Professional standards exist in order to support a professional advocate when working with at risk groups or individuals. In order to address the question, it is essential to outline what professional standards are in place. The choice of the at-risk group for the purpose of this assignment is children and young people. It will be essential to identify how to advocate for children with disabilities so that they can be supported in accordance with the appropriate professional standards and legislation.	
Firstly, it is important to define what is meant by the term ‘advocacy’, particularly in relation to this context.  According to Henderson & Pochin (2001, p. 1), advocacy relates to the process of representing an individual’s viewpoint, particularly in relation to ‘securing rights and entitlements’.  The advocate will act on behalf of the client and negotiate for them as best they can in order to improve their individual circumstances.  In this way, the desired outcome is to bring about a positive change in the individual’s circumstances which they have not been able to achieve without the support of the advocate.
However, it is important to recognise that the concept of advocacy is determined by the particular circumstances in which it will be applied, as stated by (Boylan and Dalrymple, 2009, p. 77), who say that it is not possible to provide a fixed definition of advocacy, because it has to be understood in terms of the purpose of advocate and the person they are advocating for.
In a similar way, the principles and professional standards the advocate adheres to are also determined by different circumstances or contexts within which the advocacy role operates.  These ‘principles vary considerably from scheme to scheme’ as stated by Henderson & Pochin (2001, p. 88).  However, that said, there are common ideas central to most advocacy projects, which include the following: ‘independence, inclusion and respect, empowerment, loyalty, safeguarding quality and advocacy dilemmas’ (Advocacy 2000, 2000 section 1, p.8, cited in Henderson & Pochin, 2001, p.88).
It is important to be aware of the long-standing debate which exists in relation to whether or not ‘standards’ are relevant to advocacy.  As Henderson & Pochin (2001, p. 103) outline, those in favour of standards argue that they are needed in order to help define key principles, to strengthen the identity of the advocacy movement and to promote quality assurance so that how an advocate operates can be evaluated in accordance with particular standards.  However, those in opposition to the existence of standards argue that they would undermine the particular context or circumstances the advocate is working within, primarily because standards may prevent flexibility and an innovative approach.  It is also argued that standards could undermine ‘personal advocacy’ since the advocate would have to be considered as part of a ‘service’ whose standards may conflict with personal loyalty (Henderson & Pochin, 2001, p. 104).
A form of advocacy that has gained more recognition in recent years, known as ‘non-instructed’ or ‘non-directed’ advocacy may be of particular relevance to this discussion.  This form of advocacy relates to acting on behalf of individuals whose method of communication may be difficult to interpret, possibly because they lack the mental capacity to communicate or they may have dementia (Boylan & Dalrymple, 2009, p. 108).  Where this situation applies, the Code of Practice (2014) for Independent Advocates may be relevant.   This code of practice is designed to operate in circumstances where individuals may find themselves in position where they are unable to represent their own interests, either through disability or social attitudes.  This set of guidelines aims to provide clarity and boundaries for the independent advocate to work within.  It sets the purpose of the advocate’s role and the expectations clients should expect.  In addition, the Code sets down the scope and limitations of the advocate’s role so that those working in health, social care or private sector services are made aware of the clear boundaries the advocate works within.  The Code of Practice can also help the advocate in terms of identifying essential training or supervision needed to develop as professionals as well as raise awareness amongst outside agencies of the need and benefits an independent advocate can offer vulnerable people (Code of Practice, 2014, p.1).
Within the Code of Practice (2014, p. 3), and Advocacy Charter sets out the following key principles in order to support Independent Advocates in their role.  Firstly, clarity of purpose, which relates to ensuring that health and social care services are made fully aware of the ‘scope and limitations’ of the advocate’s role.  Secondly, is independence; the advocate should be ‘structurally independent’ from outside agencies, both in terms of any conflict of interest or provision of services.  In other words, they should seek to reduce any conflict interests.  Thirdly, the advocate should ensure a ‘person-centred’ approach, which means they should represent the wishes and interests of the individual in a respectful and non-judgemental way.  Fourthly, the advocate should support the individual in a way that empowers them and truly represents their interests.  They should have as much say as possible in the kind of support they want to access.  Where it is not possible for the individual to voice their desired outcomes, the advocate should ensure that the welfare of the individual is at the heart of all provision.  Fifthly, there should be an equal opportunities policy in place at the organisation to tackle any form of discrimination or social exclusion.  Sixthly, advocacy should be provided to individuals free of charge; where a client wishes to instruct or pay an advocate, they must be safeguarded against ‘financial abuse’.  Other key principles outlined in the Advocacy Charter include ensuring advocates are given opportunities to develop their expertise and professional development.  They should be accountable and there should be systems in place to ensure that the work of an Independent Advocate is monitored and evaluated in accordance with the outcomes of those being supported.  
Finally, the advocate will have to operate in line with the Data Protection Act 1998 as well as the Mental Capacity Act 2005 and ensure that confidentiality is not breached.  In line with this, there must be clear policies and procedures ensuring that individuals are safeguarded and protected from abuse or neglect.  Where there are breaches of confidentiality or where safeguarding is compromised, the must be an existing complaints procedure so that individuals or organisations accessing the service can make or pursue a complaint (Code of Practice, 2014, p. 4).
According to Natasha Fox (2018), a professional advocate, the Charter is one of a number of tools in an advocate’s box to deliver a comprehensive and effective service.  She refers to it as the ‘fundamental guidance/belief system’ advocates draw on.  Fox argues that the Charter keeps advocates rooted and is a continuing reminder of how to deliver a professional service.  Fox (2018) also recommends advocates undertaking continuing professional development and acquire an independent advocacy qualification.  However, whilst Donnison (2009; 104) says it is usual for professions to hold relevant qualifications, in advocacy it is not essential for the independent advocate to hold a professional qualification.  He argues that the volunteer advocate, with no professional qualification, may be the right kind of person to bring a ‘fresh perspective’ to established and well-worn practices.  He believes that voluntary organisations benefit from including people who have accessed the service on interview panels or as elected members of the board; this helps to ensure that organisations stay in touch with the ‘front-line work of their service’ (Donnison, 2009; 105) and in this respect is just as important as any professional qualifications the advocate may hold.
 
Fox (2018) also outlines relevant legislation that exists to support organisations and the way that they work, as well as the independent advocate.  Such legislation includes the Social Services and Well-being Act (2014) which exists to ensure there is access to care and support.  This legislation also exists to protect the wellbeing of persons in need of care and states that providers or advocates have a duty to assess individuals’ needs and offer strategies to help them achieve desired outcomes.  Independent advocates also have a duty to safeguard children and adults in need of care and support and at risk of harm.  Other relevant legislation includes the Mental Health Act (2005) and the Mental Capacity Act (2005) and Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards (2009).  Both Acts are in place to ensure that those who lack the capacity to make decisions for themselves have access to mental health care, treatment planning and advocacy.  However, whilst these Acts are held in high regard, in practice their implementation has not met expectations.  In particular, the Mental Health Act (2005) has suffered from a lack of understanding, according to (Parliament. House of Lords, 2014).  They argue that those expected to comply with the Act regard it as an ‘optional add-on’ rather than central to every day practice.  The evidence, they argue, suggests that some practitioners operate within a culture of ‘paternalism’ and ‘risk-aversion’ which prevent successful implementation of the Act’s recommendations.  For example, they argue that an ‘empowering ethos’ has not been delivered, neither have the rights conferred by the Act been realised.   The reason for these shortcomings is rooted in there being no ‘central ownership of the Act’ because there is no single body which has responsibility for it.
Fox (2018) also outlines the challenges and barriers to using legislation.  She argues that legislation can be complex and too formal, which can prevent its accessibility.  From an advocate’s perspective, she believes that it is better to have the client’s view respected rather than having to rely on legislation for that to happen.  Advocates are not lawyers and do not advise; their role is to request adherence to the client’s views and wishes and to assert rights and legislative duties if the client’s view is not respected.  Fox (2018) recognises that legislation can at times appear confrontational.  Donnison (2009; 44) argues that advocacy does not replace legal advice and representation.  Rather, it helps the client to get the assistance of lawyers if that is what is needed.
[bookmark: _Hlk513194048]The ‘Seven Principles of Public Life’ (gov.uk, 1995) apply to individuals working within the public sector and as such those working within organisations that provide health and social care.  The seven principles are: selflessness, integrity, openness, objectivity, accountability, honesty and leadership.  It is important to consider how these principles may apply to the independent advocate in their role.  Firstly, adopting a selfless approach ensures the advocate acts independently of any particular service and solely for the interest of the public, or in this case the client.  Secondly, the advocate must act with integrity, ensuring that any decisions are made in the best interest of the client and not for any material gain.  Thirdly, an independent advocate must display an objectivity and fairness in their judgements; acting without discrimination or bias.  Fourthly, the advocate is accountable both to the public, in this respect the client, but also to the organisation offering the service and any decisions or actions must operate within the law.  Fifthly, the advocate must display an openness and transparency in dealing with the client, ensuring that no information is withheld unless there is a lawful reason in doing so, for example, for safeguarding reasons.  Sixthly, the advocate has a duty to be honest and truthful and finally, in relation to leadership, advocates should display these principles and challenge poor behaviour if and when it arises.
Legislation and framework for supporting children and young people
Having outlined the generic framework within which an independent professional advocate operates, it is important to consider the particular context of working with children and young people.  This client base requires a particular approach because of the needs some vulnerable individuals have.
According to Boylan and Dalyrmple (2009; 35), independent advocacy for children and young people has developed alongside a culture of ‘adultism’, or the idea that children and young people are often silenced or oppressed by adults in society.  They explain that during the 1990s children and young people were often ignored and had difficulty in getting their voices heard.  This may in part be due to the fact that it was not long after the Children’s Act of 1989, where children were assigned fundamental human rights just as any other human being.  As Donnelly (2003; 10 cited in Boylan and Dalyrmple, 2009) ‘human rights are general rights, rights that arise from no special undertaking beyond membership of the human race’.  In other words, you need nothing other than to be a human being in order to have rights, and as children are human beings, they have rights too.

However, the idea of children having basic rights was a new one and following the Children’s Act in 1989, it took some time for their rights to be recognised across society.  As Boylan and Dalyrmple (2009; 35) point out, children and young people have frequently been marginalised because of adult attitudes and behaviours towards them.  Even though children are often placed at the heart of policies and practices, which assign them rights and recognise them as persons, in practice they have often been denied the opportunity to determine their own lives (Qvortrup, 1994, cited in Boylan & Dalymple, 2009).
The sense in which a child or young person may need to access the service of an independent advocate has tended to at times in their lives when they ‘transition’ from one phase of their life to another, for example, from ‘dependence to relative independence’ (Boylan & Dalymple, 2009; 39).  However, many children have complex lives and may need support in order to deal with a broad range of situations.  As Newman and Blackburn (2002; 1, cited in Boylan & Dalymple, 2009) point out, ‘children are having to cope with the potentially challenging episodes of change, including progressing from one developmental stage to another’ in such circumstances as having to change schools, or leave the care system, or when they suffer loss or are bereaved when they are not yet adults.
[bookmark: _Hlk513266029][bookmark: _Hlk513275841]For some young people, particularly those who have complex needs, making transitions in their lives can be particularly difficult, and it is at this point they need the service of an independent advocate.  Legislation and policies are in place to address this, namely the Special Education Needs (SEN) Code of Practice (DfES, 2001) and the National Standards for Leaving Care (2000).  The SEN Code of Practice (2001) cited in Boylan and Dalrymple (2009; 41) states that ‘schools should have information on local sources of help and advice including independent advice and advocacy if required’.  Similarly, the National Standards for Leaving Care acknowledge the importance of enabling young people to successfully transition into adult life and independence (2000).
In Wales, there are 10 National Standards for Advocacy (WAG, 2003); National Standard 1 and 2 refer to a ‘User-led Service’.  This stipulates that children and young people must have some control over the relationship with the advocate and at the same time, the advocate must consider the wishes and feelings of the child or young person in order to ensure their needs are met and their rights are safeguarded (Pithouse & Crowley, 2007). Pithouse & Crowley (2007) undertook research into the application of the National Standards in place and what children and young people thought about the kind of service that was being provided for them.  According to the focus groups set up to interview the children and young people as participants in the research, ‘accessibility was a key issue for all groups’ (Pithouse & Crowley, 2007). Young people also felt that advocacy services should be present where the children are most likely to be, for example, in schools or ‘out on the streets’ or in the wider community, particularly for those who no longer attended school.  Young people also stated that ‘privacy and confidentiality’ was a key issue and an expectation they had which was not always met. 
In relation to what kind of advocate children and young people would like to have, they said being able to relate to someone was really important.  The idea of having someone young was important to some, but more important was the advocate being ‘child and young people friendly’.  What was of most importance however is that the advocate be able to treat people equally and display characteristics such as empathy, trust and warmth (Pithouse & Crowley, 2007). 
To conclude, the professional standards and framework in place to support independent advocates in their roles is essential in order for them to facilitate the transition of children and young people to adulthood, particularly those individuals who are vulnerable or are leaving the care system.  According to Pithouse & Crowley (2007), Wales is well placed to deliver such a service to young people, because there is appropriate and effective legislation and policy in place to ensure that young people’s needs are met. All local authority commissioned staff and agencies with responsibility for delivering advocacy in Wales will be helped by the standards. This includes those who are providing advocacy for looked after children, care leavers and for disabled children (Pithouse & Crowley, 2007). Pithouse and Crowley go on to say that because of the standards, children and young people can anticipate an established minimum level of service from service providers and other ‘professionals’.
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