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The Five-Star Doctor

• Care provider
• Decision-maker
• Communicator
• Community leader
• Manager

WHO 1996



Medical Professionalism in the New Millennium: A Physician Charter
Project of the ABIM Foundation, ACP–ASIM Foundation, and European Federation of Internal Medicine*

To our readers: I write briefly to introduce the Medical Pro-
fessionalism Project and its principal product, the Charter on
Medical Professionalism. The charter appears in print for the first
time in this issue of Annals and simultaneously in The Lancet. I
hope that we will look back upon its publication as a watershed
event in medicine. Everyone who is involved with health care
should read the charter and ponder its meaning.

The charter is the product of several years of work by leaders
in the ABIM Foundation, the ACP–ASIM Foundation, and the
European Federation of Internal Medicine. The charter consists
of a brief introduction and rationale, three principles, and 10
commitments. The introduction contains the following premise:
Changes in the health care delivery systems in countries through-
out the industrialized world threaten the values of professional-
ism. The document conveys this message with chilling brevity.
The authors apparently feel no need to defend this premise, per-
haps because they believe that it is a universally held truth. The
authors go further, stating that the conditions of medical practice
are tempting physicians to abandon their commitment to the
primacy of patient welfare. These are very strong words. Whether
they are strictly true for the profession as a whole is almost beside
the point. Each physician must decide if the circumstances of
practice are threatening his or her adherence to the values that
the medical profession has held dear for many millennia.

Three Fundamental Principles set the stage for the heart of
the charter, a set of commitments. One of the three principles,
the principle of primacy of patient welfare, dates from ancient
times. Another, the principle of patient autonomy, has a more
recent history. Only in the later part of the past century have
people begun to view the physician as an advisor, often one of
many, to an autonomous patient. According to this view, the
center of patient care is not in the physician’s office or the hos-
pital. It is where people live their lives, in the home and the
workplace. There, patients make the daily choices that determine
their health. The principle of social justice is the last of the three
principles. It calls upon the profession to promote a fair distri-
bution of health care resources.

There is reason to expect that physicians from every point

on the globe will read the charter. Does this document represent
the traditions of medicine in cultures other than those in the
West, where the authors of the charter have practiced medicine?
We hope that readers everywhere will engage in dialogue about
the charter, and we offer our pages as a place for that dialogue to
take place. If the traditions of medical practice throughout the
world are not congruent with one another, at least we may make
progress toward understanding how physicians in different cul-
tures understand their commitments to patients and the public.

Many physicians will recognize in the principles and com-
mitments of the charter the ethical underpinning of their profes-
sional relationships, individually with their patients and collec-
tively with the public. For them, the challenge will be to live by
these precepts and to resist efforts to impose a corporate mental-
ity on a profession of service to others. Forces that are largely
beyond our control have brought us to circumstances that require
a restatement of professional responsibility. The responsibility for
acting on these principles and commitments lies squarely on our
shoulders.

—Harold C. Sox, MD, Editor

Physicians today are experiencing frustration as changes
in the health care delivery systems in virtually all indus-

trialized countries threaten the very nature and values of
medical professionalism. Meetings among the European
Federation of Internal Medicine, the American College of
Physicians–American Society of Internal Medicine (ACP–
ASIM), and the American Board of Internal Medicine
(ABIM) have confirmed that physician views on profes-
sionalism are similar in quite diverse systems of health care
delivery. We share the view that medicine’s commitment to
the patient is being challenged by external forces of change
within our societies.

Recently, voices from many countries have begun
calling for a renewed sense of professionalism, one that

Ann Intern Med. 2002;136:243-246.
*This charter was written by the members of the Medical Professionalism Project: ABIM Foundation: Troy Brennan, MD, JD (Project Chair), Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Boston,
Massachusetts; Linda Blank (Project Staff ), ABIM Foundation, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Jordan Cohen, MD, Association of American Medical Colleges, Washington, DC; Harry
Kimball, MD, American Board of Internal Medicine, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and Neil Smelser, PhD, University of California, Berkeley, California. ACP–ASIM Foundation: Robert
Copeland, MD, Southern Cardiopulmonary Associates, LaGrange, Georgia; Risa Lavizzo-Mourey, MD, MBA, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, Princeton, New Jersey; and Walter
McDonald, MD, American College of Physicians–American Society of Internal Medicine, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. European Federation of Internal Medicine: Gunilla Brenning, MD,
University Hospital, Uppsala, Sweden; Christopher Davidson, MD, FRCP, FESC, Royal Sussex County Hospital, Brighton, United Kingdom; Philippe Jaeger, MB, MD, Centre
Hospitalier Universitaire Vaudois, Lausanne, Switzerland; Alberto Malliani, MD, Università di Milano, Milan, Italy; Hein Muller, MD, PhD, Ziekenhuis Gooi-Noord, Rijksstraatweg,
the Netherlands; Daniel Sereni, MD, Hôpital Saint-Louis, Paris, France; and Eugene Sutorius, JD, Faculteit der Rechts Geleerdheid, Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Special Consultants:
Richard Cruess, MD, and Sylvia Cruess, MD, McGill University, Montreal, Canada; and Jaime Merino, MD, Universidad Miguel Hernández, San Juan de Alicante, Spain.
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Medical Professionalism in the New 
Millennium: A Physician Charter 

Fundamental Principles
• Principle of primacy of patient welfare
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• Principle of patient autonomy 
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• Principle of social justice
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