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SUPERVISION GROUPS AND ACTION LEARNING SETS

First: entire presentation can be downloaded, web address on handouts

Outline of presentation 

· Definitions, origins and theory of supervision in facilitation, coaching and consultancy

· Supervision theory: the reflection process 

· Advantages and limitations of group supervision 

· So how is supervision in a group different to one-to-one? 
· Supervision groups and action learning sets
· Finally: members’ views of the gains from action learning 

Definitions, origins and theory of supervision in facilitation, coaching and consultancy

Two definitions of supervision
	Historical definition:


	Functional definition:



	“Supervision is a mechanism for safeguarding quality of work, and developing professional skill and competence, adopted into coaching from the analogous professions of counselling, psychotherapy and social work.”  


	“Supervision is a relationship in which the practitioner can reflect on and develop her/his practice and understanding in her/his client work.”




The 1st definition reflects the derivation of the mostly widely-used models of supervising from the counselling field
. The basic model is one of apprenticeship, with little attention to individual learning styles.   
Arguably ‘supervision’ is not the correct term for the 2nd definition, in which a professional chooses to consult another, or a group of others, about their client work.  A hierarchical relationship is implied by the term, but is not necessarily part of the process.  I have been engaged in this process for 20 years, often with other labels, such as ‘consultation’, or ‘thinking partnership’.  But for today we will use the widely adopted term ‘supervision’, after noting reservations about it.  Similarly I will use the generic term ‘coach’ for the practitioner, who may well be acting as facilitator, consultant or set advisor.
The fundamental idea is that to reflect regularly about our work with one or more others helps us develop a deeper understanding, resolve dilemmas and develop a more coherent and considered practice.

What theory underpins how supervision helps with our professional work?
There is little distinct theory of individual supervision, even in the field of psychotherapy, where supervision is sometimes wryly described as ‘a practice in search of a theory’
.  
Similarly, while group supervision is common, it is ‘widely practiced but little understood’
.   

Supervision models tend to be practice-oriented: Bernard & Goodyear
 give a good account. The development of supervision theory has been slow, the single and outstanding exception being Searles’ discovery of the reflection process
.   

Supervision theory: the reflection process

Also Known As

· Parallel process

· Isomorphism

· Refracted counter-transference

This is the process through which the dynamics of the work described are reflected in supervision as the work is recounted.  This is experienced again and again in our action learning sets – as a member presents their dilemma, the dynamics of the situation and the feelings of the various players come alive in the reactions of the set members.  It is a crucial process in action learning; it is a crucial process in group supervision.  In one sense all action learning sets are supervision groups – centrally concerned with learning and applying learning to work practice.
While present in individual supervision, the reflection process is far more powerfully present in groups – making it an incredibly rich source of data in action learning sets, and in supervision groups.  Supervision of groups, such as action learning sets, in groups, is therefore a more powerful reflective tool than individual supervision can be. 

Vignette 1 is a relatively simple example of how the reflection process – sometimes called parallel process – works in a supervision group.  The client’s feelings that paralyze him are communicated to the coach, who then communicates them to the group, including the supervisor.  Words are only a small part of the communication: tone, pace and gesture communicate the emotional content of the dilemma.  Different members of the group hold different parts of the puzzle, according to their own predilections and experiences.

How is it that these competent professionals (all the way up the chain) were temporarily so gripped by these primitive emotions?  It is because the strength of the feelings provoked and unconsciously communicated are mirrored and amplified in the experience of the hearers.  They resonate in the group -- all could feel some part of the emotion communicated, and some connection with it.  Used consciously, this resonance, and the amplification which is called ‘condenser phenomena’ in group analytic language, is a unique strength of group supervision.   By fully experiencing the problem and then, in response to the supervisor’s enquiry, regaining the capacity to reflect, the group was able to contain the coach’s panic and so the client’s.  Group members also learned something about the impact of such apparently normal business decisions, and how to work with them, through the reflection process.   

What would have happened if the link between the material and the feelings in the group had not been spotted?  We can’t know for certain, but it is likely that members and/ or supervisor would have been left feeling frustrated and powerless, with a sense of ‘unfinished business’, and the presenting coach would not so soon have recovered his confidence.  

The reflection process and supervision of groups 
Even in individual supervision there are three people involved, two 

of whom -- the client and the supervisor -- never meet, but who are connected by their relationships with the coach.  Taking into account the conscious and unconscious parts of the three people involved, client, coach and supervisor, there are twelve possible axes of communication
.  The reflection process operates through the medium of the coach’s relationships with both client and supervisor, particularly the unconscious aspects.

Refer to diagrams on handout 

Where the supervision is in a group, the possibilities for communication, conscious and unconscious, increase by a factor for each additional person in the group, and where the work supervised is with a team or a group, it multiplies again.  Its complexity can be seen in the second diagram, where each coach presents a team or group of four.   It is the extraordinary power of the reflection process that helps us first surface the dynamics, and then, through use of careful reflection on our responses, select the most relevant and develop a hypothesis to guide the coach’s next steps.  

Although this sounds highly complicated in theory, as we attune and learn to use the reflection process, we can achieve an extraordinarily fine degree of focus on the important issues.  As each coach presents, the dynamics of the group presented are experienced in the supervision group.  As this is articulated, it becomes possible for what was previously unconscious to come into consciousness and be thought about, so that conscious choices can be made about focus and strategies.   

The reflection process: beware 

When first working with the reflection process, it is not uncommon to be captivated by its remarkable power to illuminate previously unthought of aspects of a situation.  Supervisors and group members can easily be seduced into assuming an unwarranted degree of certainty about their interpretations.  Beware.

The reflection process needs to be used thoughtfully.  The process twists and turns through the psyches of many people on its route to the supervision group; its expression in the supervision group will include distortions arising from the perspectives of each member of the group, including the supervisor
.

While it sheds strong light on the problem presented, the mirroring is not exact, as vignette 2 shows.  What it does reflect accurately is the underlying feeling that is unable to be thought about, the obstacle to progress.   It is important that the owner of the presentation is respected as the final arbiter of the use of the data arising from the reflection process. 

Working with the reflection process

To aid the fluent use of parallel process, the supervisor can encourage a kind of group reverie
 or free association to the material presented.  Group members are encouraged to listen quietly to the presenter, paying attention to their internal responses – fantasies, memories and thoughts, and then to choose something to share.  Group members’ comments have the purpose neither of supporting or criticizing the presenter, but simply of opening up a new angle.  Group reverie has some common ground with the Balint method described on page Error! Bookmark not defined..  The impact of each person sharing their responses without judgment can illuminate previously un-noticed aspects of the case, and, as the group matures, builds a common language and way of working together.  

`

The reflection process affects all supervision groups to some degree, and it is helpful for supervisors to bear it in mind, even where it is not used as a primary tool in supervision.  Where ignored, it can disrupt and undermine supervision.  To work with it, the supervisor needs training in working with awareness of unconscious dynamics.  It will often take some time for a new supervision group to develop skill in working at this level, even if some of the members are similarly trained.  The reflection process is at work, but a new group needs to become accustomed to working with each other on the irrational and inexplicable.  The power of this way of working to illuminate practice dilemmas provides the motivation, but the capacity develops only through use.

For anxious groups or less experienced practitioners, the method has some pitfalls.  Using personal reactions in this way requires members to have a personal maturity, and an ability to distinguish between exploration in the service of improving client work (supervision) and of personal growth (therapy).  Some experience of personal therapy, particularly in a group, aids members in keeping the boundaries clear, but it is the supervisor’s role to help the group stay within them.  

Advantages and limitations of group supervision

The limitations are charted by Carroll [1996]
, and include:
· The possibility of supervisees receiving sufficient time and attention

· Disruption of work through rivalry and competition

· Overload

· Inappropriate use of supervision time.  

The supervisor can address and minimize all these through astute and assertive leadership.  An active stance is needed, in structuring the group, setting the right tone, articulating what is needed  and challenging departures from desired group norms.  Supervision can also be limited by a failure to engage with the implications of diversity in the group.  For example, a white Western supervisor working with a group entirely composed of coaches from other cultures, must be sensitive to the impact of seen and felt differences, and the broader implications of his/ her position, in order to hold the group effectively.  S/he must be curious, willing to question and learn.

Bernard & Goodyear [2009] list nine advantages of group supervision: 
· Economies of time, costs and expertise

· Opportunities for vicarious learning
· Breadth of client exposure
· More diverse feedback
· More understandable feedback [because supervisees speak each others’ language better than does the ‘expert’ supervisor]

· A more rounded supervisor picture of each supervisee [through observation in different interactions]

· Learning supervision skills
· Normalising experiences
· The particular value of the reflection process in supervising work with teams and groups.  

So how is supervision in a group different to one-to-one?

Supervision groups offer multiple mirroring relationships to the facilitator to reflect on their practice.  Supervision groups are particularly valuable in supervising group and team coaching, because their dynamics more fully mirror the dynamics in the work.

In a group, each member has the experience of being supervised, and of supervising as a member of the group.  The capacity of the supervisor to understand is augmented by the capacities of all the other members, who participate in both ways.  The supervisor has a triple role, nurturing the individual members and the group’s capacity to work effectively, while also attending to the work presented.  This fluidity of role makes supervision groups more effective than individual supervision at developing confidence and independence alongside competence. 

Supervision groups and action learning sets

Supervision groups are in essence learning groups, and thus have much in common with action learning sets.  All the advantages that broaden and enrich learning in action learning sets apply to supervision groups: by engaging in depth with others’ work, they strengthen interpersonal sensitivity and provide a multiple sounding board generating a range of alternative strategies and styles of feedback.  They are fundamentally more egalitarian than one-to-one supervision, particularly when the coaches in the group are themselves experienced.  The supervisor is part of the group too, a kind of ‘first among equals’ bringing greater experience and training to the table, and crucially, the ability to ‘hold’ the process of learning with its uncertainty and difficulty 
.  

Like action learning sets and Balint groups, supervision groups usually rely on turntaking.  It is possible to use an action learning structure within a supervision group – preferably modified to allow the data from the reflection process fully to enter the discussion.

The superficial process may seem deceptively simple, as each member in turn presents an aspect of their work for collective reflection, but these are groups with a peculiar complexity of underlying process.  The coach supervisor is attending to the needs of the supervisee presenting, of the group, and to the piece of work being presented.  S/he is holding the focus of the group, assisting each member with the client work presented, to the forefront, in the face of many fascinating alternatives. If s/he is analytically trained, her/his attention is hovering between the conscious and unconscious communications presented in the work, and to be deduced in the group, so as to surface the fullest possible picture of ‘what is really going on’.   
Finally: members’ views of the gains from action learning 

I would like to give the last word on the benefits of group membership to some group members.  During 2007 and 2008 I facilitated and simultaneously researched the processes in an action learning set and a supervision group, with the same members, who were training as action learning set advisors.  They were eloquent about their gains, which coincide with the findings of a broader piece of research.

· Use of open questioning in work and life habits

· Growth of self-awareness

· Growth of understanding, confidence and skills as a group facilitator

· Learning to ask better questions 

· Learning to challenge performance deficits such as poor questioning

· Letting go of anxious control in a group situation 

· Self restraint and pace: waiting and thinking before speaking

· Managing the beginning of the group 

· Learning to say what hasn’t been said.
Christine Thornton

May 2011

Adapted from Group and team coaching, Routledge, 2010

Please reproduce only with acknowledgement, and in the case of extracts exceeding 100 words, with permission.
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