A List of Questions to Assist You to Advocate 

for Your Medical Health Care Needs

-Augusta Gale, RN, BSN, MPH

Many people feel intimidated in the doctor's office.  They're not sure what questions to ask or forget their questions when they are ready to ask them.

Solution:

1.  Empower yourself by reading about your condition. Request free publications from official organizations such as The American Cancer Society

2.  Take your questions and notes with you to the doctor's office.  Bring a pen.  Write down the answers to your questions so that you can reread and think about them later when you are at home.

3.  Ask a family member or friend to go with you to the doctor, to take notes, to ask additional questions, and to help you recall what was said at the office.

Questions to Ask if You Find a Lump in your Breast

Situation:  Upon discovering a lump in your breast, don't panic, because when you panic, you are not able to think or reason clearly.

Questions to ask your doctor:


1.
Will you refer me to a mammography facility for a mammogram?


2.
Does the mammogram facility meet quality standards? (you may ask the facility to see their inspection notice)


1.
a.  How many mammograms have you done?  (The American College of Radiology suggests choosing a facility that performs at least 100 mammograms per week.)


2.
b.  Is the person who provides mammograms a registered technician?


3.
Can this lump be aspirated? (the doctor inserts a needle to see if he can draw out fluid, which may denote a cyst) 


4.
Is it the radiologist who reads the mammogram or the technologists?


5.
What will the mammogram show?


6.
Who gets the report of my mammogram? 


1.
a.  Can it be sent to other doctors who treat me?


2.
b.  How can I obtain a copy of the report?


       7.  How long will it take to receive the mammography report?


       8.  What are the next steps if my mammogram finds a problem?

Questions about Biopsy:


1.
What type of biopsy will I have?


       a.  Will the entire lump be removed or just part of it?


1.
Can the lump be aspirated (the fluid drained) or a small number of cells removed with a needle?


       a.  How reliable is a needle biopsy?


1.
How long will the biopsy or aspiration take?


2.
Will I be awake during the biopsy or aspiration and can it be done on an outpatient basis?


3.
If I do have cancer, what other tests should be done?


4.
Will estrogen or progesterone receptor tests be done on the biopsied tissue you remove? 


5.
      a.  What will these tests tell you?


6.
Will you inform me of all treatment options before one is done?


7.
After the biopsy, how soon will I know if I have cancer or not?


8.
“Key Question” After the biopsy, if cancer is found, how much time can I take to decide what type of treatment to have?


9.
What did my biopsy or needle aspiration show?


10.
What kind of breast cancer do I have?


11.
What were the results of all of my tests?


12.
      a.  What's the normal?


13.
      b.  How can I get copies of the results?


14.
What test will I have before surgery to see if the cancer has spread to any other organs (liver, lungs, bones)?

Questions to ask about treatments:


1.
What are my treatment options?


1.
a.  What procedure are you recommending for me and why?


2.
b.  What are the potential risk and benefits of these procedures


2.
What is your opinion about breast-conserving surgery (lumpectomy-removal of the lump and leaving the breast tissue and nipple)?


1.
a.  Am I a candidate for this type of treatment?


3.
Will I need additional treatment after surgery, i.e. radiation, chemotherapy, or hormonal therapy?


4.
Can breast reconstruction be done at the time of surgery as well as later?


1.
a.  Would you recommend it for me?


2.
b.  Who would do the reconstructive surgery?


3.
c.  Will you refer me to a surgeon?


4.
d.  Do I need to see the reconstructive surgeon before I have a mastectomy or lumpectomy?


5.
e.  Will I see a Reach to Recovery volunteer after surgery?


6.
f.  Will you make the arrangements for the Reach to Recovery visit?


5.
What is a clinical trial?


1.
a.  Do you know of any trials enrolling patients with my type of breast cancer?


2.
b.  How can I get information about clinical trials?

Questions about the surgery:


1.
Where will the surgical scar(s) be?


2.
How will my chest feel?


      a.  Will it be sore or painful?


      b.  Will I be given medication for pain?

      3.  Can I move my arm immediately after surgery?


      a.  How long after surgery will exercises be started?


      b.  Will you show me the exercises or a therapist?

      4.  What side effects should I expect, if any, after the surgery?

      5.  What is a 'frozen shoulder' and how do I avoid developing it?

     6.  Are there any precautions I should take?  (If lymph nodes were removed, what precautions should I take?)

     7.  How should I pace my activities?

     8.  What problems, specifically, should I report to you?


   a.  Can I reach you after office hours?


   b.  Do you work with other doctors who will cover for you?

      9.  After surgery and additional therapy is completed, who will be responsible for my follow up care?


   a.  How often should I return for an examination?  Lab tests?

               b.  What will the test reveal at this point?

    10.  How can I get into a support group?

Questions That Will Help You to Ask Your Doctor About Breast Cancer

Questions to ask your doctor:

For follow-up visits:


1.  If additional therapy is being considered, can you refer me to a medical oncologist (one who specializes with tumors)?


2.  When the additional therapy is completed, who will be responsible for my follow-up care?  How often should I return for an exam, for lab test or x-ray?


3.  What test will be done at this time?


4.  What will the test tell us?  I would also like to have a copy of each test result.  How do I obtain copies?

Questions about radiation therapy:


1.  Why is radiation therapy being recommended for me?


2.  Do you think that the size, location, and type of breast cancer I have will respond to radiation therapy?


3.  Again, what type of breast cancer do I have?


4.  How long will each treatment take?  How long will the whole series last?


5.  How soon should treatment begin and why?


6.  Where will these treatments be done?


7.  Can I come alone or should a friend or relative accompany me?


8.  What side effects should I expect and how long might they last?


9.  What are the risks of this treatment (risk being developing other things because of radiation treatments)?


10.  What are the precautions or prohibitions during treatment?


11.  Will the cost of the treatment be covered by my health insurance?

Questions for the doctor about breast cancer therapy (drugs used to treat cancer):


1.  Why is chemotherapy indicated in my care?


2.  What is the significance of lymph node involvement?


3.  How many of my lymph nodes are involved?


        a.  How many were removed?


        b.  If the lymph nodes are involved, where will the cancer potentially spread?

                    c.  Can you test those potential areas now to see if the cancer has spread there?  I am concerned about any spreading to my liver, lungs, bones, or brain.


4.  If the lymph nodes are not involved, should chemotherapy or hormone therapy still be considered and why?


5.  What drugs will I be taking?


6.  Why have you chosen these particular drugs for me?


7.  What are the drugs supposed to do?

Augusta Williams 7 Steps for Self-Advocacy


1.
Be your best friend.


2.
Form a partnership with your MD.


3.
5 R's: Read, Research, Remember, Recall, and Refer.


4.



5.
Obtain copies of all of your medical reports and interventions so that you can better monitor your progress.


6.



7.
Do not display the shake head syndrome – ask questions! Don't shake your head in agreement when you don't agree or when you don't understand what is being said.


8.



9.
Take a friend with you to the MD's office to act as a second pair of ears for you.


10.



11.
Go to the top when the bottom does not work so that you can quickly cut down on red tape and bureaucracy.


    
Survivor's Prayer


God, we thank you for this day,



Our families, friends, and support groups.



Help us to forget the pains of yesterday



Help us to relax and to realize we are 



Beautiful and very precious.






Thank you,






Augusta Williams, RN, BSN, MPH

