
GENERAL

american medical association code of medical ethics
Published: September 3, 2026  |  Index ID: #-

Introduction

The American Medical Association Code of Medical Ethicsis more than a set of guidelines; it is the moral

compass that directs millions of physicians across the United States. Established in 1869, this living document has

evolved to address shifting societal values, technological advances, and emerging healthcare challenges. For

clinicians, patients, educators, and policymakers alike, understanding the Code’s principles is essential to fostering

trust, ensuring quality care, and upholding the dignity of the medical profession.

What is the American Medical Association (AMA) Code of Medical Ethics?

Historical Background

When the AMA first drafted its Code in the late 19th century, the medical field was a fragmented landscape of

varied practices and limited regulation. The early Code emphasized honesty, integrity, and the duty of physicians to

advance science and public health. Over the decades, it has been revised 15 times, reflecting changes such as the

advent of antibiotics, the rise of patient rights movements, and the digital transformation of healthcare.

Core Principles and Values

At its heart, the Code is built on five foundational principles:

•  Autonomy – Respecting patients’ right to make informed choices.

•  Beneficence – Acting in the best interest of patients.

•  Nonmaleficence – Avoiding harm or minimizing risk.

•  Justice – Ensuring fair distribution of healthcare resources.

•  Fidelity – Maintaining trust through honesty and reliability.

These values guide every ethical decision a physician may face, from diagnosing a rare disease to advising on end-

of-life care.

Key Sections and Provisions

The Code is organized into thematic chapters that cover practical aspects of medical practice:

1.  Professional Conduct – Standards for competence, continuing education, and peer review.

2.  Patient Relationships – Guidelines for informed consent, confidentiality, and cultural sensitivity.

3.  Research and Innovation – Ethical oversight of clinical trials, animal studies, and data sharing.

4.  Public Health and Advocacy – Responsibilities toward community health, disease prevention, and health 

equity.

5.  Legal and Ethical Conflicts – Navigating malpractice, whistleblowing, and conflicts of interest.

Each section contains specific directives, illustrative scenarios, and references to supporting literature, ensuring

that physicians can apply the Code in real-world contexts.

Updates and Revisions Over Time

Recent amendments have addressed pressing issues such as telemedicine, artificial intelligence, and vaccine 

hesitancy. In 2020, the AMA added a new chapter on Digital Health Ethics, outlining responsibilities for data



privacy, algorithmic transparency, and equitable access to technology. These updates demonstrate the Code’s

commitment to remain relevant in an era of rapid change.

How the AMA Code Shapes Medical Practice

Clinical Decision-Making

Physicians often face complex clinical dilemmas that require balancing evidence-based medicine with patient

preferences. The Code encourages a shared decision-making model, where clinicians provide clear, unbiased

information and patients actively participate in choosing treatment options. This approach reduces the risk of

malpractice claims and enhances patient satisfaction.

Patient-Physician Relationships

Trust is the cornerstone of effective healthcare. The Code emphasizes maintaining confidentiality, securing

informed consent, and respecting cultural differences. By upholding these standards, physicians can build stronger

therapeutic alliances, leading to better adherence to treatment plans and improved health outcomes.

Public Health and Policy Advocacy

Beyond individual care, the Code calls on physicians to engage in public health initiatives. Whether advocating for

vaccination programs, addressing opioid misuse, or lobbying for health equity legislation, physicians are uniquely

positioned to influence policy. The Code provides ethical guidelines for balancing personal beliefs with professional

obligations.

Medical Education and Professional Development

Continuous learning is a professional duty highlighted throughout the Code. Medical schools and residency

programs integrate ethical training into curricula, ensuring that new physicians internalize the Code from the outset.

CME activities, workshops, and mentorship programs further reinforce ethical practice throughout a career.

Case Studies: Real-World Applications

Case 1: End-of-Life Care

Dr. Patel, a geriatrician, faced a decision about whether to continue aggressive treatment for a 78 �year �old patient

with metastatic cancer. According to the Code, she should facilitate a thorough discussion about prognosis, quality

of life, and patient values. By documenting the conversation and honoring the patient’s wishes for palliative care, Dr.

Patel upheld the principles of autonomy and beneficence.

Case 2: Research Ethics

A research team at a university hospital was developing a new gene-editing therapy. The AMA Code required the

team to obtain Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, ensure informed consent, and disclose potential conflicts

of interest. By adhering to these standards, the researchers protected participants’ rights and maintained public

trust in scientific inquiry.

Case 3: Medical Errors and Transparency

During a surgical procedure, a misidentified patient led to a wrong-site operation. The Code mandates disclosure of

errors to the affected patient and their family. The surgeon’s prompt apology, corrective action, and participation in a

morbidity and mortality conference exemplify ethical accountability and continuous quality improvement.

Critiques and Challenges



Balancing Autonomy and Beneficence

Some critics argue that strict adherence to patient autonomy can conflict with the physician’s duty to prevent harm.

The Code addresses this tension by encouraging a nuanced, context-dependent approach, where clinicians weigh

the benefits and risks while respecting patient choices.

Globalization and Cultural Diversity

As medicine becomes increasingly global, physicians encounter patients from diverse cultural backgrounds. The

Code’s emphasis on cultural sensitivity helps bridge gaps, but some argue for more explicit guidance on navigating

cross-cultural ethical dilemmas, especially in multinational clinical trials.

Digital Health and Privacy Concerns

With the rise of electronic health records, telemedicine, and wearable devices, safeguarding patient privacy has

become more complex. The AMA Code’s new digital health chapter offers foundational principles, yet ongoing

debate surrounds algorithmic bias, data ownership, and informed consent in the digital era.

Comparing AMA Code with Other Ethical Guidelines

World Medical Association Declaration of Geneva

The Declaration of Geneva, adopted in 1948, serves as a global ethical manifesto for physicians. While the AMA

Code focuses on practical U.S. regulations, the Declaration emphasizes universal commitments such as “to respect

human life and dignity.” Both documents complement each other, offering a layered ethical framework.

National Medical Association (NMA) Code of Ethics

The NMA, representing historically underrepresented physicians, emphasizes health equity and anti-discrimination.

Its Code expands on the AMA’s focus on justice by providing actionable steps to address systemic bias in

healthcare delivery.

International Medical Ethics Frameworks

Other countries have their own codes—such as the British Medical Association’s Code of Conduct or the Canadian

Medical Association’s Guidelines. While specific provisions differ, shared themes—patient confidentiality, informed

consent, and professional integrity—create a global standard that transcends borders.

How to Access and Use the AMA Code

Where to Find the Code

The AMA publishes the Code on its official website in PDF and HTML formats, ensuring free access for all

members and the public. Additionally, many medical libraries provide printed copies, and the Code is often

referenced in medical school handbooks.

Practical Tools for Clinicians

•  Ethics Decision-Making Flowcharts – Visual guides that help clinicians navigate common dilemmas.

•  Patient Education Materials – Brochures and consent forms aligned with the Code’s language.

•  Case Discussion Forums – Online platforms where physicians share experiences and seek peer advice.

Continuing Medical Education (CME) Resources

AMA offers CME courses focused on ethics, including webinars, workshops, and simulation labs. These programs

help clinicians stay current with evolving standards and reinforce the practical application of the Code.



Conclusion

The American Medical Association Code of Medical Ethicsremains a cornerstone of modern healthcare,

guiding physicians in delivering compassionate, competent, and culturally sensitive care. By integrating its

principles into everyday practice, clinicians honor the trust placed in them by patients and society. As medicine

continues to advance—through technology, globalization, and new therapeutic frontiers—this Code will adapt,

ensuring that the profession’s moral compass stays true to its founding ideals of autonomy, beneficence, and

justice.
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