
Clinical coding is the process whereby information written in the patient notes
is translated into coded data and entered onto hospital information systems.
Coding usually occurs after the patient has been discharged from hospital, and
must be completed to strict deadlines in order for hospitals can receive
payment for their activity.

Clinical coding staff are entirely dependent on clear, accurate information
about all diagnoses and procedures in order to produce a true picture of
hospital activity. The coded data are vitally important, and are used for:

• Monitoring the provision of health services across the UK

• Research and the monitoring of health trends and variations

• NHS financial planning and Payment by Results

• Local and national clinical audit and case-mix analysis

• Clinical governance.

If it isn’t documented,
it didn’t happen.

Help clinical coding
staff do their job –
make the information
they need easy to
find, accurate and
complete.

Remember that clinical
coders – like you –
have a job to do, and
you can help make
that job a lot easier.

There are many ways in which clinicians can assist the process of clinical coding;
10 of the most important are summarised below. Each is based on the basic
principles:

1 Write clearly and legibly in the notes and on discharge documentation, using 
black ink only. Make sure the patient is identified on every sheet of paper 
used in the notes.

2 Sign, date and time every entry in the notes. Print your name and position 
at the end of every entry.

3 Never remove notes from the hospital. If you need to take notes away from 
the ward or clinic for an audit or a meeting, always let administrative staff 
know, and return them immediately afterwards.

4 Always communicate any transfers of care to ward administrative staff. 
This includes when patients go for an investigation or a procedure performed 
by another clinical team.

5 Clearly record details of all the diagnoses (including co-morbidities) and 
procedures (including those done on the ward) in the notes. Write the main 
diagnosis first. Best practice is to summarise all of these as the last (discharge) 
entry in the notes – this will make your discharge summaries easier too. 
For injuries, note the cause; for overdoses, note the drug; and for infections, 
note the organism.

6 Ask a senior member of the medical staff to confirm or validate these diagnoses
and procedures. This can be done when writing in the notes on the 
discharge ward round.

7 Include the details of all diagnoses and procedures on discharge summaries 
and TTOs (preliminary discharge summaries). Don’t let your discharge 
summaries pile up on a shelf for weeks on end, awaiting dictation – 
coding staff have strict deadlines to meet and delays cause huge problems.

8 If a clear diagnosis has not been reached, make sure you detail the main
symptoms in the notes or discharge summary. Any ‘query’ diagnoses, or 
diagnoses preceded by a ‘?’ cannot be coded by clinical coding staff. If 
histology is awaited for a definitive diagnosis, note this down.

9 Avoid the use of new or ambiguous abbreviations (eg ‘M.S.’ could mean 
multiple sclerosis or mitral stenosis). Remember: clinical coding staff are not 
allowed to make any clinical inferences.

10 If your hospital has a standard proforma for admissions or discharge, use it! 
Fill in all the details it asks for.
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The Health Informatics Unit (HIU) is part of the Royal College
of Physicians of London. The unit was established in 2001 to
improve the care of patients and the delivery of health services
by improving the management of health information. To achieve
this overall aim, the HIU is working in four key areas:

1 Developing standards for recording and 
communicating patient data.

2 Applying these standards to aid the development of a 
patient-focused, longitudinal, generic electronic record that 
can be customised to the wide variety of contexts in which 
patients are seen.

3 Improving the validity and utility of aggregate patient data 
derived from operational records.

4 Developing resources to support the implementation of 
changes in clinical information management.

For more information, or to get involved, 
please contact us or visit:

Health Informatics Unit, 
Royal College of Physicians, London NW1 4LE
+44 (0) 20 7935 1174 ext 484
informatics@rcplondon.ac.uk 
http://hiu.rcplondon.ac.uk

The Information Centre is England’s central authoritative source
of health and social care information. We are here to support
the NHS and social care to deliver better services.

Our fundamental purpose is to understand what health and
social care information people need and why, and to ensure the
right data is collected, analysed and made available to help them
make decisions.

The IC has eight priority projects for 2007-08, one of which is to
promote clinicians’ use of information. This project ill raise
awareness about the range of information that is relevant to
their clinical practice, and investigate producing clinically
meaningful analyses from existing data flows specific to clinical
specialities and pathways. This will support both improvements
in data quality and improvements in care and services for
patients.

For more information, or to get involved, 
please contact us or visit:

The Information Centre for Health & Social Care
1 Trevelyan Square  
Boar Lane, Leeds SE1 6AE
+44 (0) 845 300 6016
enquiries@ic.nhs.uk
http://www.ic.nhs.uk
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