
I M P A I R M E N T  A S S E S S M E N T

MEDICINE 
FROM A  
DIFFERENT 
PERSPECTIVE!
AMA Victoria and the Personal 
Injury Education Foundation 
(PIEF) deliver impairment 
assessment courses. 

 "In my experience, 
impairment assessment and 
the medico-legal activities 

that go with it have been an 
enjoyable and rewarding  
part of my practice over  

many years."  
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TO LEARN MORE ABOU T  
THE COURSES, MEET ONE  
OF OUR PARTICIPANTS, 
DR JONATHAN BURDON 
AM, RESPIRATORY SYSTEM 
IMPAIRMENT ASSESSOR

FIRSTLY, CAN YOU GIVE  
A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF  
YOUR MEDICAL CAREER?
––
I am a respiratory physician in 
private practice in East Melbourne 
with a particular interest in 
occupational lung disorders, 
airways disease, the assessment 
of respiratory impairment and 
the medico-legal aspects of 
lung disease. I have subspecialty 
interests in alpha-1-antitrypsin 
deficiency and lung disease and in 
the toxic effects of the inhalation 
of pyrolysed engine oil inhaled in 
aircrew (aerotoxic syndrome). 
I trained at the Royal Melbourne 
Hospital and, following two years 
as a post-doc research fellow 
at MacMaster University in 
Hamilton Ontario, was appointed 
as respiratory physician and, 
later, Director of the Department 
of Respiratory Medicine at St 
Vincent’s Hospital, Melbourne. 
From 2000 I have been in private 
practice with extensive involvement 
with specialty organisations. I am 
a past Chairman of the National 
Asthma Council Australia and past 
President of the Thoracic Society 
of Australia and New Zealand. 
My medico-legal interests led me 
to being appointed to the Medical 
Defence Association of Victoria 
Board in 1997 and to the Chair in 
2001 and, after a merger with the 
Sydney based organisation United, 
served on the Avant Mutual Group 
Board until 2014.

HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN 
AN IMPAIRMENT ASSESSOR, 
AND WH Y DID YOU GET 
INVOLVED?
––
I have always had an interest in 
the interaction between medicine 
and the law. This was encouraged 
by being invited to undertake a 
worker’s compensation assessment 
and report soon after my return 
from Canada. Over the next 10 
years or so, my interest continued 
as I received requests for medico-
legal assessments from time to 
time. In 1996, the law school at the 
University of Melbourne allowed 
medical graduates to enrol in their 
Graduate Diploma in Health and 
Medical Law course. I enrolled 
and completed the course in 1998 
and, 10 years later, upgraded my 
knowledge and skills by completing 
the master’s degree. From about 
this time, I undertook medico-legal 
assessments for lawyers, insurance 
companies, government and 
industry on a regular basis. 
This interest and activity, about 20 
years ago, prompted an invitation 
from Prof Michael Pain, whom 
I had trained under at the Royal 
Melbourne Hospital, to be involved 
in the assessment of impairment. 
Following my initial training I 
have been undertaking respiratory 
impairment assessments on a 
regular basis. In due course, I was 
invited to be one of the two trainers 
for respiratory system impairment 
assessment and was involved in 
the work and publication of the 
occupational asthma guidelines 
(Impairment Assessment in Workers 
with Occupational Asthma).

HOW WOULD YOU 
DEFINE THE ROLE AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES OF AN 
IMPAIRMENT ASSESSOR?
––
It should go without saying 
that impairment assessment is 
a very responsible job, as it has 
financial and legal implications 
for those involved and, potentially, 
reputational risks for the assessor. 
 Respiratory assessment is not 
just about taking the lung function 
test measurements and applying 
them to the tables in Chapter 5 
(AMA4). It is also about checking 
that the lung function tests 
have been correctly performed, 
that maximal efforts have been 
achieved, that height has been 
correctly measured (footwear off ) 
and that the predicted values used 
are those as prescribed by the 
AMA Guides. It is about assessing 
what other conditions may be 
causing lung function impairment 
which, thus, have to be assessed 
and excluded from the requested 
assessment (for example, pre-
existing conditions such as asthma 
and COPD). At times, this can 
be very difficult and relies on the 
knowledge and careful assessment 
by the assessor.

WH Y SHOULD A CLINICIAN 
BECOME AN IMPAIRMENT 
ASSESSOR, AND WHAT DO 
YOU THINK IS THE RIGHT 
STAGE IN A DOCTOR’S 
CAREER TO COMMENCE 
THIS WORK?
––
Impairment assessment is an 
intellectual challenge. It relies 
on excellence in clinical skills, a 
good knowledge of lung function 
test measurement and all the 
issues that may cause submaximal 
measurements and, thus, an 
inaccurate assessment. This type of 
work is commonly considered to 
be done in the latter years of one’s 
career. In my view, following this 
preconception is not necessary as it 
can be undertaken in one’s earlier 
years of practice and after the 
appropriate training.
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IN YOUR EXPERIENCE, WHAT 
ARE THE MOST REWARDING 
AND CHALLENGING 
ASPECTS OF BEING AN 
IMPAIRMENT ASSESSOR?
––
Impairment assessment is not only 
about reaching a final impairment 
assessment score, but also about 
communicating how the score 
was reached to the referring party. 
Commonly, the report is read by 
non-medically trained persons, 
such as lawyers and administrators, 
whose understanding of the 
problem at hand is not that of the 
assessor. 
 For this reason, I find that a 
careful discussion about how the 
impairment score was reached and 
how other possible contributing 
factors have been addressed is 
a great challenge and the final 
assessment very rewarding. As 
the AMA4 Guides state, “The 
physician must utilise the entire 
gamut of clinical skill and judgment 
in assessing whether or not the 
results of measurements or tests are 
plausible and relate to the impairment 
being evaluated. If inspite of 
an observation or test result the 
medical evidence appears not to be 
of sufficient weight to verify that an 
impairment of a certain magnitude 
exists, the physician should modify the 
impairment, accordingly, describing 
the modification and explaining the 
reason for it in writing”.
 Whilst impairment assessment 
is usually straight forward, it can 
sometimes be a significant and 
difficult challenge.

DR JONATHON BURDON AM

Respiratory System 
Impairment Assessor

HOW IMPORTANT HAS THE 
PRACTICE OF IMPAIRMENT 
ASSESSMENT BEEN IN YOUR 
PROFESSIONAL CAREER?
––
In my experience, impairment 
assessment and the medico-legal 
activities that go with it have been 
an enjoyable and rewarding part 
of my practice over many years. I 
have enjoyed seeing a wide range 
of clients with conditions and 
related problems that are not often 
seen in day-to-day practice. It has 
assisted in attracting other types 
of medico-legal work, an aspect 
of my professional life that I find 
satisfying and rewarding. It has also 
led to requests for presentations 
and publications.!

IMPAIRMENT 
ASSESSMENT 
TRAINING
#  

Are you interested in 
diversifying your portfolio 
of clinical work by becoming 
a qualified Impairment 
Assessor for TAC, WorkSafe 
and the Wrongs Act in 
Victoria (AMA4) or Workers 
Compensation for SIRA 
applicable in NSW and other 
states (AMA5)? 
	 Impairment assessment 
work can provide an 
attractive income stream 
for specialists (+5 years 
independent clinical practice) 
and has the flexibility to 
compliment private and 
public clinical practice.  
 It also provides an 
important social insurance 
function for government and 
the community. 
 AMA Victoria members 
will receive a special discount 
for courses only in Victoria.  

Please enquire at:  
training@amavic.com.au 

Impairment Assessment 
Training in Victoria

Impairment Assessment 
Training in  
New South Wales
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