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NAVIGATING
INTEGRITY: THE
CODE OF MEDICAL
ETHICS OF THE
AMERICAN
MEDICAL
ASSOCIATION

Medicine is more than
a science of anatomy,
p h y s i o l o g y ,  a n d
pharmacology.  At  its
core, it is a profession
b u i l t  o n  t r u s t ,
compassion,  and  an
u n w a v e r i n g

commitment  to  the
well-being  of  others.
For  over  175  years,
one  document  has
s e r v e d  a s  t h e
foundational  compass
guid ing  Amer ican
physicians through the
c o m p l e x  m o r a l
landscape  of  patient
care:  the  Code  Of
Medical  Ethics  Of
T h e  A m e r i c a n
Medical  Association.
This living document is
not a static list of rules;
i t  i s  a  d y n a m i c
framework designed to
adapt  to  the  evolving
c h a l l e n g e s  o f
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healthcare,  from  the
b e d s i d e  t o  t h e
b o a r d r o o m .
Understanding  this
Code  is  essential  for
medical  professionals,
students, patients, and
anyone  interested  in
the ethical backbone of
modern healthcare.

A
Historical
Compass:
The
Origins of
the Code
The story of the Code
begins in 1847, a time
when  the  practice  of
medicine in the United
States  was  largely
unregulated  and  rife
with  quackery.  The

f o u n d i n g  o f  t h e
Amer ican  Medica l
Association (AMA) was
itself a response to this
chaos. One of the new
organization's  first  and
most  significant  acts
was to adopt a national
c o d e  o f  e t h i c s ,
primarily  authored  by
Dr.  John  Bell  and  Dr.
Isaac Hays. This initial
document  was heavily
influenced by  the  work
o f  t h e  E n g l i s h
p h y s i c i a n  a n d
philosopher  Thomas
Percival,  whose  1803
book  Medical  Ethics
laid the groundwork for
modern  professional
conduct.
This original Code was
revo lu t i ona ry .  I t
e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e
physician not just as a
h e a l e r  b u t  a s  a
gentleman, with duties
extending  beyond  the
individual  patient  to
the  profession  and
society  at  large.  Over
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the decades, the Code
Of Medical Ethics Of
T h e  A m e r i c a n
Medical  Association
h a s  u n d e r g o n e
significant  revisions.
T h e  m o s t  p i v o t a l
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n
occurred in 2001, when
the  AMA  adopted  a
modernized,  principle-
based  structure.  This
shift moved away from
a  collection  of  specific,
almost  proscriptive
r u l e s  t o w a r d  a
framework  of  core
principles that could be
applied  flexibly  to
n o v e l  e t h i c a l
di lemmas,  such  as
g e n e t i c  t e s t i n g ,
managed  care,  and
digital  health.

Decoding
the

Structure:
How the
Code Is
Organize
d
The modern Code is a
comprehensive,  multi-
layered document. It is
not  a  single,  flat  list  of
commandments  but  a
rich resource organized
into  three  dist inct
components that  work
in harmony.

THE NINE
PRINCIPLES OF
MEDICAL ETHICS

At the very apex of the
Code  are  the  Nine
Principles of Medical
Ethics.  These are the
fundamental,  non-
negotiable  tenets  that
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define  the  professional
conduct of a physician.
They  are  deliberately
broad and aspirational,
serving  as  the  ethical
foundation upon which
all  other  guidance  is
built.

Principle I: A
physician shall
be dedicated to
providing
competent
medical care,
with compassion
and respect for
human dignity
and rights.
Principle II: A
physician shall
uphold the
standards of
professionalism,
be honest in all
professional
interactions, and
strive to report
physicians
deficient in
character or
competence, or
engaging in

fraud or
deception, to
appropriate
entities.
Principle III: A
physician shall
respect the law
and also
recognize a
responsibility to
seek changes in
those
requirements
which are
contrary to the
best interests of
the patient.
Principle IV: A
physician shall
respect the
rights of
patients,
colleagues, and
other health
professionals,
and shall
safeguard
patient
confidences and
privacy within
the constraints of
the law.
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Principle V: A
physician shall
continue to
study, apply, and
advance
scientific
knowledge,
maintain a
commitment to
medical
education, make
relevant
information
available to
patients,
colleagues, and
the public, obtain
consultation, and
use the talents of
other health
professionals
when indicated.
Principle VI: A
physician shall,
in the provision
of appropriate
patient care,
except in
emergencies, be
free to choose
whom to serve,
with whom to

associate, and
the environment
in which to
provide medical
care.
Principle VII: A
physician shall
recognize a
responsibility to
participate in
activities
contributing to
the improvement
of the
community and
the betterment
of public health.
Principle VIII: A
physician shall,
while caring for a
patient, regard
responsibility to
the patient as
paramount.
Principle IX: A
physician shall
support access to
medical care for
all people.

OPINIONS OF THE
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COUNCIL ON
ETHICAL AND
JUDICIAL AFFAIRS

(CEJA)
Below  the  Principles
are  the  Opinions ,
which are the practical,
detai led  guidance
issued  by  the  AMA's
Council on Ethical and
Judicial  Affairs  (CEJA).
These opinions address
specific  real-world
s c e n a r i o s .  F o r
example,  there  are
detailed  opinions  on
topics  like  "Informed
C o n s e n t , "
"Confidentiality,"
" F u t i l e  C a r e , "
"Physic ian-Ass isted
Suicide,"  "Genetic
Testing," and "Conflicts
of  Interest . "  Each
opinion  provides  a
clear  ethical  standard
that  physicians  can
apply  in  their  daily
practice.

REPORTS AND
ANNOTATIONS

The Code also includes
formal  reports  from
CEJA  on  emerg ing
ethical  issues  and
annotated  citations  to
relevant  court  cases
and  legal  precedents.
This layer ensures that
the  Code  remains
g rounded  in  bo th
ethical theory and legal
reality.

The Code
in Action:
Navigatin
g Modern
Ethical
Dilemmas
The true power of the
Code  Of  Medical
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E t h i c s  O f  T h e
American  Medical
Association lies in its
appl icat ion.  I t  is  a
living  document  that
he lps  phys i c i ans
wrestle  with  the  most
challenging  questions
of  the  21st  century.

TELEMEDICINE AND
DIGITAL HEALTH

The rapid expansion of
te lemed ic ine  has
created  new  ethical
fault lines. How does a
phys i c ian  ensure
informed consent when
the  pat ient  is  on  a
screen?  What  are  the
s t a n d a r d s  f o r
prescribing  medication
without  an  in-person
physical  exam?  The
Code  offers  guidance
on  maintaining  the
p a t i e n t - p h y s i c i a n
relationship in a digital
e n v i r o n m e n t ,
emphasizing  the  need
t o  v e r i f y  p a t i e n t
identity, ensure privacy

and data security, and
maintain  continuity  of
c a r e .  I t  r e m i n d s
physicians  that  the
same ethical duties of
confidentiality,
competence ,  and
patient-centered  care
apply,  even  when the
encounter is virtual.

ARTIFICIAL
INTELLIGENCE IN
HEALTHCARE

A s  A I  t o o l s ,  f r o m
diagnostic  algorithms
to  chatbots,  become
more  integrated  into
clinical  workflows,  the
Code provides a critical
e t h i c a l  l e n s .  I t
emphasizes  that  the
physician  remains
ultimately  responsible
for  medical  decision-
making. An AI is a tool,
not a doctor. The Code
guides  physicians  on
h o w  t o  u s e  A I
transparently,  explain
its role to patients, and
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ensure  that  its  use
does  not  exacerbate
health  disparities.  The
c o r e  p r i n c i p l e  o f
patient  pr imacy
( P r i n c i p l e  V I I I )
d e m a n d s  t h a t
technology  serves  the
patient, not vice versa.

THE OPIOID CRISIS
AND PAIN
MANAGEMENT

The  Code  has  been
central  to  help ing
physicians  navigate
the complex and often
conflicting  duties
sur round ing  pa in
management  and  the
opioid  epidemic.  It
balances  the  ethical
d u t y  t o  r e l i e v e
suffering  with  the
respons ib i l i t y  t o
prevent  addiction  and
diversion.  The  Code
advises  physicians  to
conduct  thorough
assessments, use non-
p h a r m a c o l o g i c

t h e r a p i e s  w h e n
appropr i a te ,  and
carefu l ly  moni tor
patients  on  controlled
substances. It provides
a  r o a d m a p  f o r
compassionate  care
that is both empathetic
and responsible.

END-OF-LIFE CARE
AND ADVANCE
DIRECTIVES

F e w  a r e a s  a r e  a s
ethically  charged  as
end-of-life  care.  The
Code  offers  extensive
guidance on respecting
pat ient  autonomy
th rough  advance
directives,  do-not-
resusci tate  (DNR)
orders,  and  palliative
sedation.  It  clarifies
that  while  a  physician
is  not  obl igated  to
provide  futile  or  non-
beneficial  treatment,
they  have  a  duty  to
respect  a  patient's
r e f u s a l  o f  l i f e -
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s u s t a i n i n g
interventions.  The
Code  supports  the
physician's  role  in
facilitating  honest,
c o m p a s s i o n a t e
conversations  about
prognosis and goals of
care,  always  with  the
patient's  dignity  and
wishes at the forefront.

Enforcem
ent and
Professio
nal
Accounta
bility
While  the  Code  Of
Medical  Ethics  Of
T h e  A m e r i c a n
Medical  Association
is not a legal document
with the force of law, it

is  a  powerful  tool  for
profess ional  se l f -
regu la t ion .  S ta te
medical  boards  often
use  the  Code  as  a
b e n c h m a r k  f o r
determining whether a
physician has engaged
in  unprofess iona l
conduct. Hospitals and
h e a l t h  s y s t e m s
i n c o r p o r a t e  i t s
principles  into  their
own  credentialing  and
peer review processes.
Furthermore,  medical
schools teach the Code
a s  a  c o r e  p a r t  o f
p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m
curricula. The ultimate
enforcement, however,
is  ethical  integrity
itself. The Code serves
as a constant reminder
to  physicians  of  the
ideals they pledged to
uphold  when  they
entered the profession.
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The
Relevanc
e for
Patients
and the

Public
Why  should  a  patient
care  about  the  AMA's
C o d e  o f  E t h i c s ?
B e c a u s e  i t  i s  a
promise. It  is  a public
declaration  that  the
physician is committed
to putting the patient's
interests  first.  When  a
patient  steps  into  a
doctor's  office,  they
should  know  that  the
physician is bound by a
centuries-old  tradition
of placing competence,
compass i on ,  and
confidentiality  above
personal  gain.  The

Code  is  a  shield  that
protects  patients  from
exploitation and a lens
through  which  the
physician  sees  their
h i g h e s t  d u t y .
Familiarity  with  these
principles  empowers
p a t i e n t s  t o  a s k
informed questions and
hold  their  healthcare
p r o v i d e r s  t o  t h e
highest  standard  of
conduct.

Conclusio
n
The Code Of Medical
E t h i c s  O f  T h e
American  Medical
Association  is  far
more  than  an  arcane
set of rules for doctors.
I t  is  the  moral  and
professional  DNA  of
American  medicine.  It
is a dynamic, evolving
g u i d e  t h a t  h e l p s
physicians  navigate
the  unprecedented
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challenges  of  modern
hea l thca re  wh i l e
remaining anchored to
timeless  values.  From
t h e  c l i n i c  t o  t h e
Cap i to l ,  f rom  the
telehealth  screen  to
the  operating  room,
this Code provides the
ethical framework that
empowers  physicians

to  ac t  i n  the  bes t
i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e i r
patients.  For  anyone
who trusts their health
to  a  physician,  the
C o d e  i s  a  q u i e t ,
powerful  guarantor  of
the integrity that lies at
the heart of the healing
profession.


