COMPASS

Guide to Choosing a Medical Advocate

Planning for the future involves many difficult but essential decisions, one of which is selecting a
medical advocate. Also known as a healthcare proxy or medical power of attorney, a medical
advocate is someone you designate to make healthcare decisions on your behalf if you are
unable to communicate or make decisions yourself. Choosing the right person for this role can
be crucial to ensuring that your medical preferences are honored during times of incapacity.

This guide will walk you through the process of selecting a medical advocate, detailing the
qualities to look for, the steps for legal appointment, and tips for discussing the role with your
chosen advocate.

Why You Need a Medical Advocate

No one can predict when an illness, accident, or medical emergency will leave them unable to
make decisions. In these situations, your medical advocate steps in to ensure that your
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healthcare wishes are respected. Without a designated advocate, important decisions could fall
to medical staff or default family members who may not be fully aware of your preferences.
Having a trusted person to make decisions in line with your values and desires ensures that
your voice is heard, even if you cannot speak for yourself.

Key Qualities to Look for in a Medical Advocate

Choosing the right advocate is not just about selecting someone close to you. Here are some
critical factors to consider when making your decision:

1. Trustworthiness

Your medical advocate should be someone you trust deeply. They will be making decisions on
your behalf when you cannot, so it is essential that you have complete confidence in their
judgment and integrity.

2. Ability to Understand and Respect Your Wishes

The advocate you choose must fully understand your healthcare preferences and be willing to
advocate for them, even if they disagree with your choices. This includes respecting your views
on treatments such as life support, resuscitation, pain management, and end-of-life care.

3. Decisiveness Under Pressure
In medical crises, decisions often need to be made quickly. Your advocate should be able to

remain calm, gather the necessary information, and make choices swiftly. Emotional resilience
in high-stress situations is an important trait for this role.

4. Strong Communication Skills

Your medical advocate will be working closely with doctors, nurses, and other healthcare
providers. They must be able to communicate effectively, ask the right questions, and clearly
convey your wishes to the medical team.

5. Proximity or Availability
If possible, choose someone who lives nearby or can be readily available in case of an

emergency. If your advocate is not local, ensure they are capable of staying in touch with your
healthcare providers remotely and can travel quickly if needed.

6. Willingness to Advocate
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Your chosen person must be comfortable advocating for you, even in the face of pushback from
family members or healthcare professionals. They should be assertive enough to ensure that
your medical preferences are respected.

7. Familiarity with Medical and Legal Matters (Optional)

While not essential, it can be helpful if your advocate has some familiarity with healthcare
settings or legal documents, though they don't need to be an expert. What matters most is their
ability to make decisions that align with your wishes.

Steps for Choosing and Appointing a Medical Advocate

1. Make a List of Potential Advocates

Start by listing people who you trust and who meet the above criteria. This may include family
members, close friends, or even a trusted professional such as a lawyer.

2. Assess Your List

Consider the people on your list and weigh each person’s ability to take on the role. Use the key
gualities above to narrow down your choices, keeping in mind that the best person for this role
may not necessarily be a spouse or family member.

3. Have a Conversation with Your Chosen Advocate

Before officially appointing someone as your medical advocate, have an open and honest
conversation with them about the role. Share your values, beliefs, and specific medical
preferences, such as:

How you feel about life-sustaining treatments (e.g., feeding tubes, ventilators)
Your wishes regarding organ donation

Preferences for pain management or palliative care

Any religious or cultural considerations that should guide your care

Make sure they are willing to accept the responsibility and feel comfortable fulfilling your wishes,
even if they may face opposition from others.

4. Document Your Decision Legally

To make the appointment official, you will need to complete a medical power of attorney or
healthcare proxy form, depending on your state or country. These forms usually need to be
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signed in the presence of witnesses or a notary. Be sure to file the form with your primary care
doctor and provide a copy to your advocate.

You can find state-specific forms online, at hospitals, or through your attorney. It’s crucial to
ensure that the form complies with your state's laws.

How to Communicate with Your Advocate

1. Explain Your Medical Preferences in Detail

Ensure your advocate knows your preferences for specific medical interventions, including
situations like coma, dementia, or terminal iliness. You may want to put your preferences in
writing or use a formal document like an advance directive.

2. Review the Role Regularly

It's a good idea to review your choice of medical advocate periodically, especially if your health
changes or if your relationship with the advocate evolves. Keep your advocate updated if your
preferences change over time.

3. Involve Your Family

Letting your family members know who your advocate is and explaining your medical wishes
can prevent potential conflicts. Having a group discussion ensures that everyone is on the same
page and minimizes disagreements during emergencies.

Legal and Practical Considerations

e Advance Directives: In addition to appointing a medical advocate, consider creating an
advance directive (living will) that outlines your healthcare wishes. This document will
guide your advocate and healthcare providers.

e Alternate Advocates: It's wise to name an alternate medical advocate in case your
primary advocate is unavailable. The alternate can step in if the primary advocate is
unable to perform their duties.

e HIPAA Authorization: Be sure to include a HIPAA authorization form that allows your
advocate access to your medical records and communication with healthcare providers.
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Common Challenges and How to Address Them

1. Family Disagreement

Even if your advocate knows your wishes, other family members may not agree with your
decisions. It's important to explain your reasoning to your family and assure them that your
chosen advocate has your full trust. Documenting your wishes clearly can also prevent disputes.

2. Emotional Resistance

Some people may find it emotionally challenging to take on the role of a medical advocate. If
this is the case, respect their feelings and choose someone else. Your advocate must be willing
and emotionally prepared for the role.

Conclusion

Choosing a medical advocate is one of the most important decisions you can make for your
healthcare and well-being. Taking the time to carefully select someone you trust, having open
conversations, and documenting your wishes legally will provide peace of mind for you and your
loved ones. By preparing ahead of time, you ensure that your medical care will reflect your
values, even when you can no longer express them.

Disclaimer:

This guide is for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal or medical advice. It
is recommended that you consult with an attorney or healthcare professional to ensure
compliance with applicable laws in your state or country. Additionally, local laws regarding
healthcare proxies and medical power of attorney may vary. Always review your state's specific
requirements when selecting and appointing a medical advocate.
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