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SUBJECTIVE EXAMINATION/CLINICAL REASONING

Eric Magrum DPT OCS FAAOMPT

The Lost Art
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Interrogate with Empathy
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Patient’s
Experience 

of 
symptoms 
and impact

on life
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• 3 Components:

– PT/Patient agreement 

on Goals

– PT/Patient agreement 

on Interventions

– PT/Patient affective 

bond

• Positive PT/Patient 

interactions linked 

with:

– Reduced Pain

– Reduced Disability

– High treatment 

satisfaction
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Goals of the Subjective Exam

1. Gather Information

2. Develop Therapeutic 

Relationship

3. Communicate 

Information

Lipkin M 1995
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Successful Consultation
1. Patients perception of being taken 

seriously

2. Given an understandable explanation of 

the pain

3. Applying Patient-Centered Care

4. Reassurance

5. Being told what can be done

Laerum E J Rehab Med 2006
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Most important Communication skills

• Ability to allow the 
patient to speak 
without interruption

• Ability truly hear 
what the patient is 
trying to say

Jackson C 2006

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ziHSgf89COk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9rQ5e21SdCE
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• Providers 
(49.5%) spoke 
more than 
patients (33.1%)

• Little time 
discussion 
emotions

• More experienced 
clinicians spent more 
time :

– “History/background 
probes”

– Advice/suggestions

– Talking concurrently

– Interrupting patients
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Subjective Evaluation
• Establish rapport

• Build confidence in PT as facilitator of care

• Systematic

• Gain information about functional status and 

limitations

• Guide Objective/Physical Exam

Develop working hypothesis 

about cause(s) of problem
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Subjective Evaluation

• Sequential, systematic and repeatable to 

identify essential elements for further 

examination

• Framework for efficiency, 

comprehensiveness, consistency

Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                               www.vompti.com



Property of VOMPTI, LLC

For Use of Participants Only.  No Use or 
Reproduction Without Consent 4

Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                             www.vompti.com Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                             www.vompti.com

Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                             www.vompti.com Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                               www.vompti.com

Patient Intake Forms
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Open Focused Question

• “Do you want to just tell me a little 

bit about (your ‘problem 

presentation’) first of all?”
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Outcome 
Measures

NDI
Oswestry

FABQ
Quick DASH

LEFS
FAAM
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Distribution of Symptoms

• Use of Body Chart - review with pt

• Precise recording

• Verbal and Non-verbal responses

• Recognize patterns

• Intermittent vs constant nature
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Pain Drawing

Where is your pain?  Please mark on the drawing where you feel your pain right
now and use the key.

Key:  Pins and needles = 00000 Stabbing = / / / / / / /

Burning = XXXXXX Deep Ache = ZZZZZZ

 

Rate your pain 0 = No pain 10 = Extremely intense

1.  Right now            0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7    8     9     10

2.  At its worst 0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7    8     9     10

3.  At its best 0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7    8     9     10
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What is your 
Hypothesis?

What is your 
Differential 
Diagnosis 
list?

? Red flags
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Chief Complaint
• PAIN

• Stiffness

• Loss of Motion

• Weakness

• Paresthesia

• Functional limitations
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Pain 
Characteristics

• Specific, sharp, 

immediate 

reproduction

• Joint

• Deep, dull, aching

•Disc, bone, muscle

• Sharp shooting, 

lancinating, painful 

paresthesia, non 

specific

•Neural tissue
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Behavior of Symptoms

• ** Aggravating Factors **

• Easing Factors

• Behavior over 24 hrs

• Progression of Sxs
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**Aggravating Factors**

• What specific postures/activities reproduce which 

specific complaints?

• What is the temporal component to specific 

complaints?

• What specific activities/postures worsen 

complaints?
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Easing Factors
• What specifically does 

the patient do to 

relieve sxs?

• How long does it take 

to reduce those 

sxs?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EM1SvOWnfy8
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History
• Of the present 

episode

• Of previous 

episodes

• Of related 

medical history
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Subjective Evaluation

• Date of injury 

– Recent; first time; 

recurring injury?

– If recurring, is it similar 

to previous injuries?
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Mechanism of Injury

• Insidious

• Change in activity 

level/job

• Repetitive stress

• DJD

• Postural dysfunction

• Traumatic

– Specific Mechanics

• (MVC) Direction of 

impact

• On Field mechanics

• How soon for onset 

of specific sxs

• Noise, swelling, 

bleeding
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Treatment

• What has been done ???

• Helped or hurt ???

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WhfgS3CS_lg
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Patient Expectations/Placebo
• Expectation may serve as a significant 

prognostic indicator for individuals with 
musculoskeletal pain conditions

• The literature suggests practitioners may 
take steps to maximize the benefit of 
expectation in their daily practice.
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Previous Conditions

• Similar problem in the past

• How was it treated?

• Prior condition resolved?

• Progression of previous episodes
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Systems Review

• Medical screen questionnaire to guide

• HTN, Diabetes, history of CA, cardiovascular status

• Conditions present which would predispose to 

musculoskeletal injury

• Conditions present which would influence treatment
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Past Medical History

• Surgical history

• Medical conditions

• Orthopedic injuries

• Fractures

• History of major trauma
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Medications

• Predispose musculoskeletal dysfunction

• Correlate with Medical History

• ??? Contraindicate treatment

– Corticosteroids- chronic inhaler use

– Anticoagulants

– Narcotics
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Diagnostic Evaluation

• MD referral - general practitioner or 

specialist

• Blood work/labs

• Radiology

• EMG/NCV

? Results
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Special Questions

• Bilateral symptoms - esp. LQ with cervical pain 

( Central cord compression)

• Unexplained weight loss (CA)

• Severe night pain (CA)

• Dizziness, blurred vision, tinnitus, 

nausea/vomiting, Severe HA (CAD)

• Saddle numbness, bowel/bladder changes 

(Cauda equina syndrome)
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Occupation

• Work duties

• Prolonged positions

• Repetitive tasks

• Is patient on light duty/work 

restrictions?

• General sense of job satisfaction
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Activity Level• Recreation level

• Daily Exercise

• Limitations secondary to 

sxs

Develop Patient Centered 

Functional goals
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“What are your
goals from 

seeing me?”

• Facilitate Rapport

• Functional Goal setting

• Predictive of favorable 

outcome

• Improve compliance 

• Self-efficacy 

– Extent or strength of one's 

belief in one's own ability 

to complete tasks and 

reach goals
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* Identifies points to be used in re-assessment of 

patient progress

* Teaching process to mark informative and 

significant words

* Throughout exam as part of hypothesis 

generation
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Probable Structures
• Joints in the painful region

• Joints which refer pain to the painful 

region

• Muscles in the painful region

• Muscles which refer pain to the painful 

region

• Nerves in the painful region

• Nerves which refer pain to the painful 

region
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Possible Structures
• Other contributing factors

• Secondary Causes

–Compensatory lesion

–“Regional Interdependence”

• “Cause of the Cause”

–Posture

–Muscle imbalance

–Obesity

–Hyper mobility/instability

–Dysfunction proximal/distal

Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                             www.vompti.com



Property of VOMPTI, LLC

For Use of Participants Only.  No Use or 
Reproduction Without Consent 13

Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                               www.vompti.com

Sensitivity – SNNout :  (-) Rule OUT

(-) Likelihood ratio

Specificity – SPPin :  (+) Rule IN

(+) Likelihood ratio
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• Severity

• Irritability

• Nature

• Stage

Evaluating Subjective Information:

Does the examination need to be modified?

Orthopaedic Manual Physical Therapy Series 2017-2018                                                               www.vompti.com

• Do symptoms prevent ADLs

• Sleep disturbed

• Central or radicular complaints

• Sensation or Motor deficits
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• Disproportionate to activity level ?

• How much activity to provoke- vigor

• Slow to reduce following exacerbation

• What/How long to reduce

• Peripheralization of sxs with active mvt

• Severity of sxs – degree and quality
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Respect Irritability
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Stage and Stability
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Planning the Objective Exam

Develop a working Hypothesis

• Use of SINS as framework

• Determine examination extent and vigor

• Structures to be examined

• Neurological Exam

• segmental/peripheral/central
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Extent of the Evaluation
• Restrictions to vigor of examination mvts

• Will a ‘comparable sign’ be difficult to find

• Are treating pain, loss of motion, or 

weakness

• How easy do you expect to 

reproduce/provoke symptoms?
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*** Identifies points to be used in re-assessment 

of patient progress ***

*** Teaching process to mark informative and 

significant words ***

*** Throughout exam as part of hypothesis 

generation ***
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Red Flag findings

Red Flag risk factors

Yellow Flag signs/symptoms-
Biopsychosocial risk factors

Non Musculoskeletal involvement

Neurologic component

How will that change your 
exam/differential?
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‘Making Sure the Features Fit’

• Do the features of the history fit with the 

current behavior of the symptoms?

• Does the behavior of the symptoms fit with a 

recognizable syndrome or pathology?

• ? Red/Yellow flags for Referral 
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Direct Access Decision Making

• Treat

• Treat and Potentially Refer

• Refer out
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http://www.vpta.org/secure/legislative/directaccess.cfm
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January 1 2010, Volume 90, Issue 1
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▪ 4 Dimensions:

▪ Dynamic, multidimensional knowledge base 
that is patient-centered and evolves through 
therapist reflection

▪ Clinical reasoning process that is embedded in a 
collaborative, problem-solving venture with 
the patient

▪ Central focus on movement assessment linked 
to patient function

▪ Consistent virtues seen in caring and 
commitment to patients.

Jensen GM PT 2000
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Don’t Judge too Quickly

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AyUD8vHmmm0

