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“What Matters” to Older Adults? 

 

“What Matters” in the IHI Age-Friendly Health Systems: 

 Knowing and aligning care with each older adult’s specific health outcome 

goals and care preferences including, but not limited to end-of-life, and 

across settings of care.   

Sometimes we think this is all about advance care planning and end-of-life care, but it is actually 

broader than this.  

 Health outcome goals are related to the values and activities that matter most, such as 

babysitting a grandchild, volunteering in the community, attending grandchildren’s 

events.  These are specific and actionable and can guide decision-making. 

  

 Care Preferences are about health care activities that patients are willing and able (or 

not willing or able) to do or receive.  Medications, tests, procedures, self-management 

tasks and so on.  

Our aim in health care is to align care and decisions with the older adult’s health outcome goals 

and care preferences.  Not to align their care with our goals and preferences.  

Asking “What Matters” questions is important for ALL health care workers in all roles.   

 

Care Touchpoints when “What Matters” Conversations might occur 

Clinic Wellness Visit 

New Diagnosis or change in health status 

Life Stage change – Retirement, enrolling in Medicare, moving  

Chronic Disease Management 

During Inpatient Visits (hospital, skilled nursing facility, assisted living, etc.) or when receiving 

health care services, such as home care or rehabilitation 

 

Examples of guiding questions to get to “What Matters” to an older adult   

About patient life context and priorities  

What is important to you today? Or during this visit?  

What brings you joy? What makes you happy? What makes life worth living? 

What do you worry about?  
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What are some goals you hope to achieve in the next X  months or before your next 

birthday?  

What would make tomorrow a really great day for you?  

What else would you like us to know about you?  

How do you learn best? For example, listening to someone, reading materials, watching a 

video?  

About treatment goals and preferences 

What is the one thing about your health care you most want to focus on so that you can do 

(fill in activity) more often or more easily?  

What are your most important goals now and as you think about the future of your health?  

What concerns you most when you think about your health and health care in the future?  

What are your fears or concerns for your family? 

What are your most important goals if your health situation worsens?  

What things about your health care do you think aren’t helping you and you find too 

bothersome or difficult?  

Is there anyone who should be part of this conversation with us?  

 

Special Considerations:  

Impaired Cognition –Patients may still be able to participate with family in “What Matters” 

conversations.  It is important to engage and include them to the degree possible 

and at a time of the day when most lucid.   

Health Status – Goals and preferences will not likely be static as health status changes.  “What 

Matters” to someone who is functionally independent may differ greatly from 

someone with a heavy disease burden or functional disability.   

Identity –   Race, ethnicity, language, religion, culture and other identities will influence older 

adults’ view of health and illness and their preferences.  Watch for your own biases. 

Clarify that you are hearing and understanding correctly.   

 

Sharing “What Matters” to your patients/residents 

Talk to your health care agency about the best place to document this in the medical record. For 

example, the longitudinal plan of care. 

Ask the patient if you can put today’s goal on the White Board in the room. 

Share “What Matters” in report or team huddles. 


