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A critical reflective commentary on your practice with mental health advocacy skills: linking theory to practice. 

Within this essay I will be reflecting upon my practice with mental health advocacy skills and critically discussing two ten minute videos that I carried out which demonstrate these skills and practice. Mind (2013) define advocacy as getting support and help from another person so that you can express your views and ensure that your voice is heard. Reflecting upon events is an important skill as it enables us to remember important information and gives us the potential to learn so that we can tackle new situations, just experiencing the even it not sufficient without reflection Gibbs (1998). Throughout this reflective commentary I will be using the Gibbs reflective cycle of 1998 to structure and form my essay. The six stages of reflection which are description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan will be included within this commentary in order to assist in evaluating my performance. 

For the purposes of the recordings and mental health advocacy practice I devised a scenario in which a thirty- five-year-old female, later named Maria, was seeking help from the mental health organisation named Hafal. Maria is a fictitious name and was played by a fellow student. Within this scenario Maria is a single mother with three children all under the age of ten who has recently experienced the loss of her husband. Maria also suffers from bipolar, which she was diagnosed with years ago but is recently struggling to manage her medication and is feeling like it is ineffective. As her late husband managed the house hold bills Maria has developed money issues and has fallen behind on paying the mortgage, there is also a build-up of substantial debt. As she is now a single parent she is finding it difficult to hold down a job and manage her three children. Within this scenario I was playing the role of an advocate representing the organisation of Hafal. We were asked by the university to produce two ten minute recordings which focused on advocacy skills. 

The first recording consisted of a ten-minute session in which I began by briefly highlighting some confidentiality points, when doing this I kept in mind the data protection act of 1988 which provided information on how data and personal information is used, stored and shared by others. The advocacy code of practice (2015) highlights the importance of following the act and disclosing who may or may not see the recordings. I felt that I upheld these codes by drawing attention to the presence of another individual in the room and the recording of the session. I then spoke about the possibility of others viewing the recordings and asked whether it would be acceptable if I shared some of the important information with relevant organisations. I contracted in the beginning of the session to provide boundaries for the client and to inform the client on what would happen throughout the session. The client then revealed the reasons why they had come and I asked questions in order to gather the vital information. The second ten-minute session concentrated on how I could help the client, I provided ideas and signposted some options that could assist in resolving some of the issues that Maria was facing, I also contracted at the beginning of this session to remind the client on the confidentiality points.

When I first began the recordings, I felt nervous and unsure of what to do. Although I was familiar with the case study I still felt as though I didn’t know what to say. The presence of the camera also put me on edge and I felt like there was more pressure on me to perform well because of it. I was also very conscious of the time scale that we were given to work with, I had to make sure that I spoke enough about contracting and confidentiality but also left enough time to gather information from the client and show active listening and communication skills. When looking back on the recording footage my nervousness can be shown through the tone of my voice which slightly wavers and through the way I was playing with my hands. Gerard Egan (2014) outlines the basic skills that an individual should display when actively listening and communicating with and individual or client. The Soler model that Egan developed categorises and provided guidance. One of these skills included relaxation, the individual should have a relaxed body language in order to put the individual at ease.  Although I felt like I was calm throughout the recording my anxiety and fidgeting was clear which affected the way I was displaying my body language. 

During the second recording I was more at ease talking with the client, my body language changed and I observed that I used my hands to express my feelings rather than fidgeting with them. Within the second session I became accustom to the presence of the camera and was no longer intimidated by its presence, this gave me more confidence when talking to the client and allowed me to concentrate more on what the client was saying. Furthermore, I became less aware of the time and because of this the session seemed to go much quicker. 

When evaluating my practice with mental health advocacy I have noticed that there are strengths and weaknesses to my recorded practice. I feel that generally I performed well, I was able to conduct two structured sessions that reflected a true advocacy meeting between client and advocate. It is important when conducting an advocacy session to have good interviewing skills as poor skills can lead to misleading information and unclear instructions (Bateman 2000). I structured both interviews by contracting first, I then had a discussion with the client about their reasons for coming and then concluded the session with a summary, thus ensuring that each part of the discussion had a purpose and a flowing dialogue. Before beginning the session I had already planned a structure for the interview and this gave me more confidence when talking and allowed me to manage my time more effectively. However, when feeding back information to the client in the second session I feel that I was unprepared and didn’t perform to the best of my ability. Because of my limited knowledge on some of the services some of the information I provided was broad, I would have liked to have gone into more detail. Furthermore, I observed that I showed good listening and communication skills throughout the sessions and paraphrased back to the client what they had said to show understanding, for example in the second session I paraphrased the emotions that she expressed to me in the first session, relating to the death of her husband. Bateman (2000, P.85) notes that “good listening skills are needed so that advocates don’t impose their versions of events on interviews”, by paraphrasing I was able to bring focus onto the important issues and clarify what they were trying to say, this also helped in structuring the interview. I was also empathic and indicated concern when talking about the death of her husband and her feelings of sadness and loss. 

Throughout the recordings there are many points in which I feel that I demonstrated good advocacy and counselling skills. There are a range of skills that a mental health advocate needs to possess some of which include good skills in relationship building, communication skills, listening skills and the ability and possession of strong values (K. Newbigging, 2015). When reflecting upon the recordings I noticed that I began to build a trusting relationship with the client from the first interview, I approached the client in a friendly manner and showed openness when talking about my role as an advocate. When conducting an interview, it is important for the advocate to establish a meaningful relationship so that the client has someone on their side to listen to their views and needs (K. Newbigging, 2015. P. 207). I demonstrated this through the active listening skills that I have been developing, I kept eye contact with the client throughout the interview and only broke It when taking notes. My body language was also very relaxed throughout and I positioned myself facing towards the client so that they felt that all my concentration was focused on them. I found Gerard Egan’s approach to active listening helpful when carrying out the interview, his anagram Soler helps to highlight the importance of having an open posture to encourage communication between client and advocate. Egan believed that tuning into clients by exhibiting these active listening skills one can be more involved and available to others, anything that distracts an individual from being there could be damaging to the dialogue (G. Egan, 2014, P.77-78), because of this I ensured that my focused remained solely on the client throughout and that my body language was always open. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Furthermore, possessing a person-centred approach when carrying out the interviews is vital to having good advocacy skills (K. Newbigging, 2015). Carl Rogers developed the person-centred approach as he believed that it was the individual that was important, he wanted people to focus on the present rather than the past so that they could self-actualise and reach their true selves Rogers (1951). One of the main focuses Rogers had was to be congruent with the client, I demonstrated congruence through openly sharing my role as an advocate and highlighting that I could only help by sign posting and providing ideas. I also demonstrated congruence by being open with the client about contracting and sharing their rights to end the session whenever they liked. However, I could have improved on this by going into more detail on the clarity of purpose, perhaps I could have spoken more on the limitations I had as an advocate, that I could not just solve problems only help and that there may be some things that I may not be able to help with. I also used the word ‘definitely’ numerous times within the first session, this could have been misleading as I could not provide any guarantees for the services I was suggesting. 

 Alongside congruence Rogers core conditions focus on the importance of showing unconditional positive regard through accepting the individual for who they are without judgement (Rogers 1951). This notion can be supported by K. Newbigging (2015, P.200) who states that “not judging is a fundamental requirement for effective advocacy”. Throughout the recordings unconditional positive regard was shown through remaining neutral, I didn’t express any opinions on what was happening in the client’s life, this can be seen at a certain point in the dialogue when talking about how the client had no knowledge of how to handle bills or finances. By showing unconditional positive regard the client felt safe talking about their feeling and expressing what they needed from me. The Advocates code of practice of 2015 communicated the importance of advocates ensuring that the clients have the right to say what they want, I noticed that through showing unconditional positive regard and being non-judgemental I was able to encourage this within my scenario recording.  I am aware however that in the first recording I was presumptuous when we were discussing the financial troubles, I assumed that the client was in debt in which she replied that she wasn’t, this could have been avoided if I hadn’t made a judgement about her situation and listened more closely to what she had to say. As said by T. Pritchard (2004) an advocate shouldn’t express their own personal views and opinions.

To conclude, when reflecting upon my practice with mental health advocacy skills I have noticed that there are many strengths and weaknesses to my recordings. I was able to successfully record an initial interview gathering information and then a follow up session relaying information and signposting to the client. I believe that I progressed and improved from the first recording to the second. Initially I was nervous and unsure of what I was doing, this was shown through my body language, then looking at the second recording I noticeably relax and don’t fidget with my hands as often. Egan (2014) notes that relaxed body language is a key aspect when active listening and helps in putting the client at ease, I used Egan’s soler model as a foundation when carrying out the recordings which allowed me to build trust with the client and guide my session. Furthermore, I displayed unconditional positive regard and remained non-judgemental throughout the recordings, this enabled the client to feel comfortable talking about private issues and to be honest about the help that they needed. However, I am aware that I could have improved on my recordings by researching more so that I didn’t use as many conversation fillers and through being more careful with my choice of words. I used the word ‘definitely’ many times within the first recording which could have been misleading for the client as I could not ensure any of the ideas I was presenting. 

When looking towards how I can improve in the future I aim to research more in-depth into the roles and skills needed when being an advocate. Although I felt that overall the practical sessions went well I was very nervous when recording then, as you can tell by the tone of my voice. By watching more videos on advocacy and reading more into how to conduct a session my overall performance can be improved. Watching these videos has also shown that I needed to do more research whilst preparing for the second interview, because of the little knowledge I had on certain subjects I repetitively used ‘um’ to fill the silences when I was thinking of what to say, this could have been avoided if I had more understanding of what I was talking about, this is something I would like to improve on in the future. 
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	Please ensure you complete this assessment before submitting your work. 

	What do you consider are the best aspects of this piece of work? 
	I consider the best aspect of this piece of work to be the section in which I reflected upon my feelings. I feel like I did this well as I remember clearly how I felt during the recordings so was able to easily relay how nervous and anxious I felt. 

	Which aspects do you consider could have been improved in this piece of work? 
	I feel that I could have improved my critical analysis and overall presentation of the work. I have never written a reflective commentary before so was unsure of what I was doing. I think that with practice my commentary could be improved. 

	What have you found most satisfying whilst undertaking this submission? 
	 I have found that researching was more satisfying that reflecting upon my feelings and performance as I find the work of Egan interesting and informative. 
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