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OPINION

The Clinical Examination: A Cornerstone of Medical Diagnosis
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INTRODUCTION

The clinical examination is one of the most fundamental and
essential components of the diagnostic process in medicine.
A clinical examination is the process by which a healthcare
provider assesses a patient physical health by observing,
palpating, percussing and auscultating various parts of the
body. Each clinical examination is tailored to the individual
patient symptoms or concerns, the process typically follows
a structured approach designed to maximize accuracy and
efficiency. The clinical examination is often the first point of
contact between a patient and a healthcare provider.

DESCRIPTION

It allows the clinician to gather preliminary information
and begin to form a diagnosis. While imaging studies and
laboratory tests provide important data, they do not replace
the insights gained from a hands on examination. In fact, a
well conducted clinical exam can guide the choice of tests
needed and help interpret their results more accurately.
Patients with chronic conditions, the clinical examination
is an important tool for monitoring changes in health status
over time. Regular examinations allow healthcare providers
to detect any new or evolving health problems and adjust
treatment plans accordingly. The clinical examination
provides an opportunity for healthcare providers to engage
directly with patients, fostering trust and communication.
A sensitive and thorough examination helps reassure
patients and can improve their experience of care. A clinical
examination generally follows a structured approach that
involves multiple components. Inspection is the first step of
the clinical examination and involves visually assessing the
patient overall appearance, posture, and any obvious signs
of illness or abnormalities. Percussion involves tapping on
specific areas of the body, usually the chest or abdomen, to
assess the underlying structures. The sound produced when
tapping can reveal important information about the body
condition. Percussion is particularly useful in assessing
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lung function, abdominal issues, and signs of fluid build-up.
Auscultating the lungs helps assess breathing patterns and
detect abnormalities like wheezing crackles or diminished
breath sounds. Listening to the abdomen can reveal signs
of bowel function, including hyperactive or absent bowel
sounds, which may indicate gastrointestinal problems like
obstruction or infection. In some cases, auscultation can
also include listening to blood flow in arteries to detect
abnormalities such as bruits. Vital signs are a key part of
the clinical examination and provide insight into the patient
physiological status. Measured using a pulse oximeter,
oxygen saturation levels can indicate respiratory or
circulatory issues. Some symptoms may be subtle or atypical,
making them difficult to detect. This can be especially true in
elderly or immunocompromised patients. Not all conditions
are detectable through physical examination alone. In many
cases, additional diagnostic tests or imaging are required to
confirm a diagnosis.

CONCLUSION

Despite the increasing reliance on technology and diagnostic
testing, the clinical examination remains irreplaceable in
providing a holistic understanding of a patient health and
ensuring accurate, effective care. Ultimately a skilled clinical
examination not only helps detect disease but also fosters
a deeper connection between the patient and healthcare
provider, improving communication, trust, and the overall
quality of care. It is a fundamental part of patient care and
serves as the initial step in diagnosing diseases, monitoring
ongoing conditions, and guiding treatment decisions. It
involves both subjective and objective information to form a
comprehensive understanding of a patient’s health.
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