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Using the Health Needs Assessment,  
in brief face-to-face contact can be 
helpful in better understanding the 
needs and issues of someone living 
with a long-term condition. 

Wright and colleagues discussed the 
importance of taking a systematic 
approach in examining individual 
and population health needs, as far 
back as 1998. 
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/ 
pmc/articles/PMC1113037/) 

In health care, need is commonly 
defined as the capacity to benefit. 
If health needs are to be identified 
then an effective intervention 
should be available to meet these 
needs and improve health. There 
will be no benefit from an intervention  
that is not effective or if there are no  
resources available. 

A Health Needs Assessment tool (HNA) based on 
functional domains of health, physical, emotional 
and social roles, was developed to address the 
impact of pain on health interventions and how 
locally available resources may provide support.  

The Health Needs Assessment tool does several 
practical things: 

• It engages the person to identify their needs 
from a list of the impact of pain on health, 
empowering the patient 

• It enables the person to identify their three 
priorities for change in the present time, 
collaborative action  

• It gives a level of severity of the impact of pain 
such that the more areas of impact identified by 
the patient the greater the severity of impact.  

• It  enables identification of people  
with pain who would benefit from referral 
to more specialist services, so acts as 
triage tool. 

•  It enables the priorities identified to 
become the focus of further assessment or 
the baseline for a trial of an intervention. 
The HNA provides an  evidence base and 
helps to link people to appropriate support 
such as resources or social prescribing.  
It is effective and time efficient. 

Sleep for example ranks third in the factors 
identified in an HNA by people living with 
pain. Further management requires 
assessment to fully understand the sleep 
difficulties reported. That, in turn, may require 
resources such as a sleep diary and then lead 
to guiding the person to engage in making 
changes to the way they manage sleep. The 
HNA helps bring clarity to the problem and 

specifically to their severity. This can result in 
more appropriate interventions being suggested, 
e.g. a cooler room for sleep, limiting TV, or 
undertaking a CBT-based sleep management 
programme.  

The 13-item HNA shown here is available for 
download from the website along with guidance 
for each individual area, including assessment 
and intervention resources. Experiment in 
practice and see what you discover.  

This is not about creating new services or 
resources, but knowing what is already available 
and could be effectively used to address the 
health needs of people living with pain, on  
your patch.  

In pain management understanding a person’s needs, enabling them to 
prioritise, and providing interventions based on actually available and effective 
resources is crucial. Here Frances Cole discusses the Health Needs Assessment 
tool and how it can be used in brief face-to-face contact with your patient. 

A tool for understanding needs

Download the HNA and new guidance on how to  
use it, here: 
https://livewellwithpain.co.uk/resources/supporting-
self-management/the-health-needs-assessment-hna/
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