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Interpersonal Communication 
Skills for Massage Therapy 

Clinical Impression 

A Person-Centered Approach to The Clinical 
Encounter
Adopting a person-centered model of care gives therapists a better 
understanding of an individual’s symptoms by capturing the patient’s 
narrative. It can also help identify meaningful goals and direct the most 
appropriate intervention based on pain presentation, functional 
limitations, and psychosocial factors. The added value of a person-
centered model is that even when underlying mechanisms are unclear, 
by understanding the patient’s functional limitations and how pain is 
affecting their activities of daily life we can still formulate a meaningful 
treatment plan. 
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Practices to Help Establish a Meaningful 
Connection with Patients in The Clinical Encounter

• Prepare with intention (take a moment to prepare and focus before 
greeting a patient);

• Listen intently and completely (sit down, lean forward, avoid 
interruptions);

• Agree on what matters most (find out what the patient cares about and 
incorporate these priorities into the visit agenda);

• Connect with the patient’s story (consider life circumstances that influence 
the patient’s health; acknowledge positive efforts; celebrate successes);

• Explore emotional cues (notice, name, and validate the patient’s emotions)

(Zulman et al., 2020)

A person-centered clinical assessment & 
massage treatment
• A person-centered clinical assessment & treatment is one that seeks 

to better understand the complex web of interactions in the patient’s 
history, physiology and lifestyle. If adopted widely a person-centered 
model of care helps to reconceptualize pain leading to improved 
patient-clinician relationships, improved self-efficacy, and better 
health outcomes for patients with pain.
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Communication with Brain in 
Mind

Attention and Emotions
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Interpersonal Communication Skills

• Listening Skills

• Intake Interview

• The RESPECT Model
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Listening Skills: Attending behaviors

— eye contact

— body posture

— voice tone

— verbal tracking

— silence

— clarifications (verbal prompt)

— paraphrasing

— reflection of feeling

— summarization

Intake Interview
Intake components include the following :
• identify and explore “chief complaint”

• take personal history and info

• review current functioning
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The RESPECT Model
1 Mutha, S., Allen, C. & Welch, M. (2002). Toward culturally competent care: A 
toolbox for teaching communication strategies. San Francisco, CA: Center for Health 
Professions, University of California, San Francisco.
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The RESPECT Model 

• The RESPECT Model can help RMT remain effective and patient-
centered in all of your communication with patients. Whether it is 
verbal, nonverbal, or written, is that RMT remain open and maintain a 
sense of respect for your patients. 

Rapport

• Connect on a social level

• See the patient’s point of view

• Consciously suspend judgment

• Recognize and avoid making assumptions
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Empathy

• Remember that the patient has come to you for help.

• Seek out and understand the patient’s rationale for her behaviors or 
illness.

• Verbally acknowledge and legitimize the patient’sfeelings.

Support

• Ask about and try to understand barriers to care and compliance.

• Help the patient overcome barriers.

• Involve family members if appropriate.

• Reassure the patient you are and will be available to help.
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Partnership

• Be flexible with regard to issues of control.

• Negotiate roles when necessary.

• Stress that you will be working together to address medical problems.

Explanations

• Check often for understanding.

• Use verbal clarification techniques.
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Cultural Competence

• Respect the patient and her culture and beliefs.

• Understand that the patient’s view of you may be defined by ethnic or 
cultural stereotypes.

• Be aware of your own biases and preconceptions.

• Know your limitations in addressing medical issues across cultures.

• Understand your personal style and recognize when it may not be working 
with a given patient.

Trust

• Self-disclosure may be an issue for some patients who are not 
accustomed to Western medical approaches.

• Take the necessary time and consciously work to establish trust.

Reprinted from Toward Culturally Competent Care: A Toolbox for Teaching Communication 
Strategies by permission of the Center for Health Professions, University of California, San 
Francisco, 2002.
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Questions and Answers

1. What is the RESPECT Model in clinical communication?

2. How to establish a meaningful connection with patients in the 
Clinical encounter?

3. What is the attending behaviors listening skills in clinical interview?


