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Effective communication enhances outcomes in a 66 year old female with chronic pain
Cathy Ciolek
University of Delaware Department of Physical Therapy, USA

Effective communication is a skill that has been shown to improve patient outcomes and negative outcomes are associated 
with poor communication skills.  Motivational Interviewing has been used to help clients establish meaningful goals 

for behavioral change across multiple populations, but has limited physical therapy based research. A 66 year old. African 
American female was referred to outpatient physical therapy 3 years post right THA for osteoarthritis with residual hip pain, 
long history of back pain and failure to improve despite several physical therapy interventions.   Examination revealed hip 
and knee weakness and limitation in joint ROM/joint play of both the hip and spine. Functional measures also showed major 
deficits for her age.  Skilled PT intervention was provided over 20 visits. Treatment intervention included joint mobilizations, 
progressive resistance exercises, and stretching. Communication strategies included motivational interviewing to set goals 
early in the intervention with frequent adjustments and fear avoidant and pain catastrophizing minimizing strategies to 
minimize negative affective communications. At discharge the patient had made significant improvements in all aspects of the 
ICF model with improved pain scales and strength measures, functional improvement was noted in stair climb test, 6 minute 
walk test and steps per day.  Additionally, she has resumed walking daily and participating in tai chi class 3x’s/week.  Physical 
therapy intervention is not limited to hands on skills.  The ability to use effective communication strategies to build rapport, 
trust and patient self-efficacy are essential for patients with chronic pain, particularly those who have not been successful in 
previous therapy interventions.
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