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This assignment aims to critically explore whether advocates should join the British Association of Social Work and Social Workers (BASW) by evaluating the professional standards of an advocate working for a service provider organisation and how current legislation meets the need for professionalism within the delivery of the advocacy service.  The assignment begins with a summary of BASW followed by information surrounding advocacy and how it directly links to social work practice, exploring some advocacy approaches and how they fit within this area.  Academic research included throughout the essay aims to highlight some of the issues that advocates experience working alongside social workers and vice versa.  Additionally, it explores some of the values that practitioners place on advocacy as a whole.          
BASW is a professional membership organisation for social work in the UK.  It is an independent organisation governed by an elected board of directors who are all social workers.  According to their website, in 2018 BASW adopted ‘a modernised update to its constitution’ with an aim, as an organisation, to be ‘an even better champion of social work, social workers and the people…’.  BASW offers professionals protection through insurance cover, representation from a trade union dedicated to social work professionals, progression with continuous professional development through training, online resources and events.  It provides a printed social work magazine and provides recognition for members and a Code of Ethics that upholds the highest professional standards and practice.  It boasts that members can be connected, independent, heard and supported and can save on subscriptions for books and events and also make savings from many high street retailers.  In their 2020 vision update regarding Wales, published in 2015, they influenced legislation and social work education through BASW Cymru’s engagement with Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014.
Advocacy has grown in the last 20 years or more and one can suggest that it is an important contributor to promoting active citizenship and supporting social inclusion (Forbat and Atkinson, 2005).  Today, government legislation such as the Care Act (2014) and the Social Services and Well-being Wales Act (2014) now have advocacy provision in place for a range of user groups including people with learning difficulties, people with mental health issues, older people and carers.  According to Forbat and Atkinson (2005, p.321), “Advocacy is not social work but its principles and values resonate closely to those espoused by the British Association of Social Workers”.  The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW, 2020) points out that advocacy offers an instrument, allowing social workers, or practitioners in general, to address human rights and social justice issues and support individuals accessing services and resources. 
Dominelli and Payne (cited in Wilks, 2012) explored how advocacy fits into theories about social work.  The maintenance approach or individual reformist perspective allows for order in society, fixing and helping individuals overcome problems, primarily focusing on social change for an individual, enhancing strengths and stability.  Therapeutic approaches allow a practitioner to explore a service user’s life and effectively manage their problems, with an emphasis on psychological empowerment and spiritual growth.  Dominelli (2002) considers social work extending beyond a person’s psychological composition and beyond the factors impacting on a person’s needs and she suggests that the emancipatory perspective on social work or transformational approach is more concerned with social justice and combating oppression; an advocacy model that seeks to engage with social campaigns and give power to the service user.  As a collective approach to advocacy it has the ability to accomplish political change and therefore, “advocacy and empowerment strategies have proved attractive in recent years as a development and implementation of critical social work” (Payne, 2005, p.313).  However, in a scoping review Macadam et al (2013) acknowledges that there is insufficient evidence to support the impact of advocacy in social care especially when there appears to be, ‘… a lack of shared understanding about what advocacy is and is not, with limited understanding about the different role and functions of varying types of advocacy – such as self-advocacy and professional advocacy’ (Macadam et al, 2013, p.1).
It would seem logical at this point in the assignment to define the types of advocacy whilst acknowledging that the definitions are accepted by stakeholders who hold an interest in advocacy. According to Macadam, Watts and Greig (2018), self-advocacy is defined as individuals representing themselves, with support, either individually or collectively; peer advocacy details individuals and advocates having a shared experience, for example in a care home and advocacy is conducted either individually or collectively; citizen advocacy refers to volunteers who represent individuals independently, supported by an advocacy organisation; independent or professional advocacy concerns paid advocates who support, inform and represent individuals, aiming to empower them to make their own life choices; non-instructed advocacy occurs when a person has difficulty grasping concepts for example when an individual has mental health problems, dementia, a brain injury or a learning disability.  Some advocacy is statutory, meaning there is a legal right to a person accessing advocacy and this type of advocacy is either an Independent Mental Capacity Advocate (IMCA) who supports individuals assessed as lacking capacity, or an Independent Mental Health Advocate who supports individuals detained under the Mental Health Act 2007 and in Wales, individuals requiring this provision as outlined in the Mental Health (Wales) Measure 2010.  Local authorities also have a duty to provide advocacy in order to protect looked after children and young people, safeguarding them from abuse or poor practice. (Macadam et al., 2018).  From these definitions it is quite clear that advocacy plays a fundamental role within health and social care services which means that advocates are intertwined within the role of social work and could be perceived as deserving to be a member of BASW.
Qualities of being a good advocate identified by Forbat and Atkinson (2005) are tenacity, patience, empathy and optimism alongside skills such as active listening, report writing, negotiation and knowledge of legislation.  Wilks (2012) argues that there are identifiable roles in advocacy especially where people are involved with inspecting, regulating and assuring quality of service for vulnerable individuals; with negotiating in order to enable people to voice concerns; and with simply being involved to empower service users and facilitate change.  According to Wilks (2012), advocacy has had an impact outside of social work.  Self-advocacy movements have enabled individuals with learning disabilities to gain greater control of their lives which is demonstrated in the successful campaign for direct payments (Glasby, 2005) Other evidence Wilks (2012) highlights is the move away from institutional care and the introduction of the social model of disability (Glasby, 2005) which considers ways of removing barriers for the disabled that society has caused.  Service-user-led organisations such as UK advocacy network (Dalton et al, 2014) lobbied for policy changes with regard to statutory rights to advocacy under the Mental Health Act and amendments were realised in 2007.  This assignment aims to focus on independent advocacy but it is important to mention that the history of advocacy began with self and group advocacy movements which one could argue have contributed to professionals’ impressions of advocates in general and their lack of understanding of an independent advocate’s role in society.   
Research carried out by Forbat and Atkinson (2005) with 5 advocacy providers in Nottinghamshire, aimed at evaluating independent advocacy services, included consultation with health and social care managers.  The findings revealed that advocacy makes a difference to people’s lives; it is not always in place for individuals who need it; advocates often work alongside or against health and social care staff; and to be effective, advocates require continuous support.  The research highlights that there was a crucial need to educate other professionals about the value of advocacy and evidence collected through interviews and questionnaire responses confirmed that many more people could benefit from advocacy services.  Within the literature one interviewee, an advocate with thirty years’ managerial experience of mental health services, quoted that advocates often work in hostile environments when they are challenging other professionals and therefore, service users are not always willing to ask for an advocate for fear that it may be interpreted as contentious.  The research points out that relationships between advocates and professionals are often difficult, but especially relationships with social workers as very often they see themselves as advocates.  Within BASW’s Code of Ethics, social workers are considered to have an advocacy role because they are in a good position to advocate on behalf of service users.  It can be suggested that part of this role involves referring individuals to advocacy services, speaking out on behalf of service users, supporting people to speak up for themselves and representing their wishes and views.  Brandon (cited in Smith, 2006) argues that the representation role is where the tension between practitioners surfaces as doing what is best for the service user is not the same as responding to what the service user wishes to be done or acting in their best interests.  The research carried out in Nottinghamshire concluded that there was a need for practitioners, including social workers, to understand some of the difficulties facing independent advocates but also that practitioners need more clarity around what advocates aim to achieve.  One could therefore surmise that if advocates were to join BASW, this could potentially remedy the issues around clarity for other professionals and some of the tensions that currently exist.  However, it can be argued that being part of a large organisation does not allow advocates the independence that is required in acting in the service user’s best interests, something that this assignment aims to consider by looking at a contemporary advocacy service provider. 
Mental Health Matters Wales (2020) is an organisation that offers Independent Mental Capacity Advocacy and refers to the Code of Practice of the Mental Capacity Act 2005 (Gov.uk, 2007); an act supported by practical guidance which the Code is a key part of.  Section 10 describes the new Independent Mental Capacity Advocate (IMCA) service, provides guidance on who may need to instruct an IMCA, explains how one should be appointed and outlines an IMCA’s duties.  The Code highlights that the IMCA service provides safeguards for individuals who lack capacity, supporting and representing them, therefore they hold a right to access health care and social care records thus ensuring the IMCA’s views are taken into consideration.  IMCAs need to be independent of the decision-maker, provide information to help work out what is in the person’s best interests and to challenge decisions that an IMCA believes is not in the person’s best interests.  According to the Code, IMCAs must have experience, training, integrity, good character and act independently and have the appropriate Criminal Records Bureau checks completed.  In Wales, a local health board will provide the approval of the appointment of an IMCA and local authorities and health boards usually commission independent advocacy organisations in the provision of this service.  However, one could argue that, “Too often, advocacy is commissioned simply because the commissioners think or know they should be doing it, rather than because they understand what impact advocacy should be having” (Learning Disability England, 2018).  Therefore, advocacy is essentially about shifting power from services and professionals to people and communities but those commissioning or funding advocacy, according to Learning Disability England (2018), need to accept that effective advocacy can be a challenge and a possible threat to them.  Brandon (Smith, 2006) was a major contributor to the way people approach helping others and to extending practice and advocacy for individuals affected by mental health problems.  He argued that approaches and ways of working should seek to raise consciousness and develop skills and structures in order for marginalised individuals to be given opportunity to speak and be heard.  However, he believed that many practitioners did not appreciate that advocacy was, and arguably still is today, central to social work and social care processes.  He pointed out that private, voluntary and statutory organisations are good at defending themselves from those who are perceived as the enemy with ‘…managerial cultures based on loyalty to the organisation…’ (Community Care, 2020)) rather than a duty to the service user.  On the subject of hindering and his experience of social workers defining people’s situations institutionally and bureaucratically, Brandon suggests that ‘… naming oneself as a professional can feed into an unthinking assumption that we know best’ (Smith, 2006).  It would be candid then for one to suggest that for advocates to join an organisation such as BASW could contradict the values, that people such as Brandon, placed on advocacy.
Mental Health Matters Wales who are under the umbrella of Bridgend Association of Voluntary Organisation (BAVO, 2020), is one advocacy provider re-awarded the Advocacy Quality Performance Mark (QPM, 2020) in 2019.  QPM is a Quality Assurance Assessment, based on the Advocacy Charter (NDTi, 2018) principles and the Advocacy Code of Practice (Welsh Government, 2019), that allows advocacy providers to demonstrate that they have excellent service provision in place.  It is the only Quality Mark for organisations that offer independent advocacy services and the 4th edition of the QPM was launched in 2018.  Mental Health Matters Wales is an organisation that provides a range of mental health services, promoting a holistic approach to mental health whilst supporting and empowering individuals with mental health problems.  Their values include treating people with respect, promoting individuals’ rights to choose, an individual’s involvement and empowerment.  Additional values include equality of opportunity and being non-judgemental.  BASW’s values and ethical principles are based on the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (n.d.) and, according to their code of professional practice social workers should uphold and promote human dignity, respect people’s rights and decisions, promote rights to participation, treat people holistically and promote empowerment.  One could argue that their principles are the same, not just of Mental Health Matters Wales but many other organisations that offer advocacy services. 
The British Association of Social Workers (BASW) was formed in April 1970 from eight predecessor associations which included the Association of Child Care Officers, the Association of Family Caseworkers, the Association of Psychiatric Social Workers, the Association of Moral Welfare Workers, the Association of Social Workers, the Institute of Medical Social Workers and the Society of Mental Welfare Officers but after these organisations were ‘blanketed in’ to membership, there later came a qualification bar to entry (Payne, 2002).  According to White, cited in Payne (2002), BASW was criticised for being an elitist organisation, concerned more with excellence than the difficulties facing social work practice, and that this elitism still persists.  Payne (2002) points out in a review about BASW and its achievements as a professional association that it has been successful as a lobbying and policy-making organisation.  For example, in the 1970’s and 1980’s it campaigned on social services cuts in funding; it has a role delivering experienced and competent social work representatives in decision making and contributes, past and present, to the whole nature of social work and the role it plays in society.  However, Payne (2002) also highlights that the professionalisation of social work has created issues surrounding its relationships between communities, the voluntary sector and advocacy and argues that these issues have not been resolved.  Advocacy services are without doubt less regulated and less professionally qualified than statutory social workers however, unlike social workers, their goal is to help those individuals in need by addressing unsatisfied needs, failures in service provision and discriminatory practice (Hardwick, 2013). 
To conclude, this assignment aims to explore whether advocates should join BASW, an organisation that offers social workers a whole range of benefits but perhaps arguably is too elitist (Payne, 2002) an organisation for mere advocates to become members.  Despite independent advocates proving to be invaluable, rebuilding the damage where relationships between the social worker and service user break down (Featherstone et al, 2011), there still appears to be conflict and misunderstanding surrounding advocacy.  This is further highlighted when Brandon (Smith, 2006) suggests that tensions continue to persist amongst practitioners and the role of the advocate.  An example of an independent advocate working for a mental health organisation is used to illustrate the importance of such a role especially with regard to meeting standards that are outlined in legislation, specifically the Mental Capacity Act 2005.  Professional standards and values of social workers and advocates are conceivably similar if not identical and it is therefore evident that both roles are concerned with supporting individuals to access service and resources.  This assignment points out the quality performance mark that some organisations such as Mental Health Matters Wales (2020) hold and therefore seeks to demonstrate and possibly reinforce the value that needs to be placed on advocacy as a whole.  An independent advocate working for an organisation with such a distinguished symbol of excellence surely denotes a level of professionalism commensurate with BASW and its aspirations.  However, if Brandon (Smith, 2006) indicates that being professional implies that there is an assumption that social workers or indeed advocates know what is best, then one could argue that the service user would feel oppressed by an organisation as opposed to empowered and this would contradict the values associated with and placed on advocacy.
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