
Six Steps to Empowerment

I had stumbled out of bed from a deep sleep to let the dog out during the wee hours of the morning only to discover the flashing light on the answering machine indicating a message. I heard: 

“Ricky has been in an accident.  He has a brain injury and he’s in surgery right now. They don’t know if he will survive.” 

I was now wide-awake and in shock as to what I should do next.  The reality was my brother might be dying in a hospital 500 miles away.

During the following week I spent at the hospital with my brother, no one offered information; much less a brochure to educate my family on what we needed to know about traumatic brain injury.

When I got home I searched the Internet and read all I could on traumatic brain injury and the importance of early intervention and therapy for optimal recovery. Later when the hospital social worker suggested moving him to another hospital hundreds of miles away, I was able to ask the right questions and determined it provided no more than the acute care my brother had already received. 

The hospital social worker’s job is to assist patients and act as a liaison with a patient’s insurance company. She knew little if anything about traumatic brain injury yet we depended on her for rehabilitation arrangements. Granted, a social worker must handle a broad range of medical problems. Ricky’s rehabilitation was my priority, not hers. This was my first lesson in proactive responsibility for medical care and I was well prepared thankfully to what I claim in jest, “my newly acquired medical degree via the Internet.” 

Two years later my daughter at age eleven was hospitalized and diagnosed with adolescent onset bipolar disorder. Heartbroken and grieved at our loss, I wanted to deny it could possibly be true. Praying, wishing, hoping, and bargaining with God does not change a diagnosis. In the trenches of the crisis my survival mode was to learn all I could and do everything possible to help my daughter manage this illness. 

There is no denying it. The diagnosis of a chronic illness is a hard blow. The apostle Paul wrote of having a “thorn in the flesh” and pleaded with the Lord to remove it.  “But he said to me”, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). 

 When we have a “thorn” or challenge, our choice is to remain stuck in self-pity or move into acceptance and allow God to give us strength. Psalm 119:66 says, “Teach me knowledge and good judgment, for I believe in your commands.”

Good judgement comes from knowledge. I am continually learning the latest research, new medications and treatments on bipolar disorder. This enables us to have good judgement in making decisions and lifestyle changes. Empowerment is the end result when you assert yourself in becoming an integral part of the decision making process of managing your illness. Here are six steps toward empowerment.

1. Educate yourself about the illness. Read, ask questions, and talk to others who have the diagnosis. Learn how others successfully navigate through the medical community, insurance companies, education system, and governmental programs. Learn more than you think you need or want to know so you will know it when you need it. Organize files of information and resources. 

2. Elect to take responsibility. Though your medical records belong to the health care provider or facility that created the records, you are entitled to a copy. Request a copy of records, especially after a hospitalization. Keep your medical files well organized. I keep an on-going medication list in a document on my computer. Each time my daughter has a change in medication I enter the date, list the name and dosage of current medications and highlight the new or discontinued medication. A notation is entered on why the change was necessary. This information is especially helpful later when another medication adjustment is necessary. Periodically I provide the doctor a concise copy of medication history. This proactive measure eliminates a repeat in medications that weren’t effective or had negative side effects.  

3. Express your feelings and concerns. When a doctor prescribes medication, ask questions. When you are informed and educated about your illness you will know what questions are appropriate. You know your body and how you feel better than anyone including the healthcare professional does. Contribute to the decision making process.

4. Enlist support from others. Ask a family member or friend to accompany you to a support group. They want to help and accompanying you to a support meeting is beneficial to you both. Try not to get discouraged when you see someone whose illness has progressed to a place you hope to never be. Just as genetics and natural aging is different, each individual’s illness is unique. At the time of my daughter’s diagnosis, I didn’t want to join a support group and I didn’t want to join an organization until a friend from church whose daughter has the same illness invited me to attend a support group with her. She has been an invaluable resource for information and support.

5. Embrace a national and local organization that supports your illness. It is a lifeline of resources, education, advocacy, and research in finding a cure. Participate in fundraisers and community awareness. Together you can accomplish great things. 

6. Encourage others. When you are knowledgeable and feel supported then you can assist others on the journey. Helping someone else encourages both parties.

“May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who loved us and by his grace gave us eternal encouragement and good hope, encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word” (2 Thessalonians 2:16-17). 
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