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Clinical Reasoning Skills
By Whitney Lowe, LMT

In the health care arena, assessment is commonly defined as the systematic process of gathering information
in order to make informed decisions about treatment. We all do this any time we make a decision about how
much pressure to use, which technigue to employ, or how to address a particular problem presented by a
client.

What is different is the degree to which we use these assessment skills. As massage therapists become more
involved in treating people, the process of assessment becomes increasingly important. You must be able to
distinguish between conditions with similar symptoms and make vital decisions about how to approach a

client’s condition, or determine whether to treat the condition at all.

There are numerous systems of assessment for pain and injury conditions that share common elements,
including the use of specialized orthopedic tests. These tests are used by different types of health care
professionals to identify various pathological problems. Since different health professionals utilize the same
tests, communication between multiple practitioners regarding the condition of a client/patient is easier.
However, while these tests are a valuable part of the assessment process, a common trap can occur when
using them. The trap occurs when too much emphasis is placed on using tests over other methods of
assessment and evaluation. For example, if a client complains of shoulder pain, and you know about special
orthopedic tests for shoulder disorders, it is a common fallacy to run through these tests to see if you can
find the nature of the client’'s problem. This is still a shotgun approach. What is missing is an essential

element of the assessment process: clinical reasoning.

When first learning about a subject, the information is often divided into separate facts or concepts. It is
only after achieving a greater degree of mastery in the subject that people organize this information into
usable patterns. Studies that have investigated the difference between the way experts and novices present

information have found that experts put together more patterns of information, while novices tend to gather



more separate details, many of which may be irrelevant to accomplishing the final task or skill they are
learning. This aspect of learning and processing information is essential in assessment and clinical reasoning

processes, and can be well-illustrated in the following example.

When a client complains of shoulder pain and describes the common symptoms, the practitioner must
determine what information is relevant and how to proceed in the evaluation process. If the statements are
considered separately, they may not lead to essential clues about the nature of the condition. This is often
where the practitioner jumps to the use of several tests to see if he or she can hit on the "right condition";
however, the more skillful practitioner will pick up on statements during the initial intake and begin to form
patterns. This practitioner will see connections between various signs and symptoms, and the further line of
inquiry will almost lead itself in many cases. The art of reasoning is the ability to see these patterns of

connection; therefore, the challenge is learning how to perfect those skills and see the patterns.

Consider the job of a detective. When investigating a crime, the detective must pick up on clues and
determine which ones are important (and which ones are not). The ability to discriminate between the two
can be difficult. The best way to make this choice is through a combination of subject-matter knowledge and

experience.

For clinical practitioners, the more we know about various pathological problems, the wider the base of
information we can draw from when searching for relevant clues. At the beginning, it will be difficult to

know which clues are relevant - this is where experience comes into play. After seeing similar conditions a
number of times, we develop an experiential background against which we can see similar patterns and
recognize which cases are similar to others we have worked with before. As we combine our knowledge and

experience, we are able to more accurately and quickly find the nature of a client’'s complaint.

The more skilled you become in clinical reasoning, the easier and faster the assessment process will be.
Therefore, as you learn about assessment and range of motion evaluations, muscle tests, or specialized
orthopedic tests, always think about why you are using a particular procedure, instead of just going through
the motions. The more you understand why you are doing what you are doing, the more you will contribute
to your ability to see these patterns within the clinical evaluation process, and significantly improve your

skills.
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