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10	  Tips	  from	  the	  Trenches	  

(Shared by people who’ve lived in the trenches, caring for loved ones.) 
 
1. Get a small plastic file case from an office supply store. Put in hanging file folders 

to separate records from doctors, insurance, and service providers. 
2. Keep each person’s medical files in a separate file case. 
3. To keep bills from slipping between the cracks, create a spreadsheet so 

you can follow up on insurance, collection letters that show up when there's 
never been a bill from the provider, and so on. Use the computer or an 
accounting notebook; it doesn’t matter as long as it works and is constantly 
updated. Track each visit. Have a column for Insurance Paid (more than one 
column if there is more than one insurance). Add another column for Date of 
Contact. Write down date, time, and person as well as the reason for the call. 
Make sure to include a place to document the amounts personally paid and the 
date. Never pay in cash because it is easy to lose track. If you must pay in cash, 
get a receipt! I had to pay a doctor’s bill twice because the money was pocketed 
and not put through accounting. I was in a hurry and didn’t ask for a receipt. I 
found out what happened when collections called! Checks and credit cards leave 
a trail in case the receipt is lost. 

4. Treat the business side of the chronic illness like a business. That means 
all the paperwork, billing, and documentation are filed and managed with an 
accounting system of some sort. It also adds an element of objectivity. Emotions 
run high during stressful situations. Take a step back and see it as business that 
needs to happen. Deal with the emotional impact later in the day or after 
necessary decisions have been made. Actively try to break out the facts from the 
feelings. 

5. If you are comfortable on the computer, some programs that could make 
life easier are Excel, QuickBooks or an equivalent accounting program, and 
Word. Use them to make spreadsheets, to create formal letters to doctors or 
social service departments, and to manage the bills. Make sure that every person 
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dealing with a loved one has a current list of medications and any important 
information from the other doctors or facilities. 

6. Take that a step further and create a spreadsheet to track appointments 
and bills for each member of your family. If you feel comfortable with accounting 
software, create an account for each person that is reconciled on a monthly 
basis. This is simple, quick, and much less stressful over the long haul. 

7. Make a note of persons you deal with and any relevant details. The best 
place for these notes (including name, time, place, suggestion, and acceptance 
of payment) is right on the bill itself. Keep a these notes in a notebook or put a 
page for notes on the inside cover of each file folder. 

8. Make copies! At every appointment, get a copy of test results, doctor 
notes, referrals—anything another doctor or social service office might need. 
That includes medical records. Be present at the appointment; it’s much easier to 
get a copy immediately than to go back and jump all the hoops of privacy laws. 
Carry a file to appointments and share appropriate information that hasn’t been 
communicated. 

9. As the file system grows, archive older files in a cardboard office-storage 
box. On the outside list with a black marker what files are inside. Don’t worry 
about over-keeping. You’ll begin to recognize the papers that can be tossed from 
the ones that need to be kept by the time archiving is necessary. 

10. Major Tip: Avoid procrastination. It’s too easy for paperwork to get out of 
control. It seems like common sense, but it is the most common error made. 
Take care of paperwork daily if possible, weekly at the least. Use what you don’t 
want to happen to motivate compliance. Think about how much you’ll have to pay 
if you don’t. Avoid trouble if someone else’s bill combines with yours or if you 
never received a bill. 
 

Angela	  Breidenbach	  is	  a	  bestselling	  author	  and	  the	  host	  of	  Grace	  Under	  Pressure	  Radio	  on	  
iTunes.	  Angela	  serves	  nationally	  as	  the	  Christian	  Author	  Network's	  (CAN)	  president.	  With	  a	  
volume	  of	  appearances	  online,	  television,	  stage,	  and	  radio	  Angela	  loves	  to	  share	  her	  
knowledge	  to	  help	  others.	  She	  is	  certified	  in	  mentor/peer	  counseling	  as	  a	  CTA	  life	  coach,	  as	  
a	  Stephen	  Minister,	  and	  a	  weight	  loss/nutrition/fitness	  coach.	  Not	  only	  did	  she	  walk	  the	  
hard	  line	  of	  deciding	  to	  donate	  her	  mom's	  brain	  for	  the	  study	  of	  schizophrenia,	  but	  she’s	  



AngelaBreidenbach.com  GraceUnderPressureRadio.com 

Excerpted from Gems of Wisdom: For a Treasure-filled Life © 2010, Angela Breidenbach 
2nd edition, Gems of Wisdom: The treasure of experience,  
© 2015 Gems of Wisdom, Angela Breidenbach 

also	  on	  the	  brain	  donation	  list	  at	  the	  Brain	  Bank-‐Harvard	  McLean	  Hospital.	  (And	  yes,	  she's	  
Writer	  in	  the	  Muse	  &	  Writer	  comedy	  duo	  on	  Facebook.)	  
Some	  of	  her	  speaking	  topics	  include	  Grace	  Under	  Pressure,	  Crafting	  a	  Legacy,	  and	  
Transparency	  With	  Discretion.	  
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