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An Analysis of Procedural Medicare Reimbursement Rates in Hand 
Surgery: 2000-2019

An understanding of financial trends is important to advance agreeable 
reimbursement models in hand surgery. This study aimed to evaluate trends in 
Medicare reimbursement rates for the 20 most commonly billed hand surgery 
procedures from 2000 to 2019 (Table 1).

Objectives

The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services Physician 
and Other Supplier Public Use File was used to identify the 
20 hand surgery procedures most frequently billed to 
Medicare in the year 2016. Reimbursement data was 
extracted from The Physician Fee Schedule Look-Up Tool 
from the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services for 
each CPT code. Monetary data was adjusted for inflation to 
2019 US dollars. The average annual and total percentage 
changes in reimbursement were calculated based on these 
adjusted trends. To evaluate the change in reimbursement 
compared to other non-medical consumer goods and 
services, the reimbursement trends were compared to the 
change in consumer price index (CPI), a standard measure 
of inflation in US dollars, over the same time period (6).
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Results
The average adjusted reimbursement for all procedures 
decreased by 22.6% from 2000 to 2019, while the 
unadjusted percent change in consumer price index from 
2000-2019 increased by 46.70%. The greatest mean 
decrease was observed in repair of joint of hand bone 
and finger (-40.6%). The only procedure with an 
increased adjusted reimbursement rate was amputation 
of finger or thumb (+6.0%). From 2000 to 2019, the 
adjusted reimbursement rate for all procedures 
decreased by an average of 1.07% annually. (Table 2)
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Table 2: Adjusted Reimbursement Trends

CPT Code

Average 
Reimbursement 

Rate in 2000 (year 
2019 dollars)

Average 
Reimbursement 

Rate in 2019 (year 
2019 dollars)

Average Yearly % 
Change

Total % Change 
2000-2019

26055 411.97 321.11 -1.10% -22.10%

26160 415.48 345.61 -0.84% -16.80%

26480 985.25 761.87 -1.13% -22.70%

26123 1168.39 864.94 -1.30% -26.00%

26145 850.84 531.58 -1.88% -37.50%

26951 626.23 663.84 0.30% 6.00%

26860 677.34 573.38 -0.77% -15.30%

26116 719.93 545.27 -1.21% -24.30%

26210 711.54 458.78 -1.78% -35.50%

26440
779.45 627.44

-0.98% -19.50%

26727
569.85 487.25

-0.72% -14.50%

26418 683.54 585.64 -0.72% -14.30%

26531 1090.08 647.26 -2.03% -40.60%

26010 180.65 140.55 -1.11% -22.20%

26615 633.88 595.37 -0.30% -6.10%

26437 756.35 633.21 -0.81% -16.30%

26011 305.12 190.29 -1.88% -37.60%

26020 646.11 449.77 -1.52% -30.40%

26080
609.25 405.44

-1.67% -33.50%

Average -1.07% -22.60%

Conclusions

This is the first study evaluating trends in procedural 
Medicare reimbursement in hand surgery. When 
adjusted for inflation, Medicare reimbursement for the 
included procedures has steadily decreased from 2000 
to 2019. Increased consideration of these trends will be 
important for US policy-makers, hospitals, and surgeons 
to assure continued access to meaningful hand surgery.

Table 1: Most Billed Hand Procedures from 2000-2019

CPT Code Procedure

26055 Incision of tendon covering

26160 Removal of growth of tendon, finger or hand

26480 Transplant of tendon of hand

26123 Removal of tissue of palm

26145 Repair of tendon, finger and/or hand

26951 Amputation of finger or thumb

26860 Fusion of finger joint

26116 Removal (<1.5 cm) muscle growth of hand or finger

26210 Removal or scraping of finger bone cyst or growth

26440 Removal of scar tissue to release tendon of palm or finger

26727
Insertion of hardware to broken finger or thumb with manipulation, 

accessed through the skin

26418 Repair of finger tendon

26531 Repair of joint of hand bone and finger

26010 Drainage of finger abscess

26615 Open treatment of broken finger

26437 Repair of finger tendon

26011 Drainage of finger abscess

26020 Drainage of tendon of finger and/or palm

26080 Exploration, drainage, or removal of foreign body of hand joint

There is marked financial uncertainty regarding the 
national healthcare system secondary to the ever-
changing political landscape of the United States and 
rising healthcare costs. Reimbursement by the Center for 
Medicaid and Medicare Services for various physician 
services are continually changing based on national 
relative values for each procedure performed. Each 
procedure eligible for reimbursement is assigned a Current 
Procedural Terminology (CPT) code which is linked to a 
set reimbursement amount based on the resources 
required for the procedure. This amount is then adjusted 
for geographic cost variations and a relative value unit 
(RVU) is determined for each CPT code. Finally, this RVU 
is multiplied by a conversion factor to determine the final 
reimbursement rate for each CPT code (1). The 
reimbursement trends across multiple surgical 
subspecialties have been analyzed, however a 
comprehensive analysis of hand surgery procedures has 
yet to be performed (2,3,4,5).
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