
Medical Self-Advocacy 
 
One of the greatest things that you can do for yourself as a patient is to empower yourself by 
becoming your own fiercest advocate. No one else is living in your body, no one else knows the 
true impact any condition is having on your body. When you learn to speak up and take control 
of your medical care, you’ll have a far greater chance of receiving the care you need.  
 
Here’s a checklist of things you can do to help make your doctor’s appointments go as smooth as 
possible:  
 

1. Research your condition. Use reputable sources, like professional societies for the type of 
problem you have (eg. The Heart and Stroke Foundation or the Canadian Mental Health 
Association). 

2. Make a list of things to discuss. It’s easy to fall off track once you get talking, so it’s 
helpful to have something to reference to jog your memory.  

3. Make a list of symptoms to hand to the doctor. This way you know you’re not forgetting 
one and the doctor has a hard copy for their records.  

4. Consider having someone you trust attend the appointment with you. Debrief with them 
after. Appointments can come with a lot of both information and emotion, so having a 
second set of ears can help make sure that things aren’t missed. 

5. If advice doesn’t feel right, it probably isn’t. Diagnostic errors happen. Ask questions, 
clarify what feels wrong, and seek a second opinion if necessary.  

6. Be honest with your doctor. (If it doesn’t feel safe to be honest, try to find a doctor who 
you do feel safe with. Safety is so important.) Tell your doctor about any recreational 
substance use, alternative treatments, or anything else that you think is relevant to your 
care.  

7. Get recommended tests and screenings. Ask for any others you think you need.  
8. If a doctor refuses to give treatment, ask that they document it in your chart that they are 

refusing treatment. Not only does this make them more likely to listen to you, it also 
provides a record of the incident.  

9. Keep your own notes of how the appointment went. It’s easy to forget things when a lot 
is discussed in a short period of time.  

10. Make sure to follow up after tests. Test results can get missed or lost. It’s always good to 
double check if you haven’t heard anything.  

11. If you don’t understand something, ask. Be assertive. It is your right to know what is 
happening, the doctor should take as long as is necessary to make sure you understand 
and are comfortable with the outcome of the appointment.  

12. Book a follow up appointment if you don’t have time during the first one. Sometimes 
clinics get busy and doctors have limited time. Go back as many times as is necessary 
until you get the answers you are looking for.  

13. Finally, make sure to follow the instructions given to you. Many treatments don’t work if 
they’re only followed in part or stopped too soon. Successful treatment is the ultimate 
goal of self-advocacy, but it only works if you are an active participant. 


