[bookmark: _GoBack]    Describe ‘agency in action’
 Explain how such action can support empowerment of either:
·  Individuals
·  Groups
·  Or Communities


This essay will examine ‘agency in action’ and discuss how this relates to the concept of empowerment. Many studies recognise that unequal social arrangements create advantages for some and disadvantages for others (Dominelli, 2002). This leads to difficulties in expressing needs or wants, due to the potential barriers that may be experienced (Sakamoto & Pitner, 2005). Wilks (2012), suggests that if individuals, groups or communities can identify and express their needs, it can lead to a sense of empowerment, known as having agency. Therefore, when individuals, groups or communities actively pursue change to unjust circumstances, ‘critical action’ occurs through engagement, leading to social justice (Christens, Winn & Duke, 2015, p.15). 
 
[bookmark: _Hlk35681573]The notion of normal or natural tends to relate to a strong set of ideas, or ideology (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). Discrimination and oppression as an ideology, can weaponize social interests, by reinforcing a power base, leading to assumptions and the typification of certain categories of individuals. Cudd (2006, p. 23) defines ‘oppression’, as ‘a harm through which groups of persons are systematically and unfairly or unjustly constrained, burdened, or reduced by any of several forces’. Korsgaard (2009) claims that we are all fated to act, and as we must act it involves choice, you cannot just stay still and refuse to move as this is still making a choice. Choosing no action, is therefore acting and to act requires agency (Korsgaard, 2009).

Payne (2014) contends that agency in action creates a pathway towards empowerment. The notion of empowerment can lead to the dismantlement of oppression, as it offers ‘steppingstones’ towards creating anti-oppressive actions (Dominelli, 2002, p.12).  According to Sen (1999, p.56), anti-oppression is defined as the ability to act on goals that matter, and as such ‘it is an essential element of social change’.  Therefore, ‘agency in action’, is described as ‘the exercise’ of human achievement, which influences ‘judgment and behaviour’, and relates to the ‘self-conscious reflection about what to think or do’ (Doris, 2015, p.19).  According to Bandura (2006, p.164) this means that ‘agents contribute to their own circumstances and as such, are not just the result of them’.

Mead (1934) emphasises that human agency underpins social behaviour, as it is through our actions with others, we validate our identity. The positioning of the ‘I’ and the ‘me’; known as the inner-self and the social self, formulates our norms and values (Mead, 1934). This process highlights individual difference, the creation of an ‘us and a them’, which classifies who we are to each other (Woodward, 2002, p.7). This is highlighted by referring to Cooley’s ‘looking-glass self’ (Woodward, 2002, p.8). Cooley proposes that we internalise how we appear to another, imagining how we are judged by them, which is reflected through the emotions we adopt, forming our self-opinion (Woodward, 2002). Lawler (2014) reasons that language can position individuals to define who they are, their location within societies structure and their feelings and opinions about one another. 

[bookmark: _Hlk35592953]Côté and Levine (2002) suggest language constantly forms and reforms our self-opinion, how we identify difference and how we react towards those perceived as dissimilar. We constantly frame and then reframe our choices through communication, which we perceive as dependant on another’s view, even if this leads to unhappiness (Burr, 1995). This concept is described as a self-serving bias, whereby individuals will look for information to uphold their understanding of themselves, offered by others within society (Gentile, 2010). We present our self socially through a variety of selves, all presented differently depending on the person we are interacting with (Ward, 2011). However, Burr (1995) claims that self-opinion is subjective and may not relate to an individual’s understanding of how they are viewed by society at large.  Gagnier (2000, p. 238) provides a good example of this, emphasising ‘I may feel like a king, but I won’t be treated like one at the bank’.  As Goffman (1969) describes, the social world is a stage, one upon which everyone performs, displaying the everyday dramas of the self-agent. 

Thompson (2016) highlights society is highly structured, and inequality exists on three levels, the micro, meso and macro levels; or the personal, cultural and social levels of society. Known as the ‘PCS’ analysis, Thompson (2016, p.35) investigates how unequal power sharing can affect all levels, and how each level reinforces another. Thompson (2016) argues that dominance is the result of imposing power in a negative or demeaning way which leads to discrimination. Dominelli (2002) highlights that as oppression takes place at the social level, it influences how an individual will be influenced by others; therefore, it affects the perception of what it is or is not possible to achieve. Sakamoto and Pitner (2005) argue that oppression must become constantly reproduced through language, everyday encounters with others and within social routines within society for it to endure.  Dominelli (2002, p.21) defines this process as ‘othering’ where dominant groups reach a combined decision to label those seen as inferior as ‘others’. 

[bookmark: _Hlk35594077]Woodward (2002, p.4) suggests differences are socially constructed by legitimising the positioning of the ‘us’ and the ‘them’, which can also be viewed in terms of capital. According to Bourdieu (1984), there are various types of capital as it exists within the economic, social and cultural realms. Bourdieu (1986) suggests every human agent is influenced by the amounts of capital that they hold, which in turn influences social class and highlights difference.  For example, Marx saw a division between ‘class in itself’ and the class ‘for itself’ (Woodward, 2002, p.4). The class described as ‘in itself’, defines the connection between the workers who have a relationship with the means of production, and the owners that possess those means (Woodward, 2002). Marx describes the class ‘for itself’ as class consciousness, the collective process of a group taking action that has common interests (Woodward, 2002). Workers sell labour to the owners of the means of production, experiencing the ‘consciousness of common interests’, such as control or exploitation in the case of the working-class (Woodward, 2002, p.4). 

[bookmark: _Hlk35444300]Using the Marxist narrative, Bottomore and Rubel (1963, p.43) suggest ‘the ideas of the ruling class are, in every age, the ruling ideas’. Freire (2000) has explained this power difference in another way. Freire (2000) defines this as a process of being taught by a teacher, where the teacher holds supremacy, constantly framing the identity of another, via knowledge. This continuously perpetuates a power differential, leading to oppression of the student by the teacher, as the student is seen to possess no knowledge or power in this social arrangement (Freire, 2000). Therefore, those who are powerless possess a ‘false consciousness’, an internalised perception of being inferior and without worth, which only through the process of realisation, do they become aware of (Freire, 2000, p.67). According to Sakamoto and Pitner (2005, p.446) this process is the development of a ‘critical consciousness’. Freire (2000, p.67) explains this, arguing that people can participate in, benefit from and become aware of their agency, the concept of ‘conscientization’. Jeffery (2007, p.128) emphasises this evolves around the notion of constructing an anti-oppressive identity, known as the creation of an ‘enlightened helper’. 

[bookmark: _Hlk35813005]Scholars suggest that this practice involves the free thinking of all parties involved. This is highlighted by Freire (2000), who emphasises that it requires the awareness of the inequality between teacher and student. Freire (2000) argues it is by critically reflecting one another’s position in the relationship process, we become aware. Freire (2000, p.55) suggests the objective of conscientization is to become ‘fully human’ or empowered, leading the teacher to become the student. Through the development of the critical consciousness, an individual can perceive how the barriers to their essential resources have been erected (Christens et al, 2015). Within contemporary social work, personal perceptions and social hierarchy are repositioned through this process, leading to anti-oppressive practice (Dominelli, 2002). Payne (2006, p.14) explains this as a process whereby the oppressed can ‘gain personal and social empowerment through changes in society’. 


Gentile (2010) emphasises that individuals, groups or communities are more likely to act, and voice needs if they feel permitted to do so. Wilks (2012) explains this is connected to advocacy and its relationship to empowerment, as relatively powerless individuals, groups or communities are supported in their efforts to implement change. Dominelli (2002) argues that when individuals come together collectively it results in agency in action. Social Care Wales (2018, p.13) highlights that ‘individuals and communities are more resilient’ when they form strong social bonds and become a ‘cohesive whole’. An academic study which investigated sheltered housing schemes, conducted by James and Cutts (2018) reinforces this, as empowerment, resilience and well-being were seen to increase with a strong sense of community cohesion. 

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, underpins an obligation to support people within Wales to become more resilient and feel more empowered. This is globally reinforced by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations, 2020); and strengthened by the Equality Act 2015 and the Human Rights Act 1998. Burton, Croft, Hastings, Slater, Goodlad, Abbot and Macdonald (2006) argue that community empowerment provides not only greater individual control but also greater collective control for the benefit of wider social networks. Within Wales, the Social Services and Well-being Wales Act 2014 (SSWBA, 2014), recognises the value of people being empowered through their involvement in the service design and delivery of care and support. A case of community agency in action is that of ‘Pob Seiriol’, in Anglesey (Social Care Wales, 2018, p.35). 

Known as the Seiriol Alliance (2020), this example of agency in action, brings together public, third sector organisations and the community within the area of Anglesey. The goal of anti-oppressive practice is to change the structure and delivery of services, through the negotiation of procedures and practices (Dalrymple & Burke, 1995). In 2013, the Anglesey council recognised the need for the community to feel they had ‘a voice’ in the delivery of their services (Social Care Wales, 2018).  Medwrn Môn (2020), the community voluntary council, known as the ‘community voice’ for Anglesey, worked with local people to develop the Seiriol Alliance (Social care wales, 2018, p.35). The aim was to: ‘develop a co-production project, and process, which would enable partner organisations to work together with people living in the Seiriol Ward, to support them to ‘live the lives’ they wanted, (Social Care Wales, p.35). However, both the public sector and third sector organisations could be said to hold ‘power over’ both community and individuals (Public Health Wales, 2019, p.6).

Dominelli (2002) argues that professionals and organisations can be viewed as holding unequal power, for example, they may dictate the terms of any agreement, preordain a meeting place, thereby reinforcing the unequal power sharing relationship. Sakamoto and Pitner (2005) argue that this is also palpable between individuals within the community group itself, through the interaction between members and the action of any decision making process. Dominelli (2002) argues that for individuals to feel they have a voice, each person engaged in an anti-oppressive practice must openly acknowledge the power they have. Dominelli (2002, p.119) emphasises that agency in action must occur at the individual level as ‘self-empowerment’, before leading to ‘collective empowerment’ at the group level.  

Public Health Wales (2019, p.6) defines this as a process of ‘power to, power with and power within’. Firstly, ‘power to’, recognises power changes that enable communities to feel equal in a power sharing relationship (Public Health Wales, 2019).  Leading to ‘power with’, where community members feel a sense of change and readjustment towards more equality (Public Health Wales, 2019) Finally, at the ‘power within’ stage communities become aware of their internal ability to act, the efficacy of the group, a shared identity and a common cause (Public Health Wales, 2019). Individuals are now in a process of conscientization, where they are aware of the power, held equally with one another (Freire, 2000).

Wilcox suggests there are five stages to empowerment (Wilks, 2012). Wilcox’s (1994) model of participation, emphasises the process by which this can be achieved. Wilcox emphasises that the key stages of agency in action, or participation, are ‘information sharing, consultation, deciding together and acting together’ (Wilcox,1994, p.8). The Seiriol Alliance (2020) have created an open door policy for the community to engage and have a voice (Seiriol Alliance, 2020). They do not work with any organisation unwilling to use the National Principles for Public Engagement (Participation Cymru, 2018). The Seiriol Alliance highlight the importance of this, as an approach of ‘do with -not to’, (Social Care Wales, p.35). These principles set out models of community engagement leading to organisations engaging with communities recognising the important steps of empowerment (Participation Cymru, 2018). 

The Seiriol Alliance (2020) highlights that the SSWBWA, 2014 wants their community to be equal partners within the delivery of care and support. As part of their remit, they have formed a community hub where local solutions are developed to meet local need. Their ethos is to reduce isolation and loneliness, built mutually supportive relationships, create dementia friendly services and encourage everyone of any age and ability to become involved. According to Dominelli (2020) anti-oppressive practice involves equal power sharing, this alliance has recognised this by shifting the power balance to create equal partners (Seiriol Alliance, 2020). They recognise that the individuals within communities are experts in identifying what they feel is important, that local knowledge is imperative and needs to be built upon to strengthen community resilience (Seiriol Alliance, 2020). Their main achievement is the creation of a community hub where it is a structure for engagement and as such could be used repeatedly within different communities (Social Care Wales, 2018). 

To conclude, many who individuals within society feel devalued and lack a voice to change their circumstances (Sakamoto & Pitner, 2005). The SSWBWA, 2014 (Welsh Government, 2015, p.3), highlights that if ‘people have control over what support they need, making decisions about their care and support as an equal partner’, it can lead to empowerment. When community engagement becomes a process of anti-oppressive practice, it creates conditions where individuals and communities feel empowered, contributing to the decisions that influence the personal, cultural and social aspects of their lives (Public Health Wales, 2019). For anti-oppressive practices to be effective, practitioners need to ensure that service users are identifying their own agency through developing a critical consciousness (Dominelli, 2002) Wilks (2012) argues empowerment is the building of skills already owned, which can lead to increased self-confidence. As Gentile (2010) highlights people feel they have a voice, feel able to act on values, when they trust it is conceivable to do so.
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