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CHAPTER 3: OVERVIEW TO THE ITEM-BY-ITEM 
GUIDE TO THE MDS 3.0 

This chapter provides item-by-item coding instructions for all required sections and items in the 
MDS Version 3.0 item sets. The goal of this chapter is to facilitate the accurate coding of the 
MDS resident assessment and to provide assessors with the rationale and resources to optimize 
resident care and outcomes.  

3.1 Using this Chapter 
Throughout this chapter, MDS assessment sections are presented using a standard format for 
ease of review and instruction. In addition, screenshots of each section are available for 
illustration purposes. Note: There are images imbedded in this manual and if you are using a 
screen reader to access the content contained in the manual you should refer to the MDS 3.0 item 
set to review the referenced information. The order of the sections is as follows:  

• Intent. The reason(s) for including this set of assessment items in the MDS.  

• Item Display. To facilitate accurate resident assessment using the MDS, each 
assessment section is accompanied by screenshots, which display the item from the MDS 
3.0 item set.  

• Item Rationale. The purpose of assessing this aspect of a resident’s clinical or 
functional status.  

• Health-related Quality of Life. How the condition, impairment, improvement, or 
decline being assessed can affect a resident’s quality of life, along with the importance of 
staff understanding the relationship of the clinical or functional issue related to quality of 
life. 

• Planning for Care. How assessment of the condition, impairment, improvement, or 
decline being assessed can contribute to appropriate care planning. 

• Steps for Assessment. Sources of information and methods for determining the 
correct response for coding each MDS item. 

• Coding Instructions. The proper method of recording each response, with 
explanations of individual response categories.  

• Coding Tips and Special Populations. Clarifications, issues of note, and 
conditions to be considered when coding individual MDS items.  

• Examples. Case examples of appropriate coding for most, if not all, MDS 
sections/items.  

Additional layout issues to note include: (1) the  symbol is displayed in all MDS 3.0 
sections/items that require a resident interview, and (2) important definitions are highlighted in 
text boxes, and may be found, along with other definitions of interest, in Appendix A: Glossary 
and Common Acronyms.   
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3.2  Becoming Familiar with the MDS-recommended 
Approach 
1. First, reading the Manual is essential. 

• The CMS Long-Term Care Facility Resident Assessment Instrument User’s 
Manual is the primary source of information for completing an MDS assessment.  

• Notice how the manual is organized.  
• Using it correctly will increase the accuracy of your assessments. 
• While it is important to understand and apply the information in Chapter 3, 

facilities should also become familiar with Chapters 1, 2, 4, 5 and 6. These 
Chapters provide the framework and supporting information for data collected on 
the item set as well as the process for further assessment and care planning, 
submitting and modifying assessments, and information on the SNF PPS payment 
system. 

• It is important to understand the entire process of the RAI in conjunction with the 
intent and rationale for coding items on the MDS 3.0 item set. 

• Check the MDS 3.0 Web site regularly for updates at: 
http://www.cms.gov/Medicare/Quality-Initiatives-Patient-Assessment-
Instruments/NursingHomeQualityInits/MDS30RAIManual.html. 

• If you require further assistance, submit your question to your State RAI 
Coordinator listed in Appendix B: State Agency and CMS Locations RAI/MDS 
Contacts available in the Downloads section on CMS’ website: 
http://www.cms.gov/Medicare/Quality-Initiatives-Patient-Assessment-
Instruments/NursingHomeQualityInits/MDS30RAIManual.html. 

2. Second, review the MDS item sets. 
• Notice how sections are organized and where information should be recorded. 
• Work through one section at a time. 
• Examine item definitions and response categories as provided on the item sets, 

realizing that more detailed definitions and coding information is found in each 
Section of Chapter 3. 

• There are several item sets, and depending on which item set you are completing, 
the skip patterns and items active for each item set may be different. 

3. Complete a thorough review of Chapter 3. 
• Review procedural instructions, time frames, and general coding conventions. 
• Become familiar with the intent of each item, rationale and steps for assessment. 
• Become familiar with the item itself with its coding choices and response options, 

keeping in mind the clarifications, issues of note, and other pertinent information 
needed to understand how to code the item. 

• Do the definitions and instructions differ from current practice at your facility? 
• Do your facility processes require updating to comply with MDS requirements? 
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