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How should an independent advocate ensure that they support the needs of their client and ‘hear their voice’?  Link to theory, policy and practice.
This assignment will consider how an independent advocate should ensure that they support the needs of their client and ‘hear their voice’ by linking to theory, policy and practice.  The setting is for an independent professional advocate working with homeless young people in Wales.  The portfolio attached to this assignment endeavours to support an independent professional advocate with appropriate resources within this setting. 
 The role of an advocate is concerned with social inclusion, equality and social justice.  In advocacy there is instructed and non-instructed.  Instructed advocacy is when an individual can communicate their wishes and requirements.  Non-instructed is when an individual does not have the capacity to communicate these things to an advocate.  Some of the reasons individuals lack capacity are because of a learning difficulty, mental health issue or substance misuse.  The advocate is in place to ensure that the individual’s best interests are represented.  In a situation where a person is being treated under the Mental Health Act (1983), that person is eligible for statutory advocacy.  A vulnerable person is entitled to non-statutory advocacy when they do not meet the requirements for statutory.  Advocates work in many fields such as health and social care, the law and the justice system, education and within charities;  charities that are concerned with the homeless as one example.
On the subject of homelessness worldwide, the UN Habitat in 2000, cited within the Homeless World Cup Foundation (2019), recorded estimates of children living on the streets of Brazil ranging from 7 to 30 million.   Comparisons can be made to Britain with estimates of 103 thousand young homeless people in 2018 according to Centrepoint (2019), a charity based in England.  The charity SYSHP (2019) estimates that 7 thousand young people are affected by homelessness in Wales.  If one considers all these figures on a macro, meso and micro level (Brofenbrenner, 1979, p.10) it can be perceived that homelessness is a huge issue.  Many organisations and charities work tirelessly to combat the homeless issue.  Some of the charities in Wales include Shelter Cymru (Appendix 1), The Wallich (Appendix 2) and Llamau (Appendix 3).  These charities offer services such as early intervention and prevention (Llamau, 2019), support and accommodation (The Wallich, 2019) and advise, represent and campaign to change legislation in order to eliminate homelessness (Shelter Cymru, 2019).  In November 2018 the Welsh Government announced new projects to tackle youth homelessness in Wales by providing millions of pounds of funding for the Youth Support Grant and an Innovation Fund.  Other funding was to be spent on communications and engagement programmes and tenancy support work for Shelter Cymru.  In total £10 million was being added to the £20 million already assigned by the Welsh Government (2018) for prevention of homelessness for 2018 to 2020.  Knowledge of funding and projects aimed specifically at homeless young people need to be available to advocates to ensure IPAs are aware of current affairs (Appendix 5).
An independent professional advocate (IPA) can be an individual who works in a charity setting and as outlined by the Advocacy Charter (2018) listens to the client, taking time to explain options so that the client can make decisions about their own future.  An IPA stands up for their client’s rights and will communicate to the relevant people the client’s views, wishes and feelings.  The IPA works for charities that are commissioned by local councils but operate separately from these councils and other services such as the NHS.  This is to ensure that there is no conflict of interest for the advocate who may be constrained by the overlaps in multi agency work.  Many authorities have introduced Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) and as outlined by the London MASH Information Sharing Guidance (2013) cited on the British Association of Social Workers (BASW), their goals are to improve safeguarding by allowing multiple sources of information to be shared in order to reach a timely decision about the welfare of a child or young person.   On the subject of multi-agency work, Michael Gasper (2010, p.xix) wrote about ‘...perceptions of power and authority...’ and ‘constraints of regulations...’  In a research from Community Care and Unison (2017), it outlined that many social workers spent only a fraction of the day with the actual service user because of case loads and one can argue that if this is true, it is difficult for a social worker to have the interests of an individual at the forefront of their mind.  An IPA can work independently of these organisations, therefore putting the individual first and foremost.  
The role of the advocate is to ensure that an individual feels empowered to make decisions about their life. The United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF, 2019) use a seven principle approach (Appendix 6) taken from the childhood vision of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and this model can be used to deliver services and strategies to help young people.  It is a framework that can be adopted by frontline professionals working in the voluntary and statutory sector.  The principle concerned with interdependence and indivisibility link directly to the role of an IPA because this is concerned with young people’s rights; not just the rights to a good standard of living but other rights such as, to be protected from harm, having rights and opportunity to speak up about matters that concern them, to be protected from discrimination and have access to equal opportunities.  Professionals need to work together to give young people opportunity to develop physically, emotionally, socially, spiritually and educationally and have agency (Bandura, 1995, p.2) to do so.
Within the Advocacy Charter (Appendix 4) the section on empowerment highlights that the advocacy in place for an individual will be person led with an aim for the person to reach self-advocacy.  In line with the Housing (Wales) Act 2014, Shelter Cymru have published the Equal Ground Standard (Appendix 7) which is an aid for people working in frontline homelessness services, including advocates, to set person-centred approaches therefore providing the homeless with positive conditions to obtain help.  The Person Centred approach was developed from the work of Carl Rogers.  His approach had four main ideas, the first being self-actualisation (The Person Centred Association, 2018) where the individual has ability to reach their full potential.  In a Carl Rogers’ book written by Brian Thorne and Pete Sanders (2013, p.10), Rogers believed that therapists’ attitudes were important in this approach and listed four characteristics.  The first characteristic is objectivity which is having a deep understanding and a genuine interest.  The second is to have respect for an individual with the objective that the individual is responsible for the move towards independence.  The third is to have self understanding and the fourth is to possess knowledge of physical, social and psychological effects on human behaviour.  Carl Rogers worked in the field of psychotherapy and counselling however one could argue that advocates could adopt these characteristics in order to support not just the homeless but any individual who feels oppressed by their situation or society and the system in general.   
Peter Roberts (2000, p.1) wrote that many professionals and academics, including social workers and health professionals, applied Paulo Freire’s ideas.  Roberts stated that ‘Freirean education demands a deep commitment to the goal of building a better social world and necessitates active resistance against oppressive structure, ideas and practices.’ (Roberts, P. 2000, p.2).  In 1946 Freire began work at a social service agency and was responsible for education programmes for the rural poor in one of the poorest regions of Brazil.  This is when he started to develop his ideas and linking ‘participatory education to liberation and social change’ (Horton & Freire, 1990, p.xxxi).  One could argue that his life experiences, if he was still alive today, would put him in a better position than others to understand homeless young people and the challenges they face, especially when one considers Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943).  According to the model based on his ideas (Appendix 7), if an individual has not achieved their basic physiological needs such as food, water and shelter, it would be impossible to achieve self-fulfilling needs such as self-actualisation.
According to Llamau factors such as disadvantaged childhoods and experiences of neglect, physical or emotional abuse can lead to a young person ending up on the streets.  Young people coming out of care who find it difficult to form relationships, family relationship breakdowns, mental health issues, youth offences, LGBTQ issues, exclusions from school are other causes of homelessness.  Llamau build young people’s confidence and skills in order to end homelessness and therefore become independent.  Most of Llamau’s funding is allocated to preventative services to achieve this.   In 2018 their advice services in Cardiff won the Cymorth Promoting Independence Award for Partnership Working and the Cymorth Promoting Independence Award for Employment, Training and Skills.  Shelter Cymru campaigned for decades and convinced governments to change policies and legislation, one example being the Housing Act (Wales) 2014.  Part of the role of the advisors at the charity is to offer advice and explain an individual’s rights.  Shelter Cymru provides advocacy representation for anyone with housing difficulties and their helpline is listed along with other useful numbers in a Temporary Accommodation Survival Guide resource on the website (Appendix 8).  This is a guide put together by people who have experienced temporary accommodation firsthand and shows a positive outcome to participatory techniques that advocates can use within their role.  Arnstein’s ladder of participation (1969) cited in Dobson (n.d.) would recognise this as full participation as opposed to tokenistic participation (Appendix 10).
A code of practice is a set of guidelines or rules that advocates must adhere to in order to provide effective service that aims to be clear and supportive so that everyone concerned is aware of the role of the advocate and the boundaries to which they work.  In 2018 the Welsh Government, cited within the Children in Wales website, consulted on plans concerned with the regulation of advocacy services.  This was in connection with the Regulation and Inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016 and supports the aims of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Appendix 9) which embodies the rights of people using care and support services into law.  This new regulatory service came into force in April 2018 and will be fully operational by April 2019.  ‘The Advocacy Quality Performance Mark was built upon the Advocacy Charter, Quality Standards of Advocacy Schemes and the Advocacy Code of Practice (Appendix 12) in order to provide a robust national test of the quality of independent advocacy provision’ (QPM, 2019).  It is the only Quality Mark for organisations who offer independent advocacy provided the organisations give excellent services and one can view a list of organisations that have been awarded the QPM on the website. (Appendix 11).  The National Development Team for Inclusion (NDTi) is responsible for the delivery of the QPM. Their website includes many resources useful to an IPA working with homeless young people; young people who may have a mental health issue and take prescribed medication or individuals who have a learning disability. (Appendix 13).  
A Social Affairs Correspondent (Bulman, 2018) wrote an article about local councils denying families with young children emergency accommodation.  Under section 17 of the Children’s Act 2004 (Appendix 14), it states that if a child is in need with no accommodation or money for basic living needs, the council has a legal obligation to support the family.  According to the report 79 families were refused this support last year and there were reports that a homeless mother was threatened with having her children removed.  It would appear that in England, despite there being legislation to protect families and young people, councils are ignoring those people who are in desperate need.  One could argue that children would undoubtedly suffer in these circumstances and may be subjected to a breakdown in relationships, mental health issues or other difficulties highlighted by the charity Llamau.  If a mother was to have her children taken into care by social services it is quite possible that those children would become one of the statistics of the homeless when they leave care as Llamau recognises that care leavers find it difficult to form relationships and could potentially end up on the streets.  The charity Porchlight whose chief executive, Mike Barrett, cited in the Kentonline website in 2018 stated,
 “Some councils are being forced into making some impossible decisions on how to spend their diminishing social care budgets and this is decimating the help that’s there for people in need. This includes our street teams and our hostels.”
According to the charity Llamau, an estimated 7,000 young people aged 16-25 seek help with homelessness and their mission is very similar to other charities in Wales such as The Wallich and Shelter Cymru.  Their beliefs are that in order to end homelessness in general, youth homelessness must end first but one could question why local councils are not doing more to address families in need to prevent children going into care in the first place.  The Housing (Wales) Act 2014 introduced reforms to homelessness legislation and Shelter Cymru has been funded to gather the views of service users, giving people who have experienced homelessness a voice in order to make positive changes to the systems.(WAG, (2019), Appendix 15). 
It can be argued that there are many of factors an advocate needs to consider when supporting vulnerable individuals such as young homeless people; factors such as the reasons behind their homelessness, the effects of it and how an advocate enables a young person to feel empowered to make changes to their life.  Jenson and Frazer (2016) describe how some American children and youth have bleak future prospects in today’s society because their journey into adulthood is filled with so many risks and uncertainties.  The youth of America are not dissimilar to the young people of Wales or any other country for that matter. Factors that contribute to a young person becoming homeless can be personal and societal.  Paul W. King (2009, p.119) based on Maslow’s pyramid wrote ‘Sharing problems goes some way to easing them.  To give someone the gift of release and unburdening we must allow them to speak freely and to be truly heard.’  One could argue that advocates can fulfil their role to listen, support and empower if governments and local councils are listening in the first instance.  According to Geraldine Hills (2012, p.3) on the subject of equality, she wrote about humans being very good at labelling people.  However her perception is that those labels become a problem when they stop people fulfilling their potential or when they are victims of bias or have doors literally closed to them.  It can be argued that young homeless people are not fulfilling potential of any description until they are off the streets and being supported by the appropriate people such as advocates who work in the charity sector.  However these organisations need continued funding from the governments and society; societies where ‘...labelling becomes a matter of political policy...’ (Hills, 2012) and those policies need to change. 
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