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Self-Reflection on Autonomy and Self-Determination
A key learning outcome of this module was to increase their understanding of autonomy and self-determination and the impact these have on person-centred and ethical practice in Health and Social Care. Prior to the learning activities, I had a vague sense of the concepts, and thought that they were just about an individual's right to make choices. I have been able to develop a deeper understanding of their role in promoting independence, protecting rights and helping people to take an active role in decisions that impact their lives, as a result of class discussions, independent reading, and reflective activities (Beauchamp and Childress, 2019).
Autonomy is an individual's right to make decisions about their own life and care without undue interference from others. In the field of health and social care, respecting autonomy involves practitioners understanding service users as experts in their own lives and involving them in decision making wherever possible. This approach is in line with person centred care which is defined as care that is based on dignity, respect, partnership and shared decision making with the professionals and service users (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2021).
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This learning has helped me to see the role of the social worker differently. In the opening stages of the module I had the view that professionals make decisions most of the time due to their specialism and experience. I have learned, however, that good social work is not a matter of taking control of people's lives, but of helping people to make choices and offering them the right help and advice. This change in thinking has led me to pursue more collaborative ways of thinking, respecting the experiences, preferences and aspirations of each person.
A case study to illustrate the significance of autonomy is to support a young adult who is moving from local authority care to living independently from a young age. The transition from care for young people can often present a number of difficulties such as finding suitable housing, education/employment, financial management and confidence to live independently. My Job as a future Social worker would be to discuss the options that they may have in their own lives and the possible outcomes of their decisions as well as giving them the opportunity to decide on what they want to achieve in their lives. If a care leaver would choose to do vocational training instead of going to university, I would take into account their choice and give them information about vocational training providers, financial support and employment opportunities. This ensures independence, and shows respect for the person's goals and desires instead of my own ideas on what might be best (Department for Education, 2024).
I have come to understand that good communication and listening are essential to promoting independence through this example. I cannot presume to know what is best for the person, I need to provide space for them to share their opinions, worries and aspirations. Active listening helps practitioners to grasp what is important and unique to every individual and provides the base for care planning that truly meets the individual's needs. This learning has reinforced the importance of building trusting relationships based on mutual respect, honesty and empathy; qualities that enable people to be involved confidently in decisions that impact on their lives (British Association of Social Workers, 2021).
Another critical topic covered throughout the module was self-determination, which is more than just autonomy, as it acknowledges the individual's right to pursue personal goals and assumes responsibility for his or her own life. Self-determination facilitates practitioners to build confidence, resilience and independence in people instead of artificial dependence on professional services. I understand this principle well and it has made a huge impact on my worldview of how to support others. I used to think that it meant I was helping the other person by solving their problem. Now, however, I am aware of the importance of providing people with the knowledge, confidence and skill to tackle problems on their own (United Nations, 2006).
I understand self-determination as an understanding of the importance of promoting the individual's involvement in planning for their future, for example in the context of a young adult leaving care. Rather than arranging all aspects of transition into adulthood, I would encourage them to think about their own targets and plans for transition in education, employment, housing and wellbeing and help them to devise realistic plans of action. This way the person can become self-confident in doing their own work and understand that they can call upon expert help if necessary. Considering this situation has shown that empowering people can often have more sustainable outcomes than taking decisions for them as individuals are more likely to engage with plans that they have helped to design (Skills for Care, 2024).
Autonomy and self-determination are core values and principles of ethical practice, but I have also been taught that there are occasions when autonomy and self-determination must be balanced with responsibility as a practitioner. Social workers often face difficult situations where safeguarding issues, mental capacity and/or substantial risk issues need to be addressed to safeguard vulnerable people. If a young person leaving care were immediately at risk of exploitation, homelessness or serious harm for example, then I would have a professional and legal responsibility to take appropriate safeguarding action whilst maintaining their involvement in decision-making wherever possible. This reflection has given me insight into respect of autonomy does not mean avoiding unnecessary harm to the person. Rather, practitioners will need to strike a balance between supporting independence and meeting their duty of care (Mental Capacity Act, 2005).
I have certainly grown in my understanding of professional responsibility after thinking about these issues of ethics. As a future social worker I will be required to justify my decisions according to the law, professional standards and based on evidence of practice, and not on my own opinions or assumptions. This involves constant introspection, critical thinking and accepting feedback from peers and managers in complex scenarios. I now recognise that reflective practice is a key part of enhancing professional judgement and ensuring service user rights, safety and wellbeing are always at the forefront of any decision making (Social Work England, 2024).
This learning has also applied to my own pathway of learning and career development. In this module I have taken greater responsibility for my own learning, identifying where I need to develop further, finding more reading and responding, positively, to feedback from the tutor. Having developed more autonomy as a learner, my confidence has grown and the need for lifelong learning in health and social care has been strengthened. Practitioners will need to keep up to date with their knowledge and skills to ensure they are able to deliver high quality care, given that professional practice is continually changing due to changes in legislation, policy and evidence-based interventions (Health and Care Professions Council, 2023).
My future learning goals involve further developing my communication skills, confidence in shared decision making and experience in taking care of myself through volunteering and placements. I also want to improve my knowledge about the legislation for safeguarding and how to support young people when they are leaving care, to enable me to offer informed, caring and person-centred support. These experiences will enable me to be a practitioner who supports others to be independent, uphold their rights, dignity and wellbeing in all professional decisions.
In general, thinking about autonomy and self determination has changed my views of ethical social work practice. I now understand that effective practitioners aren't just able to solve people's problems, they work with people to enable them to make informed choices, reach their own objectives and build confidence in their ability to live their life. As an example, supporting a young adult who has left care has shown me how these principles can be implemented in practice and it has deepened my belief that as a social worker I need to be someone who empowers, includes and cares about the person in my working life.
A reflective assignment on Professional Networking and Soft Skills in Health and Social Care 
A key part of career development in health and social care is professional networking and soft skills development. Through reflections on what I have done in this module, I have learned that to be an effective social worker, I must not only have the academic knowledge and technical skills, but I must also have the skills and knowledge of an effective social worker. It also includes the development of meaningful working relationships, good communication skills with a range of people and the ongoing development of interpersonal skills which improve the quality of the care given to the service user. Prior to doing this module I used to think of networking as a way to get a job. However, I now appreciate (Barker 2018) that professional networking is a continuous process of establishing collaborative relationships which allow for learning, knowledge sharing, and better service provision in interprofessional health and social care service settings.
Lessons I have learned is that social work is not a lonely profession. Rather, they work with experts from a range of professions such as nurses, occupational therapists, psychologists, teachers, housing officers, police officers and voluntary organisations. Good networking helps practitioners to tap into the specialist knowledge, coordinate access to other support services and provide individuals with a holistic approach to their care and support, covering physical, emotional, psychological and social aspects. This has helped me to understand that building professional relationships is not just about progression but a key part of delivering positive outcomes for service users. As a future social worker, I aim to engage in collaborative team working by attending professional meetings, events in the community, and multidisciplinary discussions on cases to develop and enhance professional working practice (Social Work England, 2024).
I also gained an awareness of the value of networking outside of my career from the networking activity. At first, I thought that networking should be done with other social workers as they have similar responsibilities and experiences. But now I understand that cross professional, cultural and community organisation interaction will extend professional views and develop problem solving skills. For instance, developing links with people who work in education, mental health and the housing sector will help me to gain a better understanding of the broader context that can have a significant impact on the wellbeing of vulnerable people. This learning has influenced my approach to be more proactive in my efforts to connect with people from various sectors as it is the interworking of networks which can provide more holistic and person-centred care (Skills for Care, 2024).
The focus of this module has been on the role of soft skills in health and social care, including the development of professional networks and working collaboratively. As well as academic knowledge, practitioners need to have a range of other attributes to provide safe, compassionate and person-centred care, including communication, empathy, adaptability, teamworking, critical thinking and emotional intelligence. These skills are crucial to building trust, handling conflict, supporting someone in distress and working well in multi-professional teams (Health and Care Professions Council, 2023). I am keen to continually strengthen and refine these transferable skills, as well as my academic skills, so that I can continue to improve myself as a person.

My core potential development area is communication skills, including active listening, nonverbal communication and tailoring methods to meet a variety of needs. As a social worker of the future, I will meet with service users with learning disabilities, language barriers and/or trauma history who will need my patience and empathy. EI will also be essential to the regulation of emotions, maintain boundaries and establish therapeutic relationships (Goleman, 1998). I hope to continue developing these skills through placements, volunteering and feedback so that my professional practice will continue to be ethical, resilient and collaborative. Finally, for health and social care to be successful, practitioners need to be able to communicate, network and reflect on their learning and development to ensure that they can deliver high quality, person-centred care.
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