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Describe what constitutes a voice and agency.
This essay will look at what constitutes a voice and agency, particularly with children and young people, including those in care. As stated in research undertaken by Bright Spots programme, as seen in Community Care (2024) in order to make children’s lives better their voices need to be at the heart of social work practice. Agreed by Office of the Children’s Guardian (2023) children need to be empowered to have a greater say in their lives and have control within their lives, also helping them understand their rights and be able to act if needs be on them, therefore this essay will firstly describe what is voice and the importance of children or young people being able to have a voice and the impact of this. Following that, this essay will then describe agency and the importance of the promotion of agency for children and young people. This essay will also explore the statistics of young people and children who are looked after children in Wales. 

Explained in Social Services and Well-Being (Wales) Act 2014 to achieve well-being and independence at an appropriate level, everyone has a right to be heard as an individual and as a citizen, therefore having a voice, thus being able to aid with conveying their views and making their own choices. Shout Out UK (2024) state that when your voice is heard, expressing your point and achieving positive outcomes can be made easier, regardless of age. However, Shout Out UK (2024) express how one should not remain silent, as not everyone has an opportunity to have their voice heard and it is important to speak out, especially for those who may be unable to do so for themselves, such as young people or children. As quoted by Hallet, C. and Prout, A. (2003, P.57):
‘Children are not the people of tomorrow, but people today. They are entitled to be taken seriously. They have a right to be treated by adults with courtesy and respect, as equals. They should be allowed to grow into whoever they were meant to be’. 
From conversations held with children, Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2024) explained they expressed concerns and answers to why decisions were often made without them fully participating within this decision making, often with undesired outcomes. Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2024) explains how this can leave children feeling disempowered, as decisions are being made about them as opposed to being made with them. Expressed in The Right Way explore experiences shared from children who had relationships with professionals, the children stated they ‘wanted honesty from professionals, and to be seen as an individual, listened to and understood’. Also stating ‘Be my advocate. Help put our voices across and be supportive in times of need’. Stafford, L et al (2021) express a key factor in the promotion of children’s well-being and a protective factor from harm is having a voice within matters of the family, 
‘however, since the adoption of the United Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and specifically Article 12 pertaining to children’s participation, research reveals that children’s voices often remain invisible in child protection and family welfare services’ Stafford, L et al (2021).
Tgp Cymru (2019) explain Article 12 of The United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child states how in regard to matters that effect every child or young person , they have the right to participate and have their voice heard and considered. Tgp Cymru (2019) express their views, ideas and experiences should be listened to and they should have a say on decisions that may affect their lives and should be provided with information to assist shaping opinions. Stafford, L et al (2021) describe the benefits of including a child within decision making, these consisting of building a greater sense of belonging, responsibility and self-esteem, by developing their social and psychological resources it can assist to have a positive impact on their capacity to participate in areas such as making choices, solving problems and setting goals. However, Stafford, L et al (2021) argue that whilst these benefits of a child’s participation have been indicated, the voices of children are rarely heard in children’s welfare services, particularly those within protection felt they were unheard and had little control of any decisions that are being made which would impact their lives. Munro, E. (2008) states from studies involving children who are looked after and their experiences of this, they expressed the importance of their social worker within their lives, this person is seen as one with power to these children and the disruption of having multiple social workers in their lives had a negative impact, however stating those they had a good working relationship with was a very strong ally to them.  Agreed by Brotherton, G et al (2010, P. 27-28) better outcomes are seen when relationships between children and those who care or work with them are of decent quality and referring to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of child development where the relationships that a child may have with those around them at a micro level can form part of their future. Munro, E. (2008) also expressed their criticisms of the lack of an effective voice at reviews, where they often felt oppressed, concerns not addressed and plans and wishes not implemented as discussed previously. Munro, E. (2008) explains one of the larger issues they felt their voice was not heard in was in matters such as where they resided or the amount of contact they would have with their birth mother. However, many of these complaints where far more common coming from those who would like more influence and autonomy, these usually being older children, from approximately twelve years of age, where they have developed the ability for more complex thinking and decision making. Munro, E. (2008) describes the younger children, such as those between ten and twelve years of age where happier with a lesser level of empowerment than the teenagers. 
From an annual report, James, B. (2019) expresses the views from the voice of young people who are looked after within Carmarthenshire County Council, these included, having access to more housing options, receiving more support at school, such as wellbeing support, but not being seen as different to others, communicating with staff via mobile phones, further help and understanding as to why they are placed in care and less formal looked after children reviews. James, B. (2019) describes how there is a consultation group called ECHOES who are an active consultant group for care experienced children. James, B. (2019) explain how in order to assist in meeting wellbeing needs of a looked after child they follow a relationship-based practice which are principles supported between children and their social workers, encouraging coaching, mentoring, self-reflection and shared learning. 
Cole, N. (2019) describes agency as ‘the thoughts and actions taken by people that express their individual power’. Cole, N. (2019) further explains whilst structure is the social elements, such as institutions, experiences, choices and relationships, agency is the ability to make one’s own decisions and express them within one’s own behaviours. Musolf, G, (2003, P.8) states: ‘agency emerges through the ability of humans to ascribe meaning to objects and events, to define the situation based on those meanings, and then to act’, explaining that the oppressed when enriched with agency, they have taken to the streets and won policy for themselves, by opposing the more powerful. Scott, C. et al (2020) describe how to live a personally a meaningful life and to pursue outcomes individually valued, an essential trait or characteristic that one should possess is agency, within a child’s life for them to have an influence within their lives and to be able to make their own choices and decisions, it is essential for obtain strong agency, therefore empowering them to be more in control of their own lives. Scott, C et al (2020) explain how children’s wellbeing can be influenced by having the agency to make decisions within their day to day lives and whilst these may not be of the larger scale, it should not be underestimated the importance of them being able to make these choices and decisions. Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2024) set out practical ways for children to be empowered to increase their agency, by allowing them to develop their understanding of their human rights, with accessible information and education, as following on from conversations held with children receiving support from social services, they were not always feeling empowered when decision about them were not always being made with them. Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2024) explain how children should be given the opportunities to take action and influence decisions, by offering accessible information and training and encouraging skills to engage with and influence policies and procedures. 
Welsh Government (2022) state as at March 31st 2022 there were 7080 children who are classed as looked after by a local authority children in Wales, the term looked after is a child that is in its care, or provided with accommodation, for a continuous period of more than 24 hours. Statistics gathered by Welsh Government (2022) imply there are more males than females being looked after, with males being 54% and females 46%, 7% of these children were disabled, this being a higher percentage of children who have a disability in the general population, where this stands at 4%. In terms of age Welsh Government (2022) explain that there are more children aged 10 years and above being looked after, than those aged 9 years or younger. 62% of these children initially received care due to abuse or neglect as stated by Welsh Government (2022).  Office for National Statistics (2021) define child abuse as:
‘Any form of maltreatment of a child. Somebody may abuse or neglect a child by inflicting harm, or by failing to act to prevent harm. Children may be abused in a family or in an institutional or community setting by those known to them or, more rarely, by others. Abuse can take place wholly online, or technology may be used to facilitate offline abuse. Children may be abused by an adult or adults, or another child or children.’ (Office for National Statistics, 2021). 
As at March 2019 Office for National Statistics (2021) suggest 2820 children in Wales had been placed on the child protection register, due to experiences of neglect or abuse, with emotional abuse showing as the most common in Wales. Coincidently, Office for National Statistics (2021) also found that 52% of adults who experience domestic abuse later on in life, had also experienced abuse prior to the age of 16 years old. Bywaters, P et al (2022) express a link between poverty within a family and inequality and cases of children being victim of abuse, with evidence of this increasing since 2016, due to poverty growing rapidly within the United Kingdom of late. 

To conclude, this essay has explored the need for a child or young person to have voice and agency, particularly within those children who are classed as looked after children. It has looked at the rights of the child and the importance of empowerment. This essay has researched the statistics involved within looked after children, particularly in Wales and has seen there can be a link between poverty and abuse and neglect and also the link between being abused early on in life and again later in life. 
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