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Health Priorities Identification Quick Guide (For All Settings) 

Patient Priorities Care is an approach that aligns care with what matters most to you (the 
patient). We find that we provide better care when we understand what matters to you about 
your health and health care.  

I. Identify What Matters Most to You
We start with identifying what matters most to you (Your Values) because this show what’s 
important even as life and health changes. The goal here is to understand what matters most 
to you within the context of your life and health. Start with thinking about what gives your life 
meaning, purpose, joy, or satisfaction.  

Consider:  
What would you be doing if you were having a good day?   
Which activities would you like to spend more time doing?  
Who or what matters most in your daily life? 
What would you most like your health care team to support you with? 

Examples: Taking care of family/friends and/or pets; reducing the amount of time I devote to 
my health care 

Write up to 2 things that Matters Most to you in your life:  

1.______________________________
2.______________________________

II. Set Your Health Goal
Health goals are activities that reflect putting your values into action and that your health care 
can help you achieve. Identify activities that you want to keep doing, or would like to be able to 
do, to live out the value identified in step I above. As you think about this, make sure your 
health goal is: 1) linked to what matters most to you (from step I above), 2) specific, 3) realistic 
within the context of your life and health, and 4) actionable (something your clinicians can help 
you with). Specific goals also help you and your health care team see if progress is being made. 
→ Note: Health goals can be updated over time as health and life circumstances change. 

Example of activities that are specific, realistic, and actionable health goals: I would like to go 
out to lunch with my friends once a week. 

Think about one thing you really want to do and how your care can support you in achieving it: 

Health Goal: (Action) I want to____________________ 
for/in/over (frequency, duration)  ___________________
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III. Review your Bothersome Health Symptoms, Problems, Healthcare Tasks &
Medications 
Think about the health goal you identified above. Consider all your health care, and the 
symptoms, health problems, tasks, or medications that you find most bothersome and may be 
keeping you from meeting your health goal. There may be several things that bother you and 
keep you from doing the activity (achieving the health goal) you listed above in section II.  

For example: 
Symptom: having low energy, being tired, or being in pain, etc. 
Problem or Condition: heart disease, lung disease, depression, poor sleep, etc.  
Task: many health care appointments, following a special diet, or frequently checking insulin 
Medication: adverse effects from water pills or blood pressure pills, etc. 

III a. Write down 1-4 of your most Bothersome Symptoms, Health Problems, Health Care 
Tasks or Medications: 

______________________________
III b. Now, of these bothersome problems, select the one that is the most interfering 
and keeping you from doing the goal (activity) you listed in section II, and that you 
want your clinicians to help you with first: 

______________________________ 
If there is anything you find particularly helpful and wouldn't want changed, list them here: 

_________________________________
→Note: It’s not always possible to reach your health goals without changes that are
bothersome or uncomfortable. You may have to make difficult choices about which treatments 
offer benefits that are worth the burden. We call these difficult choices tradeoffs. 

IV. Choose The One Thing to Focus On (Top Priority)
Now that you’ve identified the problem you think is most keeping you from reaching your 
health goal, we want to make sure we have this information correct so your health care team 
will know what you most want to focus on first.  This is called The One Thing and will give your 
clinicians a place to start. (Don’t worry, they will continue addressing your other problems.) 

Let’s bring everything together: The One Thing (symptom, health problem, healthcare 
task, or medication) from what you listed in III b. above you most want to focus on… 

_________________________so that I can

(insert health goal from section II)_________________more
often or more easily.  

→ Review your One Thing: Does that seem right? Is there anything you want to change?
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Aligning Care with Patient Priorities Quick Guide (For All Settings) 
Why Patient Priorities Care? 
• PPC is not one more thing; it's the way to do everything
• When someone has multiple conditions or complex life circumstances you can't do everything, so

do the thing that matters most to each person
• PPC is an excellent way to address the What Matters M of the Age Friendly Health System Initiative
• Once you know the patient’s Health Priorities, you can align care with those priorities. Patient

priorities aligned care is important because it:
o Offers an anchor in the face of uncertainty, tradeoffs, lack of one best answer
o Becomes the measure for treatment effectiveness
o Focuses all health professionals on same target, reducing conflicting recommendations
o Helps patients feel listened to, engaged, and motivated which increases adherence
o Results in decreased treatment burden and unwanted care, and increased wanted care (see:

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/2752365)

Steps for Aligning Care with Patient Priorities: 

Review patient’s health priorities. 
Script: 
• “Let’s review what you said mattered most to you, including your health goals and the one thing 

you want to focus on. Is there anything you want to add or change?” 

Begin encounters with The One Thing (Top Priority) which is the most bothersome Symptom, Health 
Problem, Healthcare Task or Medication the patient feels is interfering with achieving their health goal. 
Also, ask if there are any changes in health goals or bothersome health problem they most want to 
address. [If patient did not identify a most bothersome health issue OR identified more than 1, ask if 
there is a health issue they most want to focus on.] 

Consider which conditions, symptoms, treatments, life circumstances (e.g., socioeconomic, 
environmental) contribute to the bothersome problem impeding their health goal (One Thing/Top 
Priority)? 
• Based on the above, consider medical, surgical, rehabilitative, palliative, and behavioral

interventions and support services that are likely to improve patient’s most bothersome health
problem and help patient achieve their health goal.

• Among the possible interventions, consider which are most likely to improve patient’s most
bothersome health problem and help patient achieve their health.

o Continue (current interventions) if helpful, and acceptable.
o Stop current interventions if unlikely to be helpful, particularly if not acceptable.
o Start (new interventions) that are likely to be helpful, feasible, and acceptable.

Note: select 2-3 that are most feasible and acceptable to discuss with patient/care partner 

Use the patient’s health priorities, including their One Thing (Top Priority), as the focus of 
communication and decisions: 
Scripts:  

• Discuss potential interventions in relation to a patient’s health priorities, not just disease-based
tradeoffs.

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/2752365
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o If there is one best option then present as: I know that (fill in health outcome goals) is 
important to you, I think the (medication and/or intervention) is (are) most likely to help you 
achieve that. 

o If there are several possible options, then present a couple choices to the patient: You want 
to feel less tired so you can watch your grandkids for a couple of hours twice a week. Let’s 
discuss some options and choose where to start. 

• Use patient priorities to guide trials of starting, stopping or continuing interventions over time
(serial trials): There are several options to improve (bothersome symptom) or reduce 
(burdensome care) to allow you to do/achieve (health outcome goal). We can start with (option 
1) or (option 2). There are other things we will try later if needed. 

• Acknowledge uncertainty and that it is not always possible to identify one obvious best
treatment: There are often several possibilities. We can’t be sure what is causing your 
(symptom). A good place to start is (proposed change). We’ll see if it helps you achieve (desired 
activity). 

• When talking with their other health professionals use health priorities to align decisions. This is
especially beneficial when differing perspectives or recommendations exist: Given this patient’s 
problems, health trajectory, uncertain applicability of disease guidelines, and their health 
priorities, please consider the following suggestions for (change in medication, appropriateness 
of test, appropriateness of procedure.) 

• For more information visit: http://decisionguide.patientprioritiescare.org/

Document changes in care related to patients’ priorities. 
 Script: 
• After reviewing the patient’s health priorities I have made the following changes…. 

Troubleshooting:  
What if the patient’s health outcome goals are likely not achievable with interventions that patient is 
willing or able to adhere to? What if the patient’s health outcome goals are not achievable and realistic 
given their health status? What if the patient makes a decision you don’t agree with?  

For troubleshooting tips go to: https://patientprioritiescare.org/decisionguide/troubleshooting/ 

More information and Case examples:  
For more information about PPC and to see a case example of what is reviewed here, go to: 
https://patientprioritiescare.org/decisionguide/general-case/. A case example is also provided in our 
narrated training slides. 

C achieves the What Matters M of the Age 
endly Health System Initiative 

http://decisionguide.patientprioritiescare.org/
https://patientprioritiescare.org/decisionguide/troubleshooting/
https://patientprioritiescare.org/decisionguide/general-case/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5wrSbLJAmOY


STEP 1: Identify Health Priorities 
• Identify What Matters Most to the patient (Values). Ask

the patient what gives their life meaning, purpose, joy, or
satisfaction

• Help patient identify their Health Goal - activities that
reflect putting their values into action and are Specific,
Realistic and Actionable enough to inform decision
making

• Ask patient what health problem (symptom, condition,
health care task or medication) is most bothersome and
keeps them from achieving their Health Goal

• Put the One Thing together (Top Priority): “I want to
focus on (most bothersome problem) so I can (Health 
Goal) more easily or often”

STEP 2: Align Care with Health Priorities 

• Review the patient’s health priorities summary

• Begin encounters with “What one thing do you most 
want to focus on that you think is keeping you from 
achieving your health goal (from Priorities
Template)?”

• Follow the care alignment strategies and
troubleshooting for patient priorities-aligned
decision making

• Document and communicate patient priorities
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STRATEGIES: Use Patient’s Priorities to… 

• Consider which conditions, treatments and life
circumstances/social determinants are affecting the most
bothersome health problem or goals

• Consider what current and potential interventions are
consistent with health outcome goals and care
preferences based on above step

• Focus communication with the patient and colleagues

• Guide serial trials to start, stop or continue interventions

• Align decisions with priorities, especially when differing
perspectives exist

Self-Guided Priority Identification: 
MyHealthPriorities.org 

PPC Resources and Tools: 
PatientPrioritiesCare.org/implementation-
toolkit/ 

VA-Specific Toolkit:  
VAPPCTools.PatientPrioritiesCare.org/ 

Care Alignment Strategies:   
DecisionGuide.PatientPrioritiesCare.org/ 
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