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Improving the Assessment of Adults with Chronic Cough in Primary Care 
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Research question: What are the essential and achievable elements required to support methodical assessment and referral of 
chronic cough in adults seen in primary care? 

Background: Chronic cough (>8 weeks) is a common reason for patient visits to primary care physicians (PCPs). Careful 
assessment of chronic cough is critical, because it can mask more serious conditions and has a significant impact on patient well-
being and quality of life. Multiple guidelines encompass the assessment of chronic cough by specialists,1,2 but there is less 
information available for the primary care setting. We have developed a simplified algorithm for the assessment of chronic cough 
in adult patients in Canadian primary care, modeled on the American College of Chest Physicians (ACCP) guidelines1 (Figure 1). 
The aim of our proposed study is to further refine and validate this algorithm. 

Possible methodology: We propose to refine the algorithm through presentations at conferences and to other groups of primary 
care physicians and specialists.  Feedback from these settings will be used to modify the algorithm, with the goal of emphasizing 
assessment elements that can be achieved by primary care physicians prior to (and even during the process of) referral to 
specialty care.  We anticipate the development of related versions of this algorithm, tailored to reflect local or national practice 
patterns and testing/specialist access. Validation of the algorithm could be achieved by examining the proportion of chronic 
cough patients within primary care who were successfully evaluated or referred before, versus after implementation of the 
algorithm by primary care physicians who choose to use the algorithm in routine clinical care. 

Questions to discuss: The proposed study will help us identify assessment elements required for a successful diagnosis or referral 
of chronic cough in primary care patients.  The use of the assessment algorithm has the potential to improve the care of patients 
with chronic cough, by ensuring appropriate work-up/assessment of a patient is not delayed whilst referral to secondary care is 
being sought. Supporting a patient through what can be a long and complex disease management process, has the potential to 
improve patient quality of life and associated journey. 
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