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Abbies Corner

The Importance of Self-Advocacy

By Abbie Cornett, MBA

AS A PATIENT advocate, it may
seem counterintuitive that I always
stress the importance of self-advocacy
to my chronically ill patients. I do this
because my role as a patient advocate
and the role of patients to advocate for
themselves do not conflict; in fact, they
are complementary to achieving the
best patient outcomes.

The role of a patient advocate is
to help patients and their caregivers
the healthcare

includes a broad scope of activities, from

navigate system. It
finding appropriate doctors for patients’
disease states to assisting them with
insurance claims, denials, legal issues and
social support.! But most importantly,
advocates help patients understand their
options so they can make informed
decisions about their care.

Self-advocacy is defined as “representing
one’s own interests within the healthcare
decision-making process.” This involves
patients speaking up for themselves
and taking an active role in their own
healthcare.  Self-advocacy is crucial
for individuals living with chronic
diseases because it empowers them to
communicate their preferences, concerns
and needs to healthcare providers who
then make decisions that align with
patients’ values and long-term goals.
Further, advocating for themselves can
help patients feel more in control of
their healthcare and can lead to better
outcomes.

Unfortunately, I have found many
patients I work with do not know how
to advocate for themselves, particularly
those who have been recently diagnosed.
Learning how to self-advocate s
particularly important for these patients,
as they frequently feel overwhelmed

with information overload, the medical
system and the emotional impact of their
diagnosis — all at once.

Following are several things patients
can do to start advocating for themselves:

1) Trust what you know. When you
talk to a medical professional about
your health, remember no one knows
more about your body than you do!
Trust yourself and speak openly with
your doctor.?

2) Educate yourself. Learn as much
as possible about your condition,
treatments

including  symptoms,

and management strategies. Being
educated will help you make informed
decisions about your healthcare and
communicate effectively with your
healthcare providers.

3) Understand your insurance benefits.
Take time to learn about your plan! Many
Americans need help understanding the
basics of their coverage. Understandably,
health insurance is complicated, but
knowing how your insurance works will
help you navigate the healthcare system
with less chance of ending up with costly,
unexpected medical bills.4

4) Communicate with your healthcare
providers. Make sure to communicate
your concerns and preferences. Ask
questions, express your needs and
be honest about how youre feeling.
This will help ensure that you receive
appropriate and effective treatment.

5) Keep track of your symptoms and
treatments. Use a journal or other record-
keeping method to log your symptoms,
The
information you collect can help you
and your healthcare providers identify
patterns and adjust your treatment plan

treatments and medications.

when necessary.
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6) Remember its OK to get a second
opinion. Even if you're comfortable with
your doctor’s diagnosis, seeking another
physician’s input could save you from
unnecessary medical costs and stress.4

7) Build a support network. Reach out
to friends, family members or support
groups who understand your condition
and can provide emotional support. This
can help you cope with the challenges of
living with a chronic illness.

8) Take care of yourself. Self-care
is an essential aspect of managing a
chronic illness. Make sure to prioritize
your physical, mental and emotional
health, and practice self-care strategies
such as exercise, mindfulness and stress
management.

Self-advocacy is a valuable skill for
all patients to develop. Yes, patient
advocates like me are a great resource,
but patients and patient advocates
working together make a powerful
team to promote patient-centered care
that meets patients’ unique needs and
preferences, helps patients meet their
healthcare goals and ensures they receive

the highest-quality care possible. @
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