Discussing older adults' values, goals helps
guide healthcare providers during illnesses
22 March 2016
Person-centered care puts individual values and
preferences at the heart of healthcare decisions,
measuring success by focusing attention on
people's health and life goals. When you're an
older adult faced with a life-threatening
illness—especially if you're also dealing with other
chronic health problems—your expressed values
can guide your healthcare provider to helping you
decide on the most appropriate treatment
approach for you. Exploring and discussing your
values with your healthcare provider is essential for
setting effective goals for your health care and
treatment plan.

depend on others as much as possible.
Life enjoyment. Being able to engage in
activities that maintain physical and
emotional health was important to quality of
life.
Connectedness and legacy. Being able to
express how one wants to be understood or
remembered by the important people in
one's life. Also, being socially and spiritually
connected to others was another important
value.
Balancing quality and length of life. Most of
the veterans in the study wanted to be able
to consider maintaining their quality of life
when making decisions about treatments
that prolong life.
Engagement in care. Considering active
participation in medical, end-of-life, or postdeath care decisions was a recurring theme
throughout the study.

To help physicians and other healthcare providers
assess an older adult's values, a team of
researchers recently reported on interviews with
146 veterans who had been diagnosed with and
treated for colorectal, head and neck, gastric, or
esophageal cancers. In addition to having cancer,
the veterans also had conditions such as diabetes,
chronic pulmonary disease, and heart disease.
The researchers noted that their study offers
healthcare providers a framework to help explore
The researchers asked the veterans to rate the
patients' health values and set specific goals.
importance of 16 life abilities and then asked them Adapting study questions for patients could make it
two questions:
easier for other healthcare professionals to engage
older adults in discussions about medical decisions,
1. Now that you've had cancer, and may face
especially in cases of life-threatening illnesses. The
ongoing decisions about medical care in the future, researchers also suggested that these discussions
what would you want your family, friends, and/or
might help lower the anxiety and fear that older
healthcare professionals to know about you in
adult cancer survivors, particularly those who have
terms of what's most important in your life?
other chronic illnesses, often experience.
2. If your cancer were to recur, is there anything
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those questions, they learned that five key themes
emerged around making future healthcare and
medical decisions:
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Self-sufficiency. People value being able to
care for themselves without having to
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