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

[bookmark: _Hlk503046588]Within this reflective piece, I will be reflecting on my 10-minute fictitious scenario recordings, where I will be gaining my skills practicing the role of an advocate. The aims are to critically reflect on your thoughts and feelings on the final recording linking theory to practice. As Gibbs (1988) believed that reflecting could only be done after an experience takes place. Gibbs invented the ‘Gibbs Reflective Cycle’ which specifies the framework of a reflective essay using key topics. Within this reflective paper, I will be using Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle as a framework. 
This experience has taught me that an advocate’s role is to make a client feel empowered to make their own life choices but still feel as if they are not alone in the process. Mind (2013) states an advocate is someone who supports, guides and help’s form a person’s opinions and views. Furthermore, an advocate’s role is to make sure that the individual’s voice is always heard. 
        Throughout this essay, I will be commenting and reflecting on my approach, feelings and visual outlooks by observing my final recordings. My fellow student and I began to create a scenario which is fictitious and anonymous between us by changing our names for confidentiality purposes.  The fictitious scenario is based on a 76-year-old female widow called Mrs Barclay, who was underlying the stressors to her advocate that she is facing within her day-to-day life.  Mrs Barclay reaches out to the Independent Advocacy Service as a last resort to help her feel independent again. As she is becoming too scared to leave her property that is resulting in Mrs Barclay feeling alone which has affected her mental and physical well – being. Following on video number 2 shows a more relieved and relaxed Mrs Barclay after she had chosen to have one of the major stressors that she was facing within her property removed. (The dangerous step that she feared). Mrs Barclay begins to become more confident around her advocate. Mrs Barclay also begins to ask the advocate (Saffron) to look in to other eligible that her friends have recommended. 
 Because of the changes, Mrs Barclay begins to show empowerment. She is now in charge of her life and the stressors that once kept her isolated and lonely. Session two shows Mrs Barclay is not finished with the services provided from ‘Independent Advocacy Service” she’s just getting started.
Throughout the recordings, my focus point was the service user Mrs Barclay’s welfare and mental wellbeing. I as the advocate felt as if it was my duty to find suitable options and to make sure the service user was well cared for and all desires and needs are met.      
 In Addition, I wanted to show the client all the options that was available encouraging her to try out new things like a coffee morning in her local community centre, as when Mrs Barclay speaks about her situation where her mental well-being and social life has been affected as she stopped going out as she couldn’t get around to seeing her friends.
At the time of the recordings, I felt as the advocate I was under pressure to make sure I say all the right things and to get the timing perfect, with a flowing structure and clearly showing a relationship bonding between the client and advocate. I began to find this challenging, as I did not want the recordings to sound robotic or staged. As result of this, my partner and I decided to not make a script and to only know the ‘key topics’ to discuss which we then hoped would result in having a more ‘realistic’ and a natural flowing recording. Looking back on this decision now I question if maybe having some form of structure / script would have made it flow better. As I believe you can hear within my voice that I was nervous filming the first recording. Towards the end of the recordings, I began to have empathy towards Mrs Barclay’s situation, I felt the importance of an advocate’s role and I wanted to find options for Mrs Barclay to uplift her and make her feel empowered again. Although I had to remember that as an advocate, you are only underlying the options that the client could take, as it is not up to the advocate to make the decisions, only to supply the different options available for the client. Not every option I explain within the recordings will be the right path only the service user will make the final decisions. Towards the end of the recording Mrs Barclay decides what is best for her by rearranging a session to a date that is more suitable for her.  I made a mistake as we planned to have the next session in two weeks’ time yet in the recording I say, ‘one week’ because I was nervous. Looking back, this mistake has worked to show how the bond between the client and advocate is a non-judgemental environment where the client felt empowered to make a change that was more suitable for them. 
I struggled at first with the difference between a counsellor role and the advocate role. As an advocate, you are able to write things down on paper within the session, it was a struggle to get in to the habit of using my pen and paper. Although in the end my opinion changed, I found the pen and paper rather comforting, as I was not stressing about remembering everything the client had said.
I am aware that within the recordings you can see me (the advocate) look over to the clock, as I was making sure I was keeping an eye on the time. I found the time management a challenge. At the time of practicing I found reaching the 10-minute limit rather tricky, one recording felt over 10 minutes looking back it was only 7 minutes long!  I began to feel frustrated when my recordings didn’t meet the required specification time. This then resulted in me feeling rather stressed at the time of recording and afterwards feeling relieved to have finished. I feel satisfied with the outcome of my recordings yet I also am aware that I have a lot of improving to do to gain my skills and become more confident practicing the skills of an advocate.
I am rather pleased with the information that was given to the client and feel confident that I have a recording showing an advocate providing options. Although I am aware that the recordings are not perfect and I am unhappy with ‘recording one’.  I am pleased with the overall outcome my practice. I reacted to the scenario with empathy which motivated me to find options for the client. My partner enjoyed acting out the scenario and we both found it a positive experience that helped us gain skills and a better understanding of advocacy. I enjoyed the overall experience, the negative experience for me was the initial set up, I felt like I had wasted a lot of time setting up the room making sure the shot was perfect, this time would have been better spent on the actual recordings. Although I do believe one of the strong points is the positioning of frame as it shows the therapeutic, safe environment between the advocate and client. 
I found my wording a challenge, as in the beginning of the recording I used the word “suggestions” and within practicing. My lecturer suggested that the word “options” would be better within an advocacy role. Firstly, I am happy with the use of eye contact between myself and Mrs Barclay because it shows the professional relationship between the two. Also, the use of active listening, letting the service user speak freely, and showing signs to the service user that I am present in the moment. By using features such as nodding, facial expressions, writing things down that the service user had said. As Carl R. Rogers and Richard E. Farson state the impact active listening can have on a person. “People who have been listened to in this new and special way become more emotionally mature, more open to their experiences, less defensive, more democratic, and less authoritarian” Rogers. C, Farson. R (1989)
Within my independent reading I found that it was important to a service user that the advocate to show signs of emotion and empathy. As it can encourage the service user to speak freely and feel safe in a non-judgemental environment.  Which is stated in Independent Mental Health Advocacy, (2015, p.198) “IMHAs need to allow themselves to ‘live’ these emotions with the service user in a managed way, maintaining safety; both their own and that of the service user. It is only through genuine empathy and rapport that the advocate can enable partners to develop self-esteem and confidence to move from that lonely place they can be locked into, often literally.”  
Moreover, something that I found interesting from this book was their meaning of a mental health advocacy role which was “The Right to be Heard”. Which is exactly the aim of what an advocate is all about, encouraging that individual to speak out and find their rights. IMHA, (2015)
The first part of the recording was about the contract that is in place between service user and advocate which includes informing them of the importance of confidentiality. As I was practicing an advocate’s role I had to make sure I was following the “advocate’s code of practice.” As within the recordings I inform my client that if I feel they or anybody else is at harm I will have to tell a third person for the client’s safety. As stated in Advocates code practice V.5 “Advocates should be honest with the client about the level of confidentiality they can realistically guarantee” Advocates code of practice, V.5, (August 15)
During my readings I found how important guidelines are within an advocates line of work. Advocates have their own set of guidelines that they must follow to ensure a safe, therapeutic and professional environment. All advocacy organisations will follow the regulations of the Care Act 2014 as all advocates have a duty of care towards their clients. Code of Practice, (2014) 
An advocate must comply with the Data Protection Act 1988. Making sure that all data is up to date, locked away and that the client is involved. And as previously mentioned the organisations confidentiality policy following the guidelines of the Mental Capacity Act (2005) if the client or anyone else is at risk the information will be shared for the client’s best interest. (NHS.uk) 
Although I found the experience rather awkward at first, I also found it rather fascinating to watch how an advocate can change someone’s life and make them feel empowered and inspired again. It showed me that advocacy can be a life changing opportunity for someone who is vulnerable. As Kris Chastey states in Independent Mental Health Advocacy, (2015) she shares her experience with an advocate when she was in hospital. I quote “When the advocate comes to the ward, I saw them as the most important person in the building, someone who can get things done.” Kris Chastey cited in Independent Mental Health Advocacy, (2015) From researching her life experience with advocacy and comparing them to my experience of practicing my skills it shows me the importance of an advocate to someone who has hit ‘rock bottom’ or feels vulnerable. Also, how some guidance and support can make someone have faith again and become empowered in not just themselves but the new relationships that can be created. And how a client becomes reliant on the advocate putting their trust and faith within the advocates hands. 
As I have witnessed a similar experience where a family member of mine got in touch with a local advocacy organisation, this encouraged me to use my experience from real life to make my own fictitious scenario, this challenged me to become the advocate and not the witness.
Furthermore, I found practicing the role of an advocate enjoyable. I feel like I have gained some new skills in how to approach topics and feel determined to keep on gaining skills in advocacy. Although there are things that I would do differently now, I would make sure I read from my notes as within the recording I didn’t use the notes I had in front of me and this resulting in me missing out some topics to discuss with my client. Throughout the recordings I was aware of the importance of an advocate and what the impact of an advocate role can have on a person’s life as you are ‘encouraging’ that individual to be in control and to empower them and I found that process exciting and interesting. 
In conclusion, I have enjoyed my experience practicing the role of an advocate and I have learnt a lot about how an advocate can impact on a person’s life. I believe that although I have gained knowledge on the advocacy service, I still feel that I have a long way to go with practicing my skills of being an advocate and I am excited to see how I can further develop those skills and how practicing an advocate role will benefit me in the future.
A change I would make next time would be to remove the clock because while observing the videos I discovered that in some parts of the recordings you can clearly see I (the advocate) is looking behind the client at the clock as I was checking my time management which proved to be distracting. Another action plan for improvement would be to attend and observe some more advocacy sessions using different scenarios so I can improve my speaking skills when addressing options for the client without too many pauses and using the word ‘um’ before I speak. 
As an improvement for next time, another action would be for more examples by the lecturer this would be useful as I could observe the different approaches to different scenarios, which would result in me gaining the correct knowledge and the different methods, and approaches to an advocacy session. I would also practice on my wording as when I watched over my clips I began to question whether my use of wording was appropriate and I want to improve my speech so I become more confident. 
After I told the client the options that were available I would then say, for example “would that be ok?” and “does that sound good?” at first, I just took them as little comments, to encourage the client to say their opinion on the options whether it was good or bad. Although after watching the videos more than once I began to think that there were better words to verbalize as it could be argued that it is intimidating to the client. 
I believe that carrying on with my practice I will begin to further my knowledge on an advocate role and the ‘dos and the donts of an advocate’
Overall, I have found the experience rather positive and I am very interested in the role of an advocate and the positive outcomes that can be made from the sessions.
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Personal Evaluation
 
	What do you consider are the best aspects of this piece of work?
	I think that the best aspect of my piece of work would be my reflection I think I managed to follow Gibbs cycle rather well and it benefitted me within my essay as I was able to follow a framework even though I was freely able to write exactly how I felt.


	Which aspects do you consider could have been improved in this piece of work?   

	What I found difficult was finding authors. I really struggled with the understanding of this part. What i 

	What have you found most satisfying whilst undertaking this submission?   

	I enjoyed reading about other people’s experiences with advocacy and relating them to my experience of practicing an advocate role and how it made me feel. Comparing how advocacy has benefitted other people’s lives and how advocacy can have some positive outcomes. It was really nice to be able to read how someone found faith and positivity to be empowered just by someone listening to them and making sure they are heard.
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