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Introduction
My first report for CareKnowledge explored the mismatch between an accepted
intellectual understanding of the importance of supervision and what is possible in
today’s practice environment. It argued that until there is a focus on promoting
positive relationships throughout the whole organisation, supervision is unlikely to
move beyond compliance, to a point where it is integral to supporting critically
reflective practice.
This second report takes this argument further with a more detailed look at those
elements of supervision practice that are essential, whatever the environment or
practice methodology being employed in a social work/social care team. It sets this
within the context of supervision as an activity linked to, but distinct from, the
management tasks that all too readily consume the time available for supervisory
practice.
Ensuring effective supervision, as distinct from management, is not an argument for
the supervisor always being a different person from the manager, as there are
advantages to an integrated approach whereby knowledge of the person and
management of their practice is not split. It is an argument for supervision practice to
move beyond management oversight to the provision of a contained space where
complex issues and emotions can be grappled with, difficult questions asked, and
plans agreed.
Too often, time is taken up in supervision with management tasks that can be dealt
with in other ways. Proper use of management information outside of supervision will
give factual information about patterns of visiting, completion of records and HR
issues such as sickness and annual leave.
Supervision is the place to explore the meaning of this information, including any
factors that might be inhibiting practice. Management (in its broadest sense) is part
of this process and is one of the functions of supervision cited in common definitions
(Morrison 2005). This has too readily been taken to mean that supervision needs to
include checking task completion rather than being an approach to ensuring quality
practice through critical thinking, reflection and consideration of the dynamics of
relationships across the system.
There are various methods for supervision delivery including one-to-one provided by
the manager, one-to-one provided by someone external to the management
hierarchy and group sessions. There has also been a move to consider whether
differing practice methods require a particular type of supervision. For example, does
“systemic practice” need “systemic supervision”? Does use of a strengths-based
approach to practice need strengths-based supervision?
Although the supervisor will need to feel confident in their understanding of the
practice approach being used, this report is written from the belief that the central
requirements of good supervision transcend practice methods. These requirements
include providing emotional support, space to think, challenge and a sustained focus
on the needs of those using the service.

This report is not the place for a discussion about practical arrangements for
supervision as this will, by necessity, vary according to the needs, culture and
approach of the organisation. It is the place for discussion about the core
components of supervision: the “practice essentials” whatever the context.
Supervision Practice – beyond the management task
Supervision in social work and social care settings will rarely be about simple
problems that are amenable to simple solutions and supervision practice needs to
reflect this. Working with human relationships in a dynamic social system, where
resources are too often scarce, will almost inevitably create a number of complex
problems that require complex solutions. In thinking about the implications for
supervision practice, the work of Grint (2008) might be helpful here.
Grint identifies 3 levels of problem:
1. Critical problems – which result in very little time for decision making, there is
virtually no uncertainty about what needs to be done and clear decisive
direction is required.
2. Tame problems – which may be complicated but are likely to have occurred
before, and will be solved if the appropriate processes are applied to the
situation.
3. Wicked problems – which are complex rather than complicated, have not
occurred before, have no clear answers and need a collaborative approach to
tackling the issue at hand.
Although managers may well be involved in responding to all three types of problems
(often in relation to one case), it is in respect of working with wicked problems that
supervision comes into its own. It is in this space that the role of the supervisor, as
practice leader, is crucial, with the capacity to ask the questions that are going to
address the emotional, intellectual and practical aspects of the issue confronting the
practitioner.
Examples of critical, tame, and wicked problems in social care

A critical problem

A tame problem

A wicked problem

A child has presented at
hospital with a nonaccidental injury

This is a critical problem
that requires immediate
action. The management
task will be to make sure
that action is taken to
immediately protect the
child from harm.

Plans are in place to
protect the child from
immediate harm and
longer-term protection
and plans need to be
agreed.

The management task is
to ensure that child
protection procedures are
followed.

Information indicates that
the injury could have

This is a problem that will
not be solved by

been caused by one of
several people, There has
been minimal past
involvement with the
family by any professional
although there is
evidence that the child’s
mother had previously
asked for support but
threshold was not
reached for any
intervention beyond
universal services. There
are now disagreements
within the professional
network as to whether the
injured child should be
returned home.

procedure alone.
Although the team will
have faced managing a
non-accidental injury
before, each family
situation and professional
network is unique. This
problem requires
collaboration with others,
critical thinking and
reflection.
Management alone will
not be effective without
supervision which
recognises the multiple
factors affecting views
across the network, works
with anxiety and
uncertainty and asks
challenging questions.

Working with critical and tame problems may be part of the day to day practice of a
social work/social care team but these can generally be dealt with through
management action rather than supervision. It is in confronting wicked problems that
supervision needs to move beyond management tasks to practice that asks
questions, rather than providing solutions, and that manages the uncertainty that is
associated with working with people. This is supervision practice that can sit
comfortably in whatever structure and delivery mechanism the organisation has
chosen.
Grint (2008) summarises a number of techniques for working with wicked problems:









Asking questions not providing answers
Relationships over structures
Reflecting on, rather than reacting to
Positive deviance (adopting solutions that go against the dominant culture)
Encouraging constructive dissent
Using negative capability – remaining comfortable with uncertainty
Using collective intelligence
Building a community of fate, not a fatalistic community – working with others
to build a collective identity and effect change
 Adopting an empathetic rather than egotistic approach – the ability to step into
another’s shoes

If we work on the assumption that successful supervision will be able to tackle
wicked problems, the essential practice tools to do the job will need to support all the

techniques outlined above. The following sections of this report uses the framework
below to identify and group those core practice essentials.
1. Developing and reviewing the supervision relationship – providing a contained
space where practitioners are able to explore emotional responses and work
with uncertainty.
2. Challenging practitioners to think differently and creatively.
3. Using collaboration and the expertise of others.
4. Bringing service users into the supervisory process.
Underpinning all these aspects of supervision will be a method of recording the
supervision process and the decisions made. This is not simply for accountability
purposes (although that is important) but clear recording supports joint reflection on
progress and a means by which a shared understanding can be agreed.
Finally, perhaps the most important practice essential is for organisations to
recognise the support that supervisors need in order to work with the wicked
problems that face them in practice, every day. Too often supervisors are thrown in
at the deep end with minimal training and support. The supervision received by
supervisors may be more focused on organisational demands than allowing
reflection on their own role as a supervisor and the dilemmas that they may be facing
in working with their supervisees. This needs to be re-evaluated and supervisors
empowered to demand the standard of supervision that they are expected to give
others.
Although all these aspects of supervision, including associated supervision tools,
have been fully explored elsewhere (for example Morrison 2005; Wonnacott 2014),
this report draws out the essential components of the task. From the perspective of
the author, these are not “nice to have” but are crucial to the success of the
supervisory endeavour. Organisations may wish to consider the extent to which they
are features of day-to-day supervisory practice and if not, what are the obstacles
preventing them from being adopted as standard practice.
Developing and reviewing the supervisory relationship
This is fundamental, however supervision is being delivered; either individually or in
groups.
Although causal links cannot be proven, it is not unreasonable to assume that where
supervisors are able to build good relationships with supervisees, practitioners will in
turn be more likely to develop positive relationships with service users. Time and
time again, we hear that what is important to service users is the capacity of the
practitioner to be “real” and “genuine” showing that they “really care” yet practitioners
may be expected to show this behaviour without a similar experience themselves
within their organisations.
There are perhaps more challenges in relationship-development between supervisor
and supervisee in group settings and there is the additional issue of creating safe
relationships across the group. However, as with supervision delivered one to one,
practitioners need to feel contained and safe if they are to share uncertainties and

anxieties, as well as successes and the group leader has a responsibility to develop
group relationships where this can happen.
Key features in any setting will be:
1. An authentic supervisor who is genuine and acts in a way consistent with their
stated beliefs and values.
2. A supervisor who is interested in their supervisees for who they are, where
they have come from and their practice aspirations.
3. The capacity to create of a safe, contained space where boundaries are clear
and maintained.
4. Re- evaluation of the supervisory relationship built into the process.
Various tools can be used to assist relationship development, but these will be
meaningless if the supervisor does not really believe the important role they can play
in developing a sound relationship. Where such tools are used as a form-filling or
tick-box exercise they are unlikely to achieve anything useful.
Reviewing the relationship demonstrates its importance, yet too often this is not built
into the process. Again, tools can help as long as there is a genuine commitment to
hearing constructive feedback and a desire to work together to maintain and improve
the relationship.
Tools for developing and reviewing the relationship might seem very obvious and
simple, but all too often, in the desire to get on with the “real work” in a pressured
environment, little use is made of them or they are used in a perfunctory way. These
tools might include:
1. Putting on the agenda, at the first session, a time to discuss both supervisor’s
and supervisee’s work history, experience and professional interests. This is
also easily incorporated into group supervision settings.
2. Exploring with supervisees their previous experience of supervision through
using a supervision history. This is a structured method and includes asking
supervisees to:
• List their previous supervisors and significant figures such as mentors
or coaches
• Think about the impact each relationship had on them and their
practice at the time. What helped and what hindered?
• What might the impact of these relationships have on them as a
supervisee?
Again, this can be used in groups.
3. Negotiating and establishing a supervision agreement. Too often this is seen
as a bureaucratic task rather than as essential element of supervision that
takes account of the uniqueness of each supervisory relationship. It is through
the agreement that the expectations of the organisation and the supervisor

can be clearly established within the context of the individual supervisee’s
needs and expectations. Key elements of a successful agreement are:
• It is unique to the individual supervisee (or group of supervisees) and
supervisor
• It sets out expectations of the process from the perspective of those
involved.
• It establishes what individuals are bringing to the process (for example
work experience, past experience of supervision)
• It is clear about power differentials and how any difficulties or
differences of opinion will be resolved.
• It is recorded.
4. Using supervisee feedback questionnaires. Organisations may have their own
methods of obtaining feedback on the quantity and quality of supervision, but
it is important that supervisors have a tool which can enable them to obtain
personal feedback from individual supervisees. Although this can be done
verbally, supervisees may feel able to be more honest when they can stop,
and think outside the session. One possible format may be to ask supervisees
on a scale of 1-10 to rate the following ten statements:
• Supervision is based on an individually negotiated agreement with my
supervisor
• Supervision is regular and uninterrupted.
• Supervision provides a safe place to reflect on my work.
• Supervision celebrates success and learning from what went well.
• Supervision helps me to explore areas for improvement in my practice.
• Supervision challenges me to think differently.
• Supervision explores the impact of emotions on my decision making.
• Supervision provides support to manage anxiety and stressful
situations.
• Supervision helps me to reflect on how relationships with colleagues
within and external to the organisation may be affecting my practice.
• It is clear who has responsibility for recording supervision decisions on
the service users file and general discussions on the supervision file.
The ratings can then be brought to supervision and used as a means of reviewing
both the relationship and its impact on practice.
Challenging thinking
This a crucial aspect of supervision which moves beyond tasks and process.
In the example of a wicked problem given in the table above, one solution may be to
adopt a risk-averse position and take action to remove the child from the family, or
alternatively a more optimistic approach may be taken whereby the child is returned
with a support package in place. Whatever the preferred position, it is possible that

confirmation bias will come into play, whereby practitioners gather and share
information that confirms their point of view, rather than being open to contradictory
information. Thinking may become stuck, with alternative hypotheses and solutions
not explored.
Although the system may become entrenched with a focus on one solution, there will
be a range of other potential options as well. It is the role of supervision to ask the
challenging questions that are needed to make sure any final decision is fully
defensible. Questions will need to include:
 What are the factors driving the immediate response of the practitioner
including values, attitudes and past experiences?
 How might relationships and power structures within the multi-agency network
be affecting the way that information is presented and interpreted by others?
 What might be the unintended consequences of any chosen course of action?
Various supervision tools have been developed to assist critical thinking including
the discrepancy matrix developed by Tony Morrison and the author (Wonnacott
2014) which was specifically designed to work with biases and assumptions in
supervision. This tool - see diagram below - prompts a review of known information
in relation to:





Firm ground information
Assumption led information
Ambiguous information
Missing information

Decision trees (Munro 2008) are another tool which can challenge both supervisor
and supervisee to explore alternative solutions. These provide a structured format for
thinking about the likelihood and desirability of consequences associated with
specific decisions.
Collaboration and the expertise of others
Collaboration is at the heart of good practice in human services organisations and
wicked problems are unlikely to be solved by individuals alone. The management
response might be to make sure the right boxes have been ticked in respect of
gathering information, but the supervision task will be to make sense of that
information and explore the meaning of any differing points of view.
Too often, differences of opinion are immediately seen as something that needs to
be “escalated” – a management response using escalation policies and procedures.
A more productive approach might be for supervision to explore why differences of
opinion have occurred, what information this reveals about both the case and
professional relationships. Facilitating working together rather than taking polarised
positions is more likely to get to the heart of the problem. There is no one simple tool
or solution but the following may be helpful.
 Using the supervision session to ask the supervisee to put themselves in the
shoes of others who have alternative points of view and describe the case
from their perspective.

 Exploring whether there is the possibility of a joint supervision between the
two parties? i.e. both practitioners with their supervisors discussing the
problem.
 Considering whether there is an independent facilitator who could be called
upon to work with the practitioners? This may have cost implications and, if it
is used, thought will need to be given as to how the decisions made at this
session will be fed back into the supervision and management systems of the
individual practitioners.
Alongside this, engaging with, and drawing on, the range of expertise needed in any
one situation will require thinking about where the expertise lies in individual
situations (across family and professional networks) rather than relying on checklists
and procedures.
One practice tool that has been usefully deployed in thinking about where expertise
lies within the system is an ecomap. This involves putting the service user/family at
the centre of a piece of paper and drawing around them all those agencies and/or
individuals who know them well or are involved in working with them. If this is done
collaboratively, between supervisor and supervisee, it can confirm where knowledge
and expertise can be harnessed to its best advantage and contribute towards more
effective assessment and plans.
Putting service users at the heart of the process
Supervision exists to improve the way in which we work with service users and
ultimately to make a positive difference to their lives, yet their voice may be absent
from the supervision process.
In work with adults, the Care Act (2014) includes service users’ involvement in
decision making as a core principle and within children's social care the expectation
is that all practitioners follow the principles of the Children Acts 1989 ad 2004. This
children’s legislation is clear that the welfare of the child is paramount and guidance,
(Working Together 2018) specifies that: anyone working with children should see
and speak to the child; listen to what they say; take their views seriously; and work
with them and their families collaboratively when deciding how to support their
needs.
How these imperatives inform supervision is fundamental to effective supervision
practice.
Exploring service user involvement in adult health and care supervision, Marrable
and Lambley (2016) begin to think about ways of bringing service users into the
process through discussing service users’ views on the service (for example as
raised at residents’ meetings) and making sure that individual wishes are
represented within supervision sessions. This should be no different within children's
social care.
Supervision that exists in isolation from individuals and their families is unlikely to
improve the wellbeing of the service user or the practitioner themselves. By bringing
the user into the room, (figuratively speaking in most cases) it is possible to not only

focus on desired outcomes and plans but also aspects of the practitioner/service
user relationship that may be helping or hindering the work. Important questions
such as “how might you be perceived by x”, “what would x say about how they are
being treated if they were in this room”, are crucial to understanding what might be
helping or hindering progress.
Serious Case Reviews have too often discussed the failure to hear the voice of the
child. I would argue that one place to start hearing this voice is within supervision.
Fundamental questions within child and family supervision must be:
 If the child were with us today what would they be saying about their life?
 Who has the ear of the child and what has the child been saying to them?
 What does the behaviour of the child communicate to us about their lived
experience?
Recording in supervision
No discussion of practice essentials can fail to note the importance of recording.
Although it can be seen as a time consuming chore, stopping and thinking about its
purpose brings the need for good recording into sharp relief. Two types of records
will need to be kept: those relating to individual cases and those relating to individual
practitioners. Some key reasons to record are:
 Providing a record that can contribute towards review of the supervisee’s
professional development, overall wellbeing at work and review of the
supervisory relationship
 Providing a record that can be accessed by the service user (now or later) to
explain why decisions were made
 Focusing attention on service users’ views and progress towards outcomes
 Providing a means whereby the supervisor and supervisee can agree a
shared understanding of issues discussed and next steps.
Supporting and developing supervisors
The practice messages here are for both supervisors and the organisations that
employ them.
Being a supervisor can be a lonely role and often the opportunities for peer support
are limited. It will be for supervisors to consider whether they are getting sufficient
training, support and supervision to help them in their job with enough opportunities
to reflect on their own supervision practice. If not, this needs to be raised within their
organisation.
Leaders need to approach the development and maintenance of effective
supervision as a wicked problem in itself, rather than one which will be solved purely
by having the right procedures in place. Questions need to be asked of themselves
and others including:
 Do we know how supervision is viewed within our organisation by both
supervisors and supervisees?
 Do we know what actually happens in supervision?

 How do our supervisors develop and maintain their skills?
 What would supervisors say about the support that is available when they are
struggling with a relationship with a supervisee?
Tools that might help both supervisors and leaders are:
 Opportunities for senior leaders to develop supervision skills and reflect on
their own practice
 Action learning sets/communities of practice where supervisors can learn,
reflect on their practice and support each other
 Observations of supervision sessions by senior leaders followed by three-way
feedback between observer, supervisor and supervisee.
This last method needs thought and preparation, otherwise it might be seen as a topdown management approach rather than a tool for supporting and developing
supervisors. Done well it can have huge advantages, as it gives senior leaders an
opportunity to engage directly with practice dilemmas, understand what is happening
within supervision and work together with supervisors and front-line practitioners to
maximise the positive impact of supervision. It will work best within an organisational
culture which is already perceived as supporting learning – a “learning organisation”.
Concluding Thoughts
In this report I have tried to look at the essential elements of supervision within the
context of the wider issues that affect supervision practice. One important message
is that any discussion of practice essentials must move beyond a simple list of “do’s
and don’ts” or “tools to use”. Frameworks and tools will only make a positive
difference if they are used within an organisational culture that supports supervision.
They also need to address the complex nature of both the activity of supervision
itself and the work that practitioners are doing. Supervision needs to move beyond
management tasks to a focus on wicked problems.
I would suggest that supervision arrangements and practice will vary between
organisations and the individuals within them, but whatever approach is taken the
following must be present if supervision is to have a positive impact.
 An unyielding focus on the service user and their needs and bringing their
“voice” into supervision.
 A belief throughout the organisation that relationships matter.
 Attention paid within supervision to the development and maintenance of a
positive relationship which provides a safe contained environment where
challenging conversations can take place.
 An expectation that supervision will provide emotional support as well as
helping practitioners to think creatively and differently about their practice.
 A focus on the interface and relationships with other agencies, practitioners
and wider family – harnessing expertise across the system.
 Good clear recording in the appropriate records
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