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Medicine is more than a science of anatomy, physiology, and pharmacology. At
its core, it is a profession built on trust, compassion, and an unwavering
commitment to the well-being of others. For over 175 years, one document has
served as the foundational compass guiding American physicians through the
complex moral landscape of patient care: the Code Of Medical Ethics Of The
American Medical Association. This living document is not a static list of
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rules; it is a dynamic framework designed to adapt to the evolving challenges of
healthcare, from the bedside to the boardroom. 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 founding
of the American Medical 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 code of ethics, primarily authored by Dr. John Bell and Dr. Isaac Hays.
This initial document was heavily influenced by the work of the English physician
and philosopher Thomas Percival, whose 1803 book Medical Ethics laid the
groundwork for modern professional conduct.

This original Code was revolutionary. It established the physician not just as a
healer but as a gentleman, with duties extending beyond the individual patient to
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the profession and society at large. Over the decades, the Code Of Medical
Ethics Of The American Medical Association has undergone significant
revisions. The most pivotal transformation occurred in 2001, when the AMA
adopted a modernized, principle-based structure. This shift moved away from a
collection of specific, almost proscriptive rules toward a framework of core
principles that could be applied flexibly to novel ethical dilemmas, such as
genetic testing, managed care, and digital health.

Decoding the Structure: How the Code Is Organized

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 distinct
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 define the professional conduct
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of a physician. They are deliberately broad and aspirational, serving as the
ethical foundation upon which all other guidance is built.

e Principle I: A physician shall be dedicated to providing competent medical
care, with compassion and respect for human dignity and rights.

e 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.

e 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.

e 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.

e 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,
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obtain consultation, and use the talents of other health professionals when
indicated.

e 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.

e 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.

e Principle VIII: A physician shall, while caring for a patient, regard
responsibility to the patient as paramount.

e Principle IX: A physician shall support access to medical care for all
people.

Opinions of the Council on Ethical and Judicial Affairs (CEJA)

Below the Principles are the Opinions, which are the practical, detailed
guidance issued by the AMA's Council on Ethical and Judicial Affairs (CEJA).
These opinions address specific real-world scenarios. For example, there are
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detailed opinions on topics like "Informed Consent,"” "Confidentiality," "Futile
Care," "Physician-Assisted 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 emerging ethical issues and
annotated citations to relevant court cases and legal precedents. This layer
ensures that the Code remains grounded in both ethical theory and legal reality.

The Code in Action: Navigating Modern Ethical Dilemmas

The true power of the Code Of Medical Ethics Of The American Medical
Association lies in its application. It is a living document that helps physicians
wrestle with the most challenging questions of the 21st century.
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Telemedicine and Digital Health

The rapid expansion of telemedicine has created new ethical fault lines. How
does a physician ensure informed consent when the patient is on a screen? What
are the standards for prescribing medication without an in-person physical
exam? The Code offers guidance on maintaining the patient-physician
relationship in a digital environment, emphasizing the need to verify patient
identity, ensure privacy and data security, and maintain continuity of care. It
reminds physicians that the same ethical duties of confidentiality, competence,
and patient-centered care apply, even when the encounter is virtual.

Artificial Intelligence in Healthcare

As Al tools, from diagnostic algorithms to chatbots, become more integrated into
clinical workflows, the Code provides a critical ethical lens. It emphasizes that
the physician remains ultimately responsible for medical decision-making. An Al
is a tool, not a doctor. The Code guides physicians on how to use Al
transparently, explain its role to patients, and ensure that its use does not
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exacerbate health disparities. The core principle of patient primacy (Principle
VIII) demands that technology serves the patient, not vice versa.

The Opioid Crisis and Pain Management

The Code has been central to helping physicians navigate the complex and often
conflicting duties surrounding pain management and the opioid epidemic. It
balances the ethical duty to relieve suffering with the responsibility to prevent
addiction and diversion. The Code advises physicians to conduct thorough
assessments, use non-pharmacologic therapies when appropriate, and carefully
monitor patients on controlled substances. It provides a roadmap for
compassionate care that is both empathetic and responsible.

End-of-Life Care and Advance Directives

Few areas are as ethically charged as end-of-life care. The Code offers extensive
guidance on respecting patient autonomy through advance directives, do-not-
resuscitate (DNR) orders, and palliative sedation. It clarifies that while a
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physician is not obligated to provide futile or non-beneficial treatment, they have
a duty to respect a patient's refusal of life-sustaining interventions. The Code
supports the physician's role in facilitating honest, compassionate conversations
about prognosis and goals of care, always with the patient's dignity and wishes
at the forefront.

Enforcement and Professional Accountability

While the Code Of Medical Ethics Of The American Medical Association is
not a legal document with the force of law, it is a powerful tool for professional
self-regulation. State medical boards often use the Code as a benchmark for
determining whether a physician has engaged in unprofessional conduct.
Hospitals and health systems incorporate its principles into their own
credentialing and peer review processes. Furthermore, medical schools teach
the Code as a core part of professionalism 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 Relevance for Patients and the Public

Why should a patient care about the AMA's Code of Ethics? Because it is 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, compassion, and confidentiality above personal gain. The Code is a
shield that protects patients from exploitation and a lens through which the
physician sees their highest duty. Familiarity with these principles empowers
patients to ask informed questions and hold their healthcare providers to the
highest standard of conduct.

Conclusion

The Code Of Medical Ethics Of The American Medical Association is far
more than an arcane set of rules for doctors. It is the moral and professional
DNA of American medicine. It is a dynamic, evolving guide that helps physicians
navigate the unprecedented challenges of modern healthcare while remaining
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anchored to timeless values. From the clinic to the Capitol, from the telehealth
screen to the operating room, this Code provides the ethical framework that
empowers physicians to act in the best interest of their patients. For anyone who
trusts their health to a physician, the Code is a quiet, powerful guarantor of the
integrity that lies at the heart of the healing profession.

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Webb & Bond ¢ Explore the unseen. ¢ Page 11



