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• �Be reasonable about working with practice procedures.  
Don’t expect to get a routine prescription refilled at 2 a.m.

• �Get a second opinion if you feel uncertain about a doctor’s 
recommendations or treatment.

 



ACT to Make the Best Health Decisions 
Ask These Questions: 

• �What is the problem?

• �What caused it?

• �How will the recommended procedure or treatment help?

• �What other choices are there?

• �What are the risks? 

• �How common are the risks?

• �What will happen if I don’t have the treatment  
or procedure?

• �What can I expect to feel after the treatment or procedure?

• �What can I expect if I do nothing? 
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ACT to Make the Best Health Decisions 
Consider Options

• List your test or treatment options.

• How is each option likely to help? 

• What are the risks?

• What are the benefits?

• �Consider your own personal priorities (quality of life, pain con-
trol, ability to function at a certain level, a need to accomplish 
family or career milestones).

• Weigh both facts and feelings to make the best decision for you.

• �If you are having difficulty coming to a decision, talk the is-
sues through with someone you trust. Ask your friend or family 
member to: 

	 - Listen carefully as you describe your thinking
	 - Repeat back what they hear you saying, 
	 - Point out any flaws in your logic 
	 - Bring up questions you might not have asked 
	 - Suggest options you hadn’t considered



ACT to Make the Best Health Decisions 
Take Action

• �Negotiate with your doctor for the care that you want.

• �Check your insurance coverage and get necessary approvals 
before having tests or getting treatment.

• �Make your health decision; then act on it.

• �Get complete instructions for tests, treatments, medications 
and procedures.

• �Organize yourself to follow the treatment plan with schedules, 
reminders and organized paperwork. If you need help,  
ask your health advocate.

• �Keep reviewing your progress.

• �If things aren’t improving, contact your doctor and make 
changes or consider a second opinion. 
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Weigh the Risks and Benefits  
of Medical Choices

Get enough information to make an informed choice about treatment 
options. Consider what you are likely to gain if you choose the treatment 
or surgery and what you may lose.

Benefits
• Cure
• Pain relief 
•Symptom control
• Increased energy
• �Reduced risk of  

complications
• Ability to do what you want
• Peace of mind 
• �Finding out what is really 

wrong 

Risks
• Death
• Disability 
• Injury
• Lost work time 
• ��Temporary inability  

to do daily tasks
• Personal Stress 
• Pain 
• Family stress 

** �Remember - doing nothing about your symptoms  
or condition is a medical choice. 



Speaking Up in Medical Situations

• �When you see a health professional doing something that  
is clearly not right - not washing hands, not using gloves  
for a medical procedure, etc.

• �When the patient is clearly getting worse and you are not 
getting answers about why or seeing an effort to make 
things better.

• �When a medical professional can’t explain the purpose  
of a medication, test or medical procedure or when he/she 
doesn’t give a full explanation of potential risks and benefits.

• �When health professionals aren’t communicating, are  
contradicting each other or giving you different information. 

• �When equipment, supplies or test results are lost or don’t 
arrive when scheduled.

• �When things don’t add up in a common sense way - for 
example, when the doctor says your mother should be  
discharged, but she can’t yet go to the bathroom or get up 
out of a wheelchair. 

• �When a health worker or professional treats you or the  
patient rudely, doesn’t listen or is insensitive.

• �When the patient’s privacy, modesty or confidentiality  
is violated or when the patient is neglected, no checked or 
waiting too long without an explanation. 
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Positive Assertiveness with  
Health Professionals 

Use the DESC Technique to advocate for yourself or another  
in a positive manager:

• �Describe the problem behavior, specifically and objectively.

During my last two visits you moved me out of the office very quickly 
and I didn’t have time to ask you questions. 

• �Express feelings calmly, focusing on the problem behavior, 
not the person.

When I feel rushed, I forget to tell you things and I feel frustrated and 
upset later. I end up calling you to ask the things I forgot.

• �Specify the changes in behavior that you want to see.

Would you please allow me more time during my visit to ask you 
questions?

• �Describe the possible positive Consequences if things 
change. 

I will try to come prepared with a list of questions. If you can take 
time to answer them for me, I won’t have to call you so much. 



Stay Safe in the Hospital

• �If possible, have a health advocate with you to observe, ask 
questions, take notes and intervene if things aren’t going 
well.

• �Ask each hospital staff person to identify him or herself and 
to explain their role in your care. An excellent rule of thumb 
is to get to know your nurses and aides. Recruit the head 
nurse to help with problem-solving.

• �Insist on discussing what will happen when you are discharged 
and ask for home care. Discharging planning should start  
as soon as you arrive in the hospital.

• �Ask hospital personnel to wash their hands before  
touching you.

• �Use the ACT formula (see pages 15-17) to weigh the risks 
and benefits of tests and treatments.

• �Inform hospital staff about drug and/or food allergies.  
Your health advocate should have multiple copies of your 
medication list to distribute.

• �Ask your nurses to tell you which medications have been 
ordered and when they are supposed to be given. 

• �Every time a nurse comes to administer medication, check 
to be sure you are being given the correct one. 
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• �Request the hospital’s patient advocate if you have complaints. 

• �Insist that doctors and nurses communicate with each other. 
Watch out for errors when shifts or personnel change; this  
is especially true on weekends. 

• Keep notes about your care. 
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Master Your Medications

• �Keep an up-to-date medication list and learn about the drugs 
you are currently taking.

• �If your physician prescribes a new medication and you don’t 
intend to take it - say so and discuss alternatives.

• �Look up medication interactions and side effects (the internet 
is a good place for this) or ask your doctor or pharmacist.

• �Consider generic (non-brand name) drugs to save money. 

• �If you have a managed care plan and your doctor wants to 
prescribe a new medication, ask for some samples so you can 
check the plan “formulary” (list of covered drugs) to see  
if your plan will pay for the prescription.

• �Make sure all of your doctors and your pharmacist (use only 
one) know about all the medications you are taking. 

• �Do not assume that a specialist will know all of the routine 
drugs you are taking.

• �Take medications as directed and don’t skip doses. 

• �Use an organized medication routine - calendars, pill  
boxes, and reminder systems (like watch alarms).

• �Be alert for side effects and report them to your doctor. 

• �If blood tests are required to check the effects of medication, 
then schedule them regularly.
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Build a Home Medical Toolkit

• �Personal medical notebook - or, at the very least, a folder for 
medical information. 

• Basic home medical equipment and supplies: 
	 - Thermometer
	 - Ace bandages 
	 - Bandaids and sterile pads
	 - Digital blood pressure cuff
	 - Heating pad
	 - Microwave hot pack
	 - Cold packs 

• �Nonprescription drugs - pain killer, cold remedies, medication 
for diarrhea, antacid, antibiotic cream, cortisone cream, 
Benadryl for allergic reactions.

• Reliable self care manual or good medical internet sites.

• �Home safety equipment such as grab bars, night lights, raised 
toilet seats.

• Medical alert service for emergency help. 
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Practice Prevention 

• �Live a healthy lifestyle (especially if you are a caregiver for 
someone else).

	 - �Get moderate physical activity, at least 5 days a week, 
30 minutes per day.

	 - �Avoid toxins – tobacco, illicit drugs and abuse  
of alcohol

	 - �Eat at least 5 servings of fruits and vegetables a day, 
along with more whole grains and less fat.

	 - Practice safe sexual behavior.
	 - Get a reasonable amount of sleep.
	 - Manage your stress. 

• Use behavior modification techniques to get healthier.
	 - Set goals.
	 - Write a contract with yourself.
	 - �Keep a record of how often you practice new  

health behaviors. 
	 - Cultivate a coach to help you stay motivated.
	 - Reward yourself.

• Play it safe 
	 - Wear lap and shoulder seatbelts.
	 - Use motorcycle and bicycle helmets.
	 - Safely store or remove firearms.
	 - Use home smoke detectors.
	 - Declutter the home to reduce falls.
	 - Wash fruits and vegetables carefully before eating.
 	 - Get immunizations recommended by your doctor.
	 - �Schedule screening tests recommended for your age 

and sex
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Use Smart Self Care for Minor Illness 

• �Learn what’s normal for you. There is tremendous normal 
variation in among healthy human beings - you know yourself 
better than anyone. 

• �Talk to your doctor about how to handle home treatment. 
Ask about illnesses he or she feels can be treated at home and 
when to call about health problems. Learn how the practice 
handles urgent care appointments.

• �Analyze the symptoms: 
	 - �Is it like something you have had before or is it “going 

around”?
	 - �How severe are the symptoms? Are they getting worse 

rapidly?
	 - �Do you have any “risk factors” (age, frailty, multiple 

illnesses, recent surgery) that should make you take 
symptoms more seriously? 

	 -�Are there any potentially serious symptoms (bleeding, 
severe shortness of breath, chest pain)

	 - Are you worried about the symptoms?

• Observe signs of the illness: 
	 - �Look at the seriousness of signs of illness. 
	 - �For example, is an injured joint just sore but normal 

looking; or is it swollen, bruised and very painful to 
move? 
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• Decide what to do:
	 - �If the symptoms are familiar, minor and you have few 

risk factors, consider self-treatment. 
	 - �If symptoms are serious, getting worse, you have risk 

factors or aren’t sure how bad it is, call your doctor.
	 - �For life-threatening symptoms (chest pain, bleeding, 

breathing problems) call 911 or your local emergency 
line.

• �If you are not feeling better after a few days of home treat-
ment or if you are getting worse, call your doctor for help 
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Smart Self Care for Chronic Illnesses

• Learn all you can about the illness.

• �Keep good personal medical records and track your progress 
over time.

• �Negotiate a treatment plan with your doctor and stick to it.  
If you don’t feel better, keep working with your doctor  
to find an approach that works.

• �Learn how to deal with small symptom changes. Learn  
what you can manage yourself and when to call your doctor 
for help.

• �If you do not feel confident with your diagnosis or treatment 
get a second opinion.

• �If you need to change your habits find a coach, write a contract 
with yourself and/or reward yourself for following your  
treatment plan. 

• �Stay in touch and follow-up on test results. 

• Keep up with new research about your health problems. 

• Buy the right equipment and supplies. 

• Use disease-specific organizations and support groups to help. 
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Get the Most from Health Insurance 

• �If you have a choice, pick the plan that best fits your needs.  
At the minimum, get catastrophic coverage.

• �Know your plan - benefits, exclusions and plan rules. Check 
your plan’s literature early and often. 

• �Use medical professionals who participate in your plan’s  
provider network.

• �Provide updated insurance information at every medical visit. 

• �Follow plan rules for getting prior authorization. 

• �Get maximum benefit from your pharmacy coverage. Consider 
mail order and ask your doctor about using generic drugs.

• �Check plan rules for coverage when traveling out of area. 

• �Take advantage of plan perks and discounts. 

• �Learn how to appeal denials. 
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Resources for Health Advocates 

• How Doctors Think by Jerome Groopman 

• �Health Care on Less Than You Think: New York Times Guide  
to Getting Affordable Coverage by Fred Brock

• �Healthgrades.com - a website 

• �Health Care Compare at 
 www.cms.hhs.gov/HomeHealthQualityInits

• �Your local public library 

• �Personal Health Notebook from VNA Community Healthcare

• �211 INFOLINE 
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753 Boston Post Rd.  
Guilford, Connecticut 06437
Phone: 203.458.4200 
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