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Define the concept of Advocacy and describe how this relates to power, oppression and agency in the context of your choice.

This assignment will examine the concept of Advocacy and how it relates to power, oppression and agency within a healthcare context in the United Kingdom.

Advocacy- Towards a Definition
The Oxford English Dictionary defines Advocacy as-
“public support for or recommendation of a particular cause or policy”
Whilst the above gives a basic understanding of the word in the sense of support for something or someone, the concept of advocacy within the framework of contemporary  society is much wider than the simplistic dictionary definition above.
The history of advocacy can be seen to be linked to the development of the rights of the individual in the post war period beginning with the enacting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the later enshrining in Uk law of the Human Rights Act. With growing recognition of the inalienable rights of individuals there was thus a corollary need for those individuals to gain a voice to promote those rights.
The first citizen advocacy project was established in London in 1979 and Wolf Wolfensburger established the first Citizen Advocacy Project in America in 1979.  The  theoretical basis of Wolf Wolfensburgers work is that the devaluation of a person or group by society has profoundly negative effects on their lives (Wolfensberger 1998). He established a citizen advocacy group to counteract this devaluation by connecting a ‘devalued person’ ( as deemed by society) with a deemed ‘valued person with the aim of prompting the community into valuing the ‘devalued person and moreover the valued person- the citizen advocate- will stand up and be the voice of the other person.
 Whilst Wolfenberger’s work was originally established to advocate for individuals with learning difficulties it is clear, in my opinion, that the theory has a wider application to all persons and groups who are marginalised and devalued by society. Thus, an analysis of professional advocacy associations operating within the UK today reveals that they operate in areas ranging from mental health, education, social care, asylum seekers and welfare benefits.
The organisation SEAP which is an independent Advocacy provider in the UK covering many areas defines advocacy as follows;
“ advocacy in al its forms seeks to ensure that people, particularly those who are most vulnerable in society, are able to;

· Have their voice heard  on issues that are important to them 
· Defend and safeguard their rights
· Have their views and wishes genuinely considered when decisions are being made about their lives 
www.seap.org.uk

From the above it can be shown that advocacy is a multifactorial concept with several aims and objectives which operates across many sectors of society but I would submit that the fundamental of all Advocacy is to give a voice to those who are often unheard and thus empower them.

The Relationship with Power, Oppression and Agency in a Healthcare Context
Power itself is a difficult concept to define but as Thompson points out in in his work Power and Empowerment  ( Thompson N 2007 P 4) everyone has some degree of power, but of course, some people are in stronger positions than others- society is not a level playing field”
If Advocacy aims to empower the individual then a consequence of this would be to seek a redress of the power dynamic.
In his analysis of oppression and inequality Neil Thompson (Thompson. N, 2003 P119) identifies that in relation to healthcare the balance of power lies with the medical establishment with individuals often being passive objects within the system, furthermore he identifies a number of inequalities that exist within the healthcare system namely, class, race, gender and age.  He also identifies mental health as a particular area of concern in relation to discrimination and oppression.
If one looks at the 4 principles of medical ethics as identified by Beauchamp and Childress (Beauchamp and Childress 1994) then autonomy is a key principle. This would suggest that the ethical framework of healthcare ought to have a strong focus on the individual and the recognition that they are an autonomous individual capable of making decisions about their own health and medical care. 
If this ethical framework is examined against Thompson’s analysis of the health system one sees the conflict that exists between the power vested in the medical establishment and the rights of the individual. This conflict is even more apparent where the individual is one who is disempowered through disability or mental health.  
If it is recognised that there are individuals who are disempowered within the health system and are prevented from exercising their rights as autonomous agents then it is clear that advocacy has an important role to play in empowerment of these individuals and providing them with agency. 
Applying the principles of advocacy as set out within the definition in the first section above one can see that they can be extremely important within a healthcare context.  It can be argued that it would be medically unethical to make decisions about an individuals medical treatment or care if the views and wishes of that individual were not taken into account in accordance with the principle of autonomy enshrined in medical ethics.  
This can be illustrated if the example is used of an individual with mental health issues who may find it difficult to communicate their wishes about their care and treatment. An independent advocate may attend with them at a mental health tribunal and put forward their views, even if these views conflict with those of the medical establishment.  Indeed, it is recognised that the role of the advocate is not to put forward the ‘best interests’ of the individual as these may not be what the individual wants, but rather what those in the positions of power within the medical establishment want.  Similarly an advocate for an individual with learning disabilities can help that individual participate in the decision making process about their care, thus making them feel valued as autonomous agents.
The importance of advocacy within a healthcare setting is now increasingly recognised and given a statutory footing through provisions in the Mental Health Act 1983 and The Mental Capacity Act 2005 which give an individual a legal right to access an Independent Advocate.  The increasing role of Advocacy within healthcare demonstrates that the oppression that previously occurred within healthcare, such as the indefinite detention without review of patients within mental institutions on the advice of the medical establishment is much less likely to occur.
The above section has looked at the role of advocacy in helping to shift the power dynamic within the healthcare from doctors to the individual. However, there is another role of advocacy within the healthcare system related to the inequalities based on class, race and gender which are inherent within it. These are issues which whilst they impact on the individual go beyond individualistic healthcare needs.  As Thompson points out ( Thompson N 2004,p123) there are inequalities in health beyond the individualistic medical model, with class and poverty being a major one. 
Sandra Carlisle in an article on health inequality argues that there is a need, in addition to advocates for the individual, for advocates for the wellbeing of whole populations, as barriers to health can lie beyond the control of individuals and that systemic changes would need to be made to address health inequalities.  This requires a lobbying type of advocacy to try and influence political policy and the decision making of those in power. This type of advocacy takes place at an organisational level, but ultimately it links back to the individual as it is the disempowered that the changes are designed to benefit. An example of this type of advocacy would be the work undertaken by the mental health charity mind in campaigning for the introduction of the Mental Health (Discrimination) Act 2013

Conclusion
As can be seen from the above analysis advocacy is an integral and essential part of the healthcare system.  It can help to shift the power dynamic within the medical establishment and prevent abuse and oppression which can occur when patients are disempowered and devalued. It acts as a safeguard and helps to enable patients to participate in decisions about their care, thus creating agency,
There is also a wider role of advocacy in trying to address health inequality on a wider societal level through health policy change.  
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