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UNDERSTANDING THE AMA GUIDES TO THE EVALUATION OF PERMANENT
IMPAIRMENT, FIFTH EDITION

For medical professionals, attorneys, insurance adjusters, and disability administrators, the Guides
To The Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition represents a cornerstone document
in the field of impairment assessment. Published by the American Medical Association, this edition
has been widely adopted across the United States and internationally as the standard reference for
evaluating  permanent  impairment  resulting  from injury  or  illness.  Understanding  its  structure,
methodology, and applications is essential for anyone involved in disability determination, workers'
compensation, or personal injury litigation.
The Fifth Edition, released in 2000, built upon decades of clinical experience and feedback from
previous editions. It  refined the processes for assessing impairment across multiple body systems,
providing  physicians  with  a  structured,  evidence-informed framework  for  assigning  impairment
ratings. While newer editions have since been released, the Fifth Edition remains in active use in
numerous jurisdictions,  making it  a critical  reference for  practitioners who must navigate both
current and legacy cases.

What Is the Purpose of the AMA Guides?
The primary purpose of the Guides To The Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition
is to provide a standardized, objective method for physicians to rate permanent impairment. The
Guides do not measure disability, which encompasses a broader range of functional limitations and
social  consequences.  Instead,  impairment  is  defined  as  a  loss  or  abnormality  of  psychological,
physiological,  or  anatomical  structure  or  function.  By  focusing  on  objective  medical  findings,  the
Guides  aim  to  reduce  subjectivity  and  variability  in  impairment  ratings.
This  distinction is  crucial.  Impairment  ratings  derived from the Guides are  often used as  one
component  in  a  larger  disability  determination  process.  The  Fifth  Edition  offers  a  systematic
approach  that  includes  specific  diagnostic  criteria,  measurement  techniques,  and  rating  tables  for
each body system, promoting consistency across different evaluators and clinical settings.

Key Features of the Fifth Edition
The Guides To The Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition introduced several
notable features that distinguished it from its predecessors. Understanding these features helps
evaluators apply the Guides correctly and appreciate the clinical  reasoning behind impairment
ratings.

WHOLE PERSON IMPAIRMENT CONCEPT

A central innovation in the Fifth Edition is the emphasis on whole person impairment. Instead of
simply  summing  individual  impairments  from  different  body  systems,  the  Guides  provide  specific
methods for combining impairments into a single whole person impairment rating. This approach
recognizes that the overall impact of multiple impairments is not merely additive. The combined
values chart prevents overestimation of total impairment when a person has impairments in more
than one area.

DIAGNOSIS-BASED ESTIMATES

The Fifth Edition relies heavily on diagnosis-based impairment estimates. For many conditions, the
evaluator  first  confirms  the  diagnosis  using  established  clinical  criteria  and  then  assigns  an
impairment rating based on the severity of the diagnosis. This approach reduces reliance on purely
range-of-motion measurements, which can be influenced by patient effort and examiner technique.
Diagnosis-based estimates provide a more objective foundation for impairment ratings.

DETAILED MEASUREMENT PROTOCOLS

When range of motion or other physical measurements are required, the Fifth Edition provides
meticulous instructions for performing these measurements. Standardized positioning, instrument
specifications,  and  recording  procedures  ensure  that  measurements  are  reproducible  across
different  examiners.  This  attention  to  detail  is  essential  for  maintaining  the  reliability  and
defensibility  of  impairment  ratings.

Body Systems Covered in the Fifth Edition
The  Guides  To  The  Evaluation  Of  Permanent  Impairment  Fifth  Edition  covers  a
comprehensive  range  of  body  systems,  reflecting  the  many  ways  injury  or  illness  can  cause
permanent impairment.  Each chapter addresses a specific system and includes diagnostic criteria,

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Guides To The Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition 2025-04-17

measurement methods, and rating tables. The major body systems covered include:

Musculoskeletal System: This extensive chapter covers impairments of the spine, upper
extremities, and lower extremities. It includes detailed methods for evaluating range of
motion, strength, and amputation.
Nervous System: This chapter addresses impairments related to the brain, spinal cord, and
peripheral nerves. It includes assessments for epilepsy, movement disorders, and sensory
deficits.
Respiratory System: Pulmonary function testing and clinical history are used to evaluate
impairments from conditions such as chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and occupational
lung disease.
Cardiovascular System: This chapter covers impairments related to heart disease,
hypertension, and peripheral vascular disease. It includes criteria based on functional capacity
and clinical findings.
Visual System: Visual acuity, visual fields, and ocular function are assessed to determine
impairment of the visual system.
Hearing System: Audiometric testing and speech discrimination scores form the basis for
hearing impairment ratings.
Mental and Behavioral Disorders: This chapter addresses psychiatric conditions and their
impact on overall functioning. It has been the subject of considerable discussion and evolution
across editions.
Digestive, Urinary, and Reproductive Systems: These chapters cover impairments
related to abdominal organs, kidneys, and reproductive structures.
Skin: Impairments due to scarring, dermatitis, and other skin conditions are evaluated using
specific criteria.

Each chapter provides unique instructions for application, and evaluators must become familiar with
the nuances of each body system to produce accurate and defensible ratings.

How the Fifth Edition Is Used in Clinical
Practice
Applying the Guides To The Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition in clinical
practice  requires  a  methodical  approach.  The  evaluator  must  first  establish  that  the  patient's
condition has reached maximum medical improvement (MMI), meaning the condition is stable and
unlikely to change substantially with further treatment. Only at MMI can a permanent impairment
rating be assigned.
Once MMI is  determined, the physician conducts a thorough history and physical  examination,
focusing on objective findings that correspond to the criteria in the Guides. Diagnostic studies such
as imaging, nerve conduction studies, or pulmonary function tests may be required to confirm the

diagnosis  and  severity  of  the  condition.  The  physician  then  matches  the  clinical  findings  to  the
appropriate  impairment  rating  using  the  tables  and  criteria  in  the  relevant  chapter.
For example, evaluating a patient with a lumbar spine injury might involve the following steps:

Confirm the diagnosis of a specific spinal disorder, such as a herniated nucleus pulposus or1.
spinal stenosis.
Determine the severity using diagnostic criteria and imaging findings.2.
Measure range of motion of the lumbar spine using the specified inclinometer technique.3.
Account for any neurologic deficits, such as radiculopathy or motor loss.4.
Combine the impairment ratings from each component using the combined values chart to5.
arrive at a whole person impairment rating.

This structured process helps ensure consistency across evaluations,  although some degree of
clinical judgment remains necessary in ambiguous cases.

The Role of the Fifth Edition in Legal and
Administrative Contexts
The Guides To The Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition is widely referenced in
workers' compensation statutes, personal injury settlements, and disability benefit programs. Many
states  and jurisdictions have adopted the Fifth  Edition by statute or  regulation,  meaning that
physicians must use it when evaluating impairment for legal or administrative purposes.
In  workers'  compensation cases,  the impairment  rating serves as  a  key factor  in  determining
permanent  partial  disability  benefits.  The  rating  may  be  adjusted  based  on  other  factors  such  as
occupation,  age,  or  vocational  impact,  but  the  initial  medical  impairment  rating  provides  an
objective anchor for the process. Attorneys and judges rely on the Guides to evaluate the validity of
expert testimony and to ensure that impairment ratings are based on accepted medical standards.
In personal injury litigation, the Fifth Edition provides a framework for quantifying the severity of
injuries  and  their  long-term impact.  While  the  impairment  rating  does  not  directly  determine
damages, it offers a medically grounded measure of the permanency of an injury, which can inform
settlement negotiations and trial arguments. The credibility of a physician's impairment rating often
hinges on how closely it follows the methodology set forth in the Guides.
Disability  benefit  programs,  including  Social  Security  Disability  Insurance  (SSDI)  and  private  long-
term disability  plans,  may also reference the AMA Guides as part  of  their  evaluation process.
However, these programs typically have their own definitions of disability and may use the Guides
as one component of a broader assessment.



Guides To The Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition 3

3

Comparing the Fifth Edition to Other
Editions
The  Guides  To  The  Evaluation  Of  Permanent  Impairment  Fifth  Edition  represents  a
transitional point in the evolution of impairment evaluation. While it remains in widespread use, later
editions  introduced  significant  changes  that  evaluators  must  understand  when  working  across
different  jurisdictions.
The Sixth Edition, published in 2008, represented a major shift toward evidence-based medicine and
diagnosis-based  impairment  ratings.  It  introduced  a  more  rigorous  methodology  that  derived
impairment estimates from published studies when possible, reducing reliance on expert consensus.
The Sixth Edition also simplified the rating process by providing default impairment values for each
diagnosis, with modifiers for severity and functional impact.
In contrast, the Fifth Edition retains a greater role for range of motion measurements and other
physical  examination  findings.  Some  practitioners  prefer  the  Fifth  Edition  for  its  familiarity  and
extensive clinical guidance, while others favor the Sixth Edition for its emphasis on objectivity and
reproducibility. Certain jurisdictions continue to mandate the use of the Fifth Edition, either because
they have not updated their statutes or because stakeholders prefer its approach.

Common Challenges and Criticisms
No system for evaluating permanent impairment is without its critics, and the Guides To The
Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition  faces several  recurring criticisms. One
major concern is the potential for variability between examiners. Despite the detailed instructions,
differences  in  patient  effort,  examiner  technique,  and  clinical  judgment  can  lead  to  different
impairment  ratings  for  the  same  condition.  Training  and  certification  programs  help  mitigate  this
issue but do not eliminate it entirely.
Another criticism involves the treatment of pain. The Fifth Edition acknowledges that pain can be a
significant  factor  in  impairment  but  provides  limited  guidance  for  incorporating  pain  severity  into
impairment  ratings.  Chronic  pain  conditions,  such  as  complex  regional  pain  syndrome  or
fibromyalgia,  are  particularly  challenging  to  assess  using  the  criteria  in  the  Fifth  Edition.  Critics
argue that this gap can lead to underestimation of impairment for patients whose primary limitation
is pain rather than structural loss.
The mental and behavioral disorders chapter has also drawn scrutiny. While the chapter provides
criteria for rating psychiatric conditions, some experts argue that it does not adequately capture the
functional  limitations associated with mental  illness.  The reliance on the Global  Assessment of

Functioning (GAF) scale, which was used in the Fifth Edition, has been criticized for its subjectivity
and limited reliability. Subsequent editions of the Guides have attempted to address these concerns
through revised methodologies.
Finally, the Fifth Edition has been criticized for its limited coverage of certain medical conditions.
Some  less  common  diseases  and  injuries  are  not  specifically  addressed  in  the  rating  tables,
requiring physicians to use analogous conditions or clinical judgment to assign an impairment rating.
This can introduce inconsistency and uncertainty in complex cases.

Best Practices for Using the Fifth Edition
To maximize the utility and defensibility of impairment ratings derived from the Guides To The
Evaluation Of Permanent Impairment Fifth Edition, evaluators should adhere to several best
practices.  First,  thorough  documentation  of  the  clinical  examination,  diagnostic  studies,  and
rationale for the impairment rating is essential. Detailed records support the credibility of the rating
and provide a clear trail for review by other experts, attorneys, or regulatory bodies.
Second, evaluators should undergo formal training and certification in the use of the Guides. Many
professional organizations offer courses that cover the methodology, measurement techniques, and
common pitfalls  associated  with  the  Fifth  Edition.  Certification  demonstrates  competence  and  can
enhance the weight given to an expert's opinion in legal or administrative proceedings.
Third,  when  the  Guides  do  not  provide  specific  criteria  for  a  particular  condition,  the  evaluator
should clearly explain the reasoning behind the chosen rating. This includes justifying any use of
analogous conditions, clinical judgment, or extrapolation from existing tables. Transparency in the
rating process reduces the risk of challenge and promotes fairness.
Finally, evaluators should remain aware that the impairment rating is only one part of a larger
picture.  The  ultimate  determination  of  disability  or  benefits  involves  factors  beyond  the  medical
impairment rating, including vocational, social, and environmental considerations. Physicians should
communicate the limitations of the Guides and avoid overinterpreting the meaning of an impairment
rating.

Conclusion
The  Guides  To  The  Evaluation  Of  Permanent  Impairment  Fifth  Edition  remains  an
indispensable  resource  for  physicians,  attorneys,  and  disability  professionals  involved  in  the
evaluation of permanent impairment. Its structured methodology, comprehensive coverage of body
systems,  and  emphasis  on  objective  findings  provide  a  foundation  for  consistent  and  defensible
impairment ratings. While no system is perfect, the Fifth Edition has proven its value over decades
of use in clinical, legal, and administrative contexts.
Understanding the nuances of the Fifth Edition, including its strengths and limitations,


