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Folks Who Care---And Know How To Help:
Patient Advocates

 

Patient advocates serve as agents of change in the lives of their

clients and the field of healthcare. They facilitate communication

about healthcare issues in personal interactions and interactions

with healthcare professionals. 

Patient advocates provide direct, practical services and offer a

compassionate, reliable relationship that serves as a buffer

against environmental stress for both client and caregiver. During

the last few decades, the focus of patient advocacy organizations
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has expanded to include the medical home. Another

transformation has occurred as patient advocates address public

policy issues within the context of organizations.

 As a result of their formal education, fieldwork, and clinical

experience, patient advocates may be helpful in the provision of

direct services to people with disabilities. Patient advocates can be

reliable sources of information who remedy practical problems

through their general knowledge of medical and institutional

resources. They can also research issues that are relevant to a

particular client or situation. For example, a skilled patient

advocate could explore different approaches to physical therapy

and facilitate discussion of advantages and disadvantages. If

requested and appropriate, patient advocates can take an active

role in the management of their client's health situation.  These

interventions range from investigations of alternative medical

resources to reminders about medication schedules.

Patient advocates are trained to offer meaningful emotional

support, yet remain sensitive to professional boundaries in their

interaction. They can reduce conflict in interactions with family and

professional caretakers and enhance their client's welfare by

encouraging positive relationships.
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encouraging positive relationships.

The small "steps" of daily routine can be experienced as Olympic

hurdles by people who live at home with a disability and by their

caregivers.  Patient advocates can coordinate many of the details

and demands that are associated with management of health-

related disabilities. They can respond to alerts from medical alarm

systems and, if authorized, communicate information to concerned

family members.  Patient advocates can also make travel

arrangements for medical appointments, social visits, or

recreation----anticipating the need for medical equipment,

medications, and snacks for diabetics. If requested, patient

advocates can accompany a patient to healthcare appointments

and discuss information with concerned family members and

caretakers.

Patient advocates also provide support for hospitalized patients.

The Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare

Organizations (JCAHO) states that hospital patients have a right to

the services of patient advocates, and many hospitals employ

patient advocates. Nonetheless, patients may prefer a private

patient advocate. Some patient advocates, when employed by a

hospital, are not permitted to identify medical resources outside
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the hospital that employs them.  Privately employed patient

advocates do not experience this conflict of interests, and are

restricted only by law and good judgment in their advocacy.

Patient advocates make decisions about medical care for

incapacitated clients if they are court appointed as a guardian or if

legally identified as a healthcare proxy. Usually, trusted family

members or close friends serve as guardians and healthcare

proxies. Family and friends are the traditional advocates for people

who confront illness and disability, and they remain the foundation

of caregiving. Patient advocates can be an invaluable asset to

these devoted individuals.

References, interviews, and documentation of education, training

and experience can be critical considerations in the employment

process for patient advocates. The first post-graduate program in

health advocacy was introduced in 1980. Yet, there is no process

for licensure or certification in the United States despite an

expansion of opportunities for formal education. The U.S. Bureau

of Labor Statistics does not include patient advocacy as a category,

so federal government norms are unavailable. 

Today, patient advocates are employed in a variety of private,
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Today, patient advocates are employed in a variety of private,

institutional and organizational settings. Patient advocates serve

individual clients who live at home. They are employed by

hospitals and nursing homes. Patient advocates address public

policy through interaction with government organizations and

leaders.  Regardless of the circumstances of employment, patient

advocates serve within the context of a professional relationship

that is informed and respectful.

Patient advocates have been compared to an early warning

system.  They are alert to problems, and they encourage

communication about these problems.  If a problem cannot be

resolved, patient advocates know the avenues of appeal, and can

authoritatively represent their client's interests
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