
Episode 17 of The Flow Down podcast: How to take your power back in 
the doctor’s office featuring Christie VanHorne 
 
Stef Welcome to The Flow Down 
  
Jess A podcast all about periods. I'm Jess a journalist. 
  
Stef And I'm Stef a women's health coach. This is Episode 17 and today we want to help you 
take your power back in the doctor's office. 
  
Jess Yep we're going to give you practical tools to do so with the help of a badass woman and 
patient educator. Thanks for tuning in. 
 
*** 
  
Stef Hi Jess. 
  
Jess Hi Stef. And hello to all of our listeners out there. We've got a great episode planned for 
you today. 
  
Stef Yes. In just a sec we're going to bring on a very special guest who we've collaborated with 
to bring our listeners some really practical advice on how they can demand more and get better 
care from their health care providers. 
  
Jess This is definitely a topic that we think a lot about here on The Flow Down. We know it can 
often be really hard and frustrating to get a diagnosis or even just the answers or support that 
we need from a doctor. 
  
Stef Our listeners might even remember that we dedicated an episode to this, episode 9, about 
period pain, and shared a story of one woman's long journey to get diagnosed with 
endometriosis. 
  
Jess So today we're gonna be joined by Christie VanHorne, who's really an expert on the topic 
of patient education. She reached out to us wanting to give our listeners tools on how to be self 
advocates in a system that, let’s face it, in many ways is structured to leave people behind - 
especially marginalized people. 
  
Stef And we're really excited to have had the chance to work with Christie on what we're about 
to share today. So to tell you a little more about our special guest … Christie has been on a 
mission to address health inequities ever since working as a volunteer HIV prevention specialist 
in the Peace Corps in rural South Africa. She has a Master's in Public Health and a Master's in 
Education. She's worked for Planned Parenthood, two different national health organizations 
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that provide education and support for women with bleeding disorders, plus she oversaw a New 
York State maternal health grant. 
  
Jess She's also the founder and CEO of CVH Consulting. That's her firm that offers public 
health and training solutions, professional facilitation services and health education workshops. 
And these workshops address health disparities and bias in health care through education, 
skills-based practice and strategies that help people talk to their doctors. 
  
Stef She's incredible, an incredible resource. So let's bring her on, shall we? 
  
Jess I think we should. Let's do it. Hello to our guest today, Christie VanHorne. Welcome to The 
Flow Down. 
  
Christie Hi. Thank you so much for having me. 
  
Stef Thank you. We are so glad you're here. 
  
Christie Me too. I am just so taken with how you provide just such incredible resources for 
women and also just the steps that you're taking to end the stigma around periods. So I'm very 
excited to be with you. 
  
Stef Likewise. 
  
Jess Oh thanks. So Christie, this episode is really about giving our listeners some practical 
tools to take their power back in the doctor's office. But before we go there we'd love to have 
you share a little bit about why this work is even necessary in the first place. So can you start by 
telling us about some of the gaps that women and especially marginalized women face in our 
healthcare system. 
  
Christie Yes, absolutely. So in healthcare we see bias presents itself during instances in which 
women or those from marginalized groups are treated differently. It is important to note that 
experiences of bias and discrimination in health care increase as we add layers of intersecting 
identities, right. So if you're a black woman or you are lesbian or gay or transgender, as well as 
people with disabilities, will face more barriers and are more likely to experience discrimination. 
  
This bias leads to a number of problems including mistreatment, being dismissed or not trusted 
to know our own bodies, it also leads to long delays in diagnosis which leaves people sick and 
can even lead to death in certain circumstances. 
  
In a book called “Doing Harm” by Maya Dusenbery, she actually breaks this problem down into 
two categories. The first is a knowledge gap, and the second is the trust gap. And I'm just going 
to briefly discuss both of these because I think they're so relevant and so validating to women 
that have experienced these things. 



  
So the first is the knowledge gap and the knowledge gap addresses the fact that we literally 
know less about every single aspect of women's health compared to men's. We do know that 
women manifest symptoms differently and they respond to treatments differently. But for 
decades the male body has been the standard for health and disease in medical research.  
 
So in 1993 Congress actually passed an act called the Health Revitalization Act, which states 
that women and people of color have to be included in government funded clinical research. 
The law recognized that gender bias in research existed, but did not mandate benchmarks for 
participation. So they just said that they have to include women doesn't really matter how many, 
right. And another problem with the act is that it only applies to federally funded research. It 
doesn't apply to pharmaceutical companies. 
  
Another problem that we see in this is that even when women are included in trials there are 
many instances in which these studies are not analyzed by sex. So even if they're included 
they're not breaking down the data in a way that shows them how the outcomes might differ for 
men and women. So we still don't know how women react to all medications and treatments. 
That's the knowledge gap. 
  
The trust gap is exactly what it sounds like - our medical system and society overall does not 
trust women. We just don't believe women and how many times … have we heard it's just 
stress, or it's anxiety, or it's normal to feel this pain, or that we’re made to feel like we're making 
it up, right. We certainly see this with women who experience heavy or painful periods. Women 
go unheard they're ignored. They're not trusted. Women are twice as likely to have a diagnosis 
of depression or anxiety as men. And the result is that women are less likely to advocate for 
themselves because they're fearful of being seen as a complainer or a worry or even that term 
hysterical. And it's really difficult to break that idea of the “it's all in their heads” stereotype. 
  
So the trust gap and the knowledge gap are mutually reinforcing which should be of great 
concern to our society, our medical establishments and our doctors.  
  
Stef Thank you so much for sharing all of that. 
  
Christie It's can be a lot of information that is is validating but yet infuriating. 
 
Stef Yes, in many ways the system is broken. And, there’s a lot to tackle, structurally, to make 
things better. We do know there are people out there who are concerned and working towards a 
better future for healthcare, including doctors, tech companies, healthcare advocates. And 
you’re really making a difference on the patient side, Christie, by encouraging patients to 
demand better outcomes. And that's where the motivation for this episode comes from - at the 
very least we thought we could help empower our listeners with the tools they need to position 
themselves to get the best outcomes in the current healthcare system. So, for the rest of this 
episode you’re going to take our listeners, step by step, through how to to do that. How to get 



their power back in the doctor’s office. And step 1, is to find the right doctor - a doctor who will 
listen and work together? Can you share some tips on how to go about that? 
  
Christie Yes absolutely and I love that you have highlighted that there really are doctors out 
there that will listen and I think that that's you know step one because there are so many there 
are so many women that have never had that experience of a physician that does listen to their 
needs. It's a great message to send that they are out there. 
  
Stef Absolutely they are out there, yep.  
  
Christie So the first is to actually find a gynecologist or a provider who you like and feel 
comfortable with before you have a problem. So say you go for your annual exam and 
something feels off or you feel dismissed. Don't wait to start your search for a new doctor. Ask 
friends ask your primary, if you're looking for an OB/GYN and who they might recommend and 
start that search right away. Don't wait because if you wait for the next year to go by. Chances 
are you're like You know I'm due for my annual exam. And then things feel rushed and you're 
not going to take the time that you should to find a new provider. Also to know if you are going 
through something that's complicated having a primary care provider or having a gynecologist 
that you trust that you can talk to who you feel like will give you a great referral and listen to you 
when you actually do have a problem is really key in your care. 
  
The second is to make sure this new provider if you're looking for someone takes your 
insurance a quick phone call can answer that question for you. 
  
The third tip is use ratings online with caution. So I know we like to go to the Internet and we 
should but use them with caution. Especially people with medical problems, they can be very 
vocal so take everything you read online with a grain of salt. There's a better way to actually 
research doctors and it's very simple. You put in your state name. So for me it would be New 
York. And then your doctors name and then license verification if you just put this into google it 
will actually show you if there are any formal complaints about the doctor that you're looking at.  
 
Oh wow 
 
Yeah.  
  
My fourth tip is location. We have to acknowledge that some are going to be more privileged 
right. I have better health insurance. I'm going to have more options. If I live close to a lot of 
providers and I live in a more urban area and I have more options I'm going to have more 
options around location as well versus somebody who lives in a rural area. So I do want to 
acknowledge that. But do consider if you're looking for a provider. Do I want my provider to be 
close to my work? Do I want my provider to be close to my home? What works for me? And 
really think through that. You know it's kind of like the gym if I have to drive twenty five minutes 



to go to the gym or five minutes to go to the gym I'm gonna be more likely to go to five minutes. 
Right. 
  
And then once we're with our providers pay attention to everything during your appointments, 
especially if you're testing out a new one. How is the doctor's body language? Is it warm and 
inviting? Do you like the staff? The nurses? The people who are working the front lines? How 
long did you have to wait for your appointment, did you sit in the office and wait for an hour and 
a half to see your doctor?  
  
And then once you're with your doctor ask questions. So ask them how long they've been 
practicing? Will I see you for my follow up appointments? Can I email you questions? Can I 
send you questions in my patient portal? Do you have a patient portal? And then also how do 
you feel about holistic and alternative medicine? Because if that's something that's important to 
you and your doctor doesn't share those same values it might not be a good fit. 
  
And then last but not least two final points on this. After your appointment reflect on how you 
felt. Did you feel heard? Did you feel rushed? Were your questions answered?  
  
And last but not least trust yourself. If it doesn't feel right, it's not right. 
  
Jess Should a should a patient prepare to have sort of all of these boxes ticked off. You know, 
is there a sort of a point at which you say OK this doctor is good enough for me or do I keep 
looking and searching you know no matter how long it takes until I really find somebody who 
meets all of these things that you've laid out?  
  
Christie That's a great question. I'm sitting here shaking my head yes. You know, if you feel like 
you go to the doctor and they're going to at least provide the basic information that you need 
and that if you went to them and you had a real problem they would provide you the quality of 
care that you needed, I think that you can settle sometimes. Right. But again I really think it's 
about trusting your gut. Right. So if you go in and you feel like this is OK, they're listening I'm 
getting xyz accomplished. It's not perfect but this is OK. But if you go in you’re like this just 
doesn't feel right. You know it's really about I think trusting trusting yourself. And again just the 
barriers that you can come up against if you know if you don't have a certain insurance and you 
live in a rural area and have to travel far to see a provider and might not have access to endless 
providers or if you need to see a specialist I forgot to mention that as well that can be more 
difficult as well. 
  
So all of these things play into that. 
  
Jess OK great. This is fantastic. So once we've got a doctor that we feel good about step two is 
really about finding our voice as patients, right, and really owning our story in the doctor's office. 
I know that this is a huge part of your work, Christie, and the trainings that you give. So what do 
you tell patients about how to prepare for an appointment?  



  
Christie Yes. So this is such a vital piece, right. There is this term called “planned patient-hood” 
and it was used in a book called “The Empowered Patient” by Elizabeth Cohen to describe the 
idea that the process of our medical care should actually begin long before we enter our doctor's 
office. So we want to plan our visits to get the most out of our short time with providers, right. 
And just to give a couple very quick statistics: the average appointment time is 14 minutes and it 
averages from 12 to 16. And it's also estimated that it takes a doctor approximately 23 seconds 
or less to cut us off once we start talking. 
  
Jess Wow. 
  
Christie For these two reasons it is very important that we focus on what we want out of our 
appointments and that we come prepared because it will help with these time constraints. Right. 
  
So first is expectations. What are my expectations for this appointment. And that might seem 
like a basic question like. Well I expect to get X Y Z but are you going for an annual exam. Are 
you looking for birth control. Are you going to discuss your period pain and what we're talking 
about here are you looking for a diagnosis. Are you looking for a treatment really think through 
what you want out of that appointment and be specific and be concise. 
  
The other piece of preparation that is vital is questions. What questions do you have and you 
should write down all of your questions. But I do recommend that you prioritize your top three or 
four questions right. A lot of our questions are commonly answered just through the discussion 
with our doctor but not always. And here's the catch if you go in and you feel dismissed and 
you're like OK this doctor is not listening to me I feel rushed. If you have prioritized at least a few 
questions and you have them written down in front of you, you will be more likely to ask them if 
they're there in front of you two again to advocate for yourself. Because if you're feeling 
dismissed you're more likely to just not ask at all. But what if there's something that you're 
experiencing that you feel is time sensitive and you really want an answer? If it's there and it's 
you know say circled you'll be more focused and more likely to ask them. 
 
Again and I've already mentioned this but write it down take a journal or use an app to write 
down your questions. And if you're using your phone and say to write questions down or journal 
or to tell your doctor how you've been feeling just tell your doctor I'm on my phone because I've 
written these questions down because otherwise they're going to think that you're not paying 
attention to them as well. So it's important to just say I'm using my phone for X Y or Z. Right.  
  
And then afterwards reflect on your appointment. What went well? What questions do I still 
have? Were there changes to medications I should make note of? And what would I want to do 
differently next time?  
  
My final tip on this is to consider bringing someone with you especially if you're going through 
some sort of if you're looking for a diagnosis or you feel overwhelmed with what's going on with 



your medical care. Take a friend or partner or spouse with you have them help you write things 
down or to take notes about what the doctor's saying because it's sometimes overwhelming and 
a lot of information can be thrown at you at once and it's very hard to focus that. 
  
Jess OK so I want to sort of go back a bit to as we're preparing for an appointment. 
  
How would you tell people to get clear on their story or their symptoms and be able to have the 
words, you know once they're in the office it becomes harder like you're pointing out. So when 
we're preparing for an appointment, how do we get clear on our own stories and symptoms so 
that we're ready to help our doctors understand and listen to us when it comes time? 
  
Christie Yes. This is so vital and can be difficult because we're not taught how to do this right? 
Who's teaching us how to talk to our doctors and how to explain what we're going through? No 
one. 
  
So there are a few ways to explain your symptoms that can help your doctor to understand 
what's going on. And I'm going to use pain as a quick example. Right. It's subjective so we're 
often you asked to use a pain scale which is so limiting, because we all experience pain 
differently. My five could be your seven or vice versa. So what can we do? 
 
The first is to use context. So when did the problems start when did it start. Try to think back or 
start to keep track when you're starting to go through something that's the best thing to do. Were 
you doing something in particular when you noticed this change in how you were feeling? How 
does it impact your daily life? Your doctor should hear these things. Are you missing school? 
Are you missing work? And again be as specific and as concise as possible. 
  
I would highly recommend using an app or a journal to track these things and how you're feeling 
from day to day. Then also consider change. So how long have you been experiencing the 
problem? Has it changed over time? What helps? What doesn't help? Again tracking it and 
keeping track of the foods you're eating. How does that impact you? Does exercise help, does 
heating pad help? Are there treatments that you're trying? And treatments could just be you 
know taking ibuprofen and that helps. All of this matters right and keeping track of it and 
showing your doctor. This is what's been going on can really help them to understand and help 
get you a diagnosis much faster. A period app can be extremely helpful to track your cycle your 
pain how much you're bleeding. And again you know it can also help you to keep track of things. 
  
And my last tip for this is all of these things that I've just said. Write them down and also practice 
saying them. I know it sounds ridiculous right. But it really helps. So whether you're practicing 
with a friend or family member and just saying you know I have this doctor's appointment I'm 
you know I love it if you could come with me. But I also just want to practice what I want to say 
to my doctor I want to practice so I can make sure that I'm saying exactly what I want him to 
hear him or her to hear and say it out loud and in practice what you're saying and remember 
those those statistics that I gave earlier on you don't have a lot of time. So don't tell this long 



winded story when you write it down you can use bullet points but be concise. Show them a 
timeline and how things have changed and use that to help you prioritize what you want them to 
hear. 
  
Jess Great. 
  
Stef  So then after we've found our voice we really have to activate it and use it. And I think this 
can be especially hard given the fact that for the most part we've been conditioned to put 
doctors on a pedestal. So especially in situations where we're feeling dismissed or ignored or 
misdiagnosed what do you recommend for patients once they're with the provider. 
  
Christie Yes. What a great question. So first and foremost start by trusting yourself. Right. You 
are the expert on you. As you just mentioned our society sees doctors as authoritative figures 
and this makes it very difficult to question a diagnosis or question a treatment they've given us. 
And it makes it challenging to advocate for ourselves. I truly believe that we have to shift our 
mindset towards seeing our doctors as partners in our care. They need us right. We are the 
experts on our bodies and we know when something is wrong. So the way I like to think about it 
is that they can't do their jobs without us. And when we start to think about it in this way I think 
we also see a shift in how we respond to our Drs During our appointments it gives us our power 
back. 
  
So don't downplay how you’re feeling, speak to your provider in a respectful way. Getting mad 
won't help but if they interrupt you interrupt them back and a way to do that in a polite way is to 
simply say ‘There is something I really want you to hear, can I please finish my thought?’ 
  
And the same goes for questions. If they seem rushed you can say to them ‘It took a lot for me 
to be here today and I really want to get my questions answered. Could you stay with me for a 
few more minutes?’ 
  
Don't be afraid to explain yourself in a polite way and be honest with them about everything 
right. So what medications you're taking. What is your family history. How many sexual partners 
do you have. How many do you smoke. Don't feel ashamed. They've heard it all so just don't 
feel ashamed and all of these things play such a vital piece and how you can be diagnosed.  
They really need that holistic understanding of where you're coming from and your medical 
history. 
  
And then start over if you need to. If you're feeling nervous just say that I'm feeling a little 
nervous. Can I just start over. I really want to make sure I'm giving you all the information about 
how I'm feeling and then watch for reactions and ask them to elaborate on things you don't 
understand. Or if you think they're not listening. Ask them to summarize what you've told them. 
All of these things can be helpful. 
  



But just remember I think the key piece of all of this is to look at them as a partner and not that 
authoritative figure. 
  
Stef Yes. 
  
Christie And talking to them in the same way that you would want to be spoken to. And again 
document. 
 
Stef  So powerful. Thank you. Love the way you reframe it and these tips that you're sharing. So 
I think that leads me into asking you about procedures and medications and prescriptions. Are 
there questions that we should be asking our practitioner when they recommend a procedures 
and medications?  
  
Christie Yes yes yes. 
  
So the first basic question is when you're going in and you're talking to your doctor and you 
know you've set your expectations. One of the expectations I have is I want a diagnosis. I want 
to figure out what's going on and this could be like I have the flu or I'm having period pain or 
anything right. Doctors sometimes won't tell you. Ask them what do you think I have. What do 
you think is going on with me. Sometimes they'll just run tests and they'll completely leave this 
very vital piece of information just out and won't talk to you about it. And then once you ask that 
question ask the follow up question is there anything else that it could possibly be. So putting 
this back on them and having them really think about like OK yes this is could be the problem or 
this could be the problem. And it really helps you too because you should go home and do a 
little bit of research. 
  
The other questions about running tests. The first is what does the test show like. What is the 
purpose of this. Will it confirm a diagnosis. Is there another test and what are the risks involved. 
  
And then if you're being prescribed a treatment and this includes birth control. There are another 
whole set of questions that you should ask. 
  
Stef So glad you went there. Thank you. 
  
Christie Yeah. No really. So why this treatment or why does birth control. Right. So there are so 
many types of birth control. It is so vital to ask why your doctor is putting you on the specific birth 
control and then ask what are the side effects. They too commonly leave that out and really ask 
them for a lot of information on the type of birth control why they're putting you on it. What are 
the side effects. What do I need to know. How long will it take to work. Are there other options 
and this goes for all treatments. Are there more more holistic options. 
  
And then the last question that you should ask is has this been tested on women. So this goes 
back to the original information that I was providing. You know that that knowledge gap 



especially with pain medications and just treatments overall asking doctors this question is really 
vital to us moving forward in medical care because even if they don't know the answer the more 
we ask this question the more likely we are to again take our power back and make our doctors 
recognize that they might not know the answer to that which will hopefully help us to be more 
represented in. Trials and research. 
  
Just one final piece on this is you know if your doctor hesitates to answer these questions again 
just remember that that might be a sign that you do need to find somebody new. 
 
I think the key pieces of it are that you feel comfortable in the space, your doctor is willing to 
listen to you and that you can ask questions and they are educational about the information that 
they're giving you and providing in lay terms so that you actually understand what they're saying 
  
Stef Thank you. 
  
Jess Thank you. This is so insightful and useful.  
  
Stef  Yes, so useful, thank you! And on that note, it’s time to wrap. Before we do, are there any 
last words of wisdom you’d like to share? 
  
Christie Just a couple. I just gave you a lot of information and taking little bits and pieces of it 
and incorporating it into your medical care over time is great. But all of these changes don't 
happen overnight. So make sure you're kind to yourself and be patient with yourself. 
  
I just want to remind people to try and start seeing their doctors as partners and really you know 
value yourself and value the care that you receive because it matters and you matter. And then 
last but not least is just trust yourself you know yourself best. So if it doesn't feel right, it's not 
right and then move on and just demand better care. 
  
Stef Applies to all things in life. 
  
Christie Yeah it does.  
 
Jess: Yes  
 
Stef Beautiful, thank you so much for joining us Christie. Where can our listeners find you? 
  
Christie Yeah so my website is CVHconsultingLLC.com. I'm on Instagram and Twitter @CVH 
consulting. Yeah. Thank you both so much for having me. 
  
Stef Thank you so much. 
  
Jess Thank you. This has been incredibly enlightening. 



  
Stef Taking notes. 
  
Jess Christy VanHorne is the founder and CEO of CVH Consulting, which provides training, 
workshops, and tools aimed at helping people be better self advocates in the medical system. 
 
*** 
  
Stef We hope you enjoyed today's episode and we hope you share it around. It is time we see 
our doctors as partners and play our part and taking our power back. 
 
On that note, we thought it’d be helpful to provide a transcript of this episode. You can find that 
over on our website flowdownpod.com… 
 
Jess And don't forget to leave us that rating and a short review over on our ITunes show page 
our theme song is Crimson Wave performed by Taco Cat. Courtesy of Hardly Art Records. 
  
Stef And this episode was produced and edited by Jessica Weiss.  
 
Jess We'll be back soon with another episode.  
  
Bye bye. 
  
 


