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subcutaneous immune globulin, have programs in which
fellow patients share their own experiences with their treatment,
answer nonmedical questions, connect patients with resources
and offer encouragement. This type of peer advocacy is more
limited than the health advocate services insurance companies
offer, but it is still valuable and can be used in conjunction
with other advocacy services. Some drug manufacturers such
as Baxalta also offer nurse advocacy programs for insurance
questions, treatment-related questions and educational
resources.10,11

How to Choose a Professional Advocate 
Torrey lays out the basic framework for evaluating a patient

advocate and advises starting with an interview. “It will be
important to you to develop a rapport with your chosen advocate
to have confidence in her abilities, to trust her to collaborate
with others involved in your care and help you understand your
options,” she says. “As you ask these questions, you’ll be able to
tell whether she fits your needs.”6

Patients should also find out if the advocate candidates have
worked with similar cases. They should ask about their credentials,
and find out what services they offer to determine if those
services are what they’re looking for. They should discuss the
time frame and workload, and make sure those are a good match
as well. What patients don’t want is to be surprised by any unan-
ticipated charges, so the advocate’s compensation should be
discussed, as well as whether pricing is a flat rate or variable
depending on the type of work being done. Lastly, references
should be checked. “This is perhaps the most important of all
the interview questions,” Torrey says. “References are vital.”6

Torrey notes, however, that advocates may be reluctant to give
out contact information for their clients because of privacy
concerns. “If so, ask [the advocate] to provide your name and
contact information to other patients who would be willing to
speak to her abilities,” Torrey suggests.6

Researching patient advocates might sound almost as daunting as
managing healthcare issues. After all, patients want to work with an
advocate so they can do less footwork, not more. Therefore, patients
should think of the research and selection process as putting in time
up front that will be paid back to them with interest as they move
through their medical journey. The payoff will be well worth the
effort when their advocate helps them shoulder the burden they
would otherwise be carrying alone.  

DANA HENRY is a writer and editor in the Kansas City area who specializes in
science, medicine and health.
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Four Ways to Recruit and Support Lay Advocates

Ask people you trust. A lay advocate may see a patient’s med-
ical records and will be privy to personal health information.
As such, patients should make sure to choose someone they
trust with this information. They don’t want to overhear their
advocate talking about their health issues at the water cooler
or the next family reunion.

Choose those with the chops for the task at hand. The advocate
role should be filled as if it were a professional position. In the
workplace, employers wouldn’t hire someone to handle their
files if they weren’t organized. The same concept applies to
advocacy work. Patients shouldn't ask someone who isn't a
good note-taker to take notes at their appointments. They also
shouldn’t expect someone who doesn't have a solid under-
standing of medical issues to distill their medical information.
Finding the right advocate for the right type of support will
make the process easier and more fruitful for everyone involved.

Divvy up the work. Too much weight should not be placed on
any person’s shoulders. Studies show that family caregivers can
suffer from the effects of stress related to supporting their loved
ones. The same holds true for those playing the role of advocate.
If possible, the responsibility should be spread out among
several people. Maybe a family member can go to doctor visits,
while a friend can help the patient prepare for appointments.
Also, areas of specialty that different advocates can focus on
should be considered. This will keep advocates from getting
burned out and will help ensure they aren’t stepping on each
other’s toes — or the patient’s, for that matter!

Remember to say thank you. Advocates are taking time out of
their day (sometimes day after day) to help patients with their
health and recovery. They should be told on a regular basis how
much their support means. A heartfelt thank you or a personalized
card can go a long way in showing appreciation.
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