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Introduction

When professionals across medicine, law, and insurance grapple with the complex question of how to quantify and 

document a person’s functional limitations, they turn to a single, authoritative resource: the AMA Guides to the 

Evaluation of Permanent Impairment, 6th Edition, American Academy of Medicine. This guide, widely adopted

in the United States, offers a systematic, evidence �based approach to assessing permanent impairment and

assigning a standardized rating. In this article, we will explore the history, structure, and practical application of the

6th edition, with a particular focus on its impact on disability law, insurance claims, and everyday clinical practice.

Whether you are a physician, a legal professional, or an insurance adjuster, understanding the nuances of the AMA

Guides will help you navigate the intersection of medical evidence and legal standards with confidence.

What Are the AMA Guides?

Historical Evolution

The AMA Guides were first introduced in 1934 by the American Medical Association as a tool for physicians to

objectively assess permanent impairment. Over the decades, the guides have undergone several revisions—each

edition incorporating new medical knowledge, changes in legal frameworks, and evolving standards of care. The

6th edition, released in 2006, marked a significant shift toward a more comprehensive, multidimensional approach

to impairment assessment, reflecting advances in diagnostic technology and a deeper understanding of functional

limitations.

Key Components of the 6th Edition

The 6th edition is organized into three main parts:

1.  General Principles – Outlines the foundational concepts, such as the distinction between impairment and 

disability, and the importance of a functional assessment.

2.  Body System Ratings – Provides detailed tables for each body system (e.g., musculoskeletal, nervous, 

visual, auditory) that assign percentage ratings based on objective findings.

3.  Combined Impairment Tables – Demonstrates how to aggregate individual body system ratings into a single 

overall impairment percentage.

Each section includes illustrative case examples, diagnostic criteria, and guidance on interpreting findings in the

context of specific medical conditions.

Relevance to Disability Law and Insurance

ADA and ADA Compliance

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) mandates reasonable accommodations and prohibits discrimination

against individuals with disabilities. Courts and administrative agencies often rely on the AMA Guides to determine

the extent of a claimant’s impairment and whether an accommodation is warranted. Because the guides provide a

standardized, objective rating, they serve as a neutral benchmark in disputes over disability status.

Social Security Disability Claims



Social Security Administration (SSA) adjudicators frequently consult the 6th edition when evaluating claims for

disability benefits. The guides help assess whether a claimant’s impairment meets the SSA’s “severe” or

“moderate” thresholds, thereby influencing eligibility for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security

Disability Insurance (SSDI). A thorough understanding of the rating tables can improve claim accuracy and reduce

denial rates.

Workers’ Compensation

In workers’ compensation cases, the AMA Guides are used to quantify the permanent impairment resulting from an

occupational injury. The rating influences benefit calculations, including wage replacement and medical treatment

coverage. By providing a consistent methodology, the guides reduce variability among adjudicators and promote

fair compensation.

Using the AMA Guides 6th Edition in Practice

Step �by �Step Evaluation Process

1.  Collect Comprehensive Clinical Data – Gather all relevant medical records, imaging studies, laboratory 

results, and functional assessments.

2.  Identify the Primary Body System Affected – Determine which system(s) are most impacted (e.g., the 

musculoskeletal system for a fractured limb).

3.  Apply the Appropriate Rating Table – Use the body system rating table that corresponds to the diagnosis and 

severity.

4.  Document Findings Clearly – Record objective measurements, such as range of motion or visual acuity, to 

support the rating.

5.  Combine Ratings if Multiple Systems Are Affected – Use the combined impairment tables to arrive at a total 

impairment percentage.

6.  Interpret the Final Rating – Translate the percentage into legal or insurance implications, such as disability 

eligibility or benefit levels.

Common Challenges and Pitfalls

•  Overreliance on Subjective Reports – The guides emphasize objective data; subjective complaints without 

measurable findings can skew ratings.

•  Inadequate Documentation – Failure to record all relevant clinical findings may result in an inaccurate or 

incomplete rating.

•  Misapplication of Rating Tables – Selecting the wrong table for a specific diagnosis can lead to erroneous 

impairment percentages.

•  Failure to Update Ratings – Impairments can evolve; periodic reassessment is essential for accurate long �term 

planning.

Comparing the 6th Edition to Previous Versions

Improvements and Updates

The 6th edition introduced several key enhancements:

•  Expanded Body System Coverage – Added new tables for conditions like vestibular disorders and certain 

endocrine disorders.

•  Updated Diagnostic Criteria – Incorporated contemporary imaging techniques and laboratory markers.

•  Enhanced Functional Emphasis – Placed greater focus on functional limitations rather than solely on 

structural damage.



Continuity and Consistency

Despite updates, the core methodology remained consistent with earlier editions, preserving continuity for

practitioners familiar with the 5th edition. This balance ensures that historical data can be compared across editions

while benefiting from modern medical insights.

Practical Tips for Clinicians and Legal Professionals

Documentation Best Practices

Clear, concise documentation is the cornerstone of a defensible impairment rating. Include:

•  Objective measurements (e.g., goniometer readings, audiometry thresholds).

•  Diagnostic imaging with radiologist reports.

•  Functional test results (e.g., 6 �minute walk test).

•  Patient’s occupational history and functional limitations in daily life.

Interpreting the Rating Tables

When interpreting the tables, remember:

•  Ratings are percentages of permanent impairment, not disability status.

•  Higher percentages generally indicate more severe impairment.

•  Always cross �reference the rating with the patient’s functional limitations.

Collaboration with Other Experts

Complex cases often require multidisciplinary input. Collaborate with:

•  Physical therapists for functional assessments.

•  Occupational therapists for workplace evaluations.

•  Neuropsychologists for cognitive impairment ratings.

Coordinated reports enhance credibility and reduce the likelihood of appeals.

Case Studies and Real �World Applications

Medical Board Disputes

In a recent case, a physician contested a medical board’s denial of a permanent impairment rating. By presenting a

thorough AMA Guides assessment—complete with objective data and a clear application of the rating tables—the

physician successfully appealed, leading to a revised rating that reflected the true extent of the impairment.

Insurance Appeals

An insurance company denied a claim for a worker’s compensation benefit based on a low impairment rating. The

claimant’s legal team leveraged the 6th edition, demonstrating that the original rating underestimated functional

limitations. The appeal resulted in a higher impairment percentage and a substantial increase in benefits.

Future Directions and Emerging Trends

Digital Tools and Software Integration

Electronic health record (EHR) systems are increasingly integrating AMA Guides calculators. These tools

streamline the rating process, reduce errors, and facilitate real �time documentation. Clinicians are encouraged to

adopt these digital solutions to enhance efficiency.



Potential Revisions and Updates

As medical technology advances, the AMA is expected to release future editions. Key areas likely to be addressed

include:

•  Incorporation of wearable sensor data for functional assessment.

•  Refinement of rating tables for emerging conditions (e.g., long COVID).

•  Greater emphasis on patient �reported outcomes.

Conclusion

The AMA Guides to the Evaluation of Permanent Impairment, 6th Edition, American Academy of Medicine

remains a foundational tool for objectively assessing disability across medical, legal, and insurance contexts. By

combining rigorous clinical data with standardized rating tables, the guides provide a transparent, defensible basis

for determining impairment percentages. Whether you are evaluating a claim for Social Security benefits,

adjudicating a workers’ compensation case, or preparing a medical report for an ADA accommodation, mastery of

the 6th edition’s methodology will improve accuracy, reduce disputes, and ultimately support fair outcomes for

individuals with disabilities.
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