
american medical association guides to
the evaluation of permanent impairment

American Medical Association Guides to the Evaluation of Permanent Impairment
are comprehensive resources designed to assist healthcare professionals in
assessing and quantifying permanent impairment resulting from injuries or
medical conditions. Published by the American Medical Association (AMA),
these guides provide a standardized approach to the evaluation process,
ensuring consistency and accuracy in determining the extent of an
individual's functional loss. This article delves into the purpose,
structure, and application of these guides, shedding light on their
significance in the fields of medicine, insurance, and disability evaluation.

Purpose of the AMA Guides

The primary objectives of the AMA Guides are to:

1. Standardize Evaluations: They offer a uniform methodology for assessing
permanent impairment, which helps to minimize discrepancies between different
evaluators and settings.

2. Facilitate Communication: By providing clear definitions and criteria, the
guides enhance communication among medical professionals, insurers,
employers, and legal entities involved in disability evaluations.

3. Support Fairness in Compensation: The guides aim to ensure that
individuals receive appropriate compensation based on their level of
impairment, promoting equity in workers' compensation and disability claims.

4. Enhance Clinical Practice: They serve as a resource for clinicians, aiding
them in documenting and reporting impairments accurately.

Historical Background

The AMA Guides have undergone several revisions since their inception.
Initially published in 1971, the guides have evolved to reflect advancements
in medical knowledge, changes in impairment evaluation practices, and legal
requirements. Key milestones in their development include:

- First Edition (1971): Introduction of the basic framework for evaluating
permanent impairment.

- Second Edition (1984): Refinement of methodologies and inclusion of more
specific criteria for different body systems.

- Third Edition (1988): Further development of the guides with the addition
of more detailed evaluation protocols and examples.

- Fourth Edition (1993): A significant overhaul, emphasizing evidence-based
medicine and incorporating new research findings.

- Fifth Edition (2000): Enhanced focus on functional assessment and the



impact of impairments on daily activities.

- Sixth Edition (2008): The most current edition, which further refines the
evaluation process and provides updated methodologies and examples.

Structure of the Guides

The AMA Guides consist of several key components that aid in the evaluation
process:

1. Introduction and Overview

This section outlines the purpose of the guides, the principles of impairment
evaluation, and the importance of a systematic approach. It emphasizes the
difference between impairment and disability, clarifying that impairment
refers to a loss of function or abnormality, while disability encompasses the
broader social and occupational impact.

2. Evaluation Process

The guides delineate a step-by-step evaluation process, which includes:

- History and Examination: Collecting detailed medical history and performing
a thorough physical examination to understand the nature and extent of the
impairment.

- Diagnostic Tests: Utilizing appropriate diagnostic tests to assess the
severity of the condition and its impact on function.

- Functional Assessment: Evaluating how the impairment affects the
individual's ability to perform daily activities and work-related tasks.

- Rating of Impairment: Applying specific criteria and scales outlined in the
guides to assign a numerical rating to the impairment.

3. Body Systems and Criteria

The guides categorize impairments by body system, providing detailed criteria
for evaluating conditions affecting:

- Musculoskeletal System: Including injuries related to bones, joints, and
soft tissues.

- Nervous System: Evaluating conditions such as stroke, neuropathies, and
spinal cord injuries.

- Cardiovascular System: Assessing heart conditions and their impact on
physical endurance.

- Respiratory System: Evaluating lung and breathing disorders.



- Vision and Hearing: Providing criteria for assessing visual and auditory
impairments.

Each category includes specific evaluation criteria, examples, and case
studies to assist evaluators in making informed decisions.

Application of the AMA Guides

The AMA Guides are widely utilized in various contexts, including:

1. Workers' Compensation

In the realm of workers' compensation, the guides play a crucial role in
determining the extent of impairment following work-related injuries. They
provide a basis for calculating compensation benefits, ensuring that injured
workers receive fair reimbursement for their losses.

2. Disability Claims

Insurance companies and disability evaluators frequently use the guides to
assess claims. The standardized approach helps in making objective decisions,
reducing the potential for bias and ensuring that claimants' impairments are
fairly evaluated.

3. Legal Proceedings

In cases of personal injury litigation, attorneys may refer to the guides to
establish the extent of an individual's impairment. The guides provide a
credible framework that can be presented in court to support claims for
damages.

4. Clinical Practice

Healthcare providers may use the guides to inform treatment plans and
rehabilitation strategies. By understanding the degree of an individual's
impairment, clinicians can tailor interventions to help patients regain
function and improve their quality of life.

Limitations and Criticisms

Despite their widespread use and acceptance, the AMA Guides are not without
limitations. Some common criticisms include:

- Subjectivity: While the guides aim to provide objective criteria, the
evaluation process can still be influenced by the evaluator's judgment,
leading to variability in ratings.



- Complexity: The detailed methodologies and complex terminologies may be
challenging for some evaluators, particularly those without specialized
training in impairment assessment.

- Evolving Medical Standards: As medical knowledge advances, some critics
argue that the guides may lag behind current best practices, necessitating
ongoing revisions to ensure relevance.

Conclusion

The American Medical Association Guides to the Evaluation of Permanent
Impairment serve as a vital resource for medical professionals, insurers, and
legal entities involved in the assessment of permanent impairments. By
providing a standardized framework for evaluation, these guides promote
consistency, fairness, and accuracy in determining the extent of functional
loss. Despite facing some criticisms, their role in enhancing communication
and understanding among stakeholders remains significant. As the field of
medicine and impairment evaluation continues to evolve, ongoing updates and
revisions to the guides will be essential in maintaining their relevance and
effectiveness.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of the American Medical
Association (AMA) Guides to the Evaluation of
Permanent Impairment?

The AMA Guides provide a standardized approach to assess and quantify
permanent impairments resulting from various medical conditions, ensuring
consistency and objectivity in evaluations.

How many editions of the AMA Guides to the Evaluation
of Permanent Impairment have been published?

As of October 2023, the AMA has published 6 editions of the Guides, with the
most recent edition being the 6th edition released in 2008.

What is the significance of the 6th edition of the
AMA Guides?

The 6th edition introduced a more comprehensive and detailed methodology for
assessing impairments, including updated criteria and a focus on evidence-
based practices.

Who typically uses the AMA Guides in their
evaluations?

The AMA Guides are primarily used by medical professionals, including
physicians, insurance companies, and legal experts, to evaluate and document
permanent impairments for disability claims and workers' compensation cases.



What types of impairments do the AMA Guides assess?

The AMA Guides assess a wide range of impairments, including musculoskeletal,
neurological, cardiovascular, and psychological conditions, among others.

How does the AMA Guides define 'permanent
impairment'?

Permanent impairment is defined as an alteration of an individual's health
status that is stable and unlikely to improve significantly over time,
affecting their ability to perform daily activities.

What role do standardized rating scales play in the
AMA Guides?

Standardized rating scales are used within the AMA Guides to provide
objective criteria for evaluating the severity of impairments and assigning a
percentage rating to reflect the degree of disability.

Can the AMA Guides be used for conditions not
explicitly listed in the text?

Yes, the AMA Guides allow for the use of clinical judgment and relevant
medical literature to assess impairments for conditions not explicitly
covered, facilitating a more individualized evaluation.

How do the AMA Guides impact workers' compensation
claims?

The AMA Guides provide a framework for determining the level of impairment,
which can influence the outcome of workers' compensation claims by
establishing eligibility and the extent of benefits.

Are there any criticisms of the AMA Guides?

Critics argue that the AMA Guides may oversimplify complex medical conditions
and that some methodologies may not adequately reflect the real-world impact
of impairments on individuals' functioning.
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