Balancing Empowerment & Advocacy: How to advocate for yourself, empower others, and avoid reinforcing marginalisation

	Empowerment and advocacy often go together, but each must be done intentionally to ensure equity, particularly when considering marginalised groups. It is important to amplify voices without speaking over them, challenge injustice we see happening to others without reinforcing dependency, and facilitate change without perpetuating power imbalances. Striking the correct balance can be difficult for both sides. Those who find themselves stigmatised or discriminated against may want to speak up but find it difficult, or experience fatigue from the feeling of constantly needing to defend their rights. Similarly, when we see others struggling or being treated unfairly, we may want to help but not know how, or on the other hand, be too quick to try to “rescue” someone from a situation. In this article, we will look at how to advocate for yourself, empower others to do so, and what to consider when doing either. 

Self-Advocacy

	To start, what is self-advocacy? Self-advocacy, in short, is being able to ask that your needs are met. It is also setting boundaries and being able to say no when something is infringing on you being able to take care of your own needs. This is not to say that your needs will always be met or even need to always be met by others, as whenever we ask for something this will need to be balanced with what others want and need as well. But being able to vocalise what is valuable to you already puts you in a much better position to get it. 

	As with most things, this is easier said than done. Many of us have learned and internalised that we should put the needs of others before our own. For those with marginalised identities, many may have learned that their needs are less important, because society as a whole sees their identity as less worthy. And while no single person can compensate for the failings of a society that views some people as less valuable than others, often in interpersonal interactions, if we acknowledge ourselves and our needs as valuable, the other person will see the same. This, in essence, is the importance of self-advocacy. You are signalling to yourself and the people around you that what you need is worthy of being asked for and considered. Being able to advocate for yourself takes a certain level of confidence, because it can be scary, especially if you are not used to sticking up for yourself or worry this will create a conflict. However, the end result can be worth the temporary discomfort.

Luckily, while the empirical findings are mixed,1 confidence is being increasingly regarded as an ability rather than a personality trait. This means that, just like playing an instrument or speaking a new language, confidence is something that can be practiced and mastered. The more you advocate for yourself, the easier it will become with time, and the more likely it will be that you get what you need from others. Practicing self-advocacy can also build your self-esteem. As they say, “fake it ‘till you make it” – the more you act like you’re worthy, the more you will start to believe it. Advocating for yourself not only has positive impacts on self-esteem, but may also be good for your health. For instance, one study of Black adults in the U.S. found that those who typically challenged unfair treatment due to their race had significantly lower blood pressure than those who accepted unfair treatment as a “part of life.”2

	Some tips on how to advocate for yourself include:3 
1. Knowing your rights and being informed about policies and laws, especially if advocating for yourself within systems and services
2. Recognise your worth and challenge negative self-talk
3. Accept that you might feel nervous, and that’s expected
4. Be prepared for a “no”
5. Get support from others if needed

As we know, advocacy, or the act of making a case on someone else’s behalf, can be a crucial support for someone being stigmatised against or otherwise treated unfairly. In the care-experienced community especially, advocacy is a major part of support offered and is necessary when an individual’s rights are not being respected in the ways promised. However, what if we shifted our focus to empowering others? Unlike advocacy, which is speaking up for someone else, empowerment is helping another have the freedom and ability to do something for themselves. 

Why might empowerment sometimes be more useful than advocacy? Empowerment more so recognises the ability of the individual to advocate for themselves, and offers the encouragement and background support for them to do so. Approaching matters from an angle of empowerment also helps us to avoid unintentionally reinforcing stigmatisation and a separation between us and the “other.” A common example of this is the “white saviour complex,” or one’s assumption that they know best what people of colour need and have the skills to “save” them, and the feeling of superiority that White people may feel after stepping in and helping a disadvantaged ethnic group in a way that primarily serves the ego of the helper. An example of this would be a group going to Africa to build a school that the members of the community cannot sustain because they have not been allowed the resources to do so. In care or social work, a similar concept is a “hero complex” in which individuals may feel they need to rescue people and enjoy the boost from doing so. While this often comes from a good place of wanting to help, always jumping in to fix an issue for someone can reinforce the power imbalance when we should be empowering the individual and supporting their autonomy, all while working for systemic change that removes the power imbalance that led to the unfair treatment of the person in the first place. 

With that said, it is important we continue to be aware of the obstacles that someone facing marginalisation come up against on a daily basis that creates what is called “minority stress.” The minority stress model was developed by Meyer in 20034 regarding those of a sexual minority, explaining how health disparities and negative impacts on mental health can arise from the excessive social stressors of being someone within a stigmatised group. This model can apply to anyone of a “marked” category, whether that be regarding race, gender, sexuality, disability, or care-experience. Several studies have noted the harmful impacts of being someone from an underrepresented or stigmatised group. In a review of studies focusing on medical students from ethnic groups underrepresented in medicine, Lawrence et al. (2021) found evidence that such students may experience unique stressors that make it more likely for them to experience burnout.5  Another study by Seng et al. (2012) found that those with multiple marginalised identities reported higher burden from everyday discrimination, which was associated with higher levels of depression and anxiety.6 These negative effects may be due, in part, to those of marginalised identities needing to constantly prove themselves and their value to others, which can create distress and take a toll on mental health. 

“The burden, bite, and sting of categorical distinction is something borne by ‘the other.’ It is those who are not full members, not one ‘of us,’ those who are lesser and most of all among ‘the others’ who understand and feel the depth of stigmatisation, of inequality, of social constraint.” – Lawrence D. Bobo7

Striking the balance between encouraging self-advocacy and empowering others, and stepping in to help someone who is being discriminated against, is a tricky one to get right and requires constant reflection and awareness on behalf of the supporter and the person needing their needs met. If you find yourself needing to self-advocate, it is crucial to be aware of your limits and when you might need to ask for help. As discussed, becoming more comfortable speaking up and expressing the value you see in yourself and the importance of what you’re asking for can have positive impacts on your physical and mental health by reducing the stress of not getting what you need. However, fighting battles on your own is not always useful either, especially regarding systems characterised by inequality, and can lead to more stress. Likewise, if you are supporting someone else, it can be beneficial to first approach this from a place of wanting to empower them to use their voice and feel capable of asking for what they deserve. But if you recognise that someone is experiencing significant stress because of needing to relentlessly fight to get what they need, it may be time to ask them what you can do. 
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