
herring” and weighing whether a proposed test, preventive measure,
or treatment entails a greater risk than the disease itself are
essential judgments that a skilled clinician must make many times
each day. This combination of medical knowledge, intuition,
experience, and judgment defines the art of medicine, which is as
necessary to the practice of medicine and the precision medicine of
the future as is a sound scientific base, and as important for
contemporary medical practice as it has been in earlier eras.

■ CLINICAL SKILLS
History-Taking The recorded history of an illness should include all
the facts of medical significance in the life of the patient. Recent
events should be given the most attention. Patients should, at some
early point, have the opportunity to tell their own story of the illness
without frequent interruption and, when appropriate, should receive
expressions of interest, encouragement, and empathy from the
physician. Any event related by a patient, however trivial or
seemingly irrelevant, may provide the key to solving the medical
problem. A methodical review of systems is important to elicit
features of an underlying disease that might not be mentioned in the
patient’s narrative. In general, patients who feel comfortable with the
physician will offer more complete information; thus, putting the
patient at ease contributes substantially to obtaining an adequate
history.

An informative history is more than eliciting an orderly listing of
symptoms. By listening to patients and noting the ways in which they
describe their symptoms, physicians can gain valuable insight.
Inflections of voice, facial expression, gestures, and attitude (i.e.,
“body language”) may offer important clues to patients’ perception of
and reaction to their symptoms. Because patients vary considerably
in their medical sophistication and ability to recall facts, the reported
medical history should be corroborated whenever possible. The
social history also can provide important insights into the types of
diseases that should be considered and can identify practical
considerations for subsequent management. The family history not
only identifies rare genetic disorders or common exposures, but
often reveals risk factors for common disorders, such as coronary


