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Critical exploration of the implications of professionalising advocacy services and reflect on the potential impact of services becoming controlled by government agencies
This submission will critically explore the implications of professionalising advocacy services in the United Kingdom, while reflecting on the potential impact of services becoming controlled by government agencies. This will be achieved through the critical analysis of policy and practice and utilising information from relevant articles and journals. Professionalising advocacy services refers to the process of establishing standards, qualifications, and accreditation processes for individuals and organisations that provide advocacy services. While this can lead to increased quality and consistency in advocacy services, there are several potential ramifications to take into consideration (Brubaker & Keegan, 2018). One of the potential benefits of professionalising advocacy services is that it could lead to more consistent and standardised services. If advocates are required to meet certain qualifications or certifications, it could help ensure that they have the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively support their clients. However, some advocates argue that professionalisation might also make it more difficult to connect with clients on a personal level. If advocates are required to adhere to strict codes of conduct or follow specific protocols, it could limit their ability to build trusting relationships with their clients. Another potential issue to consider is the impact of government control on the independence and effectiveness of advocacy services. While government funding might provide more resources for these services, it could also lead to conflicts of interest or a loss of autonomy for advocates. If advocacy services are required to meet certain government standards or adhere to specific policies, it could limit their ability to advocate for their clients' needs. Additionally, if government agencies become responsible for overseeing all aspects of advocacy services, it may well create a situation where advocates are more focused on meeting bureaucratic requirements than on supplying effective support to their clients. 
Government oversight of advocacy services can have unintended consequences, Beresford (2002) writes how the professionalisation of advocacy services in the UK has been a topic of debate for some time. Some argue that it can help to improve the quality of services and increase the credibility of the profession. However, there are concerns that it can lead to a loss of independence and a focus on business interests rather than the needs of the community. Additionally, government oversight of advocacy services can create a situation where advocates are more focused on meeting bureaucratic requirements than on providing effective support to their clients. It's important to consider these potential risks and challenges when discussing the professionalisation of advocacy services. 
The effectiveness of advocacy services in the UK can vary depending on a range of factors, such as the needs of the individual, the type of advocacy service being provided, and the resources available to the advocacy service. However, in general, advocacy services can be an effective way of ensuring that individuals are able to access the support and services they need, and that their rights and interests are protected. According to a scoping review by Hudson (2016), advocacy can be an effective way of ensuring that individuals receive the support and services they need, and that advocacy services should be made more widely available to those who need them. There are a number of different types of advocacy services available in the UK, including statutory advocacy, non-statutory advocacy, and self-advocacy. Statutory advocacy is provided by local authorities or health trusts, and is required by law in certain circumstances, such as when an individual lacks the ability to make decisions about their care and treatment. Non-statutory advocacy is provided by voluntary or community organizations, and is available to individuals who do not meet the criteria for statutory advocacy. Self-advocacy is when individuals speak up for themselves, and can be supported by advocacy services or other organizations. While there is no one-size-fits-all answer to the question of how effective advocacy services are in the UK, there is evidence to suggest that advocacy can be an effective way of ensuring that individuals are able to access the support and services they need, and that their rights and interests are protected.
Primarily, professionalising advocacy services may in fact limit access to those services that are being delivered. If the requirements for qualifications are excessive or if the accreditation process is too expensive, then that would cause the community-based groups or the smaller organisations to have issues meeting the requirements, therefore prospectively leading to the reduction of availability of advocacy provision (SCIE, 2014). This may lead to consequences, particularly to marginalised communities, those of which may rely on these services but have less access to resources which would allow for the new standards to be achieved. In the UK, over-regulation of services like advocacy could lead to increased costs (Barnes & Prior, 2016), which could have a knock-on effect on social care provision in general. This is especially true for mandated services like Independent Mental Capacity Advocacy (IMCA), the cost of supplying advocacy services is borne by the government. An IMCA is a specially trained advocate who is appointed to represent and support people who lack capacity to make certain important decisions about their life, such as medical treatment or a change of accommodation. IMCAs are usually appointed by local authorities or the National Health Service (NHS) in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, or by the Mental Welfare Commission in Scotland, and they are required to act in the best interests of the person they are representing. The role of the IMCA is to ensure that the person's wishes, feelings, beliefs, and values are considered in the decision-making process. If the cost of providing these services becomes too high, it could lead to a reduction in the availability or quality of advocacy services, which could in turn have negative consequences for vulnerable individuals who rely on these services (The Department of Health, 2007). the Independent Mental Health Advocacy (IMHA) service is an example of an advocacy service that has been professionalised. IMHA provides advocacy services for individuals detained under the Mental Health Act, and its advocates are required to have a minimum of a Level 3 qualification in mental health or a related field. This has helped to ensure that IMHA's advocates have the necessary knowledge and skills to provide effective support to individuals with mental health issues. 
Government agency-controlled services also have the potential to cause several ramifications. These may be in the form of potentially becoming more selective in the types of advocacy services that could be eligible for funding, theoretically leading to the reduction in the diversity of advocacy services available. Beresford and Croft (1993) argue that selective funding can lead to the reduction of advocacy services available, as services that do not fit the funding criteria may be excluded, which can have implications for the diversity of services available. Secondly, while government funding may provide more resources for these services, it could also lead to conflicts of interest or a loss of autonomy for advocacy practitioners. If the accreditation process is controlled and regulated by the government agencies or other regulatory bodies, it may result in the reduction in the ability of advocacy providers to work independently outside of the boundaries that these governing bodies set in place. This alone could result in a reduction in the advocacy providers’ ability to advocate for systematic changes or to challenge the status quo (Goncharenko, 2019). Advocacy providers may feel a mounting pressure to conform to the government agendas, with a potential added reluctance to advocate against government policies or practices, such as the
 Civil Service Code: (UK Government, 2019) sets out the standards of behaviour expected of civil servants, including advocacy providers who work for the government. The code requires civil servants to remain politically impartial and to avoid any activity that might compromise their impartiality or give rise to the perception of bias. While the code does not prohibit civil servants from engaging in political activity outside of work, it does require them to seek advice from their employer before doing so. This could create a situation where advocacy providers are hesitant to engage in any political activities, even outside of work, for fear of running afoul of the code. Additionally, the Official Secrets Act (The National Archives, 1989) could limit the freedom of speech of advocacy providers who work for the government, as it prohibits the unauthorized disclosure of information that is considered to be sensitive or confidential. This could create a situation where advocacy providers are hesitant to speak out or share information that could be seen as critical of government policies or practices. Due to a fear that it may result in losing accreditation or funding. Although that being said, there is evidence that would suggest that the professionalisation of the service may in fact cement stronger working partnerships with larger organisations (Woo et al., 2014).
Furthermore, professionalising advocacy services may lead to a shift in the nature of advocacy services. If the service becomes professionalised, there could be a motion that would allow for a more legalistic or clinical approach to advocacy, rather than an approach that is based on community organising, relationship building and a return to grassroots advocacy (Stewart & Macintyre, 2019). This may then in turn lead to the reduction in the effectiveness of advocacy services, particularly for marginalised communities who benefit more from community-based advocacy. On the one hand professionalisation might lead to a more standardised and consistent services, but on the other hand, it could make it more difficult for advocates to connect with the people they provide a service for. Over the years advocacy services have evolved to meet the needs of the stakeholders that the service is involved with, including organisations, communities and individuals. Through the increasing professionalisation of the advocacy service, many new innovations have surfaced in an ongoing, evolving landscape of the advocacy profession. The following section will cover some of the examples that have been put into practice as a direct result of professionalisation.
With a rise in digital technology those organisations involved in advocacy services have developed online tools which allow for advocates to be able to reach out to policymakers, raise awareness about ongoing issues and allow for the mobilisation of support networks. These tools use various pre-existing online platforms, including social media campaigns, forums and outreach emails, which in itself makes advocacy more accessible and effective (Gelfgren et al., 2021). As advocacy becomes more complex and specialised profession, it also makes sense that there is an emerging need for professional development and training programmes to support the high level of knowledge and skills that advocates require (Okafor, 2021). This is supported by the work of Beresford and Croft (1993), who argue that ongoing professional development and training can improve the quality and effectiveness of advocacy services. 
There has been an increase in the need of data-driven advocacy, with organisations discovering the need to increase the use of data and analytics to inform the strategies and access the impact of the services provided (Lazuka-Nicoulaud et al., 2022). This is another initiative which is utilising the monitoring of social media, web analytics and survey research, which provides valuable insights into public opinion, media coverage and policy trends (Social Media Research Group, 2016). By analysing this data, organisations can gain a better understanding of the needs and preferences of their target audiences, as well as the broader social, economic and political context in which they operate. This can help them to develop more effective advocacy strategies that are better aligned with the needs of their stakeholders, and therefore have a greater chance of achieving their desired outcomes. Evidence shows an increase in advocacy organisations collaborating with one another to achieve goals, this also includes forming coalitions, partnerships and networks that allow advocates to pool available resources together, sharing knowledge and occasionally additional leverage from the collective influences (Grossman, 2018). The collaborations may encourage a strengthening of relationships with policymakers, as well as stakeholders.
Diversity, equality, and inclusion are also really important for advocacy organisations. By promoting diversity and inclusion within their own organisations, advocates can better understand the communities they serve and more effectively represent their interests. This can help build trust and credibility with the people they are serving, which can be really important for achieving their goals. Salamon & Anheier (1998) explored the social origins of civil society and the non-profit sector, and the factors that contribute to their development and growth. One of the key factors identified is the importance of diversity, equality, and inclusion in building strong and effective civil society organisations. The article argues that organisations that reflect the diversity of the communities they serve are better able to represent their interests and build trust and credibility with their stakeholders. As a result of these innovations in advocacy, services reflect the growing professionalisation of advocates and the changing landscape of advocacy as a whole. It is only by embracing these innovations, that advocates can potentially become more effective and impactful in their work. However, this may change with the professionalisation of advocacy services, which could prospectively  have a detrimental effect on the client/ advocate relationship.
 In conclusion, the professionalisation of advocacy services in the UK has resulted in improved access to services, a greater protection of rights, and an increased participation in society for vulnerable and marginalised individuals, by ensuring that individuals have a voice, and their rights are protected. Collaborations between advocacy organisations can be really beneficial in a number of ways. Organisations can pool their resources and knowledge, which can help them achieve their goals more effectively. Additionally, these partnerships can help advocates build stronger relationships with policymakers and other stakeholders, which can be really important for advancing their causes. Advocacy services play a vital role in creating a fairer and more just society, although that being said there are also potential implications to consider, as afore mentioned  the loss of independence and autonomy, as well as a shift in the nature of the advocacy services. 
With the government acquiring control over advocacy services, it would inevitably reduce the advocates abilities to challenge the policies and practices implicated by them. The research undertaken for this submission has highlighted that is vitally important to support the balance between professionalisation and the need for advocacy providers to remain independent and separate in their practice. Professionalising advocacy services can have a number of benefits. For example, it can help ensure that advocates are properly trained and qualified to provide support and guidance to those who need it. It can also help establish clear standards and guidelines for advocacy work, which can promote consistency and quality across different organizations and programmes. Additionally, professionalisation can help advocacy services to gain credibility and recognition in the wider community, which can help attract more funding and support. However, there are also potential drawbacks to professionalising advocacy services. For example, it can create a barrier for individuals who may not have formal training or qualifications but still have valuable insights and perspectives to offer. Advocates in the UK can work to improve their own practices and provide the best possible support to those who need it by, staying up-to-date with relevant laws and policies: Advocates should regularly review and update their knowledge of relevant laws and policies to ensure that they are providing the most accurate and up-to-date information to their clients. It can also lead to a more rigid and bureaucratic approach to advocacy work, which may not be as effective or responsive to the needs of those being served. Overall, advocates in the UK can work to improve their practice by staying up-to-date with relevant laws and policies, building strong relationships with clients, seeking regular supervision and support, practicing active listening, and engaging in ongoing training and professional development.
Finally, professionalisation can sometimes lead to a focus on process and procedure rather than on the human relationships and connections that are often at the heart of effective advocacy work. Ultimately, these innovations in advocacy services reflect the growing professionalisation of advocates and the changing landscape of advocacy as a whole. By embracing these changes and working to improve their own practices, advocates can become more effective and impactful in their work.
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