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Describe what constitutes empowerment, agency and anti - oppressive practise and relate these to the roles of the advocate

[bookmark: _GoBack]This assignment will consider the role of an advocate and how the role relates to concepts such as agency, empowerment and anti-oppressive practise, and establish how the role of an advocate can be seen within each idea. The Personal, Cultural and Structural (PCS) model, will be used in order to further explanations of empowerment and oppression with the aim of stressing the importance of anti-oppressive practice within the role of the advocate in contemporary society. The assignment will conclude with the potential barriers that may be faced by advocates and service users.
The principle idea of advocacy can be described as taking appropriate action in order to assist service users to have their voices heard, secure their rights and entitlements, represent the service users interests and help them to obtain the services that they need to access. (Social Services and Wellbeing Act, 2014). O’Brien (1987, p.3) refers to advocacy as the creation of a relationship that aids a person who may be at risk of social exclusion. Advocacy practise aims to help the service user shift the balance of power to being within their favour, (Bateman 2000, p.16). It can therefore be assumed that services users who require an advocate have at some point, or in their current situation fallen victim to oppression, feeling powerless and having an element of their agency removed. 
It is imperative to acknowledge that the role of the advocate will vary and be determined by the service user and their individual situation, and by the type of advocacy that is required. A variety of advocacy roles have been established to meet and support different needs of service users and all hold equal value. Case advocacy for example, also referred to as short term, or crisis advocacy takes place when a service user needs a focus on one or a set of issues and is not intended to be provided on a long-term basis. Citizen advocacy in comparison is developed through a long-term relationship with the service user, because this form of advocacy is not limited by time it will last as long as both the advocate and the service user feel is necessary. Independent advocacy is very often a combination of both case and citizen advocacy, but an independent advocate will have a caseload of several clients.  The focus of independent advocacy is to ensure the service user is confident and informed to such a level where they can eventually self-advocate, (British Institute of Learning, 2017). The common ideology that underpins advocacy, is that the service user in need of an advocate is always at the centre of the advocacy process and central to the decisions being made about them. Gibelman and Kraft (1996, p.46) refer to advocacy as an action that is essential and has purpose, with the main aim being to help a person change a circumstance or situation.
The concept of agency is a complex one, and is best described as a, ‘socio-culturally mediated capacity to act,’ (Ahearn, 2001) and having agency provides an individual with a feeling that they have control and power over the consequences of a particular action, (Chambon, Sidarus and Haggard, 2010). Simply put having agency promotes a feeling of being in charge and having control, (Moore, 2016). In order for an advocate to aid in the establishment of a service users’ agency, they must first consider and understand the structure, or aspect of society that the service user may feel is placing a constraint upon them, (Bourdieu, 1997). An example of this can be seen within the child advocacy services provided to looked after children. It is common for a child to feel as though they have no control, and no say over their situation and decisions being made about them, very often they have been removed from their families against their will and placed inside an alien environment. The advocate’s role is to make sure that the child’s views and experiences, wishes, wants and needs, are considered when professionals are making decisions that may affect their future, therefore retuning an element of agency to the child, (The Children’s Society, 2012). The rights of children and young people and their entitlement to be heard and listened to by professionals has been reinforced within policy and legislation. Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, (UNCRC 1989) reinforces that a child has a right to be involved in the decisions being made about them and should have a say in the type of care they wish to receive, this view is also supported by the Children’s Act, (1989).  
The concept of empowerment is considered as being closely linked to the concept of agency. It is argued that empowerment can be both an aspiration and a process which exists on two levels, either structural; referring to the removal of barriers in a service users life that may be perceived to be preventing access to material benefits, and psychological empowerment; which aids in improving a service users level of confidence and self esteem and is often influenced by emotion, (Wilks, 2012). It is believed that empowerment and advocacy are both concerned with a shift of power, and providing power to those who may be considered as marginalized or oppressed in society, (Leadbetter, 2002) and it could be argued that in terms of empowerment the role of the advocate is to work alongside the service user in partnership and help the service user with the negotiating of goals to be achieved together, rather than imposing them, (Thompson, 2007). Barnes (1996) supports the empowerment of individuals by stating that ‘empowerment should enable personal development.’ Therefore, is can be assumed that by the advocate helping to provide agency to a service user, the outcome will result in the individual having deeper understanding of their situation, why certain decisions are being made in relation to their lives and ultimately help them feel empowered enough to self-advocate going forward. 
Empowerment can be examined closer by exploring it in the context of Thompson’s (2011, p84 - 85) PCS model. The PCS model can be used throughout the advocates role to understand the inequalities and oppression that feature in the social circumstances of their service user. The letter P, the inner circle; in the use of the PCS model refers to Personal, in relation to empowerment, Thompson (2011, p85) explains that service users can be helped on the personal level by being given aid to obtain greater control over their lives, and in terms of advocacy the decisions being made about them, the role of the advocate would be essential to contributing to the enhancement of a service users self-esteem and confidence. The letter C, the middle circle; refers to Cultural, it is the role of the advocate within this area to challenge the oppressive assumptions and the discriminatory stereotypes that a service may be facing, either on their behalf or by giving them to tools and the knowledge to self-advocate. Empowerment on this level according to Thompson (2011) is about, ‘Consciousness raising,’ and helping the service user become aware of the inequality that they may have be subjected to, and how to rectify it. The letter S and the outer circle of the model refers to Structural; empowerment on this level of the model is rooted in the power relations of society’s structure, and in the long term must involve the decimation of  structured inequality, advocates in contemporary society can help work towards this level of empowerment with a service user by supporting, or acting on a service users behalf in terms of speaking truth to power. Dalrymple and Burke (2006, p113) encapsulate the importance of empowerment in relation to inequality and power by stating;
‘An empowerment perspective which assumes that issues of power and powerlessness are integral to the experience of a services user enables us to move away from pathologizing individuals to increasing personal, interpersonal and political power so that individuals can take action to improve their life situations.’
Empowerment in short, needs to be used to it full potential by those in the position of advocate in order to facilitate the emancipation of the service user from oppressive practises.
Oppression is a direct result of negative discrimination, which involves identifying and applying a negative attribution to difference. Labelling and assigning a harmful and damaging inference to a group, entity or person leads to discrimination, but it is argued that this does not happen at random and follows social patterns in terms of gender, class, age, disability and race as well as other social divisions. (Thompson, 2011). The consequence of negative discrimination is oppression and is summarised as,
‘the inhuman or degrading treatment of individuals or groups, hardship and injustice bought about by the dominance of one group over another; the negative and demeaning exercise of power. It often involves disregarding the rights of an individual or group and is thus a denial of citizenship.’ (Thompson 2006, p40)
It can therefore be determined that discrimination plays a contributory role to oppression. The source of oppression is considered as a set of processes in which various groups in society are discriminated against resulting in individuals being or becoming disadvantaged, (Thompson, 2011).  Thompson explains that on the Personal level of his PCS model, oppression and discrimination manifest in forms of prejudice and judgement. Service users who have been stereotyped by those in a perceived position of power because of their judgement and prejudice are more likely to be oppressed and may not have any realisation of the oppression. It could be argued that the role of the advocate would be, as with empowerment, on this level to raise the consciousness of the service user and make them aware of what is happening in the cultural and structural levels of the model. Thompson (2011) goes on to state that the Personal is embedded within the cultural in terms of oppression. Discrimination and oppression are culturally linked in a number of ways. In terms of the PCS model, Culture can be described as a boundary marker and can therefore be used as a method of marginalising and excluding groups and individuals in society. For example, it could be argued that culture breeds oppression and discrimination and can be seen in racism, the result of the belief that one culture is superior over another, (Malik, 2008). On a more macro degree, the Structural level of the PCS model considers that social, political and economic factor all play a significant role in the oppression and discrimination of their populations. Social divisions, power and wealth distribution can all play a part in the structural level of oppression. (Thompson, 2011). In relation to the role of the advocate in contemporary society, it would be vital that the advocate and the service user collaborate in addressing the oppression of each of the mentioned three levels in order to ensure that the service user has their voice heard. The advocate can accomplish this by applying anti oppressive practises to their skill set. Defined by Dominelli (1998, p4) ‘anti oppressive practise has a commitment to the realisation of social justice and is one variant of a range of emancipatory approaches.’ Through advocacy oppression can be challenged through anti oppressive practise by contributing to the minimizing of hierarchies of power, and through advocates assisting the service user to build their own power through establishing the service users agency and by assisting them to the point where they feel empowered, and are able to self-advocate, (Curry – Stephens, 2016). 
As is evident, promoting a service users’ agency, empowering them and applying anti oppressive practises is essential to the role of the advocate. However, there is research to suggest that advocacy is not as simple as allowing a person’s voice to be heard by adhering to these concepts. Advocates and service users alike still face many barriers in contemporary society. In terms of the barriers faced by service users, one of the main concerns would be the availability of advocacy services within communities. The report; Independent Advocacy: Impact and Outcomes for Children and Young People (UCLAN, 2016) states that there are barriers which mean effective advocacy services are not being delivered to services users who require them the most. It could be argued by examining the research contained within the report that the services for advocacy throughout the country are unfortunately developed on an ad hoc basis, with the end result being that parts of the country are well resourced whereas others do not have the provisions, or the funding in place to provide advocacy services at all. Advocates themselves may also face a number of barriers when attempting to assist service users, according to Age Cymru (No Date) some of these barriers may include the service user being unable to participate in essential discussion about their care, they may in this instance simply lack the understanding of the rights and the help they are entitled too, but more challengingly they may lack capacity to participate in those discussions due to illness and mental health. It could be concluded therefore, that the role of the advocate is one of a complex and multilayered nature. The advocate must first be able to understand the different levels in which the service user may need assistance, address any barriers that may present themselves in terms of capacity and understanding, whilst all the time aiming to promote agency and empowerment where possible through the application of anti-oppressive practices. It is a role about balance; balancing the scales of power in favour of the service user, balancing the expectations of the service user upon the advocate and finding a way to restore balance in the service users life.
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