AMA Code of Medical Ethics

Opinion 1.1.1 Patient-Physician Relationships

The practice of medicine, and its embodiment in the clinical encounter between a patient and a physician,
is fundamentally a moral activity that arises from the imperative to care for patients and to alleviate
suffering. The relationship that emerges between a patient and a physician must be based on trust. The
physician’s obligation to be trustworthy entails additional ethical duties such as a commitment to act for
the good of patients; to uphold respect for patients as persons; to develop good communication skills; and
to be professionally competent. This trust is fostered by physicians’ ethical responsibilities to place
patients’ welfare above the physician’s own self-interest or obligations to others, to use sound medical
judgment on patients’ behalf, and to advocate for their patients’ welfare. When external influences
negatively impact this trust, or the patient-physician relationship directly, physicians individually and
collectively should advocate for changes to ameliorate the situation and promote a more hospitable
environment in which patient-physician relationships may flourish.

A patient-physician relationship commences when a physician begins to serve a patient’s medical needs.
The contexts that may lead to a patient-physician relationship vary: they generally occur as a response to
a request by a patient or a patient’s surrogate, but can also include certain contractual, legally mandated,
or emergency settings without the explicit request or consent of the patient.

While the patient-physician relationship may involve one patient and one physician in today’s complex
health care system, such relationships often involve multiple members of a care team, patient family
members and surrogates. The core values of the patient-physician relationship, however, remain
unchanged. How these values are implemented will depend on many factors, including the setting, the
needs of the patient, the duration of the relationship, and the training, expertise, and experience of the
physician, and will necessarily reflect the myriad ways that patients and physicians interact. While every
patient-physician relationship will be different and will change over time, the fundamental importance of
establishing and sustaining trust through respect for persons, good communication, and professional
competency will always be crucial at every layer, node, and time of the relationship. It is the duty of
physicians, therefore, to uphold these values and support patients and the primacy of the patient-physician
relationship to the best of their ability in all practice settings and at all times.
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