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Understanding the
AMA Guides to the
Evaluation of

Permanent
Impairment, 5th
Edition

T h e  A M A  G u i d e s  t o  t h e
Evaluat ion  of  Permanent



Impairment, 5th Edition remains
one  of  the  most  influential  and
widely used resources in the fields
of  disability  evaluation,  workers’
compensation,  personal  injury
l it igation,  and  occupational
medic ine .  Publ ished  by  the
American Medical Association, this
edition  has  served  for  years  as  a
standardized  reference  for
physicians,  attorneys,  insurance
adjusters,  and disability  examiners
w h o  n e e d  t o  a s s e s s  a n d
communica te  the  ex tent  o f
permanent  impairment  resulting
from  injury  or  illness.  Although
newer editions exist, the 5th Edition
continues  to  be  used  in  many
jurisdictions  and  clinical  settings,

making it essential for professionals
to  understand  its  structure,
methodology,  and  application.

Impairment evaluation is a complex
and often contentious process. The
Ama Guides  To The Evaluation
Of  Permanent  Impairment  5th
Edition  was  developed  to  bring
consistency  and  objectivity  to  this
process.  Before  its  widespread
adoption, impairment ratings varied
dramatically from one physician to
another,  leading  to  inconsistent
outcomes  for  c la imants  and
unreliable  data  for  legal  and
administrative decision-making. The
Guides  addressed  this  gap  by
providing a common language and a
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systematic approach that could be
applied  across  different  medical
specialties and types of impairment.

What Is the Purpose of the
AMA Guides, 5th Edition?

The  primary  purpose  of  the  AMA
Guides  to  the  Evaluation  of
Permanent  Impairment,  5th
Edition is to provide a reliable and
reproducible  method  for  rating
permanent impairment. Impairment,
as defined in the Guides, refers to a
loss of use or derangement of any
body part, system, or function. It is
a  med i ca l  cond i t i on ,  no t  a
determination  of  disabi l i ty .
Disability, in contrast, involves the

impact  of  that  impairment  on  a
person’s ability to perform activities
of  daily  living,  work,  or  other
socially expected roles. The Guides
focus  strictly  on  the  medical
assessment of impairment and leave
the  translation  of  impairment
r a t i n g s  i n t o  d i s a b i l i t y
determinations to administrative or
legal processes.

The  5th  Edition  was  designed  to
help physicians evaluate impairment
in a way that is fair, consistent, and
evidence-based.  It  offers  detailed
instructions,  tables,  and  formulas
for  rating  impairments  of  the
muscu loske le ta l ,  nervous ,
respiratory,  cardiovascular,  visual,



auditory,  and  other  body  systems.
By  fol lowing  the  prescribed
methods, evaluators can produce a
w h o l e - p e r s o n  i m p a i r m e n t
percentage  that  represents  the
overall impact of all impairments on
the individual as a whole.

Key Features of the 5th
Edition

T h e  A m a  G u i d e s  T o  T h e
Evaluation  Of  Permanent
Impa i rment  5 th  Ed i t i on
introduced  several  important
features that  distinguished it  from
previous  editions  and  shaped  its
lasting influence.

Concept of Whole-Person
Impairment: The 5th Edition
emphasizes the whole-person
impairment rating as the final
summary measure. This rating
synthesizes impairments from
multiple body systems into a
single percentage, reflecting
the total impact on the
individual’s overall health and
function.
Diagnosis-Based Estimates:
For many conditions,
particularly musculoskeletal
impairments, the Guides
moved toward diagnosis-based
estimates rather than relying
solely on range of motion
measurements. This change
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aimed to improve reliability
and reduce inter-examiner
variability.
Detailed Tables and
Formulas: The 5th Edition is
known for its extensive tables
that allow evaluators to look
up impairment values based on
specific diagnoses, test results,
or functional deficits. These
tables cover conditions
ranging from spinal injuries to
cardiac disease.
Definitions and
Clarifications: The 5th
Edition provides clear
definitions of key terms such
as impairment, disability,

examination, and functional
assessment. These definitions
help standardize the language
used in reports and legal
proceedings.
Guidelines for Multiple
Impairments: The Guides
include methods for combining
impairment ratings from
different body parts or systems
into a single whole-person
impairment rating. This is
done using a specific formula
that accounts for the fact that
impairments are not simply
additive.



How the 5th Edition Is Used
in Practice

Physicians  and  other  qualified
evaluators use the AMA Guides to
the  Evaluation  of  Permanent
Impairment,  5th  Edition  as  a
step-by-step  manual  during
impairment  rating  examinations.
The process typically begins with a
thorough  history  and  physical
examination, followed by review of
diagnostic  studies  such  as  X-rays,
MRI  scans,  or  pulmonary  function
tests. The evaluator then identifies
the  relevant  chapter  and  table
within the Guides that corresponds
to the patient’s condition.

For  example,  a  patient  with  a
lumbar spine injury might be rated
using Chapter 15, which covers the
spine. The evaluator would use the
Diagnosis-Related  Estimate  (DRE)
method  or  the  Range  of  Motion
method,  depending  on  the  clinical
circumstances  and  jurisdictional
requirements.  The  DRE  method
assigns a percentage based on the
specific  diagnosis  and  clinical
findings, while the range of motion
method  uses  measurements  of
spinal  movement  to  calculate  an
impairment  rating.  Both  methods
are  described in  detail  in  the  5th
Edition,  and  the  evaluator  must
choose  the  appropriate  approach
based on the patient’s condition and
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the applicable rules.

Once  impairment  ratings  are
determined for each affected body
system,  the  evaluator  combines
them  using  the  Combined  Values
Chart provided in the Guides. This
chart uses a formula that yields a
w h o l e - p e r s o n  i m p a i r m e n t
percen tage ,  wh i ch  i s  t hen
documented in a formal impairment
report.  This  report  becomes  a
crit ical  piece  of  evidence  in
workers’  compensation  claims,
personal  injury  lawsuits,  and
disability benefit determinations.

Common Applications in
Workers’ Compensation and
Legal Settings

T h e  A m a  G u i d e s  T o  T h e
Evaluation  Of  Permanent
Impairment  5th  Edition  is
particularly  prevalent  in  workers’
compensation  systems  across  the
Un i ted  S ta tes  and  in  o ther
countries.  Many  states  have
adopted the 5th Edition by statute
or  regulation  as  the  required
standard  for  rating  permanent
impairment  in  injured  workers.  In
these jurisdictions,  the impairment
rating  assigned  by  the  physician
directly  affects  the  amount  of



compensation  the  worker  receives
for permanent partial disability.

In  personal  injury  litigation,  the
Guides  are  often  used  by  both
plaintiff  and  defense  experts  to
provide  objective  impairment
ratings  that  support  or  challenge
cla ims  for  damages.  A  wel l -
documented  impairment  rating
based on the 5th Edition can carry
significant weight with judges and
juries because it  is  grounded in a
nationally  recognized  standard
rather  than  subjective  opinion.

Attorneys  and  insurance  adjusters
rely  on  the  Guides  to  understand
the  medical  basis  for  impairment

ratings  and  to  identify  potential
errors or inconsistencies in reports.
Familiarity with the 5th Edition is
essential for legal professionals who
handle  cases  involving  permanent
impairment,  as  it  enables them to
ef fect ive ly  quest ion  expert
witnesses and evaluate the strength
of impairment claims.

Criticisms and Limitations
of the 5th Edition

No resource  is  without  its  critics,
and  the  AMA  Guides  to  the
Evaluat ion  of  Permanent
Impairment, 5th Edition has been
subject to several notable criticisms.
Some  clinicians  and  researchers
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have  questioned  the  reliability  of
certain rating methods, particularly
those  based  on  range  of  motion
measurements,  which  can  vary
significantly  depending  on  the
examiner’s  technique  and  the
patient’s  effort.  Diagnosis-based
estimates,  while  more  reliable  in
some respects, may not capture the
full functional impact of a condition
on a particular individual.

Another  limitation  is  that  the  5th
Edition  does  not  directly  address
pain or functional impairment in a
comprehensive  way.  While  pain  is
acknowledged  as  a  factor,  the
Guides  do  not  include  a  separate
rating for pain-related impairment,

wh ich  has  been  a  source  o f
frustrat ion  for  pat ients  and
clinicians who feel that pain is not
adequately  reflected  in  the  final
impairment  percentage.

Additionally,  the  5th  Edition  has
been  criticized  for  being  overly
complex  and  difficult  to  apply
consistently  across  different
examiners.  The  many  tables,
instructions,  and  exceptions  can
lead to errors if the evaluator is not
thoroughly trained and experienced
in using the Guides. This complexity
has prompted some jurisdictions to
adopt  later  editions  that  aim  to
simplify  the  rating  process  and
improve  inter-examiner  reliability.



Despite  these  limitations,  the  5th
Edition remains a foundational text
in  impairment  evaluation.  It  has
been  studied  extensively,  and  its
methods  have  been  refined  in
s u b s e q u e n t  e d i t i o n s .  F o r
p r o f e s s i o n a l s  w o r k i n g  i n
jurisdictions that still  mandate the
5th  Edition,  developing  deep
expertise in its use is essential for
producing  credible  and  defensible
impairment ratings.

How the 5th Edition
Compares to Later Editions

The  AMA  has  released  several
editions  since  the  5th  Edition,
including  the  6th  Edition,  which

introduced  significant  changes  to
the  rating  methodology.  The  6th
Edition  moved  toward  a  more
diagnosis-based  and  grid-oriented
approach,  aiming  to  improve
reliability and ease of use. However,
t h e  A M A  G u i d e s  t o  t h e
Evaluat ion  of  Permanent
Impairment,  5th  Edition  is  still
widely  used,  partly  because  many
regulatory systems have been slow
t o  a d o p t  n e w e r  v e r s i o n s .
Transitioning  to  a  new  edition
requires training, changes to legal
standards,  and  adjustments  to
administrative processes, so the 5th
Edi t ion  cont inues  to  be  the
applicable  standard  in  many
contexts.
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For  professionals  who  must  work
with the 5th Edition, it is important
to  stay  current  with  any  errata,
clarifications,  or  court  decisions
that  interpret  its  provisions.  Some
states  have  i ssued  spec i f ic
guidelines for using the 5th Edition,
and these must be followed closely
to  ensure  compliance  with  local
requirements.

Education and Certification
for Using the Guides

Given  the  complexity  of  the  Ama
Guides  To  The  Evaluation  Of
Permanent  Impairment  5th
Edition,  many  physicians  pursue
formal training and certification in

i m p a i r m e n t  e v a l u a t i o n .
Organizations such as the American
Board  of  Independent  Medical
Examiners  (ABIME)  and  the
American  Academy  of  Disability
Evaluating Physicians (AADEP) offer
courses and certification programs
that  cover  the  proper  use  of  the
Guides.  These  programs  teach
phys ic ians  how  to  per form
impairment  evaluations,  apply  the
rating methods correctly, and write
clear, defensible reports.

Training typically includes hands-on
practice  with  the  tables  and
formulas,  case  studies ,  and
instruction  on  how  to  handle
common pitfalls such as incorrectly



combining ratings or misapplying a
diagnosis-based estimate. Attorneys
and  claims  professionals  can  also
benefit  from  training  that  helps
them  understand  the  Guides  well
enough  to  evaluate  reports  and
depose expert witnesses effectively.

The Importance of Accurate
Impairment Ratings

Accurate impairment ratings based
on  the  AMA  Guides  to  the
Evaluat ion  of  Permanent
Impairment,  5th  Edition  are
critical  for  ensuring  that  injured
individuals  receive  fair  and
appropriate compensation for their
losses. When ratings are performed

correctly,  they  provide  a  reliable
founda t i on  f o r  se t t l ement
negotiations,  administrative
decisions,  and  court  judgments.
Conversely,  inaccurate  or  poorly
documented  ratings  can  lead  to
disputes,  delays,  and  unjust
outcomes.

Because  the  stakes  are  high,  all
parties  involved  in  impairment
evaluation  must  approach  the
process  with  rigor  and  integrity.
Evaluators must  follow the Guides
faithfully,  document  their  findings
thoroughly,  and  be  prepared  to
e x p l a i n  t h e i r  r e a s o n i n g  i f
challenged.  Attorneys  must  be
diligent  in  reviewing  impairment
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reports and seeking clarification or
correction  when  necessary.  And
policymakers  must  continue  to
refine the standards for impairment
evaluation  to  ensure  that  they
remain  fair,  evidence-based,  and
practical.

Conclusion

T h e  A M A  G u i d e s  t o  t h e
Evaluat ion  of  Permanent
Impairment,  5th  Edition  is  a
landmark  publication  that  has
shaped the practice of impairment
eva luat ion  for  decades .  I t s
s t r u c t u r e d  m e t h o d o l o g y ,
comprehensive  coverage  of  body

systems,  and  emphasis  on  whole-
person impairment have made it an
indispensable  tool  for  physicians,
a t t o r n e y s ,  a n d  d i s a b i l i t y
professionals. While it is not without
limitations,  and  while  newer
e d i t i o n s  h a v e  i n t r o d u c e d
improvements,  the  5th  Edition
remains the controlling standard in
many  jurisdictions  and  clinical
settings. Mastery of this edition is
e s s e n t i a l  f o r  a n y o n e  w h o
participates  in  the  impairment
rating  process,  whether  as  a
cl inician,  legal  advocate,  or
decision-maker.  By  understanding
the Guides thoroughly and applying
them  carefully,  professionals  can
help  ensure  that  impairment



eva lua t ions  are  ob jec t i ve ,
consistent,  and  fair,  ultimately

serving the best interests of injured
individuals  and  the  systems
designed  to  support  them.


