
 

 
 

AMA Code of Medical Ethics 
 
5.9 Palliative Care 
 
Physicians have clinical ethical responsibilities to address the pain and suffering occasioned by illness and 
injury and to respect their patients as whole persons. These duties require physicians to assure the 
provision of effective palliative care whenever a patient is experiencing serious, chronic, complex, or 
critical illness, regardless of prognosis. Palliative care is sound medical treatment that includes the 
comprehensive management and coordination of care for pain and other distressing symptoms including 
physical, psychological, intellectual, social, spiritual, and existential distress from serious illness. 
Evaluation and treatment are patient-centered but with an additional focus on the needs, values, beliefs, 
and culture of patients and those who love and care for them in decision-making accordingly.  
  
Palliative care is widely acknowledged to be appropriate for patients who are close to death, but persons 
who have chronic, progressive, and/or eventually fatal illnesses often have symptoms and experience 
suffering early in the disease course. The clinical ethical responsibilities to address symptoms and 
suffering may therefore sometimes entail a need for palliative care before the terminal phase of disease. 
Moreover, the duty to respect patients as whole persons should lead physicians to encourage patients with 
chronic, progressive, and/or eventually fatal conditions to identify surrogate medical decision makers, 
given the likelihood of a loss of decisional capacity during medical treatment. 
 
When caring for patients' physicians should: 

 
(a) Integrate palliative care into treatment. 

 
(b) Seek and/or provide palliative care, as necessary, for the management of symptoms and suffering 

occasioned by any serious illness or condition, at any stage, and at any age throughout the course of 
illness. 
 

(c) Offer palliative care simultaneously with disease modifying interventions, including attempts for cure 
or remission. 
 

(d) Be aware of, and where needed, engage palliative care expertise in care.  
 

Physicians as a profession should:  
 

(e) Advocate that palliative care be accessible for all patients, as necessary, for the management of 
symptoms and suffering occasioned by any serious illness or condition, at any stage, and at any age 
throughout the course of illness. 

 
AMA Principles of Medical Ethics: I,IV,VIII 


