10 Ways to Advocate for Your Loved One in the Healthcare Setting

Being a caregiver goes beyond providing physical help- it’s about championing the rights,
needs, and dignity of the person you care for in a healthcare system that can feel overwhelming
and impersonal. By stepping into the role of advocate, you bridge communication gaps, prevent

errors, protect your loved one’s well-being, and ensure they receive the person-centered care
they deserve. You don’t have to do it alone. Use tools, build connections, and lean on resources.
Don’t forget about advocating for your needs too; your health is a priority!

1. Prepare for Every Appointment
Bring a written list of symptoms, medications, and questions. Prioritize the top 2—3 issues to ensure they get
addressed. Ask yourself “What would I like to achieve during this visit?”.

2. Document & Keep Organized Records
One of the most underappreciated but powerful tools in a caregiver’s toolkit is documentation. Thorough,
ongoing records serve several purposes:

e Track patient progress: regular notes on symptoms and treatments help detect patterns and catch
problems early.

o Ensure continuity of care: when multiple providers are involved, consistent documentation ensures that
everyone has access to the full picture.

e Meet legal requirements: in the event of disputes or audits, written records offer protection and proof.

e Provide accountability: documentation shows that care was delivered as planned and offers a point of
reference for future decisions.

Maintain a binder or digital folder with test results, medication lists, hospital discharge papers, and provider
notes for quick reference.

3. Communicate Effectively

o Active Listening: Pay attention to worries, hopes, anxieties- understanding fosters trust.

e Stay Informed: Research conditions, treatment options, and side effects using trusted sources like NIH,
Alzheimer’s Association, AARP Family Caregiving, National Alliance for Caregiving or other advocacy
groups.

e Be Open: Stay open to what the provider is relaying and always provide honest communication. Report
symptoms and share challenges you may be facing.

o Convey Respect: Be mindful of your approach, tone and body language. Being demanding or raising
your voice will only cause issues, including a breakdown in your relationship with the care team. Strive
to always be respectful in your communications even when things may feel overwhelming and
frustrating.

e Confirm Understanding: Use simple, direct language. Repeat back what you hear from providers to
confirm understanding “What I am hearing is...”.

e Define your limits: Use phrases like “I can help with  , but only for __ time.” Or “I am not able to
assist with that, what resources or services are available?”. Suggest alternatives or delegation options as
needed and don’t view these limits as selfish, they preserve your capacity long-term.

o Invite: If there is someone close to you that is available to join appointments, ask them to attend so that
they can be a second set of ears and help record the information being provided.
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4. Ask Questions- And Keep Asking
Being prepared with the right questions can turn a stressful medical visit into a productive conversation.
Consider asking the care team:

o What is the diagnosis, and what does it mean for everyday life?

e What are the treatment options, risks, and expected outcomes?

e What support is needed at home?

e What costs should we expect? Are there written materials we can review?

e What can we do to avoid hospital readmission?

e Who is the best contact for urgent concerns or changes in condition?

Don’t hesitate to ask “Why?” or “What are the alternatives?” until you understand the diagnosis and care plan.

5. Involve Your Loved One in Decisions
When possible, let them share their preferences and values. Ask, “What matters most to you?”” and make sure
that guides care.

6. Know Their Rights

Understand patient rights around consent, privacy, and refusing treatment. Having this knowledge strengthens
advocacy. In the hospital, a patient rights document will be offered to you upon registration, if this is missed in
the process, ask a staff member for a copy.

7. Build Relationships with the Care Team
Treat providers as partners and remember YOU are part of the care team. Share updates promptly, thank them
for their time, and create a spirit of collaboration.

8. Speak Up About Concerns

If something feels off (a medication error, a sudden change in behavior, lack of communication), voice it
immediately and respectfully. If you feel your concerns are not being heard or addressed, calmly and
respectfully ask to speak with an individual in charge or a Patient Advocate. If in a long-term care facility, you
can contact the state ombudsman.

9. Seek Second Opinions When Needed
It’s not a lack of trust- it’s due diligence. A second perspective can clarify options or confirm treatment plans.

10. Self-Care & Emotional Resilience
Strong advocacy requires energy and clarity.

o Practice self-care: Even micro-breaks (like five quiet minutes) help reset your mind. Use expressive
outlets like journaling, art, or walks.

o Identify and process grief: Grief may arise continuously- loss of a former life, changing relationships,
or identity. Recognizing anticipatory grief and processing your feelings is a first step toward healing.

e Nourish emotional well-being: Lean on support networks- community, professional counseling,
support groups or online groups to help carry emotional weight.

o Respite care: Short breaks or respite days allow for real rest and renewal.

o Healing Spaces- find relaxing and supportive spaces that are nearby and available, such as a Caregivers
Center.

When caregivers embrace their role as advocates, they create positive ripples that benefit
everyone involved:

>€ For patients: better communication, improved outcomes, and higher satisfaction with care.

> For caregivers: increased confidence, a deeper sense of purpose, control, and fulfillment- despite the
challenges caregiving may bring.

2€ For healthcare providers: more accurate information, streamlined decision-making, and better
coordination.



