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DISCLAIMER

This Molina Clinical Policy (MCP) is intended to facilitate the Utilization Management process. Policies are not a supplementation or recommendation
for treatment; Providers are solely responsible for the diagnosis, treatment, and clinical recommendations for the Member. It expresses Molina's
determination as to whether certain services or supplies are medically necessary, experimental, investigational, or cosmetic for purposes of
determining appropriateness of payment. The conclusion that a particular service or supply is medically necessary does not constitute a
representation or warranty that this service or supply is covered (e.g., will be paid for by Molina) for a particular Member. The Member's benefit plan
determines coverage — each benefit plan defines which services are covered, which are excluded, and which are subject to dollar caps or other
limits. Members and their Providers will need to consult the Member's benefit plan to determine if there are any exclusion(s) or other benefit
limitations applicable to this service or supply. If there is a discrepancy between this policy and a Member's plan of benefits, the benefits plan will
govern. In addition, coverage may be mandated by applicable legal requirements of a State, the Federal government or CMS for Medicare and
Medicaid Members. CMS's Coverage Database can be found on the CMS website. The coverage directive(s) and criteria from an existing National
Coverage Determination (NCD) or Local Coverage Determination (LCD) will supersede the contents of this MCP and provide the directive for all
Medicare members. References included were accurate at the time of policy approval and publication.

OVERVIEW

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition with persistent deficits in social communication
and social interaction across multiple domains, in addition to restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviors and interests.
The term spectrum underscores the concept that each individual may be affected in certain aspects to varying degrees.
ASD is a chronic condition, and management requires a comprehensive, multidisciplinary approach that focuses on
the individual's condition and needs. Diagnostic criteria are based on the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders Fifth Edition (DSM-5).

Evidence supports that early behavioral and educational interventions addressing specific skills and symptoms can
lead to better outcomes in individuals with ASD. Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is an evidence-based behavioral
health intervention that applies principles of learning and behavior to develop, maintain, or restore socially significant
functioning. For individuals with ASD, ABA addresses impairments in adaptive, communication, social, cognitive,
behavioral, safety, and community participation domains (Hale 2025; Hyman et al. 2020).

Some alternatives to ABA include pharmacotherapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, social skills training, therapeutic
services (e.g., occupational therapy, speech therapy), positive behavior support, and mental health support.

COVERAGE POLICY

Initiation Criteria of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) Treatment
Initiation of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) may be considered medically necessary in Members with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) when ALL the following are met:

1. A comprehensive assessment is conducted, and a valid diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is
rendered that includes ALL the following components:

a. ASD initiation age is 18 months or older

b. Documentation from the Member's primary care physician noting initial developmental concerns,
screenings, referrals, and treatments provided

c. Diagnosis established in accordance with DSM-5 or DSM-5-TR criteria, including persistent deficits in
social communication and social interaction deficits exhibited across multiple contexts, along with
repetitive or restrictive behavior, including differentiation from Social Communication Disorder

d. Diagnosis is determined by a multidisciplinary team with expertise in diagnosing ASD utilizing at least ONE
clinically validated tool (e.g. Autism Diagnostic Interview-Revised [ADI-R], Autism Diagnostic Observation
Schedule [ADOS-2], Childhood Autism Rating Scale [CARS-2], or Diagnostic Interview for Social and

Communication Disorders [DISCO])

Note: In general, clinical evaluation, testing, direct observation, and collateral information are often needed before deriving an ASD
diagnosis. Screening instruments, when used, support referral and clinical context but do not independently establish an Autism
Spectrum diagnosis or medical necessity for Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) services.

e. Diagnostic evaluations and functional assessments are conducted by a qualified provider or
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multidisciplinary team with ASD expertise (e.g., clinical psychologists, developmental pediatrician,
pediatric neurologist, psychiatrist, or other licensed clinicians permitted under applicable state law to
diagnose ASD)

f. Diagnosis is informed by direct clinical observation across settings and interactions with supporting
documentation

g. Diagnosis is supported by thorough and comprehensive clinical documentation of ALL the following:

i. Documentation includes adaptive and functional assessments (e.g., Vineland Adaptive Behavior
Scales [VABS], Adaptive Behavior Assessment System [ABAS]) to establish baseline status, as
this aids in ascertaining appropriate therapies

ii. If a standardized diagnostic assessment is more than 24 months old, updated documentation
must describe current ASD symptoms and functional impact

iii. Reasonable efforts toward collaboration with Member receiving treatment, the parent or guardians,

and other care teams
h. A comprehensive assessment identifying relevant comorbid medical, psychiatric, developmental, or
behavioral conditions, with associated evaluations when needed to understand functional impairment,

safety, treatment priorities, or care coordination
Note: The presence or absence of comorbidities does not independently determine medical necessity for ABA services

2. Severity is demonstrated by the extent to which core ASD symptoms and associated behaviors interfere with
daily functioning, independence, safety, and participation across applicable domains. Established by at least
ONE of the following:

Serious deterioration in interpersonal interactions (e.g., impulsive or abusive behaviors)

Significant withdrawal and avoidance of almost all social interaction

Consistent failure to achieve self-care as appropriate to age or developmental level

Inability to perform adequately in school (including specialized settings) due to disruptive or aggressive

behavior, with supporting school documentation (e.g., Individualized Education Program [IEP], Behavior

Intervention Plan) when applicable

e. Severely diminished ability to assess consequences of own actions (e.g., acts of severe property damage)

f.  Other evidence of serious dysfunction as documented by clinical assessment

aoow

3. ABA intervention is considered the clinically appropriate and medically necessary treatment as evidence by ALL
the following:
a. ABA treatment plan is based on an established ASD diagnosis rendered by a qualified provider or
multidisciplinary team, as ABA services and treatment plans do not substitute for a diagnostic evaluation
b. ABA must represent the least intensive, most effective behavioral intervention capable of addressing
identified functional impairments
c. Less intensive interventions or alternative therapies are insufficient to treat identified functional
impairments, with rationale documented in medical record
d. ABA is expected to provide significant improvement in at least ONE of the following identified functional
impairment areas that interfere with daily living:
i. Functional communication
ii. Adaptive behavior
iii. Social interaction
iv. Safety-related behaviors
e. Member is not at imminent risk for requiring acute or crisis-level care
f.  Structured parent or caregiver participation is documented

4. A Focused or Comprehensive ABA individualized treatment plan is developed and includes ALL the following:

a. Behavioral assessment and treatment plan developed by a Board-Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) or
BCBA-Doctoral (BCBA-D), consistent with Behavior Analyst Certification Board (BACB) standards. BCBA
or BCBA-D provides direct and consistent supervision to Board-Certified Assistant Behavior Analyst
(BCaBA) or Registered Behavior Technicians (RBTs) or another appropriately certified behavior technician
as allowed by state mandate

b. The provider attests the requested service model (hours, staffing, setting) is feasible and will be
implemented as authorized, or identified constraints are documented with a proposed phased
implementation plan
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c. Clearly defined measurable goals and objectives are designed to target identified functional deficits, with
progress tracked using clinically appropriate tools (e.g., Verbal Behavior Milestones and Assessment
Placement Program [VB-MAPP])

d. Management and assessment of Member’s social and care settings is employed to minimize triggers and
maximize rate of progress

e. Objective measurements of target goals, including but not limited to, collection, quantification, and analysis
of data and observations

f. Treatment goals are appropriate and reasonable given the Member’'s age and level of functioning with
measurable defined outcomes

g. Treatment goals are directly related to the Member's ASD diagnosis and associated functional
deficits/symptoms

h. Interventions are designed to target specific identified functional impairments related to the Member's ASD
and are not intended to primarily address academic instruction or replace services required under an IEP

i. Interventions are not intended to substitute educational or academic instruction or for needs better
addressed through occupational therapy, physical therapy, or speech-language services

j- Treatmentintensity is chosen using a validated measurement tool (e.g., The Autism Treatment Evaluation
Checklist [ATEC], Social Skills Improvement System [SSIS], VB-MAPP)

k. Treatment plan includes expected participation of the Member’s parent/caregiver, if applicable. When
caregiver participation is limited by documented barriers, the treatment plan must include documented
alternative strategies to support skill generalization and maintenance of progress outside of therapy
sessions

I.  Regular assessment intervals are identified to track progress and occur AT LEAST every 6 months

m. Documentation supports individualized treatment intensity (i.e., number of hours per week) and duration
(i.e., length of service intervention) based on clinical need and response to treatment

n. Documented description of service modalities and settings (e.g. home, clinic, community) consistent with
the authorized treatment plan and supervision model

5. For high intensity services: If proposed treatment intensity exceeds 25 direct hours per week, ALL the
following must be met:
a. Documentation of functional impairment as evidenced by ONE of the following:
i. Significant deficits across multiple domains
ii. Persistent and challenging behaviors that threaten Member's safety and significantly interfere with
progress
b. Documentation addresses the necessity for requested intensity to treat specific functional impairments
c. Documentation outlines a defined treatment period for the intense services including a defined timeframe
for reassessment and planned tapering
d. Ongoing review of relevant comorbid conditions and their impact on functional impairment inform decisions
regarding continuation, modification, reductions, or transition of ABA services
e. Reassessments of high intensity services occur AT LEAST every 6 months

Continuation Criteria of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) Treatment
Continuation of ABA may be considered medically necessary when ALL the following are met:

1. Documentation demonstrating treatment goals established in initial plan of care have not yet been met, with
evidence of ONE of the following:

a. Frequent and continued reassessment of treatment goals based on quantifiable metrics, and measurable
progress toward initial goals that can be attributed to ABA intervention (not age alone) has been
demonstrated

b. A demonstrated risk of deterioration without continued services

2. Documentation supports continued needs for ABA services to address one of more ASD-related functional
domains (i.e., aggression, ADLs, instrumental activities of daily living, social communication or language deficits,
restrictive or repetitive behaviors)

3. Documentation of ongoing primary care physician care coordination, well child visits, and appropriate follow up
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4. Severity and functional impairment are reassessed to determine whether continuation, modification, reduction,
or transition to a less intensive service is clinically appropriate. Reassessment findings are documented and
reflected in an updated ABA treatment plan

5. Reassessments occur AT LEAST every 6 months

6. Reassessment and functional progress are documented with accompanying ABA treatment plan update
demonstrating updated goals and plan to address outstanding treatment needs

7. Member is actively participating in treatment and demonstrates meaningful improvements outside of treatment
(e.g., in the home, community, school)

8. Any areas demonstrating inadequate progress toward goals have been assessed for barriers and adequately
modified, including but not limited to:
a. Co-occurring psychiatric disorders and Member has been evaluated for potential modifications in
environmental triggers, medication, and/or behavioral plans
b. Family and provider scheduling conflicts
c. Co-occurring medical complications that may affect and aggravate ASD symptoms

9. Documentation demonstrates ongoing parent and/or caregiver training with clinically appropriate supervision by
a qualified behavioral analyst, consistent with the authorized treatment plan

10. Treatment intensity and service model (e.g., focused or comprehensive ABA) remain individualized based on
clinical need, severity of functional impairment, response to treatment, and the Member’s ability to tolerate
services, and are adjusted as clinically indicated

11. For high intensity services: If proposed treatment intensity exceeds 25 direct hours per week, ALL the
following must be met:
a. Documentation of continued functional impairment as evidenced by ONE of the following:
i. Significant deficits across multiple domains
ii. Persistent and challenging behaviors that threaten Member's safety and significantly interfere with
progress
b. Documentation addresses why the requested intensity is necessary to treat specific functional impairments
Documentation addresses why goals cannot be met with fewer hours or alternative models
Documentation outlines a defined treatment period for the intense services including a defined timeframe
for reassessment of AT LEAST every 6 months and planned tapering
e. Ongoing review of comorbid conditions and their impact on functional impairment may inform decisions
regarding continuation, modification, reduction, or transition of ABA services

oo

Telehealth Delivery of ABA Services
Telehealth may be used as a modality for the delivery of select components of ABA services when ALL the following
criteria are met:

1. Telehealth is limited to caregiver training, coaching and supervision, or other indirect service components

2. Documentation of ALL the following:

a. Telehealth used in conjunction with in-person ABA services as part of a clinically justified hybrid service
model documented in the authorized ABA treatment plan

b. How telehealth supports individualized treatment plans and goals

c. Demonstration that telehealth use facilitates skill generalization, caregiver competency, treatment
fidelity, or continuity of care

d. Member's behaviors, safety risk, and clinical needs do not require in-person observation and intervention
during the telehealth component

e. Member's symptoms, behaviors, safety risks, and clinical needs can be adequately assessed,
monitored, and managed through remote service delivery
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f.  Appropriate clinical oversight and supervision are maintained
g. Telehealth is selected based on clinical need and treatment design and not used solely for convenience,
access, geographic distance, or provider preference

ABA Treatment Staff Delivered Services
ABA services may be delivered by ABA treatment staff when ALL the following criteria are met and documented:

1. ABA treatment staff provide services only within the scope of an approved ABA treatment plan that clearly
specifies treatment goals, prescribed interventions, and methods for data collection

2. Services are provided under the direction and clinical oversight of a qualified behavior analyst, who retains
responsibility for assessment, treatment design, progress monitoring, clinical decision-making, and modification
of the treatment plan

3. Documentation in the treatment plan demonstrating that services are conducted with a supervision approach
sufficient to ensure treatment fidelity and safety

4. ABA treatment staff ONLY provide the following:
a. Actively implement prescribed interventions as directed
b. Collect, document, and report treatment data

5. ABA treatment staff do NOT independently assess, diagnose, or modify treatment

6. Use of ABA treatment staff delivered services is appropriate based on the Member’s clinical needs, individualized
treatment goals, severity of functional impairment, safety considerations, and ability to meaningfully benefit from
the service delivery model

7. ABA treatment staff delivered services do not reduce or replace required direct involvement of the supervising
behavioral analyst

Observational Activities Within ABA Treatment
Observational activities may ONLY occur as part of active ABA treatment when ALL the following criteria are met:

1. Observational activities are integrated into an authorized ABA treatment plan as part of supervised
implementation, not as stand-alone services

2. Documentation demonstrates observational activities are clinically justified and support at least ONE of the
following treatment purposes:
a. Treatment fidelity
b. Skill acquisition
c. Generalization of skills
d. Caregiver training
e. Safety monitoring

3. Observational activities do NOT constitute a separate covered service and are not authorized independently of
the authorized ABA treatment plan

Discharge and Tapering Criteria of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) Treatment
Discharge or tapering of ABA is appropriate when at least ONE of the following are met:

1. Treatment goals are achieved and sustained with demonstrated generalization of skills across relevant settings
and caregivers

2. There is no meaningful progress toward treatment goals, and documentation indicates no significant risk of
deterioration in functioning if ABA services are reduced or discontinued
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3. Member is no longer demonstrating functional improvements or progress on standardized or clinically accepted
measures of functioning, and there is no demonstrated significant risk of deterioration if services are discontinued

4. Member is unwilling or unable to participate in treatment for successive utilization periods, despite reasonable
efforts to address identified barriers

5. Parent or caregivers' participation is insufficient to participate in treatment planning and delivery to the extent
that compromises the effectiveness of care. The documented efforts to address barriers or implement alternative
generalization strategies have been unsuccessful, such that continued ABA services are unlikely to be effective

Limitations and Exclusions
Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is considered not medically necessary for ANY of the following situations:

1. For all indications except diagnosed ASD including, but not limited to, Rett syndrome and Down syndrome in the
absence of ASD

2. When requested to maximize developmental potential without documented impairment

3. Exceptions to any of the criteria in this policy require Medical Director review

DOCUMENTATION REQUIREMENTS: Molina Healthcare reserves the right to require that additional documentation be made available as part of
its coverage determination; quality improvement; and fraud; waste and abuse prevention processes. Documentation required may include, but is
not limited to, patient records, test results and credentials of the provider ordering or performing a drug or service. Molina Healthcare may deny
reimbursement or take additional appropriate action if the documentation provided does not support the initial determination that the drugs or
services were medically necessary, not investigational, or experimental, and otherwise within the scope of benefits afforded to the Member, and/or
the documentation demonstrates a pattern of billing or other practice that is inappropriate or excessive.

SUMMARY OF MEDICAL EVIDENCE

Early identification of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), ideally by age 3 years, is encouraged as the initiation of early
intervention strategies are more effective long-term (Anixt et al. 2024). The diagnosis and treatment of ASD involve a
robust multidisciplinary team. There are multiple therapeutic treatments and disciplines that can address issues
associated with ASD (e.g., behavioral interventions, cognitive behavioral therapy, modeling, naturalistic teaching
strategies, parent training, peer training). Applied behavioral analysis (ABA) is a commonly used intensive behavioral
intervention to address behaviors associated with ASD that result in functional limitations. ABA encompasses different
evidence-based interventions that are individually tailored to provide skills that an individual diagnosed with ASD is not
learning on their own and to reduce behaviors that interfere with daily life (Steinbrenner et al. 2020). Evidence supports
that ABA provides some benefit for individuals with ASD (Anixt et al 2025; Lotfizadeh et al. 2020; Reichow et al. 2018;
Sandbank et al. 2023; Steinbrenner et al. 2020; Wong et al. 2015). ABA should be conducted in multiple settings that
reflect the common settings of patient’s life (e.g., home, school, work, outpatient facilities). There is minimal and low-
quality evidence demonstrating positive findings that ABA conducted via telehealth is more beneficial than being
waitlisted for in person therapy (Lindgren et al. 2021; Marino et al. 2020).

Comprehensive or focused treatment models are best started as early as possible, as implementation between the
ages of 3 — 9 years helps build foundations skills. Comprehensive treatment models are comprised of ABA and
naturalistic approaches and are characterized by a substantial number of hours per week, treatment occurring for a
year or longer, and a focus on broad outcomes (Anixt et al 2025; Steinbrenner et al. 2020; Wong et al. 2015). There
is a lack of evidence supporting discrete guidelines for intensity and duration, though emerging evidence suggests that
moderate intensity (i.e., 10 — 20 hours a week) or individually tailored modular behavior approaches at 5-10 hours a
week is non-inferior to high intensity (i.e., more than 20 hours a week) (Anderson et al., 2024; Lotfizadeh et al. 2020;
Rogers et al. 2020; Samelson et al. 2026; Sandbank et al. 2024). Additionally, parental involvement with either training
or education induces a positive effect on therapeutic outcomes (Anderson et al. 2024; Bearss et al. 2015).
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National and Specialty Organizations

The American Academy of Pediatrics published the clinical report Identification, Evaluation, and Management of
Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (Hyman et al. 2020) that was reaffirmed in October 2025. The report supports
the DSM-5 criteria in the diagnosis of ASD, even in younger children, and acknowledges the need for multiple additional
tools/scales to assess severity, functionality, and co-morbidities. The AAP endorses early and repeat screenings of all
children for ASD. The report endorses treatment models based on ABA principles as the most evidence-based
approach to behavioral intervention and support early initiation in individuals diagnosed with ASD.

The European Society of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (ESCAP) published the ESCAP practice guidance
for autism: A summary of evidencebased recommendations for diagnosis and treatment (Fuentes et al. 2021) that
endorses official diagnosis of ASD with the DSM-5 criteria. Pre-treatment assessment of functional limitations, severity
of symptoms, and comorbidities is recommended for the creation of an individualized treatment plan. Intervention
should be based on a functional analysis of behavior with the aim of therapy to ensure daily opportunities are used to
facilitate progress and minimize difficulties instead of therapy based on a prescribed number of hours or sessions per
day or week.

The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) published the clinical guideline Autism Spectrum
Disorder in Adults: Diagnosis and Management [CG142]. The clinical guideline recommends that factors and triggers
for behaviors should be identified and managed, prior to initiating behavioral interventions. Functional analysis should
be used to facilitate the planning of interventions to address behavioral issues. The choice of interventions should also
include the nature and severity of the behavior, individual physical needs and capabilities, physical and social
environment, the capacity of staff and support systems, and the preferences of the individual being treated.

The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) published the clinical guideline Autism Spectrum
Disorder in Under 19s: Support and Management [CG170] recommend assessing factors that may increase the risk
of challenge behavior in assessments and care planning. A care plan should be developed with the individual with
autism and their support system and should outline individualized steps needed to address behavior challenges,
including treatment of comorbidities, support for care givers, and necessary adjustments, for example, by increasing
structure and minimizing unpredictability. If behavior remains challenging despite attempts to address the underlying
possible causes, undertake a multidisciplinary review and create a comprehensive behavioral care plan.

CODING & BILLING INFORMATION

CPT (Current Procedural Terminology)

Code Description

97151 Behavior identification assessment, administered by a physician or other qualified health care
professional, each 15 minutes of the physician's or other qualified health care professional's time face-to-
face with patient and/or guardian(s)/caregiver(s) administering assessments and discussing findings and
recommendations, and non-face-to-face analyzing past data, scoring/interpreting the assessment, and
preparing the report/treatment plan

97152 | Behavior identification-supporting assessment, administered by one technician under the direction of a
physician or other qualified health care professional, face-to-face with the patient, each 15 minutes
97153 | Adaptive behavior treatment by protocol, administered by technician under the direction of a physician or
other qualified health care professional, face-to-face with one patient, each 15 minutes

97154 | Group adaptive behavior treatment by protocol, administered by technician under the direction of a
physician or other qualified health care professional, face-to-face with two or more patients, each 15
minutes

97155 | Adaptive behavior treatment with protocol modification, administered by physician or other qualified health
care professional, which may include simultaneous direction of technician, face-to-face with one patient,
each 15 minutes

97156 | Family adaptive behavior treatment guidance, administered by physician or other qualified health care
professional (with or without the patient present), face-to-face with guardian(s)/caregiver(s), each 15
minutes
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97157 | Multiple-family group adaptive behavior treatment guidance, administered by physician or other qualified
health care professional (without the patient present), face-to-face with multiple sets of
guardians/caregivers, each 15 minutes

97158 | Group adaptive behavior treatment with protocol modification, administered by physician or other qualified
health care professional, face-to-face with multiple patients, each 15 minutes

0362T | Behavior identification supporting assessment, each 15 minutes of technicians' time face-to-face with a
patient, requiring the following components: administration by the physician or other qualified health care
professional who is on site; with the assistance of two or more technicians; for a patient who exhibits
destructive behavior; completion in an environment that is customized to the patient's behavior.

0373T | Adaptive behavior treatment with protocol modification, each 15 minutes of technicians' time face-to-face
with a patient, requiring the following components: administration by the physician or other qualified health
care professional who is on site; with the assistance of two or more technicians; for a patient who exhibits
destructive behavior; completion in an environment that is customized to the patient's behavior.

HCPCS (Healthcare Common Procedure Coding System)
Code Description
H0031 | Mental health assessment, by nonphysician
H0032 | Mental health service plan development by nonphysician

CODING DISCLAIMER: Codes listed in this policy are for reference purposes only and may not be all-inclusive. Deleted codes and codes which
are not effective at the time the service is rendered may not be eligible for reimbursement. Listing of a service or device code in this policy does not
guarantee coverage. Coverage is determined by the benefit document. Molina adheres to Current Procedural Terminology (CPT®), a registered
trademark of the American Medical Association (AMA). All CPT codes and descriptions are copyrighted by the AMA,; this information is included for
informational purposes only. Providers and facilities are expected to utilize industry standard coding practices for all submissions. When improper
billing and coding is not followed, Molina has the right to reject/deny the claim and recover claim payment(s). Due to changing industry practices,

Molina reserves the right to revise this policy as needed.

APPROVAL HISTORY

06/10/2026  New policy. IRO peer reviewed on April 30, 2026, by a practicing physician board certified in Psychiatry Child & Adolescent.
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