RENEWING EXPERIENCE

Group Supervision: A reflective
and creative space

Rose Falzon

Groups challenge us and reward us in ways in which individual relationships do not (Rose, C 2001: 6)

Introduction

In this article, | enquire about the perception and use of creativity and innovation in group supervision, taking
into account also the setting and culture one works in.

| come from the cultural framework of a densely populated small island, embracing both the westernized realm
as well as that created through the multi-layered historical and social traditions. The following are experiential
narratives from supervisors and supervisees, working in diverse settings but in the same tight community. All

names and some particular aspects leading to any identification were changed to protect confidentiality.

Methodology

Qualitative research is exploratory and inductive in nature highlighting the understanding of a particular phe-
nomenon in its context. Although there is not a single unitary reality as contexts and experiences differ, | en-
visaged that lived experiences can render richer descriptions and illustrations. In this article as a practitioner
researcher | wanted to understand and gain further meaning about the perceptions and use of creativity in
group supervision. Therefore, | chose to ‘write from the inside’ (Ellis, 1995) and understand the meaning of lived
experience through lived narratives. Though the experiences are unique to the participants, they can also be
transported and representative to help other supervisors and supervisees connect and create their own meaning

and understanding.

Strengths and Limitations of using narratives and case
vignettes in research

Case vignettes and narratives are situated and defined by the nature of the research and the research rationale

and question. There are both strengths and limitations to the choice of any particular methodology in research.
A limitation to utilizing case vignettes and narratives as a research methodology is that the data collected may

not necessarily be generalized to all other situations and they do not contribute to numerical representation.

Case vignettes and meaning emerging may also be subjective to the researcher and reader. There are also more
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ethical considerations to take into account when undergoing this type of research, such as, confidentiality, safety,

personal integrity, sensitivity of information, and possible prejudices and biases of the researcher.

However using narratives and case vignettes ground the exploration in lived reality, and thus facilitates richer de-
scriptions and depth immersed in lived reality with emphasis on immersion in the context. Thus case representa-
tion facilitates richness of data that can help generate new understanding, insight and meaning. Case vignettes
also vividly and concretely depict the processes involved in relationships. Though they cannot be generically rep-
resentative, each narrative can tell us about situations further beyond the actual experiences presented. Despite
their idiosyncratic nature case vignettes and narratives can be conveyed beyond the original backdrop of study
as findings can resonate in other settings and contexts.

Taking all the above into consideration, inquiry through the narratives and case studies is a means by which |
endeavour to portray lived experiences through rich data depicted with further understanding and meaning
generated, emerging from the case studies themselves.

Etherington’s statement (2000: 252) encapsulates my choice of methodology: “I am not setting out to prove
or disprove hypotheses, to collect data across large numbers of people, to collect standard deviation statistics
representing units of variability, or to verify the presence of cause and effect relationships between variables”,
but to give a voice, shed light and gain insight on the use of creativity in group supervision from the participants’

perspectives who are practitioners and supervisors themselves.

Narrative 1: Two supervision groups discussed

In the narrative below, Yvonne reflects on two supervision groups that she formed part of and her experience in
each.

“Certain episodes mark my experience of being in a group context. | enjoyed being and 00participating in groups
from a young age especially in youth groups, voluntary working groups and also team work in the employment
environment. Groups enriched me, taught me and helped me to reflect upon the multi-layered field created. |
concur with Buber’s words that the whole is bigger than the sum of its parts; the dynamics created through the
participation of each group member is bigger than what each participant individually contributes.

Two supervision groups that | was part of left me with substantially differing feelings. Ongoing and regular super-
vision were both distinctive aspects of these two groups and these experiences occurred consecutively in my life.
One supervision group was held in the context of an agency and supervisees had no choice in its formation.
Perceiving it retrospectively, the bonding in this group was never strong as it was too large and three sub-groups
within this group were formed. Some comments and observations coming from the group supervisor were too
incisive and somewhat authoritarian and were not challenged within the group. However these emerging feel-

ings and perceptions were being mentioned or acknowledged outside the group context, with the colleagues
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one felt comfortable with. | entered the supervision group with quite a naive stance, supposing that in there |
will have the boundaries of trust, confidentiality and safety. So when | experienced these negative feelings, | did
not immediately acknowledge them as a group experience but questioned myself and my competence in a group
context. What was crucial for me was the breaking of this isolation | was feeling in the group by sharing with oth-
er group members, who themselves expressed their own negative experiences in the setting. | started realizing
that the group was led in a very authoritarian style which progressively made supervisees adopt non-beneficial
strategies in the group setting including; wearing masks, being passive or guarded, giving wary responses and
having inhibiting silences. This was the opposite to my belief in supervision as being free flowing or encouraging
spontaneous creativity conducive to experiential learning and thus providing personal and professional reflective
space.

In a second subsequent group which | chose to be in, | initially adopted a guarded stance due to the previous
group supervision events. However slowly, with new formed experiences within this group, | went through sev-
eral changes including; feeling supported and yet safe when sessions involved challenging and immediacy, trust
with others and the supervisor, and the safe space to explore leading to personal and professional growth. The
group supervisor believed in a more participatory and positive relational stance where participants offered re-
flections, perceptions and feelings created in the group field, allowing more active participation and creativity.
As a consequence, the group moved towards a more co-operative standpoint, where the supervisor was mainly
a facilitator while there was more active contribution from supervisees.

In this context, | felt free and self-confident to draw on my own practitioner and personal experience and col-

laboratively process narratives brought by my colleagues to supervision.”

Observations

Cantwell (1992:72) declares that “very little learning occurs in a negative atmosphere, and positive support and
good vibes are endemic of learning.” Rather than breaking down the isolation of each practitioner, the first group
described above, created ambivalent isolation, masked feelings and experiences of being judged. It also led to
the formation of cliques outside to counterbalance the exclusion occurring in the group. This contradicts the
purpose of supervision which is mainly “to maximize the constructive and healthy nature of any counselling re-
lationship presented for supervision in addition to attending the well-being of the counsellor” (Bond 2000: 181).
The second group referred to, was creative and supportive, nurturing genuine and open communication without
disconnectedness, thus being also a source that diminished the isolation of the practitioner role. This ambience
enhanced a flow of collaboratively created ideas and a fulfilling experience where achievements were acknowl-
edged and celebrated as a group, while also giving space for challenging, immediacy, empowering feedback and
respectful evaluation.

Creativity may also be supported or hindered in the group supervision adopted. Proctor (2000) mentions four
types of groups for supervision; authoritative, participative, co-operative and peer. Although group process may
reflect a particular group typology, there can be a movement between these types of supervision groups accord-

ing to the needs developing. This can occur if both the supervisor and supervisees are present to thedynamics,
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situations and phenomenology of the field, thus creating a setting where beneficial interactions, awareness,
processing, insight and transformative growth are possible.

Narrative 2: Supervision embedded in a particular so-
cio-cultural context

Janet is describing a case she presented in group supervision where the clients hail from a very traditional inter-
related context.

“| presented a case in supervision where the clients were a couple planning to get married in a year’s time and
hailed from a very traditional village. The difficulties presented concerned traditional positioning and rivalry at-
titudes between their families of origin. This situation was causing severe factions and arguments between the
couple, who both had different beliefs to their family of origin and were moving out from the village, but still felt
ambivalent and occasionally guilty due to the arguments presented in their respective families. Hailing from a
different background, | needed to capture the backdrop presented and the tensions created by the modern and
traditional in this couple’s life circumstances.

When | presented this case, different concerns and viewpoints permeated in the group itself and this reflected a
parallel process mirroring the couple’s experience and the diverse cultural backgrounds. The group supervisor
encouraged these reflections and standpoints which were conducive to a journey of creative learning, under-

standing, processing perceptions and possible interventions.”

Observations

Supervision is also embedded in the culture we are working in. Fundamental differences regarding one’s com-
munity also permeate the group supervision arena, sometimes unknowingly and without awareness. Clarkson
(2000: 175) states that the role of culture on supervision has rarely been researched and “collusive ignorance of
these issues or avoidance of these issues can be profound and habitual”.

Cultural differences may not very conspicuous but tacitly present in therapy and supervision. Lago and Thomp-
son (1997) focus on the false view that can be given of clients’ difficulties if the cultural context is not taken into
consideration and | believe this also concerns supervision.

Adopting an uninvolved distant position or the polar opposite of enmeshment, will decrease the insight needed
to reflect on socio-cultural factors permeating supervision. Embedding oneself in the context is a journey that
creates awareness of the collective identity experiences, while still retaining the individual sense of identity.
Creativity rather than rigid positioning is required when working in a backdrop of multi-cultural backgrounds and
diversity, or a context where the traditional continually intermingles with the modern. Creativity in supervision
may include resources that contribute to collective memory from the interplay of the social-cultural context, the

personal backgrounds of group members and also the clients presented.
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Narrative 3: Creativity and Parallel Process

Brenda has been part of a supervision group made up of five therapists and the supervisor who encourages
creative reflection and input. In the narrative below, Brenda describes how through group supervision, parallel
processes may be identified:

“I had a client married to a foreigner, who came for counselling due to experiencing severe stress in her mar-
riage. With the passage of time, the client started to realize that her husband might have had several ulterior
motives to marry, some being to gain the resident identity card, passport and freedom to work. From two sepa-
rate sources, my client heard that her husband was already married but this could not be proven since he hailed
from a country where citizen information is not forwarded. Her husband, stating safety issues for his family as the
reason, never gave her the addresses of his home of origin, no bank account information or any other personal
information. This client had significant dependency traits and was also indecisive. During the sessions, | always
felt very tired and tried hard to engage with the client. | presumed that my tiredness was mostly reflecting the
fact that she used to come in my last counselling session.

| brought this case twice to group supervision as | was concerned with the tiredness and stuckness | was experi-
encing. The second time | spoke about this client, the supervisor encouraged us to explore what is happening in
the here and now supervision field created while discussing this case. A colleague commented that she felt so
sleepy and reconnected this feeling also to when | had presented this case before. Another colleague also com-
mented on feeling helpless and lethargic, while another colleague described a picture that came to mind; drifting
on a small dilapidated boat in a vast ocean without oars.

Further processing was discussed and this parallel process co-journeyed supported me to connect to the field
created with my client and gave me fresh insight to what was occurring in the client’s life as well as other inter-

ventions which might help me in my sessions with the client.”

Observations

Creativity includes the use of all the senses and the inclusion of critical reflexivity. Those involved in group super-
vision need to be ‘productively curious’ (Amendt-Lyon 2001) by embracing the uniqueness created in the field of
the moment and to be able to transform it into a creative leap supporting the practitioner with the client in the
therapeutic relationship. As cited in Bohart (1999), Einstein has often been quoted as saying he was “following
a feeling” in the process of developing Relativity theory. This felt-sense regarding which direction to take in his
creative process led Einstein to solve the problem he was grappling with. He then proceeded with this creative
stance with “mathematical symbols until he could articulate it in a fully worked out set of derivations.” Bohart
(1999: 297).

This process of creativity can also be applied to group supervision where the relationship between the cognitive
thinking of the group combined with the intuitive tacit knowing permeates the group process of symbolizing,
articulating, experimenting and forming the creation of something useful. This new perspective then needs to
be checked; to be transformed in a new and healthier insight carried forward as creative adjustment within the
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therapeutic work. “As in everyday life, effective therapy practice is a creative blend of old knowledge and ideas,
with what are new and different about this situation and the relationship with the client.” (Bohart 1999: 302)
Group supervisors are required to support the strengths of supervisees and orientations that sustain their ex-
pression, be it visual, auditory or spatial modes of communication, metaphoric speech, verbal imagery and other
creative ways of expression. Responding with creativity to the here and now field created in group supervision

may be a catalyst for awareness, processing, insight and novel understanding.

Narrative 4: Virtues and integrity in group
supervision

In the following narrative Joe reflects on the various experiences he encountered in group supervision; some
very supportive, some others unconstructive and potentially harmful.

“Two supervision groups come primarily to mind; a group that has been going for the last ten years with three
other practitioners and the consultative supervisor, and the one formed at work...which | had no choice about.
In my external supervision group there is a mix of supervision and supervision of supervision because all of us
also have supervisory roles in our work or private practice. One of the most important points is that we have
been with the same supervisor and same four supervisees for this long time. | entirely trust these people’s integ-
rity and respect them personally and professionally. | feel | can go there with all my professional vulnerability and
that is a very positive, restorative and enriching experience. | prefer this group to individual supervision because
| get the depth of the group and the richness of the many experiences shared. | also knew these colleagues on
a personal level before the group started. We continued to build that trust throughout the group’s formative
journey and also at times when clarification was needed; so the trust deepened. Evidently we’ve all grown and
matured along our professional journeys and so the supervision has changed from something which was more
directed by our supervisor, to an experience that is now more collaborative and consultative. In this group, there
is the space for challenging, immediacy support, disagreement and we can even contradict each other. | can also
trust to share about the clients and staff | work with, and | can go into detailed work and interventions. We ask
and check before particular work issues are mentioned. I know | would feel free to tell one of my colleagues...”"You
know this person and | do not feel it is ethical to discuss certain aspects; can you go out while | talk about this?’
But the level of safety is such that not only do | trust them with my own vulnerabilities and my own issues, but |
trust them also with client content. | cherish each individual’s integrity, values, lack of unhelpful competitiveness,
trustworthiness, genuineness, generosity of self with others and congruency in this group, but | cannot say the
same in the second group | form part of.

In this work based group we meet as senior practitioners who then in turn supervise the junior staff. Talk about
intensified ethical dilemmas and dynamics of group supervision! The internal struggle to be in this supervision
group mirrors the complex and negative dynamics | always experience in this context. The setting is very com-
petitive and whenever | have to meet the wider group of practitioners | am instantly struck by the dynamics and

negative vibes created. There is power struggle going on between the professionals; a lot of proving who is right,
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a sense of being observed down to the detail, non-verbal and more verbal negative assertions, seniority issues,
undercurrents and professional apprehension, baiting comments testing professional allegiances, an aura of
protectiveness of one’s own little space, and militancy on certain issues together with undermining observations.
This is all conducted under an ‘affable’ charade and limits me personally and professionally. | and also some other
supervisees ended up being indifferent and non-participative in the group.

| also noticed a lot of decisions taken from power positions rather than in the interest of clients. In these circum-
stances, | have become convinced that being professional is not only about the training, but about integrity with
a capital ‘I'. Group supervision without the integrity of each member is not feasible, as the power struggles and
underlying agendas can be overwhelming, permeating the working, relational and supervisoryfield.

| realize that an unconstructive supervision setting can institutionalize the practitioner rather than make him
or her aware of the setting and its implications for professional practice. | am afraid of becoming desensitized
to what is unethical. | fear the setting’s influences that may hinder the values | cherish most in this profession.
Values as a practitioner and supervisor are more influential with clients and supervisees than any interventions
we make. As a supervisor | believe | need to model aspects which our supervisees can then emulate with clients.
Therefore | find it strange that there is this negative feeling between us, the consequences being that then we

face clients or supervisees with a different set of principles!”

Observations

Resistance might be initially felt in a new formed group as “all movement engenders resistance” (Zinker 1998:
34) but genuine interactions will be formed and can manifest themselves in a group where openness, safety and
growth continues to develop.

As mentioned in the first experience, a safe and cohesive group is amenable to a creative flow that supports
what Rose (2001) calls as group sense and collective voice, that can guide and support collaborative enquiry and
insight. Inner freedom to process and gain transformative meaning in supervision may only be experienced if
there is safety and unity in the supervision group.

As a group supervisor, one needs to work hard to create a level of trust between the group members and watch-
ful for the group’s beneficial cohesion that may facilitate a positive level of trust which is essential. Individual
issues, ways of thinking and behaviour, that emerge and affect the group negatively need to be processed, espe-
cially how these influence growth, sharing, trust and group supervision. Potential ethical dilemmas when shar-
ing certain sensitive issues, any conflicts of interest or safety issues between group participants need also to be
worked through beneficially so as to protect both each member of the group and the supervision dynamics and
its creative space.

Groups whose members work within the same setting can prove to be very complex; especially where group
members of today may be senior colleagues of tomorrow, and material discussed presently in the group might
have adverse affects in the future. Also, practitioners and the group supervisor both need to be careful with
client content, as what is discussed about clients may also influence other group members who might also be

working with them or their families in another situation.
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Further Reflections

Supervision groups challenge the supervisor in different ways to individual supervision. These narratives and

more | encountered in various supervision groups, lead me to some further reflections that | discuss below:

The Individual and the Collective

Practitioners do not function well in isolation, thus hearing the good practices, as well as the frustrations of other
practitioners, gives the supervisee a more realistic picture by which they can critique themselves and view what
is well developed and less developed professionally and personally. Yalom (2005) stated that ‘Universality’ sup-
ports practitioners since there is the realization that one is not unique in their difficulties; sending a message of
being in the same boat and less humanly alone. In group supervision the creativity of interplay between the ‘I’
and ‘We’ is crucial, so that the voice of the individual will not be lost within the collective context of the group.
The supervision group itself can be a training ground for both the supervisor and supervisee, and subsequently
the client to strengthen the voice of the individual.

| view supervision as a place where supervisees and the supervisor can co-create freedom to further exploration
and discovery, respectful challenging and healthy relationships. This beneficial supervisory space encourages
professional creativity which in turn supports an enhanced way of being with clients. Amongst the richest learn-

ing is that conceived with others, in the context of a creative collective field of unique shared experiences.

Virtue ethics of the group supervisor

As the role of integrity and the beneficial presence of the supervisor are crucial, supervision training needs to
include the academic, practitioner experience and ‘training of the heart’ rather than merely mechanical and
technical training. However, | wonder how much it is possible to cultivate ‘training of the heart’ in supervision
courses, or whether it is an innate characteristic of the supervisor. | believe that core values, especially integrity,
are essential in working through ethical dilemmas, especially those arising specifically from the relational context
of group supervision.

Supervisors have a lot of knowledge available and a great deal of power is generated by the knowledge we hold
especially in group supervision. A conscientious supervisor needs to be aware of this and handle information
with great care using the creativity needed to respond to the here and now moment of group dynamics.
Self-awareness as group supervisors is also vital as the values one sustains will permeate the supervision group

and affect its field and effectiveness.
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Cultural backdrop

“Benedict (1968:138) states that it is not useful to highlight “the antagonism between culture and the individual”
but to take into account “their mutual reinforcement” since “it is not possible to discuss patterns of culture
without considering specifically their relation to individual psychology.” Cultural backdrop sheds its spectrum
of colours on issues permeating therapy as well as supervision as seen in the narratives above. Cultural aspects
need to be taken into consideration not as simplistic judgments or interpretations but through the relational and
diversity processing potential both in individual and collective arenas. A contextually mindful supervisor will also
have insight into distinct characteristics emerging in supervision from the context in which it is embedded. Ger-
gen (2001) states that individual identities are context-bound and that people will construct their stories within
a social relational background. Thus any experience is inter-subjectively constructed within the field one is set
in. Embracing the field of supervision in its entirety including the setting of work and context will thus enhance

reflexivity as well as mindfulness in supervision.

Confidentiality

Clients’ confidentiality when discussing in group supervision, is harder to maintain in a specialized setting, partic-
ularly with its information-sharing network and interconnectedness. This does not denote that confidentiality is
not respected as a principle, but that it is much harder to guarantee. Deductive disclosures in group supervision
occur when bits of information lead to inference or when information that is not really needed for the benefi-
cence of supervision sharing, is disclosed. Checking if anyone knows the person and re-evaluating how the client
is going to be discussed is a standpoint more ethically respectful than fumbling about with pretext anonymity.
What can be supportive for a supervisee may be experienced as potentially destructive by another; therefore
group discussion is important so as to support difference and enhance personal reflective space even when
considering confidentiality parameters. Creativity enters in how to juggle this shared knowledge domain of the
group supervisees and the client information that is sensitively shared in group supervision, while also checking
whether any supervisee is affected adversely along the way.

If healthy boundaries are maintained and beneficial values are sustained, one can experience the beauty of
group supervision leading to a free-flowing structure, spontaneous creativity and responses conducive to expe-
riential learning and personal reflective space.

Conclusion

“Creative methods tap into the richness of our outward and inward senses.....and our mental ability to move
swiftly in time and space. Talking alone will not elicit that quality of information, that ready access to the uncon-
scious. Groups offer both wider choice and richness of the group unconscious.” (Proctor 2006:23)

The purpose of supervision is mainly to maximize the constructive and healthy nature of the profession, and
support the well-being of the practitioner, thus breaking down the isolation of the role especially in large or de-
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manding work settings. The group collective voice needs to respect the individual voice, so that the latter is not
overshadowed but enhanced and enriched by that of the collective. A positive and creative group supervision
space needs to be enriched by the supervisor, as this is essential for collaborative enquiry, collective reflecting

space, dynamic exploration and insight into the here-and-now experience of the group.
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