Indian Health Service 

Oral Health Program Guide


Relative Value Unit (RVU) 

Since the late 1970s the Indian Health Service (IHS) has used the “Service Minute” as a measure of productivity and workload. The service minute was a loosely defined measure that was mostly based on the time needed to perform specific dental procedures. By 2002 the nature of dental procedures and practice had changed significantly and it was considered necessary to update the unit of measure.

A contractor with experience in developing relative value tables for public and private organizations was hired to assist in developing a dental relative value unit table for the IHS. A survey containing 125 of the most frequently used dental procedure codes was distributed to all IHS, Tribal and Urban (I/T/U) dentists. The dentists were asked to assign a relative value unit to each procedure code using D0150, Comprehensive Oral Evaluation as an anchor code with a value of 1.00, and the following criteria:
1. Time (How long does the procedure take?)

2. Skill (What level of technical skill is required to accomplish the procedure successfully?)

3. Risk and/or Benefit to Patient (How much risk and/or benefit is there to the patient receiving this procedure? For example, incision and drainage of an intraoral abscess may carry more risk and/or benefit for a patient than a prophylaxis)

4. Risk to Provider (How much risk (liability) is there for the provider performing this procedure? For example, removal of a bony impaction may carry more risk for the provider than a single surface amalgam restoration.)

5. Severity of Problem (How severe is the problem being corrected by the procedure? For example, pulp therapy may correct a problem more severe than adjusting a denture does.)

6. Other Resources Needed (What level of supplies, instruments, equipment, etc. is necessary to perform this procedure? Some procedures require more sophisticated and expensive equipment or instrumentation than others.)

7. IHS Dental Program Priority (What level of care does the procedure fall into? Procedures in Levels I-III are of higher priority in the IHS Dental Program than those in Levels IV–VI)

Based on the survey results the contractor was able to develop a relative value unit for each American Dental Association (ADA) procedure code that was statistically valid. That table is updated every two years when the ADA/Current Dental Terminology is issued.
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