Two components go into determining the Nursing CMG

1. Functional Status score
2. Nursing clinical characteristics (RUGS)

There are 6 major clinical categories
• Extensive services
• Special Care High
• Special Care Low
• Clinically Complex
• Behavior and Cognitive Performance
• Physical Functioning Reduced

• The Pink categories are impacted by the presence or absence of depression (PHQ–9 (OV))
• The Blue categories are impacted by Restorative Nursing
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Nursing Case Mix Index (CMI)

• Use the Hierarchical Classification System to determine
which category the patient falls into:

• The first category the resident qualifies for, based on the clinical
characteristics of the resident, is the nursing clinical category

• Begin at the top of the clinical category hierarchy, identifying if the resident 
meets criteria in that category. If not, move on down the hierarchy to the 
next clinical category. The process continues until the resident characteristics 
meet criteria in the category
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Nursing Clinical Category Hierarchy
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Nursing Opportunities - Documentation
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Nursing CMI - Extensive Services: Isolation
Isolation is an area that is misunderstood and often miscoded

• To qualify for isolation, the patient must:
• Have a physician diagnosis of active infection that is documented
• Be placed in strict isolation

• They cannot be cohorted or have a roommate
• Must be confined to their room (cannot be moving around the facility)
• They must require over and above standard precautions

• Isolation does not have to have occurred during the entire 14 day look back, just at 
some point during the lookback

• Observe and document disease symptoms every shift
• Include positive lab results in medical record
• Address isolation and include symptom observation and/or monitoring in the care plan
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The PHQ-9 Interview
• CMS utilizes the Patient Health Questionnaire to assess mood distress which is known to 

be underdiagnosed and undertreated in nursing facilities

• Mood distress and depression can cause:
• Poor adjustment to the nursing facility, increased sensitivity to pain, exacerbation of 

chronic illness
• Decreased participation in activities and daily tasks
• Decreased functional status and resistance to daily care
• Decreased appetite and cognitive status

• How much do we truly focus on patient feelings and how they affect care? 
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Intent of the PHQ-9
• Presence of indicators on the PHQ-9 do not automatically mean the resident has or should 

have a diagnosis of depression

• The person administering the PHQ-9 does not assign a diagnosis of depression or mood 
disorder – only record the presence or absence of the indicators

• A score of 10 or higher triggers as the presence of depression for the Nursing CMI

• Findings of indicator/symptoms of mood distress should lead us to:
• Identify causes and contributing factors for the symptoms
• Identify interventions that may address the symptoms such as personal support, 

environmental modification, or treatment
• Ensure resident safety
• Develop an individualized care plan to address affects the symptoms have on the 

patient’s care
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Considerations for the Interview
• Resident vs Staff Interview considerations:

• Attempt the interview on ALL residents –
even if they are coded as rarely/never understood on B0700 – Makes Self Understood

• Most residents who can communicate can answer questions about how they feel

• Perform the interview during the ARD lookback – RAI states “preferred” on or day 
before the ARD – but is not required (14 day lookback period)

• “Hearing the resident’s voice” – more reliable than staff/family observation alone

• Determine if resident needs an interpreter, or needs the questions given in writing or 
sign language
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Tips for Administering
• Conduct the interview in a private setting – many residents in the elder 

population may find it embarrassing or difficult to discuss their feelings on 
these items.  

• Be sure the resident can see and hear you clearly
• Minimize background noise
• Be an active listener – the items in this interview are sensitive topics – be 

attentive to the resident
• Explain the reason for doing the interview prior to asking the questions.

• Suggested language: “I am going to ask you some questions about your mood and feelings over the 
past 2 weeks. I will also ask about some common problems that are known to go along with feeling 
down. Some of the questions might seem personal, but everyone is asked to answer them. This will help 
us provide you with better care.” 
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PHQ-9 Questions
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Nursing CMI Opportunities - Depression
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Nursing CMI Opportunities - Depression
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$41.77 per 
day x 20 days 
= $835.42



Nursing Opportunities - Restorative
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• Restorative Nursing also affects the nursing CMI
• Must have 2 programs
• 15 minutes each, per day
• 6 days per week
• Service must be provided by a trained person
• Services must be recorded and documented

• There needs to be a specific plan that is individualized to the resident

• The services need to be recorded and coded on the MDS

NOTE: Restorative Nursing impacts both PDPM and LTC case mix



Restorative Programs
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Nursing Opportunities - Restorative
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Nursing Opportunities - Restorative
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$9.17 per day 
x 20 days = 
$183.38



Important Take-Aways

• Remember that Section GG affects the Case Mix Index (CMI) for PT, OT AND Nursing

• Ensure nursing is documenting critical components using a documentation checklist

• Any 2-person assist should be documented and coded

• The PHQ-9 - When and how it is being administered

• Consider having a dedicated person in restorative for both skilled and LTC patients

• Special consideration should be made when setting the ARD

• Review orders and ensure all medications have an associated diagnosis
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If you have questions or would like further resources, contact:

Karen Welsh, CCC-SLP, RAC-CT, Director of Clinical Outcomes
Phone: (901) 354-4669 or Email: kwelsh@fprehab.com

Colleen Oakley OTR/L NHA RAC-CT, Clinical Reimbursement Specialist
Phone: (865) 333-0298 or Email: Coakley@fprehab.com
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