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ABSTRACT 

Social work is viewed as a woman's profession. This is because the majorîty of 

the professional members are female and aiso because the concept of caring for others is 

deemed to be ""women's work." Mthough the numbers of women in supervisory positions 

do not match the gender balance in the profession. there are women performing this 

b c t i o n  who deem it to be an important part of social work practice. This exploratory 

and descriptive research focussed on these women and the investigation of their process 

of social work supervision utilizing a hermeneutic phenomenological approach. 

More specifically, 13 wornen in supervisory positions within human service 

organizations in Alberta, Canada were i n t e ~ e w e d  for this qualitative study. Their mean 

age was 45 and they had been supe~s ing  for an average of 17 years. They noted that 

how they became a supervisor, their pa s  supervision expenences and their involvement 

in direct client work were important influences upon their present day supervisory 

process. The values and meaning they placed upon the profession of social work dso 

guided their work as did the creation of relationships, the balancing of power and 

responsibility with care and connection and using their expenence to teach others through 

storytelling and metaphor. The women of this study described the process of social work 

supervision as many different kinds of steps and emphasized, as weil that the process of 

social work s u p e ~ s i o n  is both a means and an end. They were able to extract the 

components parts of process while simultaneously understanding process as a whole 

phenornenon. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: SETTIIVG T E E  STAGE 

A Parailel and a Paradox 

Social work is a woman's profession. History tells us that women are the pioneers 

of the profession: the social activists, the Mendly visiton and the philanthropists 

(Bellamy & Irving, 1986; Brandwein. 1982; Kravea, 1976: Sancier, 1982; Splane. 1965). 

This same history draws strong parailels between the socid work profession and the 

feminist movement from the eariiest beginnings of both. The passions of feminism and 

human welfare at the turn of the cenniry in Noah America are similarly documented and 

related both to women as persons and to social work as a needed semice (Adamson, 

Briskin & McPhail, 1988; Backhouse & Flaherty, 1993: Errington, 1993). 

In the present day, social work continues to be seen as a woman's profession. 

Women access social work services more frequently than men' aithough they may be 

accessing them for others (Bremen & Rosenzweig, 1990). The values of the profession 

have been seen. as with the other " human service" or " helping" professions, to be values 

and abilities particular to women (Weil, 1987). Women are traditionally seen as the 

caregivers, the numirers, the supporters and the helpers of others. Statistics teII us that 

women make up the majority of the profession's membership and do the lion's share of 

the fiont-line hands-on work (Freedberg, 1993). In Alberta, for example, the number of 

fernale registered sociai workers was 1245 in March of 1998-74.9 % of the totai number 



2 

of registered social workers of  1663 (Appendix 1). However, other statistics tell us that 

women are not equally represented in the management ranks of their own profession 

(Chernesky, 1979; Williams, 1 995). 

Xt is for this latter reason that a contrasting statement is made: social work as a 

woman's profession is a myth (Meyer, 1982). There are, in fact, two interpretations of 

this statement Meyer describes the need for a "degendering" of the profession, arguing 

that social work values described as "feminine" are in fact professional values. She 

believes that gender exciusivity of values is disregarding of men at a time when equality 

and humanness are goals for living, let alone&idelines for a human service. Men played 

a role in the creation of the social work profession and should not be forgotten (Beilamy 

& Irving, 1 986). Men study and practice social work skiils. Their life experience and 

perceptions are undisputed as much-needed resources within the profession. Social work 

is not the exclusive domain of women. 

The second opinion is slightiy dinerent. It is based on current and p a s  statistics 

that show the majority of social work being done by women and adminis~ered by men 

both in the area of practice and in academe (Carniol, 1990; Kravetz, f 976: Martin & 

Chemesky, 1989). Although social work has a historical record of rnany remarkable 

women leaders (Brandwein, 1982; Vandiver, 1 %O), most of the positions of influence 

and leadership in social work were heId by men (Cherneslq, 1980a; Meye- 1982). And 

in the world of sociai work academe. there is a discrepancy between the number of 

women and the number of men who are deans of sociai work facuities and full professors 

(Kravetz, 1976). Giovanonni and Punine (1973) argue that in order for a profession to 

"belong" to women, women must be in charge of it and they interpret the above statistics 
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as suggesting this is not so. Consequently, these authors make the sarne argument that 

social work is not a womanf s profession at alI. It is, instead. a 'Yernaie-dominated 

occupation undergirded by pahiarc hal ideologies" (Dressel. 1 992, p. 305). 

It is my position that d l  of these comrnents have worth and are true. However, the 

meaning I make of ai1 of these descriptions is ernbedded amongst the collective 

standpoints and does not rest within one opinion or another. The framework I place 

around this research is that social work a woman's profession, histoncaily, politically, 

charactenstically and by its numbers. It stands alone with this description and is, as well, 

inclusive of men, without gender specificiw in its definition of purpose and able to 

balance ever-changing ideologies for well over a century. It is because of al l  of these 

points that I believe women are in charge of their profession and have the power to affect 

ail of its component parts - whether they know it or not. 

The Study 

This snidy acknowledges d l  of these viewpoints. Social work is a profession 

initiated and numencdly dominated by women but not managed, s u p e ~ s e d  or 

administered by a female majority. Both this fact and this perception have implications 

for the profession as the majority of social work practice occurs within human service 

organizations that are influenced and dependent upon a predominantly male management 

influence. However, this study does not intend to judge or critique thÎs fact. Rather, this 

study is intere~ed in this group of women social workers who are managers, supervisors 

and administrators in human service organizations. 
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Thc majoriry of social work practice occurs within human service organizations 

such as not- for-pro fit agencies and govemmental organizations (Gibelman & ScheMsh, 

1993% p. 74). Practice may be defined as direct service, policy generation. community 

organizing and social action. research or supervision and management (p. 90). The 

management or administration of these human senrice organimtions, undertaken by 

either men or women, usually involves some form or derivative of supervision. 

S u p e ~ s i o n  in social work is a phenomenon that is described in the Iiterature as an 

important component of the profession (Brashears, 1993; Middleman & Rhodes, 1985) - 

finnly embedded in the profession's history (Kadushin, 1992). But painting a clear and 

easily interpreted picture of this "supervision" is cificuit. Supervision takes various 

foms, does many different things and is defined in a multitude of ways. It is a 

phenomenon open to interpretation. 

However, litîie research or documented attention has been given to the 

supervisory process (Gummer, 1990, p.xi; Munson, 1993, p. 363). Even less attention is 

paid to the wornen who perform rhis supervision (Mumon, 1993). Women in social work 

management roles are inevitably influenced by the history of their profession, are 

negotiating the constant changes in the political present and will influence the future of 

social work through their leadership skills. They guide and mentor others and in doing so 

create an organizational culture that is a product particular to the combination of social 

work, social work supervision and women. 

This exploratory study will concenmte specifically on the supervision undertaken 

by the fernale social work manager; the process of that s u p e ~ s i o n  and her "lived 

expenence" of the supervisory process. Van Manen's (1990) hermeneutic 



phenomenological form of inquiry with its six research activities will be utilized. These 

activities are: (1) turning to a phenomenon that seriously interests us and commits us to 

the world; (2) investigating expenence as we live it rather than as we concepnialize it; (3) 

reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon; (4) describing the 

phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting; (5) rnaintaining a strong and 

oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon; (6) balancing the research context by 

considering parts and whole @p. 30-3 1). 

The Rationale 

Three different facets of the rationale for this study are presented: the importance 

of the study itself, personal interest and the form of inquiry. 

The Importance of the Studv 

Women's ways of supervision in social work administration are important to 

discover for four reasons. These reasons are historical, political, gender- based and 

particular to the reaim of social work supervisory practice and research. In this section, 

these four reasons are addressed briefly. In Chapter Two, these reasons are elaborated 

upon as part of the iiterature review. 

The Literature on social work history tells us two stones. One version is that in the 

early beginnings (1 890- 1930) women and men shared in the creation of social welfare 

agencies and services and that both genders worked in partnership and were leaders of 
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organizations. Another version is that aithough women were the acnial "helpen" and 

"workers" wiùiin agencies and a srnail core of prominent women were running small 

organizations, the power in the workplace came fkom board members and benefactoe, 

rnost of whom were male (Brandwein, 1984; Carniol. 1990). We know that men were 

actively recruited into the profession in the late l%Os (Chafetz, 1972; Gripton. 1974, 

Scotch, 1971; Turner* 1983) to boost its credibility and prestige. And we also know that, 

as a resdt, more men were then promoted into management positions, in some cases 

because they were considered better at deaiing with each other (Brager & Michael. 1969). 

More recent information informs us that the numbers of women in social administration 

remains small (Chemesky, 1995; Healy, Havens & Pine, 1995). However, they are 

present and what these women are doing in their management positions continues to be 

relative1 y unknown and uninvestigated. This study offers a perspective to address this 

pro blem. 

The Political Perspective 

Social problems are here to stay. There are also countless changes occurring 

within and around our social safev net  across the country and particularly, in Alberta 

where massive changes are presentiy occurring within dl human service institutions. 

Social work is at the hub of these social problems, helping others navigate through 

changing systems and advocating for clients and for social change. There is a need for 

social work to grow stronger as a profession in order to provide senices to people in 

need. In order to do this, strong leaders are required. Since women are the majority of 

social workers, it naturally follows that women must learn to lead and lead successfbily. 
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This is parcicularly apropos at the present time as Epstein (198 1) also notes; "ÜonicaUy. 

women tend to make progress when social institutions lose power" (p. 13). 

Social work exists within the present political context dong with its clients; and 

as such, the helper is as much affected by winds of change (or not) as is the client 

(Sekaran & Leong, 1992). With a recognition of this connection, women are in key 

positions to recapture their profession and re-establish its core values, especially as 

managers. One way this can be done is by having influence upon the administration of 

social services. a voice in the human service arena and the power to defme what it means 

to be working well. Capitalizing on and understanding the strengths of social work 

s u p e ~ s i o n  and the parailel values women biing to the social work profession are one 

key to this influence and change. 

At the present tirne, women are working in a profession that was designated three 

decades ago as a "semi-profession" (Toren, 1969. p. 144). It is aiso a profession in which 

they do not make key decisions and one that is in danger of iosing its credibility through 

declassification (Miliar. 1 98 6)  or deskilling (Harrison, 1 992). Nevertheless, there are 

competent and committed women joining the profession each year and a small but 

the ranks of middle and upper-level 

in education. 

consistent number of women rnoving siowly into 

management in human service organizations and 

e Influence of Women's W a ~ s  o f  Mana- 

A third reason for the importance of studying this population cornes fkom the 

literature on management theory and practice and the interesting parallels these theones 

appear to have with the new relationai theones of women's life-span development. The 
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world of business adapts to change quickly and the v a t  arnount of literature on 

management styles and methods attest to that ever-changing mode. In the p s t  few yem, 

writers of management ideas describe an interest in process (Champy, 1995), values 

(Secretan. 1 995), inclusion (Helgesen, 1 993 ,  and leading without power (De Pree. 1 997). 

The increased interest in women's role in the management of organizations, their 

leadership styles, their paaicular skills and abilities, and their ideas about change and 

motivation seem to have a u e n c e d  this new-direction. 

The new relationai theones of women's development focus on such concepts as: 

the development of the self in relation to others (Miller, 1976), the balance between care 

and justice (Gilligan, 1982), and the importance of listering to the voices of women 

(BelenSr, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Brown & Gilligan, I W O ) .  Relationships 

in the workptace, the different definitions of power and work, for both men and women, 

and the importance of understanding and celebrating gender differences in 

communication styles at work are the newest areas of research and dialogue within this 

developing body of knowledge. It appears that the world of work is moving towards a 

greater understanding and appreciation of balance. Women's partÏcular abilities as 

managers me characteristics that are seen as contributing to the health and well being of 

many types of organizations as well as the people who work in them. It could be said that 

women's contributions w i t b  social work, to its values and its practice, are now being 

seen as conû-ibuting to human work life in a wide variety of arenas. 

Human service organizations are agencies where social workers typicdy work. 

These structures are both simila. and unlike traditional business in many ways. Yet, there 

is Little written about either point of view. It appears fkom the Iiterature that social work 
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administration has utilized the newest management theories, as they became available 

and popular. The concepts of these newer models of administration appear to be basic to 

the aspirations and values of sociai work and similar to the basics of ferninist social work 

practice and the management of feminist organizations. The connections between 

women, the sociai work profession and models of administration and management are 

evident. 

The Particul ars of Supervision 

Sociai work supervision provides a way of ensuring proper accountability, 

training and support needs are met for social workers who undertake the very diacult 

jobs of assishg those who struggle with rnanaging the human condition. Supervision is 

an integral part of social work practice for these reasons, and has been since the early 

days of the profession. Although supervision i s  defïned as a crucial component of social 

work and particdar to that profession, there i s  a paucity of empincd research done in this 

area (Kadushin, 1976; Middleman & Rhodes, 1 985 : Shulman, 1 982). The research that 

has been done has mainly focussed on models of  supervision, styles and tasks. Little 

ernpincal attention has been given to the details of the s u p e ~ s o r y  process and even less 

research exists about women in social work management positions. W i t b  the past few 

years, recommendations have been made regarding the need for more work to be done in 

the investigation of particular issues of women in social work management (Munson, 

1993). 

There is much to be leamed f?om the experiences of women social workers who 

are administrators, managers and supervisors. Those who have been social work 



1 O 

administrators for a subsrantial penod of time have a wealth of information about both 

strengths and weaknesses of themselves, other women and the organizational cultures in 

which they have worked and lived. The expenences and the interpretations of women's 

work codd have far-reaching effects for women presentiy aspiring to or desirous of 

taking an active role in defining the social work profession in these changing &es. 

Younger women looking for a profession upon which their own personal and collective 

values could take hold coutd also benefit fiom strong and confident role-models who 

have used their Uiner resources and developed smtegies to succeed. It is also possible 

that information gained through this mdy couid inspire men. both inside and outside the 

management profession, to adapt and change their own management styles as 

management theory is now suggesting (DePree, 1992, 1997; Secretan, 1996). 

Finally, the acknowledgement of women's input into their own profession, 

especially at the helm, is something that has ever-increasing positive effects. 

Persona1 Interest 

The fïrst of van Manen's (1990) six research activities is the passionate 

conmitment of the researcher to the topic of.the research or a " m g  to a phenomenon 

which seriously interests us and comrnits us to the world" (p. 30). 1 came to this topic - 

the discovery and interpretation of the process of social work supervision performed by 

fernale social work managers - with both a passion and an interen in dl facets of the 

above. Gadamer (1 975) would cd1 this my "prejudice" (Hekmm 1986, p. 101). Van 

Manen calls this "common sense preunderstandings". Hermenelrric phenomenology 
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demands that the researcher make known these biases. assumptions and presuppositions 

right fiom the beginnuig" (p. 46). 

My own gender is rny first bias. It naturally follows that my observations and 

detinition of social work corne from this feminine standpoint. My penonal feminisrn is 

inclusive and committed to values of humanness and equality that are the pulse points of 

the social work profession. A second bias is crea~ed from 25 years of social work practice 

and 20 of those years in some sort of supervisory position within human service 

organizations. It has been my good fortune over dl of these years to have experienced 

supervision fiom excellent role models and mentors of both gendes. 1 have also had the 

opportunity to learn fiom students of social work, child and youth care and psychology 

who came to l e m  from me. My interest in the concept of process and the importance of 

'?he way in which things happen" began in a graduate school classroom in 1977 when, in 

an "Aha" moment, 1 understood the differences and connections between theory and 

practice and content and process. An interestin language, research and thinking is now 

"in process" and can be best summarized in the following quote: "This year 1 Ieamed 

that 1 can use my rnind" (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Ta.n.de, 1986: p. 87). 

The Form o f  Ilnquiry 

The choice of a parùcular methodology for this study began with a search for the 

body of work aLready compieted in the area of supervision. The investigation uncovered a 

wide array of related topics that in and of themselves were tempting to investigate. 

However, there is no research done in the specific area of women and their process of 

social work supervision. A qualitative, exploratory approach seemed warranted. The 
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choice between qualitative methods was reduced to a decision between ethnographie' 

phenomenological and hermeneutics as they seemed to be the most exploratory with a 

descnptive focus. Ethnography focuses on the organizationd culture and the culture 

created by the supervisory process. Although this was also an interesting approach for 

study, it seemed Iike it might be the "next step" after this one. Phenornenology describes 

the "lived expenence" but the process of removing personal interest out of the equation 

seemed stilted and problematic. Hermeneutics focuses on the creation of rneaning and the 

careful weaving of "prejudice'' or '-preunderstanding" into this creation. It also is highly 

descnptive in a metaphoncal or interpretive sense. The process of  s u p e ~ s i o n  is a 

complex descriptive and it seerned that the more interpretive the method, the greater 

would be the potential for a comprehensive description and the generation of new ideas. 

ccHermeneutics and phenomenology are human science approaches that are rooted 

in philosophy" (van Manen. 1990, p. 7). The stories of these philosophical roots c m  be 

confusing but are important to acknowledge as they explain both the differences and the 

compatibility of one approach to the other. Phenomenology is "the study of .  . . - the 

wodd as we irnmediately experience it, pre-reflectively" (van Manen, p. 9). 

Phenomenology has aiso been described as the study of "lived experience" (p. 4) and the 

"science of phenornenon" (p. 183). Hermeneutics is "a philosophy that supports an 

interpretative approach to people through research methods that focus on meaning and 

understanding in contes" (Thompson, 1990, p. 224) and is a science of interpretation. 

Hermeneutic phenomenology pulls together the descriptions of a phenomenon and strives 

to interpret that phenornenon as a "lived expenence". 



Social work supervision is a phenomenon that is rich in both description and 

possibilities for interpretation and dius responds to the demands of this methodology. As 

little has been done to invesrigate this phenomenon. the expioratory and descriptive 

nature of the inquiry is also apropos. The ability to generate meaning with description is 

an added bonus. 

The Problem Statement and the Research Question 

Current statistics tell us that women make up 75% of the social work profession. 

However. the 25% of men who are in the profession are holding 75% of the management 

positions (Chernesky, 1979; Ezell, Odewahn & Sherman, 1980; Fanshel, 1976; 

Wiilïams, 1995; Zuiiz, 199 1). Women are not being promoted with the same ease as their 

male counterparts inro administrative, management or s u p e ~ s o r y  positions (Austin, 

Kravetz & Pollock. 1985; Knapman. 1977; Sutton, 1982; York, Henley & Gamble, 1985; 

Zunz, 1 99 1). Those who are in these few management positions are not being paÏd the 

same as men who are in similar positions (Fanshel, 1976; Gibelman & Schervish, 

1993(a)). However, there are women who have successfidly broken through this "glass 

ceiling" that exists in social work just as it exists in traditional business (Gibeiman & 

S c h e ~ s h ,  1993). Their success as managers or supervisors has lasted over a number of 

years. Who are these women? Where are they w-orking? What is their experience of their 

own supervisory prncess? What elements of their supervision do they describe as "what 

works"? 

As stated earlier, this qualitative study will explore the process of supervision 

undertaken by female social work supervisors fkom a hermeneutic phenomenological 
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perspecrive. The intent of the study will be to identiQ common themes. methods and 

interpretations of the process of the supervisory work. The research question is as 

follows: What is the process of s u p e ~ s i o n  carried out by femaie social work 

supervisors? 

Definition of Terms 

1. A supervisor is a peson who "has indirect contact with the client" (Kadushin, 1992, 

p. 22) and '7s an agency administrative staffmember to whom a~rhoriry is delegated to 

direcc CO-ordinate+ enhance and evaiuate the on-the-job performance of the supervisees 

for whose wark he (sic) is held accountable" (Kadushin, p. 22). A supervisor provides 

supervision which is "an organized activity" (Coulshed, 1990, p. 3 1); an "interactional 

process . . . implemented in the context of a relationship" (Kadushin, p. 22). 

2. There are many definitions of social work supervision that range fiom the succinct 

and short to the cornplex and Iengthy. Most simply, the roots of the word c'supervision" 

corne from the Latin super - which means "over" and videre - which means "to watch or 

to see." Kadushin points out that a play on words turns this d e f ~ t i o n  into a metaphoricai 

description of what supervision is - "snooper vision" (p. 18). Middleman and Rhodes 

(1985) also reframe this dictionary definition to mean "extraordinary visiony7 which refers 

to the ability of a supervisor to see the larger context and to generate imaginative ideas of 

possibility (p. 39). The fkst social work text on supervision, S u p e ~ s i o n  in Social 

Casework, defined supervision as "an educationai process in which a peaon with a 

certain equipment of knowledge and skül takes responsibility for training a person with 

less equipment" (Robinson, 1936, p. 53). Since that book was published, definitions of 



supenision have been put fonvard that attempt to capme the breadth of functions. 

objectives. hierarchy and the indirect and interactional components of supervision 

(Kadushin. 1992); the particularities of clinical s u p e ~ s i o n  (Holloway, 1995; Munson. 

1993) and the importance and meaning of accountability (Kaiser, 1997). 

3. The women of this study gave rich descriptions of social work supervision as part of 

making their persona1 meanings understood. In doing so, they gave "definitions" or 

explanations of what they calied ciinicai and administrative supervision. These terms 

are defined in the literature in a very detailed fashion (Mumon, 1993) or, in some cases, 

not addressed at dl. Rich (1993) discusses a variety of descriptions or definitions of 

clinical supervision; noting that Hart (1 982) defines clinical supervision as focussing 

upon building the interactional skills of the worker and Mosher and Purple (1972) state 

that clinical supervision is about "how" we learn (cited in Rich, 1993, p. 139). Rich 

cornpletes the discussion with the notation that clinical supenision is "two-fold, 

encompassing both outcome and method" (p. 140). Outcome refers to evduation and 

completed tasks. "Method" refers to components such as support, intimacy and the 

discussion of feelings (p. 142). 

For the purposes of this research, paraphrasings of the women's explanations of 

these terms are used. Clinicai supervision refers to supervision related to client work and 

administrative supervision refers to either specifically operational tasks and protocols 

or a combination of client work and operational tasks. 

The women also talked about "directy' and "indirect" supervision. These tems are 

not defined in the literature. For the purposes of this research, direct supervision is 

supervision with a person for whom you have responsibility and with whom you 
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personally meet, evaluate and -pide. Indirect s u p e ~ s i o n  is responsibility for a person 

or group of people through a person you dïrectly supervise. 

4. The organization or agency is the workplace of the supervisor. Al1 workplaces of the 

women of this study are human service organizations. The definition of a human service 

organization is borrowed f?om Weiner (1990). "The generic mission of human service 

organizations is the shaping and maintainhg of an environment that is responsive to 

people's efforts to improve the quality of their lives" (p. 23). These human service 

organizations were further defmed as private businesses. governrnent agencies and 

nonprofit organizations. These designatioos are in keeping with Van Ti1 (1990); 

"Institutionally, Amencan society is divided into four major sectos: (1) business (or for- 

profit), (2) government, (3) not-for-profit (or voluntary), (4) household (or informal)" 

(P- 6)- 

5. There is no specific definition of the social work supervision process in the 

Iiterature. Process "is an elusive terni, one that is not easily explained" (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990, p. 143). As a stand-alone term, process, in social work practice, is dehed  

as "the most cntical element" of the six components of that practke (Compton & 

Galaway, 1984, p. 307). It is "a senes of interacuons between the client system and the 

practitioner, involving the integration of feeling. thinking and doing, directed toward 

achiewig an agreed upon goal" (p. 307). Process is often more simply defined as the 

"how" of practice as opposed to the "what" (the content). 

In the management literature that emphasizes a focus on process, the definition is 

"a collection of activities that takes one or more kinds of input and creates an output that 

is of value to the custorner" (Champy, 1995, p. 35). In a very interesting book by Schein 



(1969), a concept called "process consultation" is defmed and operationalized for the 

field of organizationai development. The definition could be applicable to thÏs snidy as 

weU. "Process consultation is a set of activities on the part of the consultant which help 

the client to perceive. understand and act upon process events which occur in the client's 

environment" (p. 9). 

Strauss and Corbin (1 990), in their work on grounded theory, define process as "a 

way of giving Iife to data by taking snapshots of actiodinteraction and linking them to 

form a sequence or senes" (p. 144). Meyer (1987) describes content as substance and 

process as action (p. 402). 

Although there are elements of similarity in these definitions, the reader may 

agree that the concept of process is indeed elusive. For the purposes of this research and 

because the intent of this study is to investigate and descnbe the nature of this c'process'7, 

the above definitions will serve as a guide to the potential development of a more 

explicative de finition. 

6. ParaIIel process is a term with many names (mirroring, isomorphism, reflection 

process, paralleling) and hence, many defuütions. For the purpose of this research, 

parallel process is defined as "aspects of the client system - therapist relationship may be 

replicated in the therapist - supervisor relationship" (Reiner, 1997, p. 141). 

7. There are many different defrnitions of mentorship and mentor in the fiterature. Two 

of these definitions that are particularly apropos for this research are presented here. 

Collins (1994) defines mentorship for social work as "an interpersonal helping 

relationship between two individuals who are at different stages in their professional 

development @p. 4 13 -4 14). Zey (1 99 1 ) gives a generai dennition of a mentor. "A person 
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who oversees the career and developrnent of another person. usually a junior through 

teaching, counselIing, providing psychological support, protecting and at times promoting 

or sponsoring" (p. 7). 

An Outline of the Chapters 

This &st chapter oriented the reader to a particular femaIe perspective on social 

work by outlining three rationales for this study. The research question was posed and 

def~ t ions  were given to further the reader's understanding through subsequent chapters. 

Chapter Two outlines the review of the literature. Chapter Three describes the 

rnethodology. Chapter Four and Chapter Five present the consolidated results of the 

interviews. In Chapter Four, each woman speaks alone and in Chapter Five, the collective 

message of the wornen is heard. Thus, the two chapters present the consolidated results of 

the interviews. Chapter Six discusses the resuits. An epilogue completes the document. 

The stage is now set for inquiry into the meaning women make of their process of 

social work supervision. The next chapter outiines the literamre that fiames and 

influences the research question. 



CHGPTER TWO 

THE REVXlE=W OF ïXX LITERATURE 

Some qualitative theor& suggest that in order to conduct a "true" qualitative 

snidy, a literature review should not be undertaken prior to interviewing the participants 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1 990). However, for this particdar study , a preparatory literature 

review was undertaken before the interviews began for the following reasons: 

(a) Familiarity with the research already undertaken would help determine the feasibility 

of the present research project. 

(b) The literature review would indicate the degree to which the topic had already been 

researched- 

(c) The literature review wodd assist in deterrnining the choice of the research design. 

(d) The literature review would assist in identifjing and examining personai biases 

associated with this area of study. 

After the i n t e ~ e w s ,  during the anaiysis- and upon completion of the analysis, the review 

of the literature was broadened to include research and writings about areas of discussion 

that arose in the interviews. This occurred because either these areas were not reviewed 

previously or were reviewed only superficidly. 

There is no specific research on the descriptive or "lived" experiences of femaie 

social work supervisors and how they supervise their staff and their programs. However, 
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there is a wealth of related materiai that surrounds this topic. This Literature review 

creates a contexnial foundation for the investigation of the female social worker's 

supervisory process. The following areas were investigated: the ferninine, historical 

innuence upon social work; the research and witing done specifically on social work 

supervision, the management literanire that indudes leadership, power and human service 

management with particdar attention to the place of women in each of those arenas and 

the nature of women's communication. These categories of review are organized under 

the following headings: The World of Social Work The World of Management and 

Women Making Themselves Understood in the World. 

The World of Social Work: A Female Perspective 

Helen Harris Perlman (1 989), in bgpkin g Back to See Ahead. encourages the 

reader to return ro the roots of the profession. She emphasizes that this retum is not done 

to resist change and growth but rather to remind the practitioner of important events, 

neglected values and original intentions. She suggests that we defme and create the future 

by understanding and interpreting the ps t ;  uncovering the stones and rationdes for the 

ideas and processes that we often take for granted as professionals- 

In the case of the social work profession. women's history and social work history 

are blended and a knowledge of this historical comection is important to achieve an 

understanding of the present day expenence of women in a profession that they were 

involved in building more than one Oundred years ago. The social work profession and 



feminisrn have travelled sirnilar and mostly parallel roads for most of this t h e .  Van den 

Bergh (1995) cails this a joumey of " c o m p l e m e n ~  perspectives" (p. k i i )  that, 

however sirnilar, h a  rarely intersected. This section of the literature review outlines these 

pardels, emphasizing and comparing the women-centered and women-directed roots of 

the profession. 

garallels of Social Work Histow and the Beginnin- of Feminism in Canada 

Prior to the mid-seventeenth century when European women came to Canada 

(Errington, 1 990)' Native Canadian women ïïved a life that we can oniy imagine. Little, if 

any, of the First Nation wommYs expenence of this time is recorded. Recorded or not, 

women's history has always bzen there but there was a taken-for-grantedness that 

although women's experience was different from men's, it was not given the attention it 

deserved. Today, we know that this was a mistake and that uncovering women7s 

experience of their world can enhance our understanding of ai l  experience, regardless of 

gender. As a result a concerted effort to rebuild and build upon the memory of the past 

began (Prentice, Bourne, Brandt, Light, Mitchinson, & Black, 1988). 

Both social work and feminisrn mark'their earliest beginnings with Blessed 

Marguerite Bourgeoys (1653), "Canada's fust social worker" (Harnel, 195 1). But 

feminism as a word was not used unti1 1895 when it replaced the term "womanism" 

which was dehed as "advocacy for women's rights, enthusiasm for women's 

achievements, abilities and qualities: the belief in women's superiority to men, any 



positive woman's stance" (Tuttle, 1986. p. 07). The social welfare movement and 

organized social work began about the same tirne. just after Codederation (Adamson, 

B r i s b  & McPhail. 1988; Bellamy & Irving, 1986; Errïngton, 1993; Irving, 1997; 

Ramsay, 1984). Social work began because philanthropy. at that t h e  was in a state of 

disorganization and social problems in the cities were increasing (Prentice et ai., 1988). 

Solutions were desperately needed and came about through the organizaîion of settlement 

houses and charitable societies. The settlement movement represented the need to change 

society and the Charitable Society Organizations were developed to focus on change for 

individuah. This is how the dual nature of social work began. In a similar fashion, it 

continues to this day. 

Daly (1 995) notes that this dualism only scratches the surface of the many 

dualisms that women in social work struggled with in the early beginnings of the 

profession. In Canada's early beginnings, men and women worked side by side, equally 

sharing in the development of the land and die s o c i e ~ .  As the country urbanized and 

industry grex  wornan's tasks becarne more home-baseb farnily-centered and she was 

economicdly dependent. By the Iate nineteeth century her role was "attached to her 

qualities as a wornan" (p. 7). She was seen to be the keeper of the family, the caretaker of 

others, the conscience of men and the protector of society and al1 of its highest values. 

Daiy calls this an "ideology of true womanhood" ( p. 7) and states that it was these 

quaiities that women brought to social work and these qualities that stereotyped the 

profession (Etzioni, 1969; Kravetz, 1976). 
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The many parallels in the histones of both feminism and social work begin with 

this value base. Social work and ferninisrn have their roots in women's collective 

energies. The women that were attracted to these punuits were, as a d e ,  kom the middle 

and upper classes and were commiaed to helping those less fortunate than themselves and 

committed as well to equality. In the present day world of both feminisrn and social work, 

criticism continues to be directed at both arenas regarding this ccmiddle-cIass" focus. As 

well, both social work and ferninisrn battle division fkom within. Social action and social 

casework are the two a r m s  of sociai work practice that have been nirining on separate 

tracks since sociai work's early beginnings with Jane Addams and Mary Richmond. 

Feminism has many different voices, fiom the neo-consemative focus to the radical 

perspective. Feminism and social work both grew from philanthropy and caring and 

women played a powerful role as benefactors and fiendly visitors who were "the nght 

hand(s)" of many men in the forefiont (Baines, 1988; Hurl, 1983). Parallels are evident 

here, as weL During the time of suffrage, the work of the maternai feminists was 

strikingly similar to the work of the women in the social gospel movement while the 

equal rights feminists parallelled the women committed to suffrage. Most likeIy the 

participants in both arenas were the same women, although they may have identified their 

issues differentiy. In the same vein, it has long been acknowledged within the social work 

profession that women's "natural abilities" in caring for others and domesticity are seen 

as much of the reason for women being in social work as well as other "women's" 
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professions and. of course. both social work &d the feminist movement have a focus 

related particularly to women. 

Feminism and Present Dav Social Work 

If one compares the Canadian Sociai Work Code of Ethics (1 994) with the 

guidelines for feminist practice and the principles of feminism, the themes of social work 

and feminism are strikingly similar. The latter states a focus upon the "(1 ) unity of al l  

living things. events and knowiedge, (2) the uniqueness of the individual and (3) persona1 

power and responsibility" (Dore, 1994, p. 97). The Code of Ethics refers to "non- 

discrimination, equal opportunity, self-determination, individual worth, dignity, and 

respect and value of the individual's ability to change" (Reamer, 1995, p. 894). Both 

stniggle with credibility within the larger societal context Social work has an ongoing 

debate with itself about the need for professionaiism and what this term means in a 

woman's profession (Meyer, 1982). Feminism struggles with the colleciive interpretations 

made about feminists and feminism. Presently, both are d o a t  in an unfiïendly political 

sea that has little concern for the value of caring and the measurement of equality. A 

woman in a woman's profession with values of coilectivity, awareness of context, caring 

for others and a voice might be called a feminist and might, as well, be cailed a social 

worker. 

This area of the literature reminds us that social work cornes fiom both 

philanthropie and women-centered roots. Women were instrumental in the creation of the 
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social work profession and began the work of social work with a concem for others. This 

concem for others came fiom their own expenences as mothers, daughters. wives and 

Eends of both men and women. The values and principles of the social work profession 

evolved from this culture of caring and the history of the profession is replete with stories 

of strong and competent women such as Josephine Shaw Lowell, Bertha Reynolds 

(Vandiver. 1 98O), S ophonisba Breckenridge, Dorthea Dix and Julia Lathrop (Brandwein, 

1982). These women had a vision of egalimrianism, the power of organized service and 

the ability and energy to act. They were social reformers and the first voices of the social 

work profession (Conway, 197 1). 

The World of Social Work: The Perspectives of Practice and Supervision 

1s social work a profession? This question has dogged social work since 19 15 

when Flexner made his Uifamous statement that sociai work did not have the "stuff' of 

professionalism because it did nor have a scientific base of knowledge (Austin, 1983). In 

1969, Toren offered a detailed analysis of social work as a semi-profession. In her 

analysis, she used the criteria of professiondism provided by Greenwood (1957) as a 

measure up against which she placed social work. These critena are: a theory base, 

recognizable authority and acceptance of this authority by the community and the client, a 

code of ethics and a culture of professionalism guided by a professional association @. 

44). Toren discusses a variety of points regarding professionalisrn such as: the ferninine 

interpretation of sociai work and the fact that values of caring and humanitarïanism are 
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deemed to be human values and not ody  professional social work values; her sense that 

much of social work knowledge is based on intuition and genemlization and that the 

professional association is not as strong as it could be. She also noted that social work's 

commitment to supervisory support is actually a lack of autonomy and therefore, a lack of 

professionalism - basing her argument on three aspects of supervision: the fact that it is 

not time limited, that it has a "personal" nature to it and that one aspect of s u p e ~ s i o n  of 

social workers is naking sure that they adhere to the rules of a bureaucratic structure. 

Ofien, she felt these expectations were not compatible with professional ethics and 

values (p. 180). Other authors have argued that the overail definition of 

"professionalism" is not relevant to the feminine cuiîure of social work because of the 

tem's particular male-based focus (Baines, Evans & Neysmith, 199 1). Although 1 agree 

with many of Toren's points. I strongly believe that social work is a profession and that 

supervision, instead of limiting social work's automony has the potential to enhance it. 

Regardless of viewpoint, this question of credibility of the "profession" is threaded 

throughout the history of sociai work and the present day understanding of itself . This 

section of the Iiterahue review addresses selected components that make up the meaning 

of social work and reviews the work done on social work s u p e ~ s i o n  specificaliy. 

What Makes Up the Meaniw o f  Social Work 

Social work practice is diverse. Social workers address the needs of individuals - 

men, women and children - who have a wide array of personal concerns. They also 
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confiont the issues of many within farnily systems, institutional contexts, neighbourhoods 

and comrnunities and the global village. Social workers l e m  to be therapists, advocates, 

brokea of service. consultants. iisteners, strategists and organizers. Many social workers 

becorne supervisors. managers, administrators and smdl business operators. Regardless 

of the type of work, place of work or any partkuiar client issue, al1 social workers are 

trained to envision the person within his or her environment, understand and actively 

promote the values in the Canadian Social Work Code of Ethics and balance the need to 

attend to the peson as well as to his or her environment. These are the tenets of the social 

work profession. These tenets are addressed in countless introductory social work 

practice texts ( Hepworth & Larson, 1993) and social workers are reminded of them 

when studying particdar modes of therapeutic interventions (such as family therapy) and 

communiry interactions ( Mullaly, 1997). 

Concepts of process, content and context also have been integral parts of social 

work practice understanding since the early beginnings of the profession (Barker, 199 1). 

Meyer (1987) descnbes the process of social-work as "bevaiuation, the doing and 

occasionally being" (p. 401) and content as "the substance" (p. 402), "the diagnosis, the 

assessment, the knowing" (p. 40 1). Both Meyer and more recently, Sawdon and Sawdon 

(1995) reinforce the importance of balance and dynamic interface between process and 

content and "doing" and "being" (p. 16) emphasizing the importance of both acting to 

enhance each other as opposed to being in conflict Meyer makes a case for a bdanced 

approach to both components of social work, ensuring that one does not get lost in either 
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one. Sawdon and Sawdon extend this balance to supervision which they describe as  a 

partnership between the "right and Iefi hand of practice" (Rein & White, 198 1, p. 32) 

where "the whole is greater than the sum of its parts" (Sawdon & Sawdon, p. 15). They 

emphasize that the uncovering of the content, the process, the context and the outcomes 

in supervision are as important as in any othér form of social work interaction. 

Evolving fkom this work on process is the concept of parallel process. Kadushin 

tells us that parailel process is isomorphism in action - "the tendency for patterns to 

repeat at different levels of the system" (p. 2 17). Paralle1 process (Kahn. 1979) is also 

c d e d  "mirroring" (Hughes & Pengelly, 1997), "pardleling" (Wilmot & Shohet, 1985), 

the "reflection process" (Mattinson, 1975) and "isomorphism" ( Liddle & Saba, 1985). 

What this means is that what happens in the therapeutic interaction between the client and 

the worker will, in turn, happen in supervision. This expenence c m  also happen in 

reverse. ParalIel process is most often interpreted as sornething that one avoids or deems 

problematic but as well. behind the process is a communication that tells the supervisor 

what is gohg on in the work between the client and her supervisee. Social work is ofien 

done away fiom direct observation (Kadushin, 1992, p. 34) and the work is often 

complicated and difficult to translate. The dynamics within a parallel process can be a 

due to what happened. Empirical work on parallel process is very limited ( D o e h a n ,  

1976 and Sprinpann, 1989 as cited in Kadushin). Most of what is written about either 

isomorphism or parailel process is descriptive, defrnitional, anecdotd or not £kom a social 
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work perspective (Hughes & Pengelly. 1997; Kadushin. 1992; Kaiser. 1997; McNeiIl & 

Worther, 1989: Todd & Storm, 1997). 

The Art and Science of Social Work 

There is both histoncal and present-day reference to the art and the science of 

social work practice. Richmond (1 9 17) noted the difficulty in understanding both when 

she wrote, "in any art the description of its processes is necessarily far more clumsy than 

are the processes themselves" (p. 25). In 1929, Lee and Kenworth described social 

casework as an art and Horlis (1966) calied casework both an art and a science and went 

on to describe what she meant by those ternis; "an art in that it requires individual 

creativeness and skill; a science in that it is a body of systematized knowledge based 

upon observation, study and experimentatiod' (as cited in Munson, 1993, pp. 38 1-82). 

Munson provides an excellent anaiysis of these IWO components of social work practice 

as a basis for understanding supervision. He compares the elements of art forms - 

creation, discipline. rehearsal and audience and critics with the "art form" of interactions 

and references Dewey (1958)' who said that "art denotes a process of doing or makuig." 

Although Munson determines that these critena of an art f o m  do not fit  for social work 

practice, he acknowiedges that they (these criteria) cari enhance practice by encouraging 

social workers to "see(ing) the particula. in the universai" (p. 395). Of paaicular note are 

his references to the importance of supervisory curiosity and its ability to stimulate 

creativity and inspiration in one's supervisees @. 387) and the need for "devotion" to the 
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work (p. 388). In conjuncrion with this last p o i n ~  he references Reiter (1 980) who 

undertook a srudy that discovered almost half of a group of social work supeMsors were 

unhappy with their choice of social work as a profession. Although Reiter drew no 

conclusions about the effect of this dissatisfaction upon the people that these supervisors 

supervised it does raise the question that dissatisfaction, as well as devotion can be 

passed on. 

Goldstein (1990) questioned whether social work practice was "theory, wisdom, 

analogue or art" (p. 32). M e r  assessing ail of the component parts of social work 

knowledge, ski11 and values. he determined that it was a "mosaic" (p. 41) of al1 four 

whose essence was captured by the term "practice wisdom". It was necessarily a melange 

because of the diversity of demands of social workys clientele and what he called "the 

doubâul pursuit of scientific respectability" (p. 11). Goldstein went on to Say that the 

sources of this practice wisdom were embedded in particularities of social work that he 

identified as being the concem for the whole penon and the interactions that occur 

between people. the emphasis on inclusion of multiple systems and an openness to 

learning fiom other professions and fiom clients. Goldstein deemed social work more art 

than applied science because of these foci. Weick (1993) also addressed the idea of sociai 

work as art She postulated that sociai work is art because it has commitment to both 

values and process as practice foundations (p. 28). 
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Su~ervision in Social Work 

The earliest references to supervision in social work were about making sure that 

agencies were providing service not s u p e ~ s i n g  individual workers. In 190 1, Zilpha 

Smith was the first to write about looking "over the records of the visited families 

fiequently to see if the work is satisfactory or if any suggestions can make it so" (Smith, 

190 1, p. 46 as cited in Kadushin, p. 34). Kadushin notes that this is an indication of both 

the admuiistrative and educational components of s u p e ~ s i o n  (p. 4). Over the decades 

from the late 1 8 0 0 ~ ~  the references to supervision grew and changed with the fimes. 

Kadushui (1 W2), Kutzik (1 977) and Munson (1 993) provide excellent reviews of this 

historical perspective. 

At the present time, the literature available in social work supervision is s m d  in 

cornparison to other social work topics but it does cover a wide variety of issues. The 

classic volumes on social work supervision, their newer versions or additionai works by 

the same authors (Holloway, 1995; Holloway & Brager, 1989; Kadushin, 1976, 1992; 

Middieman & Rhodes' 1985; Munson, 1983, 1993; Shulman, 1982, 1993) are as relevant 

to understanding supervision today as they were when they first were published. Each 

book has a different supervisory description that is often captured in the title (e.g., 

clinical, interactional, competent, administrative) and each provides the reader with 

concrete descriptions of what s u p e ~ s i o n  is, the components of s u p e ~ s o r y  interaction 

and particular expenences within supervisory interaction such as power and authority, 

becoming a supervisor, evaluations and style. Other volumes directed at human s e ~ c e  



32 

management and leadership address issues of supervision as well (Coulshed, 1990; 

Hasedeid. 1992: Lewis. Lewis & Soufiee Jr.? 199 1 ; Weinbach, 1994). Still other book 

references originate fiom the family therapy supervision literature. Although these 

references do not specificaily address issues of social work many of the ideas paralle1 

social work supervision interests, for instance, contracting for supervisioa s u p e ~ s i n g  

supervisos. the use of stones and narrative in siipervision and ethical issues (Liddle, 

Breunlin & Schwartz, 1988; Todd & Storm. 1997). A colIection of newer books (Kaiser. 

1997; Pritchard. 1995) concentrate on issues of relationship and partnership in 

supervision and supervisory work done in p d c u l a r  settings with particular clients. These 

works are quite philosophicd in nature and also give many examples of achial 

interactions to c1ariS theu points. 

Recentiy, Tsui (1997) undertook a review of the empirical research about social 

work supervision completed over a twenty-five year penod (1970-1 995). There was a 

dearth of matenal (thirty studies) and most of it "dl1 at an embryonic stage" (p. 49). Tsui 

discovered that beyond the development of supervision models and particular descriptive 

studies performed since 1 974, empirical work in the area of social work supervision 

focused on such topics as: s u p e ~ s o r y  context (Eisikovits, Meier, Gutûnan, Shurka & 

Levinstein, 198 5); structure and authority (Munson, 1 98 1); the s u p e ~ s o r y  relationship 

(EXï.de, Jayarame & Thyness, 1989); supervisory styles and skills (Dendinger & Kohn, 

1989; York & Denton, 1990; York & Hastings, 1985); job satisfaction (Newsorne & 

Pillari, 1 99 1); and gender (Munson, 1979a). These particular research undertakings 
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yielded a nurnber of discovenes that are related to this research. Some examples of these 

are described in this para--ph. Eisikovits et al. (1985) found that workers did not see 

supervision as "iimiting'œ their work but rather as enhancing their independence (p. 54). 

York and Hastings (1985) were looking for correlation between worker matunty and 

satisfaction with supervison but they fomd that supervisos that actually showed their 

supervisees how to do the work increased satisfaction. The study by Himle et al. (1989) 

had sùnilar results. Satisfaction with supervision for the workers they questioned was 

highest with supervisors who gave information and were involved in the instrumental 

work. 

However, there are other articles about social work supervision. Some of these 

raise questions about autonomous practice in social work (Epstein, 1973; Munson, 1976; 

Veeder. 1990); and discuss the effects and needs of tramitioning fiom clinicd practice to 

supervisory practice (Imundo, 199 1 ; Patti, Diedreck Olson & Crowell, 1979). Brashean 

(1993) argues that supewision needs to be seen as a part of social work practice and thus 

given the same credence as farnily, individual and group therap y. It is tme that 

supervision in sociai work is seen as extremely important for the maintainhg of quality 

seMces because it pays attention to the most important resource that social work practice 

has - the social worker. But it is also marginalized because what it is and how it is 

performed is difficult to define, its potentid has not been adequately measured and 

comuütment to emphasizing the importance of s u p e ~ s i o n  is lacking (Sawdon & 

Sawdon, 1995, p. 7). 
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In some of the more recent work on sociai work supervision, attention is being 

drawn to factors of the supervisory process thah aithough not new, have rarely been 

discussed or investigated. ïhese topics are being presented as integral and imbedded parts 

of the supervisory process: ones that, the authors beiieve, are very important to address in 

order for supervision to succeed. Some of these points are: "shared meaning" (Broome, 

1991), which means the creation of a "third culture" (p. 242) of interpretation within the 

interactional space between people; relationships (Fox, 1989; HoUoway, 1995; Kaiser, 

1 997); supervision as a partnership (Hïpp & Munson. 1995; Sawdon & Sawdon, 1995); 

feelings (Ash, 1995; Stewart, 1997: Hughes & Pengelly, 1997); tnist, sharne, power and 

authority and context (Kaiser, 1997; Hughes *& Pengelly, 1997; Lappin & Hardy, 1997); 

dual relationships, isomorphisms and parallel processes (Williams, 1997; Kaiser, 1997, 

Storm, Peterson & Tomm. 1997). The influences of family therapy supervisory training 

on social workers such as the use of stones (Stewart, 1997), contracts (Storm, 1997), and 

supervision of supervisors (Storm, Todd. McDowell & Sutherland, 1997) are d s o  evident 

as social workers gather clinical training in this clinicai area (Pritchard, 1995). 

odels of Social Work Su~emsron 
. . 

Over the years, models of social work supervision were developed that are now 

inherent in the practice of social work. Some are more well-known and utilized 

(Kadushin, 1992; Munson. 1993; Shulman, 1983) than others (Hipp & Munson, 1995; 

MiddIeman & Rhodes, 1985; Rich, 1993). Some are more related to administrative 
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supervision (Holloway & Brager, 1 989) with a focus upon organizational culture and 

bsks. Others are more specifically directed towards supervision of  work with clients - 

called chical  supervision (Hawkins & Shohet. 1 989; HolIoway, 1995; Kaiser, 1 997). 

These are not necessarily particular to social work but referenced within them. Each of 

these models concentrates on ciifferent aspects. 

Kadushin's (1976) mode1 explains and describes the three well known hc t i ons  

of supervision; administration, education and suppon. Morrison (1993) and Sawdon and 

Sawdon (1995) added mediation and assessrnent as a fourth and fifth fünction, Kaiser 

(1997) calls her model conceptual and emphasizes goal setting and process and defines 

the context of supervision as relationship and the environment in which s u p e ~ s i o n  

occurs. Holloway's (1 995) systerns approach to supervisory practice identifies the 

supervisory relationship as the core of the model; surrounded by the conte- of agency, 

supervisor, client and supeMsee as well as the tasks and functions of  supervision. 

Hawkins and Shohet (1 989) suggest a "process model of supervision" (p. 55) that 

operates within four levels of interaction - client, work con ten  supervisee and 

supervisor. Their model describes and gives examples of aspects of relationships 

between ail of these leve1s such as parailel process, asking questions and using metaphors 

to stimulate change. They state that this model developed firom ?he reaihtion that the 

ciifferences (in their own supervisions) were connected to the constant choices they were 

making, as to what we focussed on*' (p. 55) rather than to such things as leaming level, 

style or the task at hand. Hipp and Munson (1995) o u t h e  a mode1 of  partnership that 
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encourages not just connection between genders within the therapeutic and supervisory 

conte- but also connections berneen human beings and the worlds - agency and society 

- that they work and live in. Eisler's (1 987) "cultural transformation theory" (p. xvii) 

f o m s  the ba i s  of this model. Eisler proposes two ways of looking at the worid - through 

dominator or partnership eyes. Hipp and Munson create a cornparison of these 

perspectives as they relate to supeMsory interaction. The emphases in their model are on 

caring, mutuai understanding, process and relationship (p. 28). The authors of each of 

these models address such issues as style. tasks, relationship, techniques in various ways. 

They put more or less emphasis on particuiar components such as power, relationship, 

context, education and accountability. They ail agree that supervision is an in tegd part 

of ensuring both the quaiity of social work practice as weiI as being a way to manage and 

direct the administration of quality programs: In some cases, the delineation between 

cihical supervision and administrative s u p e ~ s i o n  is clear. Sometimes it is not so clear 

because of the nature of the work being done and the way in which an agency designs its 

poiicies of accountability and quality assurance. 

Other helping fields of practice such as child and youth care, nursing, marriage 

and family therapy and psychology, have many of the same concepts and guidelines as 

social work supervision and have developed their own models (Hawkins & Shohet, 1989: 

Hughes & Pengelly, 1997; Lewis, Lewis & Soufiee, 199 1). Human service or social work 

organizations also utilize the principles of social work supervision although they may not 

clearly i den t a  that fact (Clarke, Shaw & Weinstein, 1984; Malanych, Matheson & 
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is performed hm a depth of diversity. 

Wornen and Social Work Supe~kioq  

The particular topic of women performing social work supervision is even less 

documented in the Merature. Of note is the very recent iiterature (Kadushin, 1992; 

Munson, 1993) which addresses issues of women as supervisors and "a femlliist approach 

to supervisiony7 (Kadushin. p. 505) in sections at the end of those publications. Kadushin 

outlines the underlying principles of feminisé theory and practice and how these are 

connected to the development of "feministyy supervision. He notes, among other points, 

the responsibility the feminist supervisor has to change orga-tions and their structure. 

He also States that teaching that process - "how one pursues objectives - is as important 

as t e a c b g  outcomes - what has been achieved" (p. 506). Munson also discusses feminist 

theory as it is related to both clinical and administrative supervision and suggests that 

"(t)he role of the s u p e ~ s o r  as a mode1 for aspiring femaie administrators needs more 

focus of attentiony' (p. 372). In a very recent work, Munson (in press), notes the lack of 

attention to issues of gender in psychotherapy supervision even though the numbers of 

women in these professions (one of which is sociai work) are steadily increasing (p. 549). 

Munson draws parallels between feminist theory and practice and how the principles 

inherent in a feminist perspective can enhance supenisory work. He outlines the 

importance of gender standpoint when understandhg the multiple interpretations of 
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power? the reaiities and effects of gender bias and the influences of organizational context 

and values upon supervisory work. 

Ezell(1993) found more similarities than differences in both the prïorities of 

female and male managers and their behaviour. Zunz (1991) discovered that male social 

workers are promoted more quickly into management positions than women and that the 

women who are promoted feel less confident about their promotion than men do. Munson 

(1982) compared w-omen who were in administrative positions with women who desired 

to be in those positions and found that both "perceived sexism as prevalent" (p. 56) in 

contrast with women who were not in administrative positions and those who did not 

desire to be who did not rate this a concern. Williams (1995), in her book about men in 

women's professions of social work, nursing and library science noted that men both 

benefited and were hampered by their "special" status. Gibelrnan & Schervish (1993) 

identified the presence of a "glass ceiling" in social work even though the majority of the 

profession is fernaie and growing. They suggest that further study is needed to uncover 

the reasons for this phenomenon. A collection of authors refer to the attitudes of the 

social work profession toward women in its management ranks (Kerson & Akxander, 

1979, Rodway, 1983. Williams, 1995). Corn (1 993) compared male and female 

practitioners, and middle and senior managers uith regards to their perceptions of gender 

similadies and differences in direct service and s u p e ~ s o r y  work. She found, among 

other things that women senior managers "described their style as being concenied with 

process and found their distance from the direct work worrying at times as it made them 
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feel Iess in control" (p. 48). The women dso described their supeMsory roles using 

similar language; "supportive, advisory, empowering, etc." (p. 48). In 1976, Kadushin 

found that supervisees generalIy 

(l979a) and Jayaratne, Brabson, 

preferred being supervised by males- However, Munson 

Gant, Nagda, Singh & Chess ( 2  992) found that male 

supervisors were given poor ratings as supervisors. 

This section of the literature review presented an investigation of the literature of 

social work in two areas: some selected components that make up the meaning of social 

work and are related to this research topic and the literature on social work supervision. 

The next section addresses the more generic topic of management. 

The World of Management 

This section of the literature review begins with a very brief overview of the 

development of general management theory and practice. A selection of the literature on 

human service management is included. A review of the salient literanire on leadership 

and mentorship, professional sociaiization and organizational culture follows. A focus on 

women's place in the literature of the management world will be included in each 

subsection. 

It must be noted first that terms such a s  manager, administrator and leader are 

ofien used interchangeably in the literature. As a result, attention needs to be paid to these 

terms and their many meanuigs. "McConkey (1990) says that administrators carry out 

pAicies set by others, managers are concerned with efficiency, while leaders are 
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concemed with effectiveness" (Hutchinson. 1993, p. 13). Hutchinson also notes that 

subtle differences in the tems are present but the literature itself expects that the reader 

will adjust to the understanding of the tenn based on the context around it (p. 13 -2 4). 

(Supenision is another such term. The word has many different definitions dependent 

upon the focus of discussion and supervision is often used in conjunction with these 

terms as well.) 

Mana-ement Theory Overview 

"Management theories developed in the Late nineteeth and early twentieth 

centuries" (Weinbach, 1994, p. 45) when the role of the "manager" evolved as businesses 

grew larger and away fkom their family and cottage industry roots (p. 46). Over a period 

of about fifty years, a collective of management thought was created that encompasses 

what are commonly known today as classical management theories. There are an 

abundance of historical references to the development of these management theones and 

many of these "histories" contradict each other or interpret the mode1 or the school of 

management thought slightly differently (Weiner, 1 990; Wren, 1 987). 

The initial theones were called scientific (Taylor, 19 1 1 ), administrative (Fayol, 

19 16) and bureaucratie (Weber, 1924). Their focus was on efficiency and profitability. As 

the needs of the workers became more interconnected with production and success of the 

organi7;ition the human relations model (Argyris, 1957; Likert, 1961; Mayo, 1933; 

McGregor, 1960) and the systems model (Katz & Kahn, 1966) evolved. Both of these 
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rnodels of management concentrated on the "irrationalw' or "human" side of behaviour 

that people in organizations manifested. The human relations mode! continued to focus 

on productivity (Coulshed. 1990, p. 3 8) while the systems approach focused on the 

relationship between organizations and their environment (Iannello, 1992). Other 

management methods are named and descnbed in the literature; contingency theory, total 

quality management quality circles and participatory management are a few. In surn, the 

review of this iiterature produced three points worthy of note; the sheer volume of ideas 

regarding management practice that have developed over the past thirty years. the speed 

at which these new ideas are developed and the present day focus on the person in 

business, whether it be the client, the custorner, the employee or the executive. 

One study of note is Mintzbergys (1970) ethnographie work on five male 

managers using "structured observationy' that was somewhat of a tuming point in 

management theory. Pnor to Mintzberg's work, management \vas perceived as a Iist of 

tasks that were outlined in 1 9 1 6 b y Fayol. These tasks were called planning, organizing, 

coordinating and controlling and they continue to be used in the Iiterature to describe 

present day administration (Mintzberg, 1971, p. B-97). Through his research. ~ in tzberg  

developed extensive descriptions of what the work of management entailed and captured 

the cornplexity of the management position beyond just these tasks. For exampie, he 

found that managers were constantiy interrupted, worked at a constant and fast pace, had 

littie time for quiet thinking, maintained many relationships outside their organization 

and had difficulty sharing information. The role of the manager was three-fold: 
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interpersonal. informational and decision-making. Mintzberg chose to undertake 

descriptive research. through the use of a diary format in this area because of the hidden 

complexity he recognized in the "real" work of a manager as well as the need to focus on 

the multiple dimensions of management practice. particdarly "the dynarnic Stream of 

decisions, not on the isolated decision (Mintzberg, 1968, p. 371). 

The management literature of the past few years built upon the work of Mintzberg 

and now emphasizes many new areas. Some exarnples of these are: the importance of 

quality programs and products (Weiner. I 990); s traregic planning (Bryson. 1995); the 

leamuig organization (Senge. 1990); new concepts in organizational charts (Tappen, 

1 995) and hierarchical structures (Iannello, IWO); managing for excellence (Peters & 

Wateman, 1982): remembering the values of your organization (Secretan, 1995); valuing 

the employee and anending to the process of the Company as opposed to just what it 

produces ( Hammer & Charnpy, 1993) and developing habits of success (Covey, 1989). 

Women in Management 

Demographics tell us that women's impact on the work force is growing. The 

numbers of women and minonties will soon swell (Statistics Canada: Women in Canada, 

1994; Weil. 1987)- the number of elderly women wiU increase and even more fimilies 

wiU be headed by single parents, mon of whom are women. If it is true that history 

shows us the path to the fiiture, women \siIl be both the caretakers of others and the cared 

for. This taking care will occur as family members and will be connected to their work as 
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ernployees. Business and human services will be arenas in which women's impact will be 

felt. 

"From the days in the mid-nineteeth cenniry when the intrepid Margaret LaForge 

worked as the first lady boss of Macy's Department Store? women have been presenr in 

the work force as business managers, but never in significant numbers" (Brown, 1979, p. 

266). A woman in a management position was in a minority up until the last few decades. 

But the world of management is now at a place where women's ways of managing are of 

interest to corporations (Kanter. 1977; Rosener. 1990: 1995). Rosenefs (1 990) research 

found that women's management style followed a pattern of sorts; sharing power, 

encouraging participation and creating an atrnosphere of seIf-development and energy (p. 

151). Wornen's influence on the world of work is being acknowledged as a style or a 

method of working and it is acknowledged that there is a "feminization of management" 

(Lee, 1994) occurring in the world of business. However. researchers note that a "glas 

ceiling" for women moving into executive positions continues to exkt (Kienke, 1996). 

The numbers of women in management are reported to be growing too slowly. executive 

women's salaries are not keeping Pace with men's salaries and women are choosuig to 

leave management positions once they get there (Ivancevich & Matteson, 1992). 

Leadership 

The elusive concept of leadership (Bass, 198 1, pp. 7-14 ) is defined many ways 

One dennition is "an attempt at influencing the activities of followers through the 
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communication process and toward the attainment of some goal or goals" (Fleishmm, 

1973, as cited in Ivancevich & Matteson. 1992). Leadership theories attempt to capture 

what makes a leader. One of these theones is called trait theory. Trait theory identifies 

either intellectual. physical or penonality characteristics of leaders (Bass. p. 27). Another 

theory looks at the behaviours of leaders (Likert' 1961). TWG other models of leadership 

are the contingency model (Fiedler. 1967a) that looks at the balance between style and 

situation and the transformational approach (Burns, 1978) that draws upon charisma and 

the ability to instill values and vision in others, a sense of mission, attention, stimulation, 

intemal rewards and independence to iead and influence others (Ivancevich & Matteson, 

p. 468). Transformational leadership ccoccurs when one or more peeons engage with 

others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of 

motivation and rnorality" (Burns, 1978. p. 20). Barker (1990) noted the important use of 

the word "engage" in this definition as it denotes the creation of ''unity, wholeness and a 

collective purpose" (p. 42) and a "relationship based on mst" (p. 43). 

There are a wealth of suggestions on "how to" be a leader as well as how not to be 

(Bennis, 1991; De Pree. 1987, 1992. 1997; Dntcker, 1990). Maxims on how to be a 

successfbl leader are also very popular (Fidler, 1995). Weinbach (1 994) gives an 

excellent historical ovexview of leadership theory evolution from a social work 

perspective and how concepts of followership and the factors inherent in the creation of 

an organizational ciirnate influence and in tum, are influenced by leadership. 



"It takes at least two for leadership to occur" (Bass, 198 1, p. 243). It is because of 

the connection between leader and follower and how they influence each other that the 

study of followership is also important. People in organizations form systems and 

subsystems d.iat interact with each other many different ways every day. Influence of the 

leader upon the followers is clearly outlined rather than the interdependence of leader and 

follower (p. 256). An investigation of followeship demonstrates this "two-way" (p. 257) 

influence and a number of phenomenon to which this is connected, One is calied the 

"falling dominoes phenomenon" (p. 261) that refers to the effects that leaders have upon 

their followers and then subsequently how the followers innuence others within their 

sphere. Bass outluies a number of studies that were done to address the cctwo-way'y 

experience of these dominoes - fiom leader to follower and vice-versa Leaders were able 

to influence followers by being role models. by using non-verbal message delivery, by 

being communicative and by having both expectations and consequences as well as 

expectations. Followers affect the success of the leader as rnuch as they affect their own 

success and they do so by their maturity, a sense of commitrnent, their expenence and 

Women in Leadership 

Women in leadership roles is a fairIy new situation even though women have been 

in informal leadership roles for centuries. In the past fifty years, shidies on women as 

leaders have multiplied as the nurnbers of women Ieading, administering, managing and 
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just generally being in charge of organizations has grown. Some of the early studies in 

this area reinforced existing nereotypes that women were more interested in interpersonal 

relationships than they were goal focussed (DiMarco & Whitsitt, 1975; Petty & Bruning, 

1980). Others drew cornparisons of women's leadership styles as more or Iess "acting iike 

a man" (Watson. 1988). Rosener (1990) was somewhat of a pioneer with her analysis of 

women's interactive style of leadership as onginating kom early socialization (p. 125). 

She found differences between men and women leaders in four areas: "they tend to 

encourage participation. they share power and Uiformation more readih, they attempt to 

enhance the participation of others. and they energize others" (Barker & Young, 1998, p. 

75). Rosener also found that women assisted others to transfomi self-interest into 

collective organizational goals. Women were more likely to use these principles of 

comection and their past proven records of success and experience as power rather than 

other traditional means of control such as position and punishment (Alimo-Metcalfe, 

1994, p. 4 1). Vinnicombe (1 987) undertook a study that utilized Mintzberg's work on 

roles (interpersonal. informational and decisional) combined with the Myers-Bnggs 

indicator that developed and then anaiyzed women's preferred management styles. The 

choices offered were 'traditionalist'. 'trouble-shooter/negotiatory , 'cataiyst' and 

'visionary'. She found that women were less likely to identiQ themselves as 

'traditionalist' and more likely to be 'visionaries' or 'catalysts'. Fifty-seven percent of 

men indicated 'traditional' (as cited in Alimo-Metcalfe, 1994, p. 4 1). 
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Hel gesen ( 1990) also utilized Mintzberg ' s work to determine "female ways of 

leadership." As in Mintzberg's work. Helgesen interviewed five women in management 

positions. L'nlike Mintherg3 snidy? she wrote about them in narrative form and 

introduced them and their ideas to the reader. Helgesen discovered that although the jobs 

these women held were similar to the jobs the men in Mintzberg's study held. there were 

more differences that "reveal a focus on the doing of various tasks rather than on the 

completion-' (p. 38). For example, rhe women "did not view unscheduled tasks and 

encounters as interruptions'' (p. 20) as the men in Mintzberg ' s study did, and they said 

they spent this unscheduled time for reasons of: "Caring. Being involved. Helping. Being 

responsible" (p. 21). They also said their job was o d y  one element of their self-definition 

and that the? made time in their days for the sharing of information. From the language 

that the women used and ùieir descriptions of what they did and how they did it, 

Helgesen created the descriptive "web of inclusion" that outlined how women manage. 

She fashioned this "web" rnetaphor fiom the combination of a children's story, 

Charlotte's Web - about a hard-working, quick-rhinking female spider who cared for her 

animal friends - and one woman's description of her use of a circdar organizational chart. 

The women said that they were Yn the middle of uiings" (p. 45) rather than at the top. "In 

a web consmiction, the figurehead is the heart rather than the head and so does not need 

layers and ranks below to reinforce status" (p. 55). The women also said they were a part 

of sometbing bigger than just themselves - a son of global "web of concem" (p. 48). 



At the same tirne as differenceç berneen men and women are being noted and 

emphasized, there are ouier studies that report no differences found in management or 

leadership styies and abilities (Ezell. 1993. White, 198 1). One example is the replication 

that Wolk. Bieeke. Copeland. Darick. Fredencks, Peck Plaisier. Richardson & Way 

(1982) undertook of the Mintzberg study. They observed human seMce managers - two 

of whom were women. Their fmdings were similar to Mintzberg's results. With regards 

to issues of followership, it is noted that women leaders have followers too and early 

studies on leadership identified that followers preferred men as leaders and saw women as 

less able when in leadership positions (Patterson, 1975 and Rice, Instone & Adams, 1984 

as cited in Klenke. 1996). More recent studies show similar results although the 

ciifferences are smaller (Eagly, Makhij ani & Klonsky, 1992). Bass and Avolio (1 990) 

posited that women in leadership positÏons are judged less harshly than male leaders 

because they are expected to perform less well. 

Few references were found specific to leadership and social work (BrilIiant, 1986; 

Dublin, 1989; Hopps, 1986; Latting? 1986) but references to leadership in nonprofit 

agencies are present ( Bryson & Crosby, 1992; Drucker, 1990; Nutt & Backoff, 1992; 

Shin & McClomb. L 998). However. the articles and books on leadership in nursing, also 

a woman's profession, are abundant and those given here are oniy a smdl example 

(Barker, 1990; Byers, 1997; Hein, 1998, Tappen, 1995;Yoder Wise, 1995). The topics 

that are included in these works are somewhat philosophical in nature - questioning the 

meaning of leadership, the theory behind it and the inherent pruiciples. As welI, this 
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literamre focusses on the details of interaction of leaders and followers. addressing 

particular aspects of the performance of a nursing leader? such as caring, power? confiict, 

teams and groups, vision and trust and giving examples of "how to do it". 

Power 

Power has many definitions and is an intergal part of the management of 

organizations today. Power has been classified a variety of ways as researchers and 

theonsts in business. anrhropology, sociology, psychology and social work try to 

understand the influence of power: who has it, how they get it and how they use it. And 

power has been genderized as we1I. Today, we have multiple choices of power 

definitions, whether or not we think that we are any more able to understand power than 

we were decades or even centuries ago. 

In 1959, French and Raven developed a classification of five "bases of power by 

which an individual can potentially influence others" (Ivancevich & Matteson, 1992). 

These bases were cailed reward power, coercive potver? legitimate power, expert power 

and referent power. Rewaxd power is the ability to wïvithhold or give praise, money or 

resources. Coercive power is the power to force someone to do somethïng, to scold or 

punish. Legitirnate power is the name of the power resulting directly fiorn a position of 

authority. A person with a specidized skill or knowledge wodd have what is called 

expert power and a person with chaisma or a depth of relationship with others is one who 

has referent power. Coulshed (1 990) added two more "powers" to this list: connection 



power - the knowing of particular people in positions of authority or control. and 

information power - the possession of information about people or things. Ragins and 

Sundstrom (1 989). in their work on power in organizations, devised another categorizing 

process that classifies power from four perspectives: societal, organizational' 

interpersonal and individual. This is a particularly interesting anaiysis as it involves 

macro and micro infiuences and utilizes everyday experiences to underscore their 

hypotheses. Yoder and Kahn (1 992) provide an excellent anaiysis of women and power 

using this format. They describe the societal level of power as the culture of patriarchy 

and the politicai, economic, seLwai and social ineqdities of women. The organizational 

level refers to phenornena such as the "glass ceiling" for women in management, the 

power hierarchy in most business. and the occupational segregation of women into 

particular types of jobs. They see the interpersonal level as any dyadic interaction 

between men and women such as communication. violence or sexual harassment. The 

individuai level refers to particular traits, attitudes and motives amibutable to an 

individual person. 

Wornen and Power 

Griscorn's (1 992) review of the literahe on power in psychology begins with 

Adler (1 9 14). Although Adleis theory was about domination, Gnscom also tells us that 

he was equally concemed about gender discrimination @. 396) and male domination, as 

well as the effects of both upon society and the univenal perception of women's role (p. 
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397). M e r  Adler. it tvas not. she tells us. until the 1970s that interest developed about 

women and power. However- this interesr remained dualistic, keeping the individual 

separate from the die context in which they live (p. 390) until Henley's (1977) work on 

nonverbal communication. her incorporacion of other forms of power differences (for 

example, in age and race) and the advent of the Stone Centre theonsts and the self-in- 

relation theory (Miller. 1976). 

Miller's anaiysis of women and power began with a declaration of woman's 

subservient position in society and the need to understand that as a place of beginning. In 

society, she believed. two types of inequdity exist; the temporary (as in the case of 

children and students) and the permanent (as it relates to minorities and women). The 

concept of what she called dominance/submission is based on the premise that the 

dominant group defines the subordinates as infenor, encourages their passivity and 

demands that they perform tasks that the dominant group does not want to do. Conflict 

that would challenge this reality is avoided. Subordinates that rebel are deerned abnormal. 

However, the behaviour of subordinates is n6t necessady passive although it may look 

that way. It is cornplex. covert and based on sumival. Sunilarly, Miller postulated, 

women's behaviour in the face of domination is narned helplessness or powerlessness but 

in fact cm be renamed as strength. She believes that perceived vulnerability, weakness 

and helplessness are, in fact manifestations of women's connection to the emotional base 

of others and therefore, hold the potential for greater understanding of human nature. 

Participation in the development of others is not just cccaretaking" or ccwomen's work" but 
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a contribution 10 society and an understanding of  how opportunities for growth present 

themselves. The ability of women to cooperate with others and their need for connection 

can be refiamsd as the ability to flexibly adapt to the constant changes of our world; 

essential components for life today. 

Miller asserts that myths about women and power are perpetuated by the male- 

dominant culnira.1 group in order «, maintain their position of control. These myths are: 

women should not have power. women do not have power and women do not need 

power. Miller srated that due to the long standing influence of these myths, women 

themeIves see power as selfish, destructive and as a form of abandonment. Women's fear 

of power, in others and in themselves, stems fiom this work (p. 199). Miller emphasizes 

that fear of p o ~ ~ ~ e r  as it is presently defined and used is wise as it means the limiting of 

others, losing relationship and putting others-down as well as a fear of one's own desire 

for power. The importance of the positive use of contlict and losing the fear of c o d i c t  

for the purposes of change (p. 125) is also emphasized in Miller's work. 

Homer's ( 1972) work on fear of success in women is important to mention here 

as it is similar to Miller's notion of the fear of power. Horner's work is much criticized 

today for emphasizing women's helpIessness and using male-based concepts fiom which 

to determine her ideas. However, the work is interesting to note from the standpoint of 

power issues as it is related to other work of the same time period that was encouraging 

women to "think like men" in order to be successfül and therefore, powerful (Harragan, 

1977). Johnson (1 976) dso studied the power styles of women. She discovered that 
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women used indirect power which she defined as influence by manipulation, the use of 

the personal and helplessness. while men used direct styles of power that were based on 

competence. were direct and concrete. Wornen's power styles were dependent upon others 

and reduced self-confidence and self-esteem. She emphasized thar a use of the personal 

instead of competence leaves women dependent and maintainine a low status in society. 

Heniey (1977) and Tannen (1986, 1990) investigated the differences in 

communication styles and the use of verbal and nonverbal communication by men and 

wornen and found gender differences '-for access to and utilizauon of power?' (Yoder & 

Kahn, 1992: p. 3 83). Henley fomulated a continuum of power that ranged fiom the 

covert (socialization) to the overt (war, destruction) and focused on the dual power of the 

nonverbal and its interpersonal. as well as politicai abilities, to influence and control. 

Tannen's work addresses the need women have to create relationships with people over 

whom they have power and to s ~ v e  for comection with them as opposed to separation. 

Both Hedey and Tannen found men behaved differently when in positions of power over 

others, keeping an emotional distance from people at other hierarchical Levels and seeing 

the hierarchy as having a definite power structure. Stone Center researchers also tell us 

that women approach understanding, conflict, negotiation, confkontation and support 

differently than men (S tiver, 1 99 1). 
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The concept of empowerment evolved fiom the work of the Stone Center group 

and was originally conceptualized as giving power to others; distinguishing it fiom 

traditional "power-over" (Yoder & Kahn. 1992) models. In its early stages, empowerment 

was defined as personal and related to individual women feeling more coddent and 

powerful within themselves (Kitzinger, 1991.). This grew to encompass mutuality and 

became mutual ernpowerment wherein both parties attend to the relationship as well as to 

each other. The researchers believe that mutual group empowerment is the next stage that 

has the power to enhance large groups, collectives and the political world (Surrey, 1991). 

The intention of this work on empowerment is not to present one form of power as better 

than the other nor does it want to imply that empowement should replace al1 actions of 

power. But this work does emphasize power's multiple nature (Griscorn, 1992, p. 406) 

for both genders and the importance of understanding that power is a process that is both 

contextual and particular to each human being. 

Sociai Work and Power 

Social work has a particularly interesting paradoxical relationship with power. 

Possessing and usine power and a u t h o r i ~  goes hand in hand with a belief that one person 

has "the nght to tell another what to do and expect cornpliance" (Kadushin, 1992, p. 99). 

The legislation that guides the work of social work demands this clarity of understanding 

about the use of power and authority when apprehending children or distributhg social 



assistance dollars. for example. But the Canadian Social Work Code of Ethics d so  

demands thar social workers are egaiitarian. democratic. respectful and promoting of self- 

determination and human semice organizations often question the authority of legislation 

or have cornplicated opinions about the clients that they serve. As well, social workers are 

ofien tau& to use influence rather than direct power with their clients (Johnson, 1992, pp 

71-77). With al1 of these differing points of vie- social workers ofien find themselves in 

an ideological quandry as they are conf?onted with the expectation that they do something 

that they perceive to be antitheticai to the values of their profession, or to their pIace of 

employment (Handler, 1979: Levinson & Klerman, 1972; Taylor, 1995; Vinter, 1959 as 

cited in Kadushin. 1992). As a result, "they resort to power and authority self- 

consciously. hesitantly. apologetically. It evokes a sense of shame and guilt" (Kadushin, 

1992, p. 99). 

This power struggle rhat social workers expenence in the field is also one that 

pervades through supervisory practice. Supervison may be reluctant to provide the 

necessary organizational structure through task and worker monitoring (Parsloe & 

Stevenson. 1978, p. 202) and they may have trouble expressing their authority 

(Satyamurti. 198 1, p. 57) because of the conflict of values they expenence. Both the 

therapeutic and the supervisory relationship are relationships in which there are power 

dinerentials that need to be addressed because they are not going away. The supervisor is 

in a power position over the supervisee but the supervisee also has power of his or her 

own within the supervisory relationship and can manifest this power in a variety of overt 



and covert \va-s (Kadushin. 1997. pp. 280-288). The supervisee in his or her position as 

therapist or ~vorker is also given power by their client - the power of expenence, of 

control. of position - depending upon the nature of their relationship. Professionds have 

power in the eyes of society (Kaiser. 1997, p. 26). Doherty (1995) talks about the need to 

have courage in therapeutic and supeMsory work. The problems that confkont social 

work are often ones that are cornplex, without easy answers and often fnghtening. They 

are issues that demand brave- and courage to act with integrity. ofien pushing 

themselves and their workers beyond levels of cornfort and security to truly do what is 

best for the client. for the agency and for societj- (Kaiser, 1997, p. 34). 

Mentoring 

Lately. interest in the concept of mentorship has been renewed (Caldwell & 

Carter, 1993: Carruthers. 1993: Collins, 1994; Zey, 199 1) since Levinson's section on 

mentors and mentorship in his al1 male study of development (Levinson, Darrow, Klein, 

Levinson & McKee. 1978) \vas published. As with the literature on leadership, 

mentorship and its definitons. benefits, poteiitial problems and gender differences is 

being discussed. studied and related to the professional socialkation process of both men 

and women and the creation of an organizational culture (Jossi, 1997; Kelly & Post, 

1995; Zey, 199 1). In fact, mentoring affects and is affected by the culture of an 

orga-tion as a mentor passes on important idormation about the development of the 

workplace and assists the new emplo yee to a greater understanding of his or her new 
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position and n e x  environment. ~Mentoring --represents leadership through the process of 

empowerment" (Astin & Leland. 199 1. p. 121). 

The definitions of a mentor range kom the comprehensive (Carmin, 1988) to the 

succinct and simple. Phillips-Jones ( 1992) defines the modern mentor in rhis simple way: 

"mentors are influentid people who si-@Tcanrly help you reach your major life goals" 

@. 2 1). Kram ( 1983) identifies two functions of the mentoring process. The fÏrn function 

is career guidance and includes "sponsorship. exposure. visibility, coaching production 

and challenging assigments." The second function is psychosocial and its activities are 

"role modelling, acceprance and c o d i a t i o n .  counselling and fnendship" (as cited in 

Ivancevich & Matteson. 1992, pp. 690-69 1). ~Ventoring enhances career movement, 

promotional possibilities and performance in the workplace as well as contributhg 

positively to retaining and motivating workers (Kram, 1985). "According to Keele and 

DeLaMare-S chae fer ( 1 9 84), the most successful mentoring relationships are those in 

which the benefits accrued to the protégé also accrue to the mentor" (Klenke. 1996, p. 

183). 

Bene fits of mentoring were outlined by Alleman (1 989) and include increased 

productivity, the discovery of hidden taien: and offering a challenge to change. 

Disadvantages of mentoring are cailed "the Maîthew effecty7 and "the Salien 

phenornenon" (Clark & Corcoran, 1986 as cited in Carruthers). These concepts refer to 

potential elitism. "The ~Matthew effecty7 is based upon the Gospel According to St. 

Matthew 2529 and descnbes how often ~'~ifted" or well-connected employees seem to 
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have an easier time finding mentors than those who are disadvantaged in some way. The 

already existing gap ben+-een these two groups just gets wider when this phenomenon 

occurs. "The S a k i  phenornenon" is based upon the story of a composer at the time of 

Mozart. Sden stood benveen iMozart and the public. allegedly keeping him protected but 

in the end he wis keeping Mozart fiom being recognized. Other phenomenon that occur 

in mentoring relationships are jealousy and threat (Carnithers, p. 19). Mentoring can be 

something that happens infomally or formally, serendipitously or deliberately. It c m  be 

deliberately stmctured benveen people or within organizations to assist and support 

employees to achieve their goals (pp. 13-14). Little work has been done on mentoring 

fiom the mentor's perspective (Ragins & Scandura, 1994, p. 96). 

Women and Mentoring 

Research on male sarne-sex mentoring has formed the basis of most of the 

research done on mentoring in general up until the 1 s t  few decades. The need for women 

to have mentors in the workplace and be mentors to others is gathering interest and 

beginning to be addressed in the literature (Carruthers, p. 15-16; Zey, 199 1). LMey and 

Wrench (1985) determined that women who had mentoring relationships were happier 

with their jobs than women who had no mentor. However, women often h d  accessing 

mentoring relationships difficult because there are few women in upper-level 

management positions available to mentor (Klenke, 1996, p. 185), because some male 

managers do not believe that women are competent as managers (Fitt & Newton, 198 1) 
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and because of the problems associated wirh cross-sex mentorhg (DriscolI & Goldberg, 

1993). 

Cross-sex mentoring problsms - particularly when the mentor is male - are 

mainly descnbed as problems with semality- or at ieast the perception that there is a dual 

relationship of a sexual nature taking place. Kram (1985); Levinson, Darrow, Klein, 

Levinson & McKee (1 978): 'loe (1 988) and Phillips-Jones (1 982) have al1 addressed this 

potential of sexual tension in cross-sex mentor-protégé relationships with varying 

concem. 

The dearth of women available to mentor is one of the reasons why male mentor - 

female protégé relationships are encouraged. Three reasons for this scarcity are identified 

in the work of McElhiney (1990, as cited in C m t h e n ,  1993). First, women do not have 

tirne to mentor as they are busy struggling to determine their own careers. Second, there 

are few women in positions of authority and third, because of the "Queen Bee" syndrome 

which refers to women seeing other potential protégés as threats to thernselves and 

therefore, do nothing to assist them. On the other hand, Ragins and Scandura (1 994), in 

their study of costs and benefits of cross-sex mentoring, found no significant dif5erence 

between men and women with regard to their likelihood of being mentors. no lack of 

interest in being mentors by women in positions of authonty and no indication of Queen 

Bee syndrome. Parker and Kram (1 993) and Ra& and Cotton (1991) suggest that when 

there is a lack of comection between senior and junior women k a mentoring 

relationship, this may be because they are in different developmentai places; one should 
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not assume rhat just because they are women does not mean that they will always get 

dong. As well. the perception that there are greater expectations of the senior femde 

executive to succeed and thus. taking responsibility for a protégé could risk a potential 

failure. 

There is little written about mentorhg in social work (Berger, 1990; Richey, 

Gambrill& BIythe, 1988, Taibbi, 1983). A parallel term, role modelling, is perhaps more 

often used in the profession. 7here is nothing in the literature that discusses the 

simiiariues and differences benveen the two terms. More ofien than not, they are used 

interchangeably. A role model. like a mentor. teaches, guides, advises, counsels, makes 

connections and takes the person under their wing. In social work, the nuances of work 

with clients are qualities that Grotjohn (1949, as cited in Kadushin, 1992, p. 156 ) asks, 

"How can this be taught? How cm you teach patience and devotion, tact and timing, 

decency and tolerance, empathy and intuition, modesty and honesty and fkankness . . . the 

dangers of abusing a position of confidence and trust?." A role mode1 in social work 

embodies these concepts and thus, the supervisee learns what these qualities mean. 

One empirical study on mentoring by York, Heniey and Gamble (1988) found that 

there was significant interest in mentoring relationships for women who aspired to be 

administrators. However, the authors found it interesting that there was not an equal 

interest in having femde role models (p. 249). Collins' 1994 study on mentors did not 

address the issue of gender but did correlate being rnentored and being a mentor with 
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career success. career satisfaction and income Ievels. She found significant results in the 

£ k t  nvo areas. 

Professional Socialization and the Creation of Or~anizationaI Culture 

Professional or occupational socializatioo consists of learning about the work one 

has chosen the agency or organization one has chosen to work within and leaming about 

the place wherein one fits. It is. in short. "the process by which organizations bring new 

employees inro its' culture" (Ivancevich & Matteson, 1992. p. 683). Organizationd or 

professional culture "consists of the deeply shared values and beliefs of its people which 

show up in how the Company (or the discipline) and its people behave" (Champy, 1995, 

p. 35). Acculturation to a new profession or career, a new agency or position is replete 

with infiuencing factors that are taken for granted by the receiving party. To the 

newcomer, these "stories-" rules, descriptions of professional culture are the building 

blocks of the fume  expenence of that culture and are a powerfd influence. The literature 

notes this process well (Bartol. 1978: Lanvood & Lockheed. 1979; Mchtyre, Moberg & 

Posner. 1980: Scuhauser, 1993; Terborg, 1977; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Schein 

(1992) notes that stories are a powemil vehicle for the mmsmission of organizational 

culture. Howxer. he also cautions that leaders do not aiways have control over how the 

story is told (p. 25 1) because each penon who experiences or hears a story takes fkom it 

what is meaningful to them. filtering that story through their own past experiences. Their 

teiiing of the story the next time combines their interpretation with the original one. As 



well, as rime passes. stories are told over and over and it is virhdIy impossible for a 

leader ro be present at even storyleiiing moment. 

Present day emphasis upon the development of a learning org&tion (Senge, 

1990) demands different types of leaders. Alimo-Metcalfe (1994) asserts that the "post- 

heroic. transfomiational leader who leads by exciting enthusiasm" @. 39) will be 

required. The culture of a leaming organization encompasses qualities of "cooperation, 

belongin-, caring, responsibilities and receptivityo' (p. 39). This change, she States, is one 

Mentorintr and Networkino as Part of Culture 

Kelly and Post (1995) suggest that both mentoring and networking c m  be used for 

this enculturation of employees in human seMce organizations. Both of these processes 

are based in the creation of relationships. They suggest that a mentor will p a s  values and 

purpose on to lis or her protégé in the mentoring relationship, as well as modelling 

behaviour that is needed to gel the message across and manifest the culture. Mentors 

encourage success. They support. appreciate and conshictively criticize their protégés 

and in doing so. benefit the organization by reinforcing the culture and engaging the 

employee in the process @p. 153-1 54). 

Networking, like mentoring, also has its b a i s  in relationship. The networking 

relationship is one where there is "reciprocd beiiefit in terms of information, advice, 

knowledge or collaborationg' @. 156) rather than a hierarchical or power situation as with 
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rnentonng. Networking ma! involve individuals outside the workplace and, as a r e s u l ~  

new ideas will be brought into the organization. In today's business world, accessing 

advice and direction. expanding one's horizons and talking with people about ideas or 

troubles is the w a -  that creative ideas are generated and organizational culture is 

stimulated (Kelly & Post. pp. 156-1 57). 

Context as CuIture 

The concept of conrat p d e l s  the literature on organizational culnue, 

particularly in the social work literature. Context is d e h e d  as "the circumstances 

s ~ o u n d i n g  an act or evenf' (Webster3 New Encyclopedic Dictionary, p. 2 1 6). 

Contextual variables that influence supervision are an endless list (Todd & Storm, 1997) 

that include. arnong many others. gender. the organizational setîing and the framework of 

a profession (p. 9). Hollowa- ( 19951 notes four contexnial factors in her mode1 of clinical 

supervision: the institution. the supervisor, the client and the trainee (p. 8). Klenke 

(1996), in her work on women and leadership, weaves four concepts: gender, context, 

leadership and culture into her "diamond" or "prism'' metaphor of leadership (p. 13). She 

suggests that gender and then context are the first two sets of "lenses" through which we 

perceive and practice leadership (p. 1 8). Klenke notes that history and politics are 

important contextuai influences on our leadership work as well. 
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Women and Professional SociaIization and Organizational Culture 

-'Most conventional organizational theoc- ignores gender except as an extraneous 

variable thar is either irrelel-ant or disruptive to smooth bureaucratie functioning" 

(Williams. 1995. p. 180). However. gender is everywhere and cannot be ignored. The 

iiterature describes two reasons for the differential treatment of women within the 

occupational m-orld; they have particular characterisitics that limit their abilities and they 

have no t been -'properly socialized" (p. 6) .  K m e r  (1 977) found that organizational 

dynamics excluded and prel-ented women from aspiring to greater levels within agencies. 

Acker (1 990) outlines a theory of the gendered organization that addresses issues of 

socidization u-ithin organizations that are then rransrnitted to the employees as part of 

their enculturation. This theory States that ail organizations have assumptions about 

gender. They have opinions about how men and women should behave, what kind of 

work they should do. and who should work for whom. based upon assumptions that are 

nmily imbedded in the roors of the organization but may be covert and/or denied. 

Organizations also have an engendered hierarchy that favors men in terms of salary as 

welI as position. Williams ( 1995) discovered. that this was also true in the so-called 

''women's professions.'' Men received speciai attention and were, more often than not, 

quickly promoted to management positions: nding what she called "the glass escalatoryy 

(p. 8 1). Socid work, as a woman's profession administered by men, emits a paradoxicd 

cultural context that is further cornplicated by multiple interactions of values such as 

equaiity and self-determination. 



Human Service Manapement 

Over the years. the human service organization and the human service manager 

have been aEected bp changes in management focus that have been o c c ~ g  in the for- 

profit sector. "Yst the very things that are now being stressed in the world of business - 

the human ski1l.s - are rhe thinçs that human senrices managers have histoncally been best 

at" (Edwards & Yankey. 1991, p. xi). ~us t i i (1995)  gives an excellent and very 

comprehensive overvie\\- of the human services or social work organization, beginning 

with a historical perspective through the decades and then discussing the teaching of 

social work administration and the li terature available to human services managers. Both 

Austin (1 995) and Weinbach (1 994) note differences between human organizations and 

businesses and reinforce diat these differences b e ~ e e n  for-profit and not-for-profit 

human services are vitaily important to keep in inind when using more genenc 

management theories and strategies. For instance. human services deal with people and 

their emotions. involve constant multi-Ievel interactions. are difficult to rneasure exactly 

and focus on clients someday not needing their service. Business deais with profit and 

product. which are more sasily measurable items. and is interested in the client stayuig 

c o ~ e c t e d  to the business - using their services or product - forever. 

Some of the literanue tells us that even wïvithin the social work profession, the 

pracûce of adminis~ation does not have much credibility or appeal to students of social 

work (Munson. 1982; Taylor, L 994). Over the past few decades, there have been a 

number of books written about social admini'stration, both as textbooks (Ginsberg & 
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Keys. 1995: Hasedeid. 1 992: Perlmutter & Slwin? 1980; Skidmore. 1983; Weinbach. 

1994. Weiner. 1990) and to provide assistance for administrators already practicing 

(Gummer. 1990: Mayers. Souffle & Schoech; 1994: Perhutter. 1990). These texts 

incorporate traditional management theones into the specific senings of human services 

and show how particular types of management work in specific organizations. They 

address the use of supenrision? both clinical and administrative. They also consider the 

ever-changing issues of politics and economy that are particular to human seMce 

organizations. However. compared to the numben of books and articles d e n  on 

business management practice. social administration is an area in which Iidle has been 

written. Social administration continues to struggle for credibilitv, both within and 

outside its oun profession (Neugeboren. 1987: Patti. 1985). The fact that social work 

administrators more cornrnonl y corne to administralion fiom a clinicdly-trained 

background than from a management-trained program (Austin. Kravetz & Pollack, 1985; 

Patti, Diednck. Olson & Crowell, 1979; Perlmutter, 1990) is aiso well noted. As a result, 

a plea has been made to social work faculties to include more administrative training for 

and about women in the profession (Chemesky, 1980; Haynes, 1990; Healy, Havens & 

Chin, 1990: Rubenstein, 198 1). 

There is a developing cadre of references dealing with the not-for-profit sector 

that, although these resources do not always reference human service organizations, the 

topics of discussion are highly relevant. This body of work addresses working with 

boards of directors, managing volunteers as well as employees, fun& development and 
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maintaining qualit?- assurance. among other topics. With regards to managing people, for 

example. McCurley ( 1994) addresses issues of recruiting, orienting and keeping 

volunteers. who often comprise a large u-orkforce in a nonprofit organization and 

Sturgeon ( 1994) discusses issues of salary and discrimination in hiring employees to do 

human service n-ork. Both authors emphasize that understanding and connecting with 

both of these peopie groups is of the utmost importance to the success of the organization 

and the quality of service it provides. Throughout d l  of these topics, the reference to 

supervision overseeing or managing the hurnan service factor of the organization is 

inherent but not addressed directly nor is it particdarly related to social work- 

This second section of the lirerature review, The World of Management, surveyed 

the writuig and research on various aspects of management: theory, leadership, power, 

mentoring. culture and human senrice management. Issues particdar to women and 

paaicular to social work were addressed in each category. 

Wornen Make ThemeIves Understood in the World 

Communication makes the world go around. We make ourselves understood by 

the use of words and actions that are both simple to understand and amazingly cornplex. 

We do this in rhe context of relationships. Researchers tell us that this is particularly so 

for women (Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan. 1982; Miller, 1976). Aspects of communication 

important for this research are caring and the development of relationship, voice, 

metaphors and the use of stones and storytelling in the workplace. 



ionship Carin? and ReIat 

Theories of women-s development are based in understanding relationship and 

how one's self is shaped by connections to others. Jean Baker Miller's self-in-relation 

theory points out that a self is not created in isolation but in constant comection with 

others. She hypothesizes that we are in a constant push-pull relationship with those that 

we care for (Miller & Stiver. 1993). lnterpretations of traditional issues such as separation 

and conflict by Miller and her colleagues give a t o t d y  new perspective to what 

a t tachent  and being comected to others means (Kaplan, Klein & Gleason, 199 1 : 

Surrey, 199 1). For these researchers, conflict is interpreted as a way to stay comected to 

others you care about and not as a necessary device for individuation. 

Issues of conflict. empathy. anger. fear. sexuality, age and others are embodied in 

this work and multiply layered upon each other as we bring our own interpretations and 

experiences of life to the place where someone else brings theirs when we enter into any 

type of relationship. Josselson ( 1992) describes this place as "the space berneen us" and 

as "a chasm diat parts us" (p. 5). She says that we fi11 up this space between each other 

with our experiences of  holding“^ "attachment". "passionate experience", "eye-to-eye 

validation". '-embeddedness or belongïnp". "tending and care", "idealization and 

identification'' and "mutuality" @p. 6-8) and in doing so, this space becomes less of a 

gulf behveen ourselves and others. Al1 of the-above are actions of care. Some of them, 

Josselson tells us. are silent. 
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Caring is typically the domain of women (Baines. Evans & Neysmith, 1991; 

Noddings. 1984 1 and is inherently comected to rnothering (Chodorow, 1978) and the 

h a a n  service or --caring" professions of nursing, teaching and social work who care for 

children. people with disabilities. the ill. the poor and the aged. These professions have a 

"ethic of care" thar binds them with what Noddings calls "circles and chah" (p. 46) and 

holds them to their work. Caring is also comected to mordity and justice, paaicdarly 

over the past few decades with the work of Gilligan (1977. 1982, 1992). Compassion is 

also related to caring. Like caring. compassion "is m e n t  to be a way of life" (Fox, 1979, 

p. 29). The term has a connection to spirituality but it is also comected to carhg themes 

although from, perhaps, a more global perspective. Compassion is also, like caring, 

Linked to justice. mutuality and the sense of a cornmon human base from which di of us 

onginate. It performs -'works of merc y ." Fox utilizes nvo metaphors to represent two 

choices for society: for workplaces and for individuals. The metaphor of Jacob's Iadder 

stands for cornpetition, hierarchy, "ruthless independence-and judgmentalism while 

Sarah's circie is put fonvard as a symbol of the global village, celebration, the balance of 

strength and gentleness, and circular. shared interdependence @p. 42-45). Fox encourages 

us to consider choosing the latter metaphor in al1 aspects of our lives, for our own health 

and the health of the planet. 

The importance of relationship and a caring philosophy in the generic workplace 

is becoming more evident in some literature. Kahn (1998) wrote about the importance of 

"anchoring relationships at work" (p. 42) that communicate "empathy, respect, warmth 



and regard. helping others cope with potentially threatening situations by giving 

encouragement. cornfort. pracrical assistance. appropriate information and access to 

essential materia1 resources or information for O btaining them" (Heard, 1982 as cited in 

Kahn). Kahn uses case srudies of consultations provided to organizations to elaborate on 

his ideas about caregiving for caregivers ( 1993). the negotiating of organizationai change 

within an understanding of attachrnent and separation (1995); and methods of and reasons 

for creating a "psychological presence" at work (1 992, p. 32 1). 

Fox ( 1989) and Kaiser ( 1997) also write specifically about the importance of 

relationship in social rvork supervision. Fox outlines the importance of self-awareness 

and five interrelated processes or levels of supervisory relationship: "intellectuai leaming, 

imitation, introjection. identification and idealization" (p. 148). Kaiser emphasizes that 

relationship and d l  of its components - tnin shared meaning and power - is the basis of 

supervision (p. 1 0). 

Voice 

Arising out of this work on difference. care and justice (Gilligan, 1982) and the 

self-in-relation (Miller. 1976) is the concept of voice in women. The concept of voice is 

not clearly defined in the literature although it is used substantially. The following 

references attempt to create a usefd meaning for the term. 'Voice" is used when tallcing 

about individuals or groups that have either not been heard, not been listened to or were 

forbidden to speak. The term is also used to reach the individual and his or her thoughts, 
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words. meanings n-hen that individual is in danger of being lost within structures that 

encourage --sarneness" (Schratz. 1993. p. 8). Voice is described as unlike dialogue which 

is based on taking tums. Listening and a sense of equality. Voice "is more emotive, more 

disturbine, Li more disembodie&'(p. 8). '"Voice is the animus of storytelling, the 

manifestation of the author's uill. intent and feeIing."(Hertz, 1997, p. 1) and, in tuni, 

"anùnus is not the content of stones but the ways authors present themselves within 

them." (p. 193). Gilligan's work with adolescent girls uncovered the discovery of a time 

just before adolescence when Young women have not iilost" thek voices (Gilligan, 1982; 

1992; Gilligan. Lyons & Hanmer. 1989). She found that during adolescence, young 

women lost their ability to speak for themselves about what was important to them and 

what they stood for. Instead. they seemed to defer to the wishes of others - mainiy their 

peer group and young men. Belenky (1994), Belenky et al. (1982) and Hancock (1989) 

tell the stories of many women about the reasons for this, their feelings of empowerment 

when they regain their voice in midlife and the categones of this "knowing" voice. 

BeIenky et al. rîutline rhese ways of knowing; calling the first silence, and the rest 

designated as received. subjective. procedurd and constructed knowledge. Rogers' work 

(1993; 1994) is more clinical in nature as it is reiated to dissociation within the 

therapeutic process but she also comments on the importance of narratives and the 

importance of being able to describe. in story form. a feeling, a moment or an expenence 

(Brown, I 99 1 ) . 



In the realm of Linguistics and the gendered use of language. Tannen has become 

quite popular n-i th her books on conversation at work and between the sexes and the 

"hiccups" or --misfires" in understanding that arise because of different perspectives in 

language and connection (Tannen. 1986: 1990: 1 993). Women's conversational 

ciifferences are a topic of interest for rnany other researchers as well. For example. 

Fishrnan (1983) and Hirschman (1973) found that women ask questions and respond with 

listenuig more tlian men. Hall and Sandler (1 984) discovered that men take more control 

of conversations. inrerrupt more ofien and taik more. As well. women were aiso seen to 

use a "hesitant and question-posing style'' (p: 17) (as cited in Tanton? 1994, p. 17-1 8). 

There are a few articles rdated specificaily to women's conversationai style in the 

workplace (Bar-Yam. 199 1 : Tannen. 1990: Troemel-PIoetz. 1994). 

C o n t e m p o r ~  phiiosophy and qualitative research have also contributed to this 

topic of language and its cornplexities. Foucault. Demda and Knsteva are three 

postmodern philosophers who are interested in power, the intricacies of Ianguage and the 

voices of women. ( Fillingharn. 1993 : Saulnier. 1996, pp. 13 1-148). Nye (1 994) and 

Chambon (1 994) are nvo social work researchers who see discourse analysis as 

conducive to social work research. They believe that social workers are trained to 

produce and analyze process recordings (Nye, p. 2 17) and listen to the stories of people's 

lives in the clinical interview (Chambon pp. 206-209). Thus, social workers have an 

innate interes t in the understandings that go hand-in-hand with these experiences. 



Stories and ~Metaqhors 

Stones and rnetaphors are communication tools. "Stones bind together events in 

time, organizinf reality in terrns of connected p a s r  present and future, beginnings, 

middles and endings" (McAdams. 1990. p. 15 1 ) and "metaphors are commonly used 

vehicles for understanding or ways of rxperiencing one phenornenon. in terms of 

another" (Klenke. 1996. p. 1 3). Both tools need creativity, a practiced delivery and the 

ability to both make interpretation and allow intrrpretation to be made. Stones, 

storytelling and the use of rnetaphors are important to this research because they are 

foms of communication that are expressive and useful in descnbing and explaining 

topics that are difficult or complex. The premise behind a story is that we al1 are part of 

the "human condition" and we are connected by the sirnilarities in our lives. Withereii 

and Noddings i 199 1) suggest ten ways stories are used to enhance understanding. For 

example. ive learn kom stories and more important. we comprehend the meaning of our 

learning; stories remind us of our fallibility; &-e Learn fkom other people's stories; telling 

stories is cathanic and stories are pow-erful research tools (pp. 279-280). The use of s t o p  

in farnily rherapy. with children in rherapy, with people who are il1 and with women who 

have no "voice" is growing (Balch & Nichols. 1995). The reasons for this are that stories 

can motivare. cause people to stop and think or consider another possibility (Lankton & 

Lankton, 1989). ;\lice Waiker puts this concept particularly well: 

Storytelling, you know, has a real function. The process of 

storytelling is itself a healing process partly because you have someone 
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there w-ho is taking the tirne to tell y u  a story that has great meaning to 

them. Theu-re talcing the time 10 do this because your life could use some 

help, bur they don2 want to corne over and just give advice. They want to 

cive it to -ou in a form that becomes inseparable from your whole self. - 
That's u-hat stories do. 

Stories ?.iffer from advice in that, once you get them, they become 

a fabric of your whole soul. That is why they heal you. That is why, once 

?ou get it. i f s  sort of always there in you (Simpkinson, 1990, p-19). 

Just as a story c m  help us interpret or understand events or a situation in a new 

way, so too can the use of rnetaphor. Metaphor challenges us to create new meaning by 

making unusuai connections between two subjects (one being "like" the other) and, in 

doing so encourages us to give up old ways of thinking about something. A metaphor 

allows us to maintain --double vision'' (Brown, 1976) by encouraging us to change our 

thinking while allowing us ro maintain it- We use metaphors without thinking every day 

to make ourselves understood. Strategicaily. metaphors are used in a variety of contexts 

to accomplish the above goals. Fox (1989) notes the use of metaphors - which he c a s  

the "drearn work of language" (p. 241) in clinical social work and gives a List of benefits 

to its usage. Some of these benefits are that a metaphor is nonthreatening, it can operate 

on many levels that often are working against each other, they reveal indirectly and they 

are remembered (p. 243). Stories and metaphors are referenced in nursing management as 
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ways to develop and maintain organizationa(cu1ture (Byers. 1997, p. 62). Education and 

research also use metaphors and narrative to teach and discover (Carter. 1993). 

The multiple uses of sroq- and metaphor in the workplace are evident in the 

number of articles nritten about organizational inyths and stones (Boyce, 1995; Gabriel. 

199 1 ; Humrne l. 1 99 1 ; Neuhauser. 1 993 : PhiIIips, 1 999,  storytelling as a management 

strategy (Armstrong. 1992: Zemke. 1990)' as a way to shape organizational culture 

(Hansen & Kahnweiler. 1997)' to undersrand business relationships (Hansen & 

Kahnweiler. 1993). to make the cornplex. simple (Austin. i 9 9 9 ,  to teach, persuade and 

entertain (Gooderham. 1995. Honey. 1992) G d  the use of paaicular metaphors to explain 

a concept (Kleiikr. 1996: Morgan. 1980). For example, Klenke uses a pnsm metaphor as 

the foundation of her contextuai perspective of women's leadership. An interest in 

woments part in the development of organizatioiial stories and organizational culture is 

also beginning (KapIan. 1 995). 

This final review section on women makkg themselves understood in the world, 

nweyed the work on carine and relationship. voice and stories and metaphors used as 

communication toois. 

The Literature Review: A Concluding Statement 

The question that this research project poses is what is the process of social work 

supervision as it is performed bu women supervisors. To my knowledge, this question 

was not asked before. In order to even be-mn to answer this question, it was necessary to 



investigate dl of the areas that potentially could influence the understanding of this 

question and the origins of ths answers. ThÏs Iiterature review is a compilation of the 

work done by otliers in these areas: the world of social work. the world of management 

and how womrn make themselves understood h the worId. This review sets the stage for 

the research method as descnbed in Chapter Three and the results themselves which are 

outlined in Chapters Four and Five. 



The foundations of herraeneutic inquiry and phenomenology as research methods 

are firmly rooted in philosophical thought. This chapter briefiy describes these 

foundations, how they influence and are manifested in the research method and how they 

show thernselves in the research design components. The chapter beghs with the 

rationale for choosing the umbrella of a qualitative paradigm for this research topic. 

What is "Qualitative"? 

The literature is replete with numerous cornparisons and criticisms (Burt & Code, 

1993; DenPn & Lincoln, 1994, p. 4; Guba & Lincoln, 1988) of qualitative versus 

quantitative research methods and their foundarional p a r a d i p .  There is also support for 

the importance of ciifference between the two perspectives (Guba & Lincoln. 1994) and 

the importance of choice; "(t)he paradigm of choices recognizes that different methods 

are appropriate for different situations" (Patton, 1990, p. 39). Knowledge that &ses 

within a qualitative paradigm is generated from one's own life expenence (lifeworld) and 

fiom one's expenence of that world (verstehen). Interpretation and understandimg are 

descnbed as inherently interwoven (Schwandt, 1997). Qualitative researchers emphasize 

that knowledge fiom experience is different than knowledge generated fiom observation 

and m u s  be treated differentiy in order to fully comprehend its meaning (McIntyre, 
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personal communication. March 1999). Simply. qualitative means interpretive. value- 

laden, context-bound, detailed, flexible and highly descriptive. Choosing a particdar 

qualitative approach to a research question depends upon the name of the question being 

asked as well as the interest. experience and focus of the researcher and the expected 

audience (Creswell. 1994, p. 8-9). The choice of method identifies even more specifically 

the nature of the investigation. 

Why a Qualitative Approach? 

The investigation and interpretation of the process of social work supervision 

undertaken by women is a phenomenon that is neither weii known nor well researched 

(Munson, 1993, p. 362); especiaily as feminist models of supervision are developed and 

the specific issues of women in administrative positions are outlined (Kadushin, 1992, pp. 

502-507; Munson, 1993, pp. 362-373). in fact, we know very little about the interactionai 

details of the supervisory relationship (Kaiser. 1997, p. 2). When considering the 

feasibiliq of a qualitative paradigm for this research topic, Anastas and Macdonald's 

(1994) reference to whac they cal1 a "flexible method research" was of note: "FIexibIe 

method research is used at the beginning stages of research - when a topic has not been 

studied, or studied in a limited wayy' (p. 62). Consideration of Memam's (1988) outline 

of assumptions about the qualitative mode of inqujr provides excellent resource. 

Memam references a focus on process, meaning, description, fieldwork, the researcher as 

instrument and inductive reasoning (p. 19). AU of these components are imbedded in this 

research proposal. The intent of this research project was to study supervision as the 

women who are perfomiing it experience and understand it. Through this investigation, 
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an "uncovering" of the meaning of the supe~sory  process occurred: thus enhancing our 

knowledge of its nature and the potential meanings that Iie beneath the surface. 

Choices of method abound in the qualitative realm and al1 of these choices are 

influenced and guided by particular phiiosophical points of view. In some cases they are 

particular to disciplines (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 1; Mason, 1996, p. 3). Some 

examples of these choices are: grounded theory (Glaser & Straus, 1967; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990); discourse anaiysis (Pollllnghome, 1988; Potter & Wetherell, 1994); 

ethnography (Hammersley & Atkinson. 1983) and ethnomethodoloey (Garfinkel, 1967); 

ferninist methods (Reinhan, 1 992) and phenomenology (Schutz, 1976). Regardless of 

their paaicular differences, qualitative research metho ds have common elernents : the 

interpretations, experiences and understandings about our interactional world; methods of 

generating and subsequentiy analyzing data that are flexible and sensitive: and building 

explmations that attend to the complex, detailed and contextual nature of the research 

(Mason, 1996, p. 4). 

Social work is a profession that influences and is influenced by a variety of 

professional approaches to its work and thus has a wealth of choices available when 

embarking upon a research çtudy. Social work involves direct service with human beings, 

a preoccupation with language and relationship, and the search for meaning in experience 

and stories. Social work is interested in what happens "between peopley' (Imre, 1984, p. 

44). It is for these reasons that a qualitative approach to this social work research was 
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Why a Hermeneutic Phenomenoiogical Ap proach? 

cbPhenomenology is the study of experiences and the ways in which we put them 

together to develop a worldview" (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 82). Hermeneutics, as a 

phiioso phy , arose fkom the foundations of p henomenological p hiloso phy and focuses on 

interpretation, not just description. Together: hermeneutics and phenornenology invoke 

both description and expianation of experiences. Phenomenology, on its own, demands 

the separation of the researcher's expenence from the description of the essence of 

experience while hermeneutics appreciates the bias of experience. taking the standpoint 

that researchers corne to the research wirh their own personal interests, experiences and 

points of view that, rather than t a h g  away fkom the process, add to it (Osborne, 1994, p. 

173). The researcher came to diis choice of approaches with years of reflection upon and 

expenence with the supervisory process. PIacing this practice knowledge outside the 

research seemed artificial and stilted and in fact couid duninish the research by not 

including valuable information. It is for rhat reason that hermeneutic phenomenology was 

the chosen approach. 

It is also for thÎs reason that this research was written in the £ k t  person. 

"Researchers commonly use the more l i t e r q  point of view of first or second person in 

qualitative studies. These points of view convey a personal, informal writuig stance that 

lessens distance between the writer and the reader" (Creswell, 1994, p. 43). 1 am a 

woman, a s u p e ~ s o r ,  a social worker and a peson with a particuiar interest and desire to 

understand the process of social work supervision. From a purely phenomenological 

perspective, the inclusion of these perspectives would be seen as bias for the research. 
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However, the above attrib~tes could and should not be eliminated as they actually were 

the rationaie behind the idea for the research and did, in nirn, enhance the bdings. The 

advantage of using a henneneutic phenomenologicd approach was that the approach 

recognized the power of these standpoints and built upon them in the making of meaning. 

The Philosophical Foundations of the Approach 

Phenornenology began in Germany with Husserl (1 859-1 93 8). Hermeneutics 

evolved fiom existentid phenomenology under Heidegger who was a mident of Husserl. 

"Husserlian phenomenology by means of bracketing and reduction asserts that we can 

actually 'see things as they are' through intuitive seeing; whereas hermeneutic 

phenomenology asserts that the presence of the interpretation is unavoidable" (Osborne, 

1994, p. 170). Thus, phenomenology is descriptive and hermeneutics is interpretative. 

The major point of disagreement between the two philosophies was interpretation of how 

one knows the essence of a phenornenon. Husserl believed that essences . . . "exist and 

are to be discovered within the realm of possibility, not within the empirical realm 

(Heap & Roth' 1973, p. 3 59). Heidegger believed that the essence of something was 

discovered as it was expenenced. Husserl's phenomenology was descriptive; it searched 

for what was there waiting to be found. Heideggenan phenomenology focuses on 

language, time and history as the way we expenence our world and make sense of it 

(Thompson, 1990, p. 234)- 



The Phiiosophical Connections to the Process of Inquiry 

Gadamer (1975) added the importance of language and understanding to the rnix 

of hermeneutic and phenomenological methodologies and emphasized the importance of 

three metaphors which form the practical basis for the research undertakings: "the 

hermeneutic circle, the fusion of horizons and the act of dialogue" (Thompson, 1990, p. 

242). A simplified and somewhat personalized interpretation of these metaphors fo Ilows. 

The hermeneutic circle is a description of the how the process of any 

understanding unfolds. The circle is actually a spiral that is formed in the back and forth 

investigation of the specific and the general, the detail and the context; and the idea that 

' X e  'parts' of some laïger realiv c m  be understood ody in terms of the 'whole' of that 

reality and the 'whole' of that reality can be understood ody  in tems of its 'parts''' 

(Wachterhauser. 1986, p. 23). The spiral image is an expression of the dynamic nature of 

the research process that moves toward the end point. The fusion of horizons is the place 

where meaning is made. One needs to picture the sky meeting the sea or the land when 

considering this metaphor. The reality of one person - the researcher - is the sky and the 

reality of the other - the participant - is the sea It is at the point where they meet that 

meaning is created, the generation of a new place, a new entity. "Gadamer asks us to look 

deeply at things as they present themselves fiom the horizons of our preunderstandings" 

(p. 28). These preunderstandings are our experiences of our world and they are often the 

things that happen to us every day that we take for granted. Van Manen (1990) calls this 

our "common sense preunderstandings" (p. 46). This refers to our historical and temporal 

place in the world and is the "the condition of tmth, not an obstacle to it" (Hekman, 1986, 
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p. 1 17). In other words. we take what we know to our place on the horizon and offer it as 

o u  contribution to the making of meaning inside the hermeneutic research process. 

The final point - the act of dialogue - notes the importance that hemeneutics puts 

upon the generathg of text. Langage is necessary in order to create text and yet we are 

confined by the language as we search for the words to describe our redis.. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology is interested in the use of dialogue in reading, linening or tallang and 

then describing the deepest understanding of its meaning possible. 

The Research Design 

The hermeneutic phenomenological method with its six research activities as 

proposed by van Manen (1 990) was the basis for the research design. The activities of 

this method are noted in Chapter One and repeated here. They are: 'himing to a 

phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the world; investigating 

experience as we [ive it rather than as we conceptualize it; reflecting on the essential 

themes which characterize the phenomenon; describing the p henomenon through the art 

of writing and rewriting; maintaining a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the 

phenomenon; balancing the researc h context b y considering parts and whole" (van 

Manen. p. 30-3 1). However, having said that, attention must dso be paid to the statement 

made by both Gadamer (1 975) and Rorty (1 979): "the method of phenomenology and 

hermeneutics is that there is no method!" (as cited in van Manen. 1979, p. 30). "Thus the 

broad field of phenomenological scholarship c m  be considered as a set of guides and 
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recornmendations for a principled form of inquïry that neither simply rejects or ignores 

tradition, nor slavishly follows or kneels in front of it" (van Mauen. p. 30). 

The following section outiines components of the research process within the first 

two activities of the research design: ?umïng to the nature of lived experience" (p. 35) 

and "uivestigating experience as we [ive it" (p. 5 3). These components are: the 

researcher's role, participant selection; the conversational interviews; the transcription 

process; the letters, seIf-reflection and verification. 

Tumino to the Nature of Lived Experience 

As human beings, our experiences of the worfd are multiple and endless. 

Investigating our descriptions and understandings of these experiences and the meanings 

we attach to even the simplest of these moments are what phenomenology and 

hermeneutics are d l  about. We begin our investigations with o u  own interest in the 

subject. 

The Researcher's Ro le 

My ccpreunderstanding" and m y  offeling to this research was 25 years of 

experience as a social work supervisor experienced, observed and understood through the 

lem of being a woman. 1 presentiy work as the Executive Director of a large human 

senice organization in Calgary, Alberta where I experience the daily performance of 

supervision as both an actor and an audience. I am a long-standing member of the Alberta 

Association of Registered Social Workers. This organhtion assisted me in the gathering 
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of my research participants. .411 of the research participants are in similar positions to 

mine and were known to me either peripherally, by name ody, or not at dl.  

I came to this question because of a conrinuing curiosity throughout my yean as a 

s u p e ~ s o r  and a supervisee about how supervision was performed, how it worked and 

whethcr or not gender played a part in the social work supervisory process. Although 1 

aiso worked with clients during my 25 years of social work practice, the supervision of 

others was, for the rnajority of those years, my major task. As a result 1 came to 

undertake this research with a sense of what supervision \vas, how supervision was 

performed, what its functions and responsibiIities were. These are my biases or my 

preunderstandings. "Hemeneutic phenomenoIogy demands that the researcher make 

known these biases. assumptions and presuppositions right fiom the beginning" (van 

Manen, 1990, p. 46). In doing so, 1 state the preconditions of my knowledge and my 

language, not the obstacles (Hekman, 1986, p. L 17). 

The Participants 
0 

Early in 1997,I requested assistance from the Alberta Association of Registered 

Social Workers to access their data base of 1663 registered social workers (Appendix #1). 

They offered, at a nominal cost, to enclose the request for research participants (Appendix 

#2) with a mail-out they were undertaking. There were 15 responses to the mailout. 

Simultaneously, 1 was asked to present a workshop on supervision at the FacuIty of 

Social Work in Calgary and also in Lethbridge. At both of these venues 1 spoke about my 

research and distributed copies of the request for research participants. niree women 
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indicated their interest. Two other women expressed interest when 1 spoke about my 

research at hvo other venues. The respondent total was twenty (20). The interviewed total 

was thirteen (1 3). This was because seven respondents did not f i t  the cnteria or were 

unavailable. Two women were not working in supervisory positions at the present t h e .  

One woman had been s u p e ~ s i n g  less than five years. Two other women who expressed 

interest early on were deemed to have a potential conflict of interest with the researcher. 

One other respondent moved to the east coast and one last respondent was contacted by 

mail but could not be reached by telephone. 

Guidance about sample size includes paying attention to the phenornenon to be 

investigated and what it needs, choosing a sample size that dlows you to create a picture 

and explain the details of the expenence you are investigating as well as assist you in 

understanding the process (Bertaux & Bertaux-Wiame's (198 1) study, as cited in Mason, 

1996). 1 took thk advice into account but aiso decided early on in the interview process 

that 1 would meet and taik with dl the women if they were still interested in being 

interviewed by the time they were contacted. My position on this matter was that my 

work life and the connections that potentially could exist between myself and these 

women in the fiiture was precious to maintain and honour. Their availability to me and 

their interest in this topic was too important to ignore. regardless of when the moment of 

cbtheory-saturation" (Mason, 1996, p. 97) occurred. It is my sense that saturation did occur 

between interview six and eight. At this point, the content of the dialogue became simil. 

repetitive and familiar, dthough particular descriptions were sometimes different. 
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I wanted to talk with women who were in management or supervisory positions 

for a substantial length of tirne. Five years or more was chosen as the critena for this 

reason. Al1 participants had either a BSW. an MSW degree or a Diploma in social work. 

My ori-ginal request for participants stated that respondents should have a degree in social 

work. I decided that this was an unnecessary expectation as the research was interested in 

the experience of the participants. The one woman with a dipIoma in social work had 26 

yeais of supervisory expenence. The women identified themselves as social workers. 

They worked in human seMce organizations: nonprofit' business and government. Ail 

participants supervised a minimum of one employed person. Details about the 

participants, their supervisees, their supervision and their places of employment can be 

found in Table # 1. 

It proved unnecessary to gain approval of the agency in which each woman 

worked because she was either in charge of that office or she took care of that notification 

herse W. 

Prqar in~  tu Interview 

In early 1995, as part of a qualitative research course, 1 completed an assignment 

that could be described as a mini pilot study. Two women supenrisors were interviewed - 

a psychologist and a nurse. The intent of the assignment was to experience the work of 

qualitative research, the accessing of a "subject," the interviewing process, the 

transcription work, the coding and theming, and findy, the completion of a paper. The 

analysis was not completed, only suggested. The women who participated in my 



Table 1: Participant Charactcristics 

Lec 49 20 

Jiidy 4 7 12 

Margarci 42 13 

Drookc 55 26 

Jwcllc 47 16 
Edniund 

1 1 

I Dcnisc 1 47 1 22 

Sam II 46 201. 

Education Prescnt *Ty pc of 
Posllion orgrniradon 

USW Exccii~ivc Director Nonprofit 

DSW Senior Manngcr Govcniincni 
MS W 

Excciiiivc Uircclor Nonprofil 1 
BSW Excciiiivc Direcior Nonprofit 
MSW 

BA BSW Supen"isor Govcmrncnt 
MSW 

1 1 

DA I Siiiicrvisor l Govcrnincnt 

Manager Nonprolit 
MSW 

MSW Supervisor ~iavcniiiicni 

5 - direci 
100t - 
indireci 
I O  - direci 
250 - indireci 

20 - iiidircct 

40 indircci 

23 - dircct 
250 - indircci 

I I - indircci 

15 - direcl no 
80 . indircct 

5 t  Miiior in 
adiiiinisiration 

7 - dircci no 
20 - indirect 

Superviscd 
Now? 

Ycs 

Ycs 

-- 
Ycs 

Ycs 

Ycs 

Ycs 

Y CS 

Ycs 

Supervisce Dirciplinc Superviscc Frcquency (direct 
(direct only) Experiencr only) 

(dircct only) 

Social workcrs li~pcriciiced Rcgirlnr: 2-4X pcr 
Oilier Iiclping profcssioiis iiii)iith 
Adininistrniivc 1 Infornial: cvcry day 

lixpcriciiccd 1 Hcgiilnr: I X pcr 

Adininistraiive 1 - 
Social workcrs 1 New and 1 Irifoniiül: ns iicctlctl 
Oilicr Iiclpiiiy profcssions 1 lixpcriciiccd 1 
Adiniiiislrativc I I 
Socinl workcrs 1 Expcricnced 1 Regiilor: I X  pcr wcck 
Oihcr liclpiiig profcssions (dyads oiiit iiitlividuul) 
Adiniiiisir~itivu Iiifonnnl: ns iiccdctl 
Siiciril workcrs 

-- 
Llxpcriciiccd III~~I~IIIII~: cvciy h y  

Sociul wiirkcrs New iiiiil Ikgiiliir: 'I'ciiiii iiiigs, 
Oher Iiclpiny profcssioiis iixpcriciiccd Iiil'oniial; os iiccdcd 
Adminisirat ive 
Social workcrs Othcr Ncw and Ilcgiilar: 7X pcr monih 
ticlping professions Expcriciiccd liifonnnl: as nccdcd 
Adniiiiislrolivc ' Social workcrs Expcricnccd Rcgiilnr: 2X per 
0llw hclping professions inonili, icom nilgs 

Informal: as nccdcd 
Sacial workers Expcricnccd Informnl: as nccdcd 

Oihcr Iielpiiig professions Groiiplw k 
Adiiiiiiislrntivc Infonnnl: as necdcd 

Atliiiiiiisiriiiivc 
& clinicül 

Atliiiiiiisiriiiivc 
& cliiiical 

adiiiiiiisirniivc 

Adrninistraiivc 
B; cliiiical 

Adniinistralivc 
& cliiiical 

Ailiiiiiiislriitivc 
& c l i ~ ~ i c i i l  

Adiiiinisirûtivc 
% clinical 

I 
I Wrganiu l io~~al  dcsi~naiions are giwn u pa Von Till 1. (1990). Critical luucs in Amcrican I'liilanlhropy. San Francisco: Josscy-Uass, ' is l ibl iona~iy, Amencan sociriy is dividcd in10 four major seclors: (1) busiiicss (or br-prolii), (2) 

I 1 I 1 1 1 1 1 1 I I 

govcn~ncn~, (3) nul-for! 
profil (or voluniary), (4) houschold (or infonnal) (p.6)." 
"Govcmrncni" may mcan municipal, provincial or fcdcral. Dcpartmcnts in govcrnrncnt wcre social serviccs for adults and children, healih, educatloii, and coinmiinity scrvicc. 
.t Indircci supcrvision rcfcrs Io supervision ihroiiph anothcr pcrson for whoin ilicrc is  direci rcspoiisibiliiy. 

Cl in ic~ l  supervision refcrs 10 supcrvision about clicnis. Adrninistraiivc supervision rcfcrs IO supcrvision about only workplocc tasks and cxpcciaiions or boih cliçiiis and iasks 

Avcragc agc o f  piuiicipanls - 45.2 Avcragc nuinbcr o f  ycars supcwising - 17.23 

Posilion iiaincs are tliosc givcn by L e  participai\ts io dcscribc tlicir rolc aiid position in ilicir orgriiiiuiion. I l i c  position iiuiiics wcrc iioi qunliftcd by miy lcvcl sysiciii. 

BSW stnnds for Bacliclor of Social Work dcgrcc. 
MSW staiids for Masicrs of Socinl Work dcgrcc. 
SW Diploiiin stands for Social Work Diplorna. 
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assipulent were 40+ and 50+. Each one was a supervisor or manager and had been in 

this type of position since her menties. The questions posed to the women for this 

assigrment were, "What has been your experience of becoming a manager?" and "How is 

this 'becoming' a manager related to 'becoming' a woman?" The leamhg involved in this 

assignment was closely related to the present research. The creation of appropriate 

questions. the importance of listening and taking nothing for granted, the practice of 

transcnbing. coding and theming, and understanding the ciifferences between the 

interviewing skills of a social work practitioner and a social work researcher were also 

emphasized. 

Prior to the beginning of the present interview process, a social worker who had 

been in a supervisory position but at present was not, offered to be a research participant. 

This interview was a very usefûl experience as 1 discovered why it was important to 

adhere to the criteria for participation. It seemed to me that because she was not 

immersed in the day-to-day supervision of M7 many of the questions 1 asked her were 

not answered fkom the place of hands-on experience but rather, fiom a theoretical place. 

However. the interview was very important because I was able to practice research 

interviewing skills and review the interview procedure. This interview also became a 

"pilot" for the study and assisted in question development A list of potential quesrions 

was created as a guide for the interviews. Some examples of these were: What is the 

meaning of supervision? What is the supervisory experience like? What does the process 

of supenision mean to you? What happens in supervision? What do you do and how do 

you do it? A full Iist of these questions can be found in Appendix #3. Throughout alI of 
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the interviews, the choice of questions was dependent upon the path that the conversation 

took. 

Al1 of the women who notified me of their interest were sent a short letter 

explaining the study (Appendix M),  another copy of the mail-out request, a questionnaire 

(Appendix $5) and a consent form to complete (Appendix #6). Each woman chose a 

pseudonym. Two women chose and last names as their pseudonym and two other 

women wanted to use the same name. 1 decided that it was important to honour their 

choices even though their choices might be seen as difference for another reason besides 

this one. Afier the completed consent form was received, 1 telephoned each respondent 

and a meeting tirne was set. 

Investigatin~ Experience As We Live It 

The second activity in the hemeneutic phenomenological research method is the 

gathering of information about the expenence to which we have tumed. Embedded in thÏs ' 

collection is the importance of constantly questioning the everyday events and the 

ordinary descriptions that are so very easy to take for p n t e d .  This section of the research 

design is concemed with the collection of data. In this snidy, the collection of data 

occurred via interview, tramcripts, letters, my journal and the use of "art as a source of 

Iived experience" (van Manen, 1990, p. 74) - in the f o m  of a quilt. These formats are 

descrîbed in the following sections. 



Data Collection: The Conversational l n t e ~ e w s  

This study utilized the conversational interview (van Manen, 1990) as the method 

of gathering data. The conversational interview combines the components of conversation 

- tallùng and listening - (aiways keeping in mind that it is not solely a conversation) 

(Babbie, l992), relationship CeGuin, 1989) and a reciprocd and non-hierarchical 

position (Oakley, 198 1) with the question and response patterns of an i n t e ~ e w  

(Schtvandt, 1997). There were two sets of conversationai interviews with each of the 

thirteen participants in this study. The first set of i n t e ~ e w s  was relatively unstructured, 

concentrating on the gathering of information. As more information was collected, the 

conversational interview developed into a hermeneutic i n t e ~ e w  where the participants 

reflected upon data gleaned nom other interviews and added to the deveioping 

investigation (van Manen. 1990, p. 63). The inteniews occurred in the workplace 

environment of each participant with the exception of one case. This i n t e ~ e w  occurred 

at my home at the request of the participant who was on her way past my house ro 

another meeting and did not want to go to her office which was some distance out of the 

way. An interview lasted anywhere fiom one to three hours. Some informal conversations 

occurred by telephone or in person as the paths of the participants and myselfcrossed 

with our regular work day routines. The information fkom these informal discussions was 

diarized as much as possible. 



First Conversational Interviews 

A good conversation is circdaq ccoperative and constructive. At its best, a good 

conversation is one between individuals who reciprocdly taik, listen and leam fiom one 

another (Martin, 1985). The first meetings between the participants and myseif were 

meetings between mangers. Each began as solely an interview. 1 had the questions and 

they had the answers. However, the "interview" atmosphere quickly changed into a 

conversational inteniew in which there was both an exchange and a deveiopment of 

understanding, not simply just a telling. 1 believe this occurred because each woman was 

a s  interested in the topic of supervision as 1 was. The fact that someone was asking them 

about this interest and listening to them with great concentration seemed to have an affect 

upon the quality of the conversation. In some cases, the women told me that this type of 

conversation about s u p e ~ s i o n  was happening for the first time. Each woman asked me 

many questions about my research, my educational journey and my own supervisos, 

work as weU as taIking about their own aspirations' thek families and their day-to-day 

experiences. Women $et to know each other by personal involvement (Oakley, 198 1). 

The first i n t e ~ e w s  took place betvveen May 1997 and August 1997. These 

interviews lasted anywhere from one and a haif hours to three hours. Al1 interviews were 

audiotaped and a smail microphone was used. No notes were taken during the course of 

the i n t e ~ e w s  as 1 discovered very early on that 1 could not listen as  carefûlly as I wanted 

and take notes at the same t h e .  The nature of the interview process was such that 

questions stimulated answers that then, in tum, created new questions. In order to build 



93 

upon the answers, iistening intently was of prime importance. 1 made some notes afier the 

interviews in my journal about my observations and particular comments. 

Conversations that occurred with the f is t  interviewees set the stage for continued 

conversations in a way that enhanced the data collection; reinforcing some beginning 

themes and echoing the voices of previous participants. Although guide questions were 

available, these were used intiequently as I found that the interviews took on a life of 

their own. Questions that began the interviews were consistently asked throughout. Some 

examples of these are: "Tell me what supervision means to you." "LVhat does process 

mean to you?" "What is the process of y w  social work supervision?" If there was any 

difnculty answering these questions, another question was used: "If 1 was watching a 

rnovie of your process of social work supervision, what wouid I see?" This question 

proved to be very helpfûi for participants who u t r e  stmggling to descnbe what they 

wanted to Say about "process." It seemed that urilizing the commonly known format of a 

movie, the use of the visual or a picture, or the knowledge of the process of watchùig 

f?om a distance, was helpfd in unleashing the descriptions necessary. From ail of these 

questions and their responses. interview after interview, themes arose that developed into 

a questioning format. 

Generating Text: Transcriptions and Transcripts 

Transcriptions of the first and second i n t e ~ e w s  were done promptly by 

transcribers who had no knowledge of the participants. The fïrst and second 

conversational interviews were transcribed b y dinerent individuais because the fïrst 
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transcriber left the country for a year. Afier transcnptio- the text revkwed for 

nuances in the conversation, silences, interruptions- laughter and any missed words, 

phrases and comments by listening to the tape while reading the trmscript. This was done 

afier each transcription was prepared. It is important to note, however, that "lke the 

photograph. the transcnpt captures something but not everything, 'out there"' 

(Sandelowski, 1994, p. 3 12). The entire set of transcriptions was reviewed by listening to 

the tape and reading one Iast time after ail the conversationai interviews were completed. 

This review ensured that ail references to people and piaces that could be identined were 

removed. In the first set of interviews, there were pxoblems with the tape recording 

mechanism in three instances. The reason for this continues to be a mystery as the 

problems did not have a pattern but continued on haphazardly regardless of changes made 

to the batteries, the adapter, the microphone, the transcription machine and the tapes. 

The Letters 

Mer the fïrst conversations, each participant received a letter for their review. I 

sent letters to the participants to engage them in the interpretation of their own words and 

to allow them some time to consider their responses and ensure that they said what they 

wanted to Say. Reading a letter allowed the participants the possibility of dispute or 

disagreement without feeling uncornfortable. Writing the letter was also the first step in 

my process of making rneaning; a beginning step toward understanding and 

interpretation. 
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Each letter began with the same fïrst page (Appendkx $7). This first page outiined 

some guiding questions for the reading of the letter, gave a brief explmation of the 

process thus far and how it would continue, and salient points were noted about 

participant numbers, ages, years of experience. This latter information was given so that 

the women would experience being part of a group of women who were involved in this 

process together. The fis page also made a request for the second interview. The rest of 

the letter descnbed the conversational content of each woman's particdar i n t e ~ e w  and 

made some beginning interpretations where possible. These interpretations were often 

h e d  as questions. I also asked questions for missing information or to cl- points. 

Direct quotes fiom the transcriptions were used wherever possible. In Chapter Four, 

copies of these letters are presented as part of the results of this research. The letters were 

sent in October and November 1997 - approximately 3-4 months f?om the interview 

dates. 

Second Conversational hterviews 

The purpose of the second conversational interviews was to ensure that the 

t r ~ c n p t s  and the beginning interpretations of them were on the rîght track and agreeable 

to the participants. Meeting times were arranged by telephone and took place in 

November and December 1997. The interviews lasted about an hour to an hour and a haIf. 

In al1 cases but one, the second set of i n t e ~ e w s  took place in the participant's 

workplaces. The one exception was a participant who was on maternity leave and 
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requested that 1 rneer at her home. For ail second interviews, a new trouble-fiee tape 

recorder was used. 

Each second interview began with answering the three questions on the fiont page 

of the letter. These questions were: Can you hear yourself in the description? Have 1 

captured your meanings adequateiy? Are there descriptions that y ou would like to alter, 

elaborate upon or disregard completely? None of the women had any concerns about 

what was written. They ali felt that their meanings were captured in the letter. They did 

not want to change or remove anything kom the transcnpts. Some of the participants 

wanted to elaborate on their words and made substantial notes in the margins of their 

copy of the Ietter so that they would remember what they wanted to Say. Some of the 

participants had particular topics they wished to discuss or add to the conversation. 

Others reiterated information they shared in previous informal conversations. A 

collection of questions was aiso asked that were based on "themes" arising fiom both the 

tramcripts and other conversations that occurred previously (Appendix #8). 

n ie  second conversational interviews were very different fiom the fist. The 

women welcomed me back. They were cornfortable, fnendly and refaxed. They were 

open and honest about what wasn't so great for them. In some cases, it felt like we were 

long-the friends. They asked questions about my progress with the research. They asked 

for my answer to some topics we discussed They hugged me when I left and expressed 

hope that we would cross paths again. They thanked me for interviewhg them and said it 

was a pleasure to answer my questions and spend time on this topic with me. 
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The Quilt Question 

At the end of each second conversationd i n t e ~ e w ,  1 told the women about the 

creation of the quilt. I told them how the idea came from their collective voices and ho. 

for me, the quilt as a metaphor resonated throughout the transcripts and dso  withui the 

Literatue on hemeneutics and s u p e ~ s i o n .  I told them about how I started to read about 

quilts and their meanings, as  weii as how to make them. Each of the women listened to 

this description in silence. 1 asked them ifthey would like to have their words, their 

process and their message captured in this quilt as a symbol of their own choosing. They 

ail agreed without hesitation. They asked no questions nor did they respond in any 

puzzied or confused way with regards to how this metaphor was connected to our 

discussions. It seemed to make perfect sense to them. Each of the women thought 

carefully for a moment and then described her particular syrnbol. These verbatim 

descriptions are in Appendk #9. When the tape recorder was tumed off, the women 

remarked that the quilt question was the "most interesting," 'Yhe most diEcult question 

to answer" and " v e ~  intribguing." One woman told me about her own quilting expenence 

at another conference. When 1 met one of the participants in the c o m m ~ t y  Iater and 

spoke with another on the telephone, both asked how the quilt was coming dong and told 

me that they continued to think about that question and what the finished product would 

look like, 
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Three n i r d  Conversational Interviews 

As tvas mentioned previously, three of the first interviews were plagued by 

diEculties with the tape recorder. In two of the transcripts? there was a significant loss of 

infurmation and in the third trmscript the loss u-as intermittent and less debiIitating to the 

overail understanding of the discussion. As a result, the questions that were lost needed to 

be asked a second time in the second conversational interview. Unfortunately, questions 

that naturaliy evolved out of previous questions and answers couid not be recaptured as 

they were part of the lost interactions. Howeve- the basic themes were reviewed and 

questioned. ln some cases, both participant and myselfremembered the basics of what 

was said and 1 felt we captured the original intent. In other cases, the surface of the 

onginal conversation was only scmtched. 

A second letter was written to the three participants regarding only the specific 

questions and answers that were re-asked. The procedure of the first letter and second 

conversational i n t e ~ e w  was followed. A third interview was arranged with the three 

women to ensure that their answers to the Iost questions were captured adequately. These 

interviews lasted about one hdf-hour. ï h e  actual discussion of the letter contents took 

about £ive minutes as, once again, each of the participants agreed with the contents of her 

letter. The rest of the conversation was informal. As a remit. these third conversations 

were not tape recorded. 
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SeIf Reflective Process 1 : The Journal 

A journal was maintained throughout the research process, beginning with the 

preparation for the first interview. The importance of keeping a record of the research 

process, thoughts and questions, observations, patterns and one's own reflections is noted 

by many (Ely, 199 1 ; Mason, 2 996; van Manen, 1990). As well as being used as a record 

of what happened and when, a journal can be useful for developing ideas, reflecùng on 

events and cornments or contemplathg new ideas (van Manen, 1990, p. 73). My journal 

was used to record ùiformal comments made to me by participants over the telephone, 

after the interview process and at times when 1, by chance, met the participants in other 

venues. it was not uncornmon for the topic of this research to corne up in casual 

conversation. I was asked many questions about my interest in this topic and how it came 

to be. As well, the participants often spoke of their own reactions to the i n t e ~ e w  

process. Some of the things they said were: "Tt was the only opportunity 1 have had to 

fmd out what other supervisors are doing and discover if I am doing things similar to 

them." '9 was very impressed with how well you captured what I said and how 1 said it. 1 

noticed when we met how hard you were Iistening." "Ever since we last met I have been 

thinking about the questions you asked and coming up with other things that 1 wished I 

had said." "1 think this topic is really important - for women and for social work. 1 can 

hardly wait to see what you h d  out." 

The joumal was also used to sort out my thoughts and plan for upcoming tasks 

(such as upcoming interviews, cdls that needed to be made before 1 could do something 

else). The journal was also used to note observations, thoughts and emotions that evolved 
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fiom the a c d  interviews. These were such things as the atmosphere of the interview site 

(the office, the agency). my developing relationships with each participant, my own 

uncomfortability with one participant, the change in that perspective. and when that 

happened. Participants ofien asked questions or made statements after the tape ended. 

Some asked what I was discovering, told me how important work in this area was and 

how they wanted to give a message to social work education to concentrate on this area 

Others took time to tell me about issues in their workplace, their own s u p e ~ s o r s  or 

partïcular political or economic concems they had with regards to their work or their 

agency. I also used the journal to write about other happenings in my own life that 

affected rny research time, my concentration and the balance 1 was trying to keep in the 

rest of my Iife. 

Self Reflective Process II: The Ouilt: 

As well as being used as a metaphoric k e w o r k  for this research, the creation of 

a quilt was also used as a way to reflect upon my own involvement in this research and 

b ~ g  to tangible Iife the voices, the essence and the meanings of the women. Van Manen 

(1 990) encourages the use of one's own expenences in the research process (p. 54). He 

also says that "non-discursive artistic material is also commonly used for 

phenomenological human science . . . the products of art are, in a sense, lived 

expenences aansformed into transcended configurations" (p. 74). Tesch (1 990), Marsnall 

and Rossman (1995), and Eisner (1988) also refer to film, photographs and artwork as 

"non-verbal data" (Tesch, 1990, p. 55). ''In fiterature and many of the arts, such forms are 
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used to reveal or represent aspects of the world that c a ~ o t  be experienced directiy" 

(Eisner, L 985. p. 28). In the field of nursing research. aaisûc medium are being used to 

encourage investigations, for example; "drawings, photographs and other expressive 

foms reveal people's view and are qualitative types of research data to be analyzed" 

(Leininger, 1985' p. 66). 

1 am a sewer but in order to use this metaphor properly, 1 fkst had to leam how to 

quilt. 1 did so by reading about how to quilt and practicing on my fïrst quilt squares, 

throwing out many more than 1 actuaIIy saved. At first, 1 made quilt squares about myself 

and my experience - either to represent a turning point in the research process or to 

capture a partïcular moment in t he .  For example; when 1 was reading about how 

bermeneutics was the making of meaning, 1 made a quilt square in a log cabin pattern that 

had a popcorn kemel glued to the centre "hearth" square. A log cabin pattern looks 

somewhat like a maze of rectangles with a centre square. This particu1a.r quilt square was 

meant to symbolize the quest for discovery of the "kernel of meaning" in this research. 

Another t h e ,  when 1 was struggling with a mountain of work ahead of me, 1 created a 

q d t  square of a snowcapped mountain range. The ability to put these feelings into 

tangible form gave me a sense of possibility and progress. With the completion of every 

quilt square. I \vas able to move fiom one place to another, both in thought and in action. 

When I told the women about the story quiIt and asked thern to tell me how they 

wanted their particular story to be portrayed on this quilt in syrnbolic form, they offered 

their symbols after careful thought. Their descriptions were moving, powerfûl and 

personal. Each of them thought for only a few moments about what their symbol would 
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be and then described it on tape. in colour and in detail. When the women told me about 

dieir symbols, 1 started to make those and added them to my collection. In some cases, 

interpreting the meaning of their chosen symbols was simple and in other cases, it was 

difficult to find the ri& material, the nght colours or even create the actuai pattern or 

picture. I made these squares one by one. When 1 reviewed the transcripts one by one, 1 

dso noticed that images came to mind that symbolized the essence of what 1 was readuig 

and interpreting. Reading and re-reading the transcripts and interpreting the words of the 

women, 1 found myself thinking about possible quilt designs, partems, or pictorial 

representations that would make sense of what 1 was interpretuig and be significant 

enough and generalizable enough to capture the essence for a wide majority of people. 

1 wrote about my quilt ideas in the journal. In fact, since 1 am not a person who 

keeps a journal on a regular basis, remembering to record events in such a way was often 

difEcult. But, making a quilt square was much less unusual and more in keeping with 

what felt nght tu do. The quilt ideas that were wrïtten in the journal were alongside and 

connected with the organizing of the data. The makîng of the quiIt, square by square and 

as a whole, paralleled the research process and I believe, it enhanced it. One other point 

of note is that just as quilts were often made by groups of quiltmakers in "bees" and that 

c'throughout the years of women's history, sewing has, in many ways, been the shared 

thread that has tied women togethery' (Atkins, 1994, p. 1), 1, too' utilized the expertise and 

services of other women in the creating of these quilt squares. My mother offered me her 

box of scraps and helped me put some of the squares together. Expert quilters offered 
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their advice about a particdar pattern or design. Other creative women who were not 

quiltmakers offered their suggestions for how to create a symbol. 

Hermeneutic Phenomenolo@al Refïection 

The third activity of the hermeneutic research process is consideration of the data; 

what it means and how it is interco~ected. This is the andysis of the data 

The Process of the Anaivsis 

In total, twenty-nine conversational i n t e ~ e w s  were transcribed. Sucteen letters 

were written. The entire interview, transcription and letter process occurred fiom May 5, 

1997 to March 5, 1998. AU hard copies of the transcnpts and letters were collected and 

stored in two binders - one binder held the £kt interview transcripts and the second 

binder held the letters and the second interview transcnpts. The total collection of 

trmscripts was read through twice while listening to the audiotape. Notes were made 

regarding silence. laughter, pauses and the like. As well, al1 identifying narnes, places and 

organizations that were mentioned during the interviews were erased and repiaced by 

letters or blanks. A second set of transcnpts in binders was created with this more 

confidentid information. As well, the h a 1  copies of the transcriptions and the letters 

were stored on disk and on the hard drive of my home cornputer. Before starting the 

detaiied analysis, 1 numbered dl of the pages of transcripts and letters so that 1 could refer 

back to the main document with ease, if necessaiy. Each of the participants was referred 
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to by both their pseudonym and a number given to them based upon the order of their 

£ïrst interview t h e .  

The readings of the transcripts as a whole b d t  upon a collection of repeated ideas 

and descriptions that Tesch (1987) calIs meaning units (p. 2) which then were developed 

into themes. A meaning unit is the smaiiest piece of data that emerges fiom the larger 

whole and is the beginning sep in the development of themes for the research. The 

meaning units for this research a c W y  emerged in the both the letter writing and in the 

second interviews of each participant. Examples of these were leadership, the use of 

power and the dennition of what a process was. 1 took large pieces of paper and wrote the 

name of each meaning unit at the top. As 1 read al1 of the transcripts fiom beginning to 

end, 1 noted comments, quotes, words and descriptions that captured the essence of 

particuiar meaning units. Then 1 wrote each of these cornments on post-it notes and 

attached it to the large piece of paper, under a paaicuiar meaning unit. Two approaches to 

text analysis are called "panning" and "sweyingy' (Tesch, 1987, p. 3) or '%e 

highlighting approach" and the "he-by-iine" approach (van Manen, 1990, p.60): 

respectively. Tesch notes that careful use of both of these approaches ensures ngor in 

qualitative research (p. 3). For this research, both of these approaches were used. 1 read 

the transcripts Iine by line and highiighted the words and phrases that were 'at the centre' 

of the experience" (Tesch, p. 3). I copied each word or phrase verbatim onto a large post- 

it note and attached it to a large piece of paper. Where 1 attached each note depended 

upon either what was said specincaily or what 1 interpreted. On each post-it note, I wrote 

the page number of the transcription where each notation could be found. 1 used paie 
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yellow post-it notes for comments fiom the first conversationai interviews and coloured 

post-it notes for comments fiom the second interviews. Al1 together, there were nineteen 

meaning units: supe~sion.  process, leadership, mentorship, storïes, parallels, therapy, 

relationship. contes, communication, style, involvement in the field, power/authority and 

decision-making, gender, caring, Looking back, are you a good supervisor?, how did you 

get to be a s u p e ~ s o r ?  and the philosophy/meaning/values of social work. I took pictures 

of these sheets of paper with the brightly coloured post-it notes attached. The pieces of 

paper looked like a quilt with pi&. green and yellow coloured quilt blocks as a design. 

As the analysis progressed, specinc meaning d t s  were collapsed into broader 

descriptives- 1 moved the post-it notes around as if 1 was completing a jigsaw p d e  

looking for the best fit and in the end, the only fit Then, I organized the post-it notes into 

bigger themes and connected them to the metaphor of the quilt and quiitmaking, using the 

qdting h e ?  the fabric parts, the piecing together, the layering, the joining together of 

the layes and the nnishing touches as the fiamework of anaiysis. However, this analysis 

was premature. 1 realized that I had not noted or interpreted the individual interviews of 

each wornan as part of the resdts (although many of the quilt squares were complete). 1 

also needed to collapse the meaning units more succinctly and 1 needed to explain the 

metaphor of the quilt as what Tesch calls a "metatheme" which is the essence of 

connection between thernes and the larger, dl-encompassing description of the 

fimdarnental aspects of something. 1 returned to the parts and described each wornan and 

the individual themes of her interviews. The collective themes evolved fiom this and the 

metaphor of the quilt as a metatheme was then able to be properly descnbed. 



Verifications 

Qualitative research discovers and then verines its discoveries, moving back and 

forth benveen the processes of data collection and data analyses over and over again 

(Patton? 1 990, pp. 59-60). The importance of ensuring accuracy, tnith, generalizability 

and the possibiiities of replication of these discoveries camot be overemphasized. In 

quantitative research, vaiidity and reliability are the verifkation watchdogs of data 

collection and anaiysis. Ln qualitative research they are called trustworthiness criteria: 

credibility and transferability - pardel to intemal and extemai vaiidity and dependability 

and conknability - parallel to reliability and objectivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Marshall & Rossman. 1995). 

Credibility can be ensured by extensive use of the participants' own words and 

aiso by the processes of member checking and peer debriehg (Schwandt, 1997, p. 164). 

Member checking is "a sociologicai term for soliciting feedback fiom respondents on the 

inquirer* s findings" (p. 8 8). For this research study. member checking was done by letter 

and subsequent second conversational interviews. Member checkîng also occurred via 

many telephone conversations that doubie-checked some specific idormation rather than 

relying upon interpretation. In both cases, member checking allowed time and space for 

corrections, offered an opportunity to expand, clarify and summarize the intended 

statements and meaning (Lincoln & Guba, p. 3 14). The use of "tnisted and 

knowledgeable coileagues" as "sou11ding boards" for review and advice was also used. 

This is called peer debriefing (Schwandt, p. 1 13). 1 asked two female social workers who 
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had some management experïence to superficially review the fist set of meaning unis 

afker which we had some discussion. One of the debriefers posited questions that arose 

fkom her reading and the other taiked about the depth of meaning she perceived. ïhese 

conversations were briefly outiined in my journal. 

Creditility of the research was also ensured by the use of a joumal to record 

decisions that were made about the research method and for personal reflection of the 

research process. Trïangulation of data sources is another strategy. For this research, 

triangulation was multi-layered. Although dl of the participants were women. they 

performed their supervisory practice in a three different types of organizations, 

supervised a vax-iee of disciplines - not only social work - and performed either clinicai 

or administrative supe~s ion  or both. In cases where a participant stated that she 

performed both clinical and administrative supervision, she ofien clarified one aspect 

more than the other. Janesick (1994) calIs this "interdisciplinary tnangdation" (p. 215). 

The settings were dso trianguiated as al1 the interviews occurred in very different 

locations. Triangulation of theoretical constructs dso occurred. Foundational information 

about supervision and management was found in the social work literature, the 

management literarure, the investigative work done on human service organi7;ition.s and 

the cross-disciplinary writings on clinical supervision. Krefting (1 990) advises that 

credibility c m  be augmented within the interview process through the re-g and 

repetition of questions, asking indirect questions and by the uncovering of "same topic(s) 

in the same i n t e ~ e w  or observation" (p. 220). Al1 of these strategies were employed 

throughout the i n t e ~ e w s  and can be read within the transcnpts. Field and Morse (1985) 
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note that pilot studies. such as the one I undertook in 1995, are another way to increase 

credibility . 

As the researcher. I was a participant in the research, not simply an observer. 

Being reflexive about my history, interest and possible influences upon the research 

process is another way of encouraging credibility (Aamodt, 1982; Ruby, 1980 as cited in 

Krefting, 1990). At earlier points in this chapter. these biases were noted. It is also 

possibie that my skills as a manager need to be noted as researcher bias - both as my 

position might affect the participants perception of me and might, as well, influence their 

ability to disagree with my interpretations in the member-checking process. 

Transferability or generdizability in qualitative research is a hotly debated issue. 

Schwandt (1997) outlines four positions on this issue: opposition to the concept, the use 

of connections betxveen experiences? case-to-case generaiizations and the provision of 

enough information for subsequent replication and the argument that one type of 

knowledge (that based on experience) cannot in any way be reduced to another (p. 59). 

Regardless of the position taken, the potential transferability of this research is affected 

by diverse definitions of "sociai work" withui Alberta and a wide variety o f  provincial 

Iegislations across Canada that determine who can cal1 themselves a "social worker." 

However, the potential was increased by comparing the demographic characteristics of 

social workers in Alberta as much as was possible. Information for al1 of Canada about 

femaie social workers in supervisory positions was not available (see Appendix 1). As 

well, the questions that were created pnor to the first interview, for potential use with the 

participants, are included in Appendix $3. The themes that formed the b a i s  for 
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questioning in the second interview are also inciuded in Appendiw #8. These are included 

should any other researcher wish to attempt this research in the future. 

The strategy employed to increase dependability of this research was a detailed 

accounting of the methods of data gathering, analysis and interpretation (KieIhoher? 

1982 as cited in Krefting, 1 WO), as weii as M e r  use of triangdation methods and the 

journal as an audit trail. 

Confimability is the final criterion for tnistwoahuiess. Confirrnability is ensured 

by the use of audit procedures that included: the raw data kept as hard copy, on disk and 

in the hard drive of my cornputer, my notes, my journal and the foms, tables, letters and 

appendices that 1 created for clarity and organizational purposes. Years of supervisory 

expenence, a personal interpretation of what the process of social work supervision was 

and a confidence that cornes tiom years of experience served me well with regards to 

confirmability. M e a d  of looking for cases that confirmed my knowledge and 

expenence, 1 discovered that 1 was searching for dinerence in both action and 

interpretation. This is cailed negative case analysis (Ely, 199 1, p. 159). 

Ethicai Considerations 

The researcher informed each participant of the purpose and reason for the project 

and the critena for participation. The details of the i n t e ~ e w  process were explained 

including the proposed length of t h e  the interviews would take, the Ietter and the reason 

for the second interview. In the three instances where a third interview was required, the 

reason for this was explaùied in the letter, on the telephone when making the appointment 
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and in person. Consent foms  were signed by ai1 participants. The option of choice to be 

involved or not involved, without pressure, was stressed- 

Confidentiality was a primary concem. Pseudonyms chosen by the participants 

were used throughout the transcripts and in the journal. Any reference to agency names 

was deleted or referred to by letter. Names of other people were deleted fiom the 

transcnpt completely or replaced with a lined space or a letter. m e n  one woman asked if 

it would be possible to meet together with the other participants of this research to see the 

completed q d t ?  I asked each of the participants for her agreement with this plan before 

responding to the woman making the request. Al1 of the women expressed a desire to do 

this. AU data generated by this study was stored in a secure place: hard copies, computer 

disks and audiotapes. The transcripted data d l  be kept for three years subsequent t~ the 

completion of this research as required by the University of Calgary. 

The study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of 

Social Work, University of Calgary on March 10, 1997. It was stated that copies of the 

transcripts of their own interviews and the &al report would be available to the 

participants, if they wished. 

The Method: A Concluding Staternent 

This chapter outlined the hermeneutic phenomenological research method within 

the context of the qualitative research paradigm. Philosophical background to the method 

was provided as well. The research design and activities were outlined, one by one, and 

detailed descriptions of the component parts of each activity were given. Chapter Four 
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begins the organizing and compilation of the results by outlining the words and thoughts 

of the women of this study. This o u t h e  is folIowed by a consoLidation of their voices in 

Chapter Five. 
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C W T E R  FOUR 

RESULTS: REFLECTING W O N  THE PARTS OF TELE WEfOLE 

A painter will fiame a section of a landscape and concenaate on its creation. In 

doing so she focuses on the rich detail of that smaller part while taking care not to get lost 

in the whole. At the same t h e ,  she keeps the idea of the finished painting in her mind. 

Similarly, a quiltmaker takes swatches of material and piece by piece creates sections of 

pattern that once joined togethe- make up the whole of the quilt. As she works, she keeps 

the vision of her cornpleted product in her mind's eye. The hermeneutic 

phenomenological research process demands the same dynamic movement between parts 

and whole within the kamework of a hermeneutic circle (Allen & Jensen, 1990; 

Thompson, 1990). ï h e  method demands that the same care be taken to keep the end 

result in plain sight while balancing the uncovering of detail in each part (van Manen. 

1990, p. 33). 

This chapter introduces the wornen of the study, one by one. Each introduction 

indudes a shoa description of each woman's past expenence, her present supervisory 

undertakings, a very short statement about the meanings within her particular narrative 

and a copy of her summary letter(s). Each introduction concludes with a verbatim 

statement fiom participants about their chosen quilt symbol. 
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Beginning the Anabsis 

In hermeneutic phenomenological analysis r e f l ec~g ,  developing thernes and 

writing cannot be separated @. 167) and van &en warns the researcher that, as a result, 

the potential for confusion and/or pardysis is ever-present. In my case, the analysis of the 

parts - the words and meanings of each individual woman - became l o s  in the unfolding 

of the whole. This expenence was previously described in Chapter Three. The analysis of 

the data does not begin with the completion of the last conversational interviews. It 

begins with the first. The parts of interviews that evolve out of one interview after 

another are gradually added to the ever-growing knowledge of the "whole." The last of 

van Manen's research activities speaks to this dpamic balance of parts and whole. As 

my research progressed, the meaning 1 saw imbedded in the words of the women and the 

statement "the whole is greater than the surn of its parts" became a powerful influence 

upon my work. This influence manifested itself in the fonn of a quilt. As a result, the 

qua and the process of quiltmaking circled and fiamed results of this research. 

The ianguage of quiltmaking reads like the words used in hermeneutic 

phenomenological research. Interestingly, the women of this study spoke this sarne 

Ianguage as they described their process of social work supervision. The more I read, 

Listened and immersed myself in these three seemingly unconnected processes, the more 

it seemed to me that quilts and quilûnaking were comected to the meanings I was trying 

to discover. "In literature and many of the arts, such forms are used to reveai or represent 

aspects of the world that c a ~ o t  be experienced directly" (Eisner, 1985, p. 28). This is the 

intention of the quilt as substantive metaphor. The finished quilt was what I had on my 

mind as I made my way through the transcripts page by page and as a result, I ended up 
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reason would ask that you read this Ietrer carefult) and critically with the 

foZZowing questions in min& 

Can you hear yourself in the descriptions? 
Have I captured your meanings adequateiy ? 
Are there descriptions thai you would like to alter, elaborate upon or dkregard 
completely 3 

Twelve other tapes and transcriptions have also been Zistened to and read before 

this letter ivas written. From rhis wide collection of thoughts some other questions 

or ideas have arisen You rnayfind at the end of this Zetter rhat some of these are 

formulared as questions that I would like to m k  you. Or perhaps );ou will hme 

questions or suggestions that you would like to zither ask me or offer. In about a 

week I will telephone you and zywe could have a short conversation by phone or 

in person about the letter and any firther comments you might have, I would very 

much appreciaie it. 

Throughout the document, the worak in quotation are your own voice as heard on 

the tape and then nanscribed Se~ences  and words not in quotation are my 

paraphrasings or inrerprerarionr. 

The topic of this research is the process omciaZ work supervision as performed 

by female social ivork supervisors who have been supervising for a suostanrial 

period of time. You might be interested to kmw that I interviewed 13 women. 

Their mean age is 45.2 years and the mean nwnber ofyears that they have been 

supervising is 17.23. Al1 of the women interviewed were in upper level 

management positions. 
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Second Letters were sent to three people after their second interviews. This second 

letter summarized only the parts of the f%st conversational interview lost due to 

audiotaping ciifficulries, There was no standardized format for this second set of Letters as 

each was particular to the woman receiving it. The women are referred to by their chosen 

pseudonym throughout this chapter. Some of the women who worked in govemment 

positions noted a concem that their identities remain confidentid. In those cases, 

information that rnight i denw the women wilI be disguised or excluded from the 

descriptive. 

The OuiIt Svmbol as Part of the Analvsis 

At the end of the second interview, the women were also told about the creation 

of the quilt, how it came about and what it signified. They were asked to describe a 

symbol thar they would Like to have created and added to the quilt that would capture 

who they were and what they wanted to Say about their process of social work 

supervision. They had about sixty seconds to think about this symbol before speaking. 

Introducing: The Participants 

Lee 

Lee is presently the Executive Director of a non-profit agency in Calgary, Alberta 

and has been in this latest supervisory position for ahos t  two years. She is 49 years old 

and has been supervising for twenty years. She completed her Bachelor of Social Work 

degree in 1974. Lee supervises five people fiom different disciplines every week or every 

other week and "ive work together on so many projects that we touch base probably once 
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a duy. .' She describes her supervisees as experienced people and the trpe of supervision 

sh; pedirms as administrative. 

Two over-arching themes capture a description of Lee's s u p e ~ s o r y  work: steps 

and stories. The rneanings beneath these arches are captured in the summary letter as 

folIows: 

We began the interview with a discussion about what supewision and process 

meant to you. You described supervision as a "mutual agreement about obtaining 

outcornes." You said. 'k's about 2 people trying to achieve. hopefiIZy, the same 

things and how we 'll agree on reaching those together. " A description you gave 

near the end of the interview was "the crux of supervision is the ability of that 

person to draw out, fo inquire, to get them to articulate andpull out the values. " 

1 was wondering if you could elaborate on that last comment a bit? 

You described yourself as being relatively flexible as a supervisor 

especially in "how" you get to where you are going although not so much with the 

formal expectations (Iike writing kinds of things and things expected by your 

Board and your fbnders). You described the format of your s u p e ~ s i o n  as being 

quite stnictured although you did admit that what you ideally strïve for and what 

actualIy happens is not often the same thing. You aiso made an intereshg 

mention of how your staffmight not see you as being as flexible a s  you thought 

you were and 1 wondered what you meant by that? 

Some of your descriptions of the particularities of social work supervision 

were: the "human element ", the power and multiple interpretations @articulari y 

with students) of the Social Work Code of Ethics, "that unique abiliiy to supernise 
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somebody who, in turn is going ro try to . . . enable . . . ro reach their goals, " the 

importance of role modeling as a supervisor and how you have seen that some of 

the things you do are rransferred to clients throu-& the person you are supen.ising. 

This, we taiked about is ofien cded  paralle1 process and 1 would also like to ask 

you a few more questions about "how" diis is obvious to you and what your 

thoughts are on this matter. 

When we taked about process, you described it as "steps. " "Steps to 

reach something and of course it 's notjust the end product of why yo u \,e hired 

somebody but if's steps in their own persona2 lives rhut are brought into the 

agency and into ihatparticular job. " In tryïng to d e h e  what these "steps " were 

you called them 'cdevelopmental'J but didn't think that was quite right. We tdked 

about them being "parallel, " "circuZar, " "groivîh, " "rnaturity, " "trial und 

error. " You also described your own experiences supervising different people 

and some of the struggles you had assisting people with these "steps. " You 

mentioned those that just wanted to get the job done and others who took you to 

an "unknown place " where it was hard to keep a balance between the working 

relationship and the need for "counseling. " 

You also described yourself as a very direct supervisor who asks direct 

questions and initiates the "exploration " of issues. You said that you are the "kind 

ofperson who develops working reLationîhips fairly quickly. '* You do not tend to 

ccreprimand. " You tend to have an informal agenda when you meet with someone, 

as opposed to a formal one. How often do you meet with your supe~sees?  You 

see the important parts of what you do as giving information, asking for feedback 
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and having confidence in your people that "they can do it. ". You described 

yourself as a "very unobvious boss " which 'ou descnbed as being "'team " 

focused - unlike. )-ou felf the way that other bosses have been perceived. 

You descnbed yourself as being able 10 engage with wornen more easily 

than with men and being generalIy more cordortable with women than with men 

you supervise because "with wornen there is a lot more dialogue about how they 

got off the pack " You felt that men '%ad less willingness in accepting that they 

had not reached rheir goal" and you felt like you "were ivorkfng a lot harder ro 

pull out informarion " with men. You described this as a 'ping-pong; back and 

forth. " You also rnentioned quite a few times that you did not know if this was 

your problem or this was the way men were. 

Ii s discussion about balance, you said that you feit the "crossing of 

boundaries can achieve balance. " What 1 thought you meant here was that even 

though you are cognizant of many differenr needs of s t s ,  you do not worry about 

the imaginary line between therapy and supervision. It seems that it has become a 

naturai dance for you, one in which you have learned to mist yourself to adapt 

your skills and what you do to the particular and very individual needs of your 

staff. You describe the nsk-taking component of this but aiso taiked about the 

benefits being woah it in the long nin. You aiso talked about the language that we 

use (particdarly around "balance ") and how there are many interpretations. An 

example of this was when you described how sorneone might tell you to "cut the 

social work crap. " You described this as meaning that you shodd not "dissect 

the situation " so much. You described this 'dissection " as "frying ro understand 
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why a person look thai approach " or "gettîng at feelings more than other 

environrnenrs ivozild " However. you also said that you had been doing rhis for 20 

years and you continued to do it because it worked. How do you know it works? 

You make mention of the process of supervision being a "rogerher " 

activity quite a few times. You descnbe it as a puzzle that two people are working 

on putting together? as stones involving the teller and the listener. as an energy 

field that builds upon the single ideas of two people, as empowering, as you 

learning fiom your supervisees a lot more than they leam fiom you. as a 

"building " expenence. 

You also talked about telling stones and how this has been one very 

successful way &ou thought) that you have communicated ideas and learning 

processes to your s t a f f  (and to your children!). You said that storytelling allowed 

people to think about something in a different way and was a less intrusive way of 

telling someone something. An interesting point here: you spoke about how one 

theme of story that you told was related to "how they arrived al decisions or their 

perceptions. " At another juncture you t&ed about the importance of how people 

speak together in supervision. To me, both of these descriptions are related to the 

process of interaction in supervision. 1 was wondering if that was how you 

interpreted this? If possible. 1 would like to discuss with you in a little more 

detail, your interpretation of social work supervision and the meaning that it has 

for you as well as the above questions. 
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The Ouilt Svmbol 

When asked to descnbe a syrnbol for the quik that would best portray the message 

she wanted to convey about herself, her words or her process of supervision, Lee said 

"hands overlapping over a book would be ivhar I see. This represenis my inieresr in 

stories and the idea of giving a hand to people ". 

JQ 

JO is 39 years oid. Her supervisory position is a senior one in govemment social 

services. She has been supervising for eight years and in this position for about three 

months at the time of the frrst interview. JO has both a Bachelor of Social Work and a 

Master of Sociai Work. She completed the latter degree in 1990. She supervises ten 

people directly, ail of who are social workers and al1 of whom are expenenced at their 

job. She supewises them once per month using the extra formats of group, e-mail and 

informal supervision as needed and as it is useful. Direct supervision, she says, is "the 

formal job description of the chain of cornmand; these people report directly to you. " JO 

also feefs that she supervises about 250 others "indirect&. " She defines this type of 

supervision as "the people who report to those managers; i f s  people within rny realm. 

l'm responsible for their behaviour even though Imay have no contacr with ihem rhrough 

the year. " Jo's supervision is both administrative and clinical. 

Jo's process of social work supervision encornpasses themes of leadership, 

responsibiliv and straightfonvardness. Her description of the poker game as the way she 

came to be a s u p e ~ s o r  stands for many of these themes as well as incorporating her 

determination that work shouid be fim, collective and skillfid. 
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"1 was ai a poker game. I used to win all the rime. I was very good I was 

afiont line worker. right out of universiiy rype of thing. And I used to end up 

sitting on a lot of cornmittees - sort of a rural rep. Our big thing was to play 

poker. And you get to know people. A manager said to me '1 encourage you to 

apply for this supervisor position. ' It ivould never have occurred to me to apply 

for it with only four years on the fiont line. Thor '.Y nothing. " 

JO's summary letter follows: 

We began our discussion wirh a d e m g  of terrns: supervision and 

process. You described supervision as "a role, ivhich is certain functionr and the 

primary goal is to support the people delivering the service. " You emphasized the 

'Yeam efort" that you encouraged where everyone had "a dflerent role, a 

dzrerentjob finclion and mine is jzist one of those roles. ". In fact, you 

emphasized this "dzfference " theme throughout the discussion; repeating that this 

meant to you, not better, not hierarchical - 'Me auîhoritypart isn't really a key to 

me " but trufy just different. You also referred to your hope (perhaps expectation 

or intention?) that the people you supervise would then treat the people they 

supervised in the way that you were s u p e ~ s i n g  them. 1 would like to discuss that 

with you a little bit more. 

You also described yourself in the supervisory role as "key. " as "a link " 

as a "bufer. '" And you made strong mention in a repetitive way of your 

responsibility for not just the people you "direct& " supervise but also the people 

you supervise indirectly. At the time that we spoke you were just %ying tofigure 

out" how ofien to supervise the people you had just become responsible for and 1 
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would be interested in fmding out what you decided. I would also be interested in 

fmding out how supervision by e-mail was progressing. 

From the transcription, it looks like 1 neglected to ask you directly and in a 

more in-depth way about your understanding or definition for yourself of 

cLprocess" - in both its genenc sense and as thz process of social work supervision 

specifically. 1 think we got carried away with our talking (which is just fine) but 1 

would like to ask you about what thoughts and meanings that word stimulates for 

you. 

You aiso spoke about supervision being a L'~vo-way street " - one way was 

what your supervisees needed fiom you and the other was what you needed fiom 

them. You spoke about your part on diis street - your "role" - as a support to your 

supervisees and your need for information fiom them in order to give them that 

support. And your direcîness, availability and how seriously you take your 

responsibility IO follow through and do so quickly were themes throughout our 

conversation as well as how you both perceived and were told that the people you 

supemised experienced your process (they appreciated it: were surprised by it). 

You aiso taiked about your training as a clinical social worker and how 

you like to keep close to the fiont-line, and always have. I would like to talle a 

littie bit more with you about how you see these two things - your description of 

yourself as a supervisor and the use of your "clinical" training to enhance this 

work - as being connected. You just touched on this throughout o u  time 

together, but did so quite a few times. For instance, you described in part what 

you called a "no bZame " mode1 of intervention, taiked about hnw you ask 
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questions and how your own beliefs and values as well as those of social work are 

tied up in your supervisory process. 

You spoke also about reaching out to the people who work for you by 

going to dieir offices and going out with them on visits, etc. and how this, you felt 

was part of your col labo rat ive^ almost partnership (my words here) way of 

looking at the job you and your supervisees are doing. You called this a 

"fiameivork"; "neutraI, non-blarning . . . with some specifc skifls and techniques 

associated wirh it. " I'd like to ask you a bit more about these "speczfic skiZIs and 

techniques. " You aiso taJ.ked about the "interconnectedness " of the work you do 

and you gave many examples of connections between people, between events 

both inside and outside the organization and the "systerns approach" you use. 

Perhaps we could elaborate on y our understanding of that well-used description 

so that 1 do not just assume that I know what you are t a h g  about. 

Throughout the transcript you give many conversational examples of how 

you ask questions or how a particuiar situation unfolded. Some of these examples, 

1 expect are real-life situations. And yet, when we spoke near the end of the 

i n t e ~ e w  about the use of stories or anecdotes in your supenisory practice to get 

a point across you said that you did not utilize stories. You said that you were 

'koncrete " "as a p e r s o n a l i ~  type " and because you were used to working with 

older men who were more "houdirional" in their manner and needed things to be 

told to them in a more concrete way. As a result, you had adapted yourself to their 

needs and thus, did not use a more anecdotal manner of relating. Perhaps we 

could discuss this as well. The transcripts show that there are narratives imbedded 
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in your descriptions of process and even though they might not be described as 

tnie "stories?" there is a story aspect to them that does enrich your descriptions. 

Perhaps this is a misunderstanding on rny part or perhaps it is a misinterpretation 

of the word "stories.'- 

A concept thar came up in many i n t e ~ e w s  with others and also yourself 

is the concept of cccontext" both in and of the supervisory work. This was a term 

that 1 had not considered as part of rny investigation but because it has corne up a 

faU. amount 1 would iike to ask you a bit more about that as well; what it means 

and how context is both created by you and affects you. 

Many of the women I interviewed, most in fact, were clinicdy trained as 

opposed to being aained to be a supervisor. Their stones about how they came to 

supervision are very similar. Atthough we did talk about your clinical training, we 

did not taik about how you came to management. You did say you felt you were 

ccwingrizg if" as a s u p e ~ s o r  and would not descnbe yourself as a good supervisor. 

Attached to this is your experience of being supe~sed ,  which we only touched 

upon bnefly. You cailed one experience you had in the past ccdefcit-focused" and 

referred to your present supervision as "fistrating " because change happened so 

slowly in the "contexr above you. " In conjunction with this, you were talking 

about the "isoZation " of being the only woman in a very male-dominated working 

world and the lack of mentors to help you through your own positions. 

Nevertheiess, not moments before, you answered my question about how it feeis 

to be in the s u p e ~ s o r y  process by saying: 
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" It feeZs good. it feels productive. This is generally two people pirrting 

their besr brains fogether and fheir best ski[ls together ro come up with 

solurions. It-i fascinating (said wirh ernphasis) . . . deaZing wirh another 

human being wirh experience and strengrhs and dzflerenr ways of Zooking 

at rhings . . . I think it's jmt a privilege and you learn su much and you 're 

challenged su much and ir's a very mutual thing. And sornetimes you can 

really corne up with some fun things or some risk-taking idem or be 

crearive and do things. So, that's fim " 

1 found those words quite inspiring. 

About a week or so after we met, you mentioned to me that our 

conversation had stimulated a whole Lot more thoughts about my questions and 1 

hope that not so much time has passed that those thoughts are buried in your head. 

Perhaps this letter and its contents will stimulate those ideas once again. 

e Quiit S'mbol 

JO chose her quilt symbol fiom her expenence with aboriginal cultures in other 

parts of the country. She said, "In the Cree culture, I hrne a nickname. If is 'Musqua ' 

which means a sort of 'bulZ in a china shop '. Literally translated it means a bear chasing 

honey and that is the way I see myseIfand what 1 do in supervision. " 

m 
Rae is 34 years old. She has been supervising for about eight years. Prior to being 

formaily appointed as a supervisor, Rae told me that she occupied several "acting" or 
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"cover-off1 supervisory positions. Rae works in a government office and supervises eight 

people directiy. Most of these ~ e o p l e  are new to their job and their field. Her supervisees 

are ail social workers except for one psychologist and a clerical staff person. The 

supervision she gives them is both administrative and clinical. She meets with her 

supervisees twice a month and informally as needed. Rae has a BSW that she completed 

in 1989. 

The themes in Raeos interviews revolve around the influence social work values 

and ideals have for her and how they manifest themselves in the work. Rae has a strong 

social action focus and feels responsible for both her ciients and her staff to speak out for 

them and guide them to the greater good even though she admits to not being as brave as 

she would like to be. The "hidden " aspect of social work is an important theme as well. 

The first conversational interview with Rae was one of the interviews that 

see red  audiotaping problerns. These problems were discussed previously in Chapter 

Three and are also mentioned in the summary letter that follows. 

You may recall that we began our discussion with a defining of ternis: 

supervision and process. Unfortunately this part of the tape and any subsequent 

questions and discussion were lost. This is one part of the interview 1 would like 

to revisit in some depth with you. 

The transcription begins with a reference to p u r  description of process as 

a 'Path " but 1 guess you had aiready described what this meant but it is on the 

other tape. At this point in the interview, you are tallcing about what you leamed 

fioom others that supervised you - things that they did and the way they did things. 

You described one person in particula. and her giving of "constant feedback" - 
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both positive and "commctive criricism. " You mentioned- in fac t  that she was 

the oniy s u p e ~ s o r  who was able to give you good constmctive cnticism and you 

felt that you "actualZy found it most helpfic[ ro make changes. " You said that you 

dso try and do the same; asking workers what they want feedback on before you 

meet with hem, going out into the fieid to actually see what the worker is doing 

("a couple of times a year '>, giving '>erformance appraisal " feedback 

ongoingly instead of just once a year and sending documents back with "sticky'' 

notes on them. You aiso spoke about meeting every two weeks with your 

supervisees to t& about "specifc pracfice and how things ivere dealt with and 

wording and that Iald of thing. " 1 would be interested in what you were a c W y  

thinkîng about when you said that. You also made mention of the importance of 

putting any kind of feedback in a positive light and if feedback has to be given in 

writing, you also felt it was important to see the person face-to-face. 

At this point in the interview you spoke about what seerns to be a mini 360 

degree evaluation of yourself but it is a Little unclear how this acrually worked and 

I would like to ask you about that too. 

When 1 asked you about the menning of supervision for you, you talked 

about your responsibilities - for the cases, for the unit functioning, for "helping 

the workers do the besrjob they can do. " You also spoke a bit about what it was 

like to supervise people who did not want to have their cases cc~~rutinized" or did 

not really see the value of supervision. This brought up a moment of self- 

evaluation when you said: 



129 

"Sometimes I feel Zike rhere's more authority put on me than I should 

have. Somerimes I feel like I wish 1 was more confident in carrying out some of 

these rash rhat I'm supposed tu do and some of these decisions that I'm supposed 

to make. . . . I think 1 present p r e q  confident but I think 1 somerirnes feel less 

confidenr thon 1 am presenting. " 

The interesting thing about this comment is that it is pretty universal to 

most research participants. In your description of handling a paaicular situation 

you descnbed your '>rocessing" of the situation in a very interesting way: 

" . . . I would wunt to pinpoint what the situation was and 0 to stay 

behavioziralZy, okay, saying okqy. we were discussing this thing, this is what yow 

reacrion wax You know, I'm not quite sure why you reacted that way . . . Can you 

heZp me understand " 

In speaking about any gender issues involved in either supervision itseif or 

the process of s u p e ~ s i o n  that you undertake, you pointed out that social work 

has many more women than men in it so the men, you felt, are more used to 

''that." 1 am not sure if you meant some part of the actuai s u p e ~ s o r y  practice or 

were you speaking in general? You said that the women you supervise are more 

likely to taik about a "personalprobZem " with you and "how thar is impacting 

work (more) than a man is. " You also felt that wornen looked "at situations in a 

dzyerent way. " Perhaps when we meet you couid elaborate on that a littie. Oîher 

than this you did not feel that your process of supervision was Weren t  for either 

men or women. These comments are quite similar to comments made by other 

participants as well. 
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You made some very interesthg comments around the meaning and 

experience of being a supervisor. You said that being a supervisor helped you 

rem& one s ep  outside the stress of the job, particularly as you felt you were die 

kind of fiont-line worker who took the job home with you ("being one step 

removed helps keep me a lirtle more snne I think'?. The rewards o f  the job were 

something else you referred to here: c'making a contribution " to a case conference 

that has really gone well; the flexibility of the job and also its unpredictability that 

you said you liked. 

You also descnbed what you cailed "the social workee process " in a 

particulady good way; "the idealistic goals of our profession " "using your 

helper sla'ls . . . those kind of skilZs you learn about, you know, rapport-building. 

client self-de ter mination, non j udpen td ,  " " it realZy kinda gets us where our 

values are supposed to be. " In conjunction with these comments, you spoke about 

the "secret" nature of much of what social work (and particularly, child welfare) 

has to do and the importance of what you cailed "translation " of information 

fiom your supervisions to their cases. This is a iittle confusing in the transcription 

but very interesting if one is to imagine what you are getting at. 

You described yourself as not taking "an authoritafive stance " - saying as 

well that Y think it sometimes rnakes me look wi-y-washy. " 

"lm really trying to help people find their O wn solutions because I don 't 

think other people imposing solutions on people is necessarily the woy ro go. 

People know their situation best. They're the ones that are in it. " These 
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cornmenrs are reaily at the heart of what many of the research participants are 

saying. 

The OuiIt S~rnbol  

Rae chose a globe for her quilt symbol. Many of Rae's answers to questions came 

back to social action and "educating in a broader focus than people have when looking at 

individual troubles. " She descnbed this symbol in the following way: 

"l'nt thinking about how I would like to be encapsulated in the quik 1 

guess what I Ye been raiking about last, mosr captures what my contribution to 

social work and Iguess the world is - it 's my concern for people. but also 

bringing in that the hope that we can ma& a better worid. 1 think that it is not 

always so obvious - the global smctures are r e d y  irnpacting individuals in a 

negaiive way right now . . . I'rn sort of thinking about a globe. It 's sort offunny 

because I Sn really focussed on Canadian social poiicy. 1 don 't purport ro know 

much about what 5 going on in the rest of the world " 

The Second Summary Letter 

Unfortunately, two sides of a small tape (about thirty minutes) were lost kom the 

beginning of Rae's fïrst interview. The questions that were asked at the beginning of that 

i n t e ~ e w  were some demogmphic data and the meanings of supervision, social work 

supervision, process and the process of social work s u p e ~ s i o n .  In the second interview, 

these questions were asked again and another letter was written to Rae that addressed 

only the answers to possible questions lost on the &st tape. A copy of that letter follows: 



Dear Rae: 

Thanks very much for your time just before Christmas. 1 hope that your 

holiday was relaxing and revitalizing. 

You may recall that when we met, this second tirne. I was trying to capture 

some of the statements that you made in our frrst i n t e ~ e w  - statements that were 

1ost when the tape malfunctioned - as weil as make sure that what was transcribed 

was true to your meaning. It has come to my attention that 1 have to do that 

"making sureness" with my questions and your answers for that information that 

we tried to recapture. Hence? the reason for this short ietter. By nghts, 1 shouid 

come and meet with you once again to make sure that there is nothing else that 

you want to Say or correct about the transcription. 1 will call  you in about a week 

or so and we can tak  about that then. 1 know that you are very busy and that this 

process is a bit nit-picking and 1 very much appreciate your patience with me. As 

much as this is the case, 1 do realize that doing these things important to the 

integrity of the research and 1 redly do want to "obey" those research d e s  as 

much as possible so that there is more credibility to the results. 

The fist questions that needed to be re-answered were those related to 

your age and how many people you were supervising (34 and 8). The next 

question was about what supervision meant to you. You said that it was 

"providing support tu do the best they c m  do on the job as well as monitoring and 

providing some education " In terrns of social work s u p e ~ s i o n ,  you said that you 

felt it was different than other kinds of supervision because ccmost of the work we 

do is hidden Pom public scrutinyY Social workers are rnostly doing their work 
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without anybody seeing what they 're doing. As a supervisor. I think one of the 

challenges is trying rofigure out what your workers are doing. " "Social workers 

work so independenrZy. ' W a t  they do "is done behind closed doors ivirh people 

who aren 't empowered for the most part. " 

You said that you discover these hidden things "by accidenr. " "by 

complaints, " "by compliments. " "Trying ro ask the right kinak of questions and 

having dues that there might be more tu it than l m  being told " You also said 

you "try to go out ivith the people once in awhile to see directly hoiv they are 

practicing. " 

Next, we revisited your thoughts about process. You ha& in the first 

i n t e ~ e w ,  descnbed process as a path. You elaborated on this by saying: process 

was "helping them (your supervisees) develop into a child weyare ivorker and 

focwsing on rhe worker 's development. " You described the "how" of this 

process by saying; "lstmt with new workers knowing where they are coming 

from. " B y  this you said you meant trying to start early by developing employee 

appraisal plans (you called them "learningplans '3, "îrying to identz3 what their 

sîrengths might be and what areas the development needî to be. " You also said 

"in the early stages, I like people to have srnall caseloadî, work ivith other 

people, ger a varieV of experiences and see how other social workers do their 

work as weZl. And then, as time goes on, take more responsibilities. " You also 

noted that there were two big differences for you with regards to supervision- " a 

big dzrerence beîween those people who have social work degrees and those who 

don 't (depending on what their work experience is) " and secondly, moving to a 
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city where "sorneone else does all the hiring " from a setting where you hired al1 

your own people. You aiso noted that you "Zike to ger feedback on how my 

supervision is helping or hindering the work I am doing. " You told a story at this 

point about having to be carefùl about what this r edy  means as  it codd backfire. 

The next question was about gender issues in supervision. You said that 

contrary to other places you had worked where men often had trouble with female 

bosses, you had not expenenced that in social work. You wondered ''ifthut is 

because rhore are more iuornen in the profession und they are used to having 

women as bosses. " 

That is the end of the re-asking of questions fiom the fTrst interview. As 

with the fist lerter, 1 would ask that you think about the above comments in terms 

of those three original questions: 

Can you hear yourself in the descriptions? 

Have I captured your meanings adequately? 

Are there descriptions that you would Like to alter, elaborate upon or 

disregard compietely? 

m 
Sam 1 is the Executive Director of a community s e ~ c e  agency. She is 52 years 

old and has been supe~s ing  others for 25 years. She has been in her present position for 

about a year. She completed her MSW in 1973 and a Master in Philosophy of Social 

Administration in 1994. She is the only participant to be educated in social work 

administration. In her job as Executive Director: she s u p e ~ s e s  eight people and is 
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responsible for another twenty indirectly through her supervisees. The supervisees are 

both experienced and inexperienced. She provides informai. as-needed supervision that is 

both administrative and clhical, 

The themes inherent in Sam 1's words are engagement and empowering. Sam 1 

used the word 'engage' to describe being c o ~ e c t e d  to something or someone at a deep 

and powerful level. This feeling of connectedness was threaded throughout her answers. 

Believing in people and giving them responsibilities and the power to do their work and 

make their own decisions was another powerfûl theme. This too was a thread throughout 

her explanations. Even in the first interview5 these themes showed themselves as is 

evident in the following summary letter. 

You may recdl that we began our discussion with a defining of tems: 

supervision and process. You defined supervision as "the process whereby you 

assist sroff tu complete their tash  " and social work supervision involved, "Nt a 

way that other jobs don%..sorne recognition of how the personal impncrs. "By 

this you said you meant "background. " '>ersonal historv, " "whaf brings them to 

the place they're (a9 und the work rhey're doing. " You said that "history informs" 

and '>ou intenveave thuf personal experience in a dzflerenr way when you do 

social work supervision. " E s  is a recurring theme with many of the research 

participants. The separation of the work fiom the personal is something every 

participant talkç about and everyone has such a clear and confident sense of that 

separation happening. However, it is difficult to descnbe how it happens and how 

it became so effortiess. 
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You descnbed process in two parts: the structure of a regdar meeting and 

the unstrucnired da-to-day "just conversarion " In the more smictured meeting, 

you were just beginning to describe the elements of the process of that experience 

when the tape ended and the second side is inaudible. You do say before this 

happened that you begin by iden*ing the issue, "what are the components? " 

"what'i the point of having a comersation about it? " Then, the issue and its 

"totality " are discussed - "what are the pieces of it, what has happened, whose 

imtolved. ivhat are the elernents, what do we need to have happen ro move it in 

whatever direction we need . . . " Much later in the inteniew you describe these 

thùigs as the content and describe more fully the process as ccenabZi~g" - "where 

we as a group, or two . . . plan what it is we 're going to do and set out a way of 

doing it and then together, collectiveZy, follow through on that. " " Engaging " was 

also how you described the process and then you used the word a variety of ways: 

engaged in social change, engaged with other people who are also interested in 

the "process" of social change. You descnbed this almost as levels of infiuence: 

what happens benveen you and the person as connected to what happens in the 

larger systern. Does this description capture your intentions here? 

In other interviews, the concept of context came up as another factor in the 

content/process description. In some cases it might be known as the culture of the 

organization and in other situations it is the atmosphere surrounding a supervisory 

experience. Do you have any thoughts on that at dl? 

How philosophy - the philosophy of the profession and our own personal 

philosophies affect the process of o u  work was the next part of the discussion we 
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had. "Are rve here because ive want ru be good souls rvho help the needy or are 

rve here because we wani ro create aprocess of social change?" You taiked about 

how you felt personal philosophies affect our work and the culture that we live in 

and are creating at the same t h e .  This, you felt, was reiated to personal history. 

Knowing where our supervisees corne fkom and how much knowledge they 

possessed was important informarion to know. you felt. before beginning to 

supervise them. You spoke at length at this point about your own personai and 

political philosophy that is inherenrly comected to the smggles non-profits are 

havuig wiùi h d i n g  cuts and increasing demands for people working in non- 

profits. You were concemed that people are now required to have countless types 

of skills that are related to the existence of the organization (fundraising, 

computer and technical skills) and not to the actual work of helping. You spoke 

about being womed about ovenvork and deskilling. The job of the supervisor or 

Executive Director was, you said '70 try to enable staffto do that ivork Try and 

create room for them to do rhar tvork; " even thougà it was conîradictory. 1 asked 

you how you created this space, the tape ended, and of course, since side one of 

the next tape was inaudible, your answer to that question was lost. If possible, 

could you consider how you might have answered that question? 

Later on, you spoke about how social work's phiiosophy and your own are 

comected. You said that the social worken you hire have the same  phos os op^ 

approach " You outlined the necessary tasks for yourself to be: making sure the 

agency hctions,  respond to commmity issues and give the sta£€ you hire as 

rnuch room as possible to do the work. When 1 asked how you did that you said: 
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"By allotving. Nol the righr word . . . by engaging in a process 

tvhere they define their worth. .Alutualii~- i tell thern they can do their o m  

. . . here are rhe parameters. . . . How you do that is up to you. My 

expectation is that you wiU engage in a process thut involves those 

families. . . . " 

My process with you . . . needr to be reflective of a process rhat 

you engage in with your clients. So thar, the respect I show ro you as a 

staflperson. as an individual n-anslates through aZZ our work . . . (13 I'm 

going to treat my sraffbadly rhan 1 cannot expect that my staflare going 

to treat their clients well. In this, you know. one thing is the same as the 

other. " 

You then spoke about making mistakes and how that too was a process of 

Leaming, apoiogizing, correcting. You emphasized that this too needed to be done 

with both clients and within supervision. How did you leam how to use your 

mistakes to your best advantage and how do you teach others to do the same? 

The Quilt Sy~nbol 

Sam 1's description of her quilt block was also about these themes: 

"The one word that cornes ro mind is, of course. empowerment and 

engagement - although those are two wordî - empowerment and engagement in a 

political process. Capture that on a quilt! (Zaughter). What does it look like? Ir's 

brighr - bright colours. Green, Isuppose andpink and it 's vivid and khd of Zik-e - 

a kind of coming together. (Zigzag-) is too confiontational and ultimately those 
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zigzag Zines meld No, it 's pink and green floiving Niro each other. So, it 's the en& 

kind offlowing in. (7ih two strearns meeting). " 

The Second Summary Letter 

Sam 1's fkst conversational i n t e ~ e w  was aiso fi-aught with tape recording 

problems and so a second letter was written to her as well. On Sam 1's tape, one fifteen- 

minute section (one side of a smali tape) was missing. This occurred about halfway 

through the interview. The only guides for where we were at with our conversation were 

Sam 17s words just before the tape started buzzing and where her words began again. In 

the second conversational interview, 1 asked Sam I about what 1 thought that missing 

information might be. The second summary letter revisits her second try at those 

questions. 

You rnay recall that when we met, this second time, 1 was trying to capture 

some of the statements that you made in our fkst interview - statements that were 

lost when the tape maifunctioned - as well as make sure that what was transcribed 

was true to your meaning. It has come to my attention that 1 have to do that 

"making sureness" with my questions and your ansvers for that information that 

we tried to recaptue. Hence, the reason for this shoa letter. By rights, 1 should 

come and meet with you once again to make sure that there is nothing else that 

you want to Say or correct about the transcription. I will cal1 you in about a week 

or so and we can talk about that then. 1 know that you are very busy and that this 

process is a bit nit-picking and 1 very much appreciate your patience with me. As 

much as this is the case, I do reaiize that doing these things important to the 
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integrity of the research and 1 really do want to "obey" those research rules as 

much as possible so that there is more credibility to the results. 

The first re-questioning had to do with how you, as the Executive Director 

- create a space that allows people to do the work. You distinguished between the 

administrative functions of your job (money. equipmen~ etc.) and the s u p e ~ s o r y  

functions which you descnbed as "make sure they have the room, the space, the 

permission ifyou Zike to tackle the issue in their own way. " You ernphasized the 

importance of assisring people to see that they should corne back for help or ask 

questions if they did not know what to do. You said that trust was a big part of 

this process; "'on the one hand creating that space, giving people room and on the 

other hand crearing a safi environment for [hem to explore whatever questions 

they may have. " 

You said rhat supervision "creates the contract, " "the paramerers" 

around what the person needs to do the job. Inside these parameters was the 

"content around ivhat are the issues and hoiv we can solve rhose problems ". 

Another "Lost" question was around the use of your own mistakes as a 

vehicle to help others understand what they need to do. Here, as in the example 

above, you told another story. This time, it was a story about being very nervous 

and yet standing your ground and setting an example for othen: 

"lgot up to speak and rny knees were knocking so badly. I could 

hem them - 1 could Ziterally hear [hem The important thing there was t h  

I was exceptionally nervour and the consequence of my having the 

courage ro stand up when 1 was exceptionally nervous was apparent to 
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everybody. It razlied e v e ~ b o d y  up because fhen they were able to say - if 

she can do it when she %vas so terrifed. then we can do this too. " "1 think 

we Te human beings. so we make rnistakes and it '.Y OK and I'rn not afiaid 

of thar I grress. " 

Another point that 1 thought 1 might have asked the first time was about 

your perceptions of any gender difference in supervision. You said that you did 

not think there was "much of a diflerence, although Iassume a dzrerent 

understandingfiorn wornen. 1 think thaf women have a dzrerenr understanding of 

the place ofpoverw power, hierarchy than men do becawe they e-rperience it. So 

to that extent, there is some dzrerence but in reaZity Idon 't fhink that it is very 

Y ?  large. 

Bonnie 

Bonnie is also the Executive Director of a non-profit organization where she 

supervises eight staffdirectly and is responsible for forty others. She has a BSW, which 

she completed in 1978 and an MSW - completed in 1982. She was not educated in a 

management stream. Bonnie is 42 years old. She has been s u p e ~ s i n g  for 23 years. In 

thiç particular position, she supervises social workers, other helping professions and 

support staff. She provides a mix of scheduled, regular clinical and administrative 

supervision once a week, either individually or within a group or both. 

Bonnie talked about art in social work and this was a recurrhg theme in her 

conversation. She used dancing7 artistic techniques, metaphors, music and painting as 
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ways ro describe what she wanted to Say. She aiso talked about the importance of context; 

how it influences, how it gets created. These thernes can be found in the sumrnary letter. 

We began our discussion with a defining of terms. The h s t  was 

supervision. You descnbed supervision as: 

" . . . having a number of features. One is o process of accountabiliîy A 

process whereby I work with stqfpeople to monitor whar they do. to 

change their behmiour, and most important& to help people eflect change 

with the clients that the-v are working with. I'm Zooking ro supporr people; 

I'm Zooking to help them change their practice and to adhere to a certain 

standard that I think is important and that we as an agency think is 

important. As well. to produce a product; a qualiiy counseling session or a 

quaIity process. " 

Two points at this juncture were particularly intereshg One; you made a 

point of taking about clinical and "managerial" s u p e ~ s i o n  saying that they 

were probably similar but they have dif5erent features. However, we did not get 

around to identieing these differences and sirnilarities. At a Iater point in the 

interview when we were taking about your own supervision, you distinguished 

between your own clinical supervision or consultation and the fact that you were 

not supervised in your Executive Director rùle. But, you said you did have a 

mentor. You also said that this mentoring relationship had parallels to clinical 

supervision: " . . . a lot of the skills me  the same . . . it always goes back to the 

same thil2g. what 'i the outcorne. k t ' s  rhe effect on the product. '"ou identi fied 

particdar clinicai skills that you use in administrative or managerial supervision: 
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"timing of decisionr; pacing of information rhat I wanî tu share; how do I seed 

ideas faround changes, for example). " 

And secondly, you disthguished between the art and the skiII of 

supenision. You described the skills as being able to be taught but the art, well, 

you weren't sure that this could be taught. You felt îhat some people can learn 

fiom watching others but other people are skilied practitiones but they do not, 

you felt have the "art. " You described these people as "robots in the way they did 

things. " You d e h e d  "arr" as "the smoothness and the finesse of rnaking 

sornerhing very, very dz@7ult corne across very simply, " as 3nagical." You 

described one particuiar "art" process as weaving themes into other content areas 

and the importance of thinking about what your audience needs beforehand in 

order to create the art form. 

When I posed the question about what a movie of your process of 

supenision wodd look like, you described yourself in two roles: movie director 

and orchestra conductor. Both of these roles are related to being in charge, it 

seems as you speak about "reserving the right to be in that role, " "the d e s  " that 

you feel are necessary to the smooth working of the agency and the work, the 

"calling in " and the "telling people what to do. " You also described yourself as 

being in a "medium " position which you descnbed as being ready to act or just as 

ready to sit and obsenre. You also described it as a conversation thatrs '@ve and 

take, back and forth. " These descriptions are very interesting as you are also 

clear that you "don7 believe that supervision is an egalitarian process. J 9  
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Later on in the interview we were taking about good supervision and how 

you know when il's good. You said the "session would be clicking"; it wouid be 

"magical"; you are looking for a path where three diings are in sync - "rvhat's 

happening theoreiically, what you are experiencing and irhat you are seeing. " 

You described this search for the right path as somethinp like the Price is Right 

show - you keep opening the doors until you find the right one. You taiked about 

the need to be able to think on your feer; have a plan but be able to change it in a 

second. 

When 1 asked about what "process" meant to y o q  you said it was "the 

sequence of events that occur around a particdar phenornenon, in a broad 

coniext. " You m e r  described this broadness as three levels of process: "the 

process the supervisor is involved in, the processes the clhician is involved in and 

the processes beîween them. " With al1 of this going on- the work still has to get 

done. The activities and tasks necessary are swirling around these processes. 

The process of social work supervision you saw as being very particular to 

the profession and its long history of supervision, the sharing and learning of 

practice and the sociaiization that cornes with public scrutiny of our work. At 

another point in the transcripts you talked about the "meta" (my word) nature of 

your s u p e ~ s i o n  - dissecting conversation (he said, she said) to understand the 

paralle1 process in the session and place it in the supervisory session for learning. 

Perhaps we could discuss that a bit more too. 

Like many other participants in this research, you spoke about the line 

between therapy and supervision and your very strong feelings about not doing 
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therapy. You cailed it a "fiont-burner issue. " You dso spoke about paraIlel 

processes and the impact that the work of social work has on people. 1 found 

rnyself wishing that 1 had asked you more questions in this area; your definition of 

a parallel process, for one. You defined a boundary as a "psychologicaZ 

demarcation " Throughout this conversation, you described how you me your 

own knowledge of yourself to determine when that hue is being crossed This I 

found very interesting and also marveled at how difncult it was to explain. We 

started to taik about the way in which the supervisee brings the potentiai of 

crossing that Line to you and perhaps, when we meef we could discuss that a little 

bit more. 

You were the &st participant to talk about "context" specifically and be 

able to define it somewhat. After our conversation. it came up in subsequent 

interviews and then 1 realized it was being discussed elsewhere but called 

dflerent things. You defïned context as the 6c~Zirnate I want to create . . . so that it 

enabIes people to learn. to wanr to learn and fo wanr to change. " You said the 

components of a context were: people, the physicd surroundings, the cultural 

climate of the orgauization, the d e s  (both stated and unstated). 

The Quilt SvmboI 

Bonnie's chosen quilt symbol reinforces the themes captured in the above letter: 

"It 's interesting. 1 don 't play music anymore but as you asked that 

question (about the quiltj, there luas a score of music. An unnamed score of music 

popped into my head and that 's the picture. And I don 't know what meaning that 
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has. I haven 'r ptayed music since high school. I triedfiorn the tirne 1 war six to 

play the piano and 1 don 't have rhe coordination to do il. I can 't read and play at 

the same tirne . . . I can 't do ïwo things at once. But if is sornething that I've 

always hved to do. Idon 't rbrow why the sound of music. . . the sound of music 

when we were taking. . . " 

m 
Judy is 47 years old. She describes herself as the Co-Executive Director of a 

pnvate practice that she has owned and operated for twelve years. She has two degrees in 

social work - a BS W and an MS W, which she completed in 1982 and 1985 respectively 

and a Ph.D. in another discipline that she completed in 1996. She has supervised students 

for more than twelve years and presently supervises snidents and one staff peson who is 

an experienced social worker. ïhe  supervision of the sta f f  person is both administrative 

and clinicat. As weli, it is informal - an everyday occurrence. Her training dÏd not include 

management training. 

Judy's themes are ones of connection. She connects her own leaming and 

mentoring to the way in which she teaches others through supervision today. She is 

passionate about the profession of social work and sees herself as a strong advocate for 

the profession and a role model for up and coming social workers. Her work with 

children and families and the hope she feels she brings to them parallels the positive 

focus she maintains with others as she guides others through skilI development. Many of 

these themes are captured in the summary letter of her k s t  interview and the subsequent 

description of her imagined quilt square. 



We began our discussion with a detining of terms. The first was 

supervision. You descnbed s u p e ~ s i o n  as: "se[f-developrnent " with the goal 

being for the student to leam something about themselves. You said that you 

wanted your supervisees to rnake "connections " between the difficulties they had 

with a dient and themselves. You also described this as quite "analyrical" and 

said that you yourself were supenrised that way. It was, you said, the way you 

learned a lot. 

In descnbhg social work supervision. you said you had a "sofi spot " for 

it. 1 should have asked you what that meant exactiy. You went on to Say that you 

enjoyed the new literanire, theories etc. that came out of the college, the 

university and that was also why you liked having students around - because they 

taught you too. You said that you felt you did more cL&namics " with social 

workers than with other disciplines. 1 was not redly sure what you meant by that 

but it was clear you were tallcing mostly about midents here. You felt that social 

work supenrision is different than what other disciplines do because "ive look 

more at support systerns. " "1 rhink we 're more concerned, " "1 think social 

workers are more trained Nt theory. 1 lhink it l o o k  at them all and inregrares all 

of them, becnuse 1 think we're the on& discipline that really Zearm the rnost. Wë 

donrpick one . . . we pick a bit out of every one. " When you descnbed 

"integrate, "you said this meant an i n t e p i o n  between knowledge and one's 

personality - what one is comfortable doing and saying and the "strategic " use of 
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theory and oneself. You noted that the teaching component of supervision is 

comected to this "integrarion. " 

Process, you descnbed as "goingfiorn one ro ten " and the need for people 

to "see itfiorn beginning io end " The difference bemeen >rocessingr' and 

"talking " was based in ccresolution " "Resolution " seemed to mean: "rulking 

about what the problern is, why the problem is created, making some connecrions 

about where ir carne fiom and then I think making it OK is part of the process. 

Then the action cornes in. " In describine t h i s  ccprocess" you used an example and 

said that if people did not bring an issue to supervision, you would choose one for 

them. You pointed out the importance of asking good questions, how history is 

involved in the understanding of the situation. You made a distinct parallel 

between the actual therapeutic intervention with the client and the supervisory 

interventions that you would engage in with a supervisee. You said that the only 

ciifference was that you would be more "directive " - which you described in 

examples of direcùves and suggedons of what to do. With the client )ou said you 

would be more "sneaky direct, " meaning you would, by your examples. ask 

questions that -pided the client to a particular path. 

You said that your supenisory process involved "asking lots of 

? V  questions, "giving your opinion, " "sharing my O bservations, " "explaining what 

I see. rnaybe in their behaviour, " "1 give them al2 the Nfomation " You dso said 

that you wodd not "draw the connections immediately. Ireally would like them to 

get it themselves, " "1 ger into beliefs and values because ifrhey don T believe it, 

they're not going tu believe me. " You said you taIked about your own part 
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learnings and role modeled a sharing of experiences. This. you felt. was very 

important. You also spoke very strongly about what seemed to be your own 

personal philosophy, of sorts - it is impossible to make a mistake. You said that 

you talked with people about thïs constant-, focussing on the positive, the 

possibilities of changing a circurnstance and spent ofien, many supenrisory hours 

showing supervisees how to ''fi'' a mistake and make it not one. It is of note here 

that even though you have "not so fond" mernories of process recordings, you did 

feel that they left one with a very positive perception of work tried and 

accomplished and this was their benefit. 

hbedded within this conversation, you started to taIk about the telling of 

stories to your supervisees to assist them with their understandings. However, we 

got off on a tangent about process recording and did not get back to it. 1 wouid 

like to ask you a bit more about the use of stones and storytelling when we next 

meet. One other question and one other comment that did not really get answered 

were the question about how your dinicd training is connected to your 

s u p e ~ s i o n  and some elaboration on mentorship that you said you had 

experienced with one supervisor when you were in Quebec. 

You tallced about how you used your own supervisory expenence as a 

guide for the supervision you do now. For instance, you said that picking the most 

difficult issue taught you more about cVevelopingprocess. " c d  like to ask you 

more specifically what that meant.) And concentrathg on one issue at a t h e  also 

is important. You said very strongly that when many issues were brought as a 

collective bunch to supervision, you felt "no process " occurred. You connected 
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this statement to the need for supervisees to corne up with the answers to 

questions themselves, not just expect the s u p e ~ s o r  to give them the answers to a 

bunch of questions. I donrt think 1 am really completely clear about the connection 

you make here. You also emphasized that even when a supervisee said things 

were "fine. " you d l  went through the details of the case, the situation. the 

involvement with the client to help the supeMsee "rocess " the issue. Although I 

think 1 know what you mean, 1 am trying not to take anythulg for granted and get 

the description f?om you - as close to your own words as possible so, that 

description might need a little more elaboration too. 

At the conclusion of our interview, we t&ed about how you nui your 

business as "a family " and how taking care of your staffwas important to you, 

more important than making a lot of money. We were taiking about the 

connections between administrative and clinical training and past supervision for 

yourself as well as how your training is now affiecting others who are s u p e ~ s e d  

by you. You also spoke about your own "style " of supervision - describing 

yourself as being "'hard on social work students and other social workers, having 

high expectations of yourseifand the people that work with you or that you have a 

responsibility to traùi.: You drew parallels between yourself and a past supervisor 

of your own who was supportive yet "hmd on me. " You said she balanced these 

two things well and explained why she was hard on you - because she had regard 

for you. This has stayed with you, it seems in a very powerful way. There seemed 

also to be some sense in your mind that being so young, so malleable, that 

beginning supervision was almost like therapy. This also is a theme that cornes up 
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in al1 of the interviews - the invisible line between therapy and supervision. And 

everyone's definition of where that line is drawn and how it is drawn is different 

yet everyone is so very clear about their definition. It is very interesting. 

The Quilt Synbol 

Judy descnbed her quiit symbol as: 

"Vell, I'mjust nor the most creative person in the world and you 'II have 

to rralize rhat Probably. some form of kidr - something to do with kick (A long 

pause) Iguess I'd Zike to see them happy. Mqbe a playground, ring-a-round-a- 

rosy. blowing bubbles, things Iike that. I think it '.Y our goal to see these kidr make 

it. So that '.Y hope to me. Andgiving hope to (supervisees) to go ouf there and do it- 

Help. i Zike that. " 

Marearet 

Margaret is also a Co-Executive Director. This is a position she has been in for 

ten years. She is 42 years old and has a BSW that she completed in 1986, an MSW - 

completed in 1989 and a 1996 PhD. in another discipline. She has supervised for thirteen 

years. Presently, she supervises snidents and one staff person who is an experienced 

social worker. This supervision is informal and is an everyday occurrence. She describes 

her supervision as cIinical. 

The themes inherent in Margaret's words are balance and the power of stories. 

Margaret noted a balance between being caring and being constructive in s u p e ~ s i o n .  

She talked about how she maintains balance in her life between her work and her family 
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and between the content and the processes of both therapy and supervision. She d so  

richly described the part stones, examples and metaphors play in her work and in her 

supervision by both using these formats to describe events or ideas and explaining how 

and when she used thern. These points are evident in the sumnaary letter and Margaret's 

choices of symbols for the quilt. These descriptions follow. 

We began our discussion with a defining of tenns. The first was 

supervision. Your definition \vas "being in a position where yozr give feedback 

constructive criricisrn ro anorher person who is ~ i n g  to learn sornething. " When 

asked what social work supervision was you said it was supervision based on '7he 

theories andphiZosophical stances that I have as a social worker. " 1 then asked a 

few questions about what you meant by "theories" and c)hilosophy. " You 

mentioned systems theory particularly and also what you cailed the theory of 

C C  cornmon sense. " Personal philosophy - one's own perception about things like 

CC parenting, aabrtion, etc. " and how it affected one's work was what you meant by 

philosophy. I wouid Iike to ask you a Iittle more about this when n-e meet as it is a 

very important area and a theme that came out of many of the interviews. 

Next, we talked about process. You said ccProcess to me is action. There is 

a beginning, a rniddle and there's an end to ir. " You also said; " When I rhink of 

the process of social work supervision I'm Zooking at what I can offer this 

@erson) . . . in terms of making rhem the best social worker they can be. So. in 

those terms. rhe process would be kind of giving all that & gor to them so they 

can learn as much as they possibly cam " When 1 asked what this process wouid 

look like, you said it would mean spending a lot of time with the person and being 
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avdable to them. You mentioned both "structured" and "unsmctured" time - 

smicnired meant "about two hours per week" and unsmictured rneant other tirne. 

at lunch or having coffee together. where you would taik about your cases in a 

group or informally. During this time together you said you would be "sharing 

hformufionj?orn books or. you know, rhings t h t  I"ve gathered along the way- 

Somerimes (the other person) hus quite a bit of information rhey can share with 

me. " You called this "brainstorming" and the "sharing of informution back and 

forrh. " 

An important part of spending time together, you felt, was making the 

other person feel cornfortable enough to share their thoughts, ideas and opinions 

with you and not feel silly or stupid. You also said that you made a point of 

coming back and telling the person that you used their idea and it worked, or did 

not work and soliciting their opinions and ideas M e r .  You saw this time 

together as a teaching and learning experience for both of you. c'Acceptance " and 

"acring interested" in people as people is another point you made. These things 

are shown by listening to people and getting to know them as human beings, 

enjoying their Company. You said that you made it clear to al1 of your supenisees 

what "the rules " of the office are: how much time you can spend with them, how 

available you are informaily. These are the thuigs, you felt, that made people feel 

accepted and valued. 

You defined "sharing information " as both the passing on of w d e n  or 

observed experience and "discussing ifr you know, talking about whether we 

agree with it, disagree, what parts we like, what parts we don't like. " You 



154 

descnbed this very much as a joint effort. You spoke about the importance of 

infusing others with your own enthusiasm for the information and the work and 

drawing the person into the sharing process with this enthusiasm: 'Yshare my 

enthusiasm with thern, ru pull [hem into the process of sharing that information so 

that they will want to do it. " 

1 asked you about how you get this enthusiasm across to othen and you 

said by your voice and how you act and by telling stones. mostly about your own 

We. You said that in the past few years you had discovered how effective stories 

were in drawing people into "the problem-solvingprocess. " You said "People do 

really relate berter when they know you've got some experience. " I'd like to ask 

you a bit more about this area- 

You also talked about the stories that clients tell and how supervisees are 

often very upset about these stories and the line between therapy and supe~s ion  

becomes blurred. You talked about how you "tuck sorneone (the supervisee) 

under your wing to provide them with guidance. yet you c m  'r let thern go O ut if 

they Te upset " and what a fine line it was between teaching them and assisting 

them with theîr feelings. You said: ccldon'r think there's a clemly defned line, but 

Ican certainl'y tell when I'rn doing therapy with someone and when I'm doing 

supervision. . . because it takes on kind of a toral dzrerenr confext. And it feels 

dzzerenr. " You descnbed context as a different Ievel of relationship. 1 would like 

to ask you a bit more about that definition and what you mean by that too. 

Near the end of our i n t e ~ e w  you spoke about how you were in a 

management educational strearn and then you switched to clinical. You said about 
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management that you Iiked "to be in on making decisions. I Zike to be part of that 

process. " You added: 

"Management tu me . . . it's like a process. if's a step-by-step 

process. Step one, step two, step three. " "Clinical ad& that I (a), 2 0 ,  

3(a). It's the fillers in between. " " m e n  I am supervising, Ipull a Zotfrorn 

the supervision courses 1 look But then IpuZZ on my clinical background 

to kÏnd ofpad the in between part so it's not this cold, you know, 

management person. " "Management people are there to, you know, make 

decisions, solve problems about an organization . . . they're not o#en into 

the warm touchy-feely stuffand I think the combination worh  well for me. 

It's provided a good balance. " 

"That 's how I see myselfus a supervisor. Ir's like let's have a 

process here, step one. step WO, step three, let's get it done, let's make a 

decision, hoivever, let's also worry about how that process is done . . . and 

do it in a very consnuctive, caring way. I think that those two cornponents 

have to go together. " 

Constructive was described as systernatic and action-onented while caring 

was descnbed as not offending people, making people feel they've had some Say 

in what happened, working as a team. 

Some final words you had to Say about supervision were very powerfül: 

'Y think when someone ash you to supervise them, it's an honour, 

so, in thaï way if's special because what that person is (tellin@ you is that 

you me knowledgeable and (they) would like you to share thar h o  wledge 
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with fthernj and help train (them) ". They are say ing that "?IO w you train 

me and ivhat happens here is going to afect the wqv I [ive life, handle 

my clients, etc. So I rhink it's a real honour to be asked " 

On what has proven to be successful in difncuit situations: 

"1 use the same tactics as (1 do with) my children. You've got to 

bekeve that 2.i helpfirl if they think it's their idea . . . if they rhink you are 

working as a team. thar everyone is putîing their effort h t o  it. And if 

you're just nice tu people. lfyou care about people, they ivill u~ually bend 

over backwards to be helpfil- " (some word configurations changed here). 

On your O \ .  past supervision: 

"Jmt thinking back; some of it was negative . . . and 1 can certainty 

see what they did with clients and with other staffand more  to myselfthat 

I would never do things that way. And so that just made it clearer for me; 

what I believed in and how I believe people should be treared. So, 1 don? 

look at that as a negative experience, I think it helped clarzjj ivhar f 

wanted to give to people. " 

"l've had some good supervisors in the part too . . . and I've atso 

had some supentisors where, you know, I had much more knowledge and 

education than they did but that worked out OK too. 1 think ifyou go in 

expecting and Q i n g  to work as a ieam . . . it works out lots better. And 1 

think you have to know your own buundaries and know when not to push, 

when to back offandyou know, when to respect t h  person who is in the 

supervisory position. " 



The Quift SymboI 

Margaret described her quilt symbol in four parts. She related these parts in some 

detail: 

"l'd like it ro be two people standing rogether evenly holding han&. side- 

by-side. It 's like we Te going out to face the world together. I would like a 

sunshine in it - the Sun, and, you know those scales? The scales ofjustice. I ivould 

like the balance. I 'd Iike that in there- How much room do we have? " 

" Well. I alivays see the sun in my life- It 's always there. Maybe the clouds 

might obscure it some days, however, I know it 's always there. It always provides 

me wirh lots of hope and lots of energy and enthusiasm- So, there S always a s m  

Even when I drav pic tures, there's always a sun in my pictures. The two people 

togerher waZking holding handi - it symbolizes together - that we Te doing it 

togerher. I m not better than you, you 're not better than me. We 're going to get 

thruugh this togerher - whether that 's my client, supentisee, whatever. We 're 

gohg to walk this wnlk together. The scales ofjustice - the balance is always 

trying to fiprd a balance between rny personal side and my professional side. 1 

keep those in balance generuiZy all the time. Because I f i d  that when one is out of 

whack then my whole life is out of whack So lalways have tu keep that in 

balance. It is very signifcant to me. And one single rose and it would have ro be a 

yello w rose. Because I always say tu people - let S stop and smell the jlowers. 

Let's rake time - let's just talk- let 3 just be together. Take time to smell the 

jlowers. And I've open said to people 'I'ZZ show you how to do that ' because they 
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say they don 'r kno w how to do t h  '17U show you how to smell rhe flotvers dong 

the way '. So. a yeilo w rose would be quite significant. " 

Brooke 

Brooke owns and is the Executive Director of her own business that she began in 

1971. She did not supervise prior to this t h e .  Brooke has a social work diploma that she 

completed in 1991. She is 55 years old. She supervises 23 people directly and is 

responsible for another 250 people who work in various positions in her organization. 

These people are social workers, individuals with other helping profession credentials 

and administrative stafX Of the 23 individuals Brooke directly supervises, some are 

experienced and some are new. Brooke s u p e ~ s e s  her staffregularly in a team format 

and individually, twice per week and Uiformally as needed. This supervision is both 

administrative and clinical. 

During the course of Brooke's fist interview, the tape recording was problematic 

in particular areas. Because of that, a second letter and third conversational interview was 

held with Brooke. The f is t  summary letter and the second summary letîer are included 

here. Brooke's conversations were filled with references to a circle and the importance of 

h g s  beginniag, changing, ending and beginning again. She referred to this at one point 

as "a forever process." Another descnption she gave was of the ccdomho effect" where 

one thing affects another. These descriptions emphasized Brooke's overall themes of 

comection and joining. These themes are captured in her summary Letîers and in the 

dialogue around the descnption of her quilt symbol. The first letter follows: 



You began by defining supervision as having what 1 thou& might be 

described as components; "observing that people have the skills, the equipmenf, 

the environmenr. the training, the support to do their job"; "doing it according to 

our policies . . . "; "thar they 're follo wing the philosophy of the agency, oor 

mission"; "either helping people to meet that or [etting [hem knoiv that they have 

met that and that they need to be proud of themselves . . . and then set some new 

goals. " Aithough you defined supervision of others who were supervising as two 

different parts of your job ("hands off' and ''han& on *>  /ou did not see any 

differences in the two types of supervision except in how they were conducted. 

You described social work supervision in a variety of ways: supervision 

fÎom a "paper " perspective - meaning, 1 believe, dl of the administrative tasks 

that are necessary; the social worker supe~s ing  her family, overseeing the case 

and then as "helpingpeople be OK with their jobs and helping them be OK with a 

dying client, helping them be OK with an angry fmi ly  member; I think that S 

social rvork supervision. " You delineated the differences in supervision between 

different areas of your business - for example, the health care department; " . . . 

there are certain rhings that you have to do andyou have to do it a certain way 

and thm's the end of the story. There *s no touchy-feely. ïhere 's no room for 

opinions, there is nothing. " In the socid work department you said this was very 

clear; " . . . you c m  't tell a . . . fami& how to do thhgs. Youjust have to make 

sure that they 're m a r e  of the alternatives. " Are you speaking about your own 

agency when you speak about these departments? 1 wonder also if you have any 



other thoughrs about either supen.ision or social work supervision and the 

meanings that either has for you? 

Unfortunately, when 1 asked the first question about process. the tape went 

on the fin and your answer and any subsequent discussion we had about that 

question directly was inaudible except for a statement you made that was: "other 

than tirnelines, Iguess it ?s a place. " At another point, you said (about process) "it 

is asking q uesrions. getting feedback, clarz>ing that. discussing alternatives. 

That S my process. ma t  S fi- 1My vieiv. your view, the client's view which is the 

right view. ho w can we do this view OK for al1 three of us. " Needless to Say, 1 

would Like to ask you that question again. Could you dso  consider how you might 

answer the question; "Mat is the meanhg of the process of social work 

supervision to you?" 

M e n  I asked about how y u  did your process, you started to tell me d l  of 

the steps; "hone the client. ive Te coming out. we (myselfor one of my 

supervisors) will be out this afiernoon . . . " but unfartunately, there is more 

buPing on the tape and so your answer cannot be heard. The next thhg you are 

ta.Lking about is the use of "support groups " for staff, it seems where they can 

"talk about their dzflculties and talk about the training ihey need " Here you 

start to talk about how you do this 'you either ackzowledge their pain and. you 

know, say rhat S ivhy we have these meetings. So that they can ger rid of their 

pain, to find out we 5.e not the only one that is discouraged". . . but once again, 

the tape has a great deai of interference on i t  I would like to revisit this 

discussion, if we could. You said that the way you supervised 26 years ago and 
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now is "totally differenr. " When 1 asked about the differences, you said: "lgzress 

what 's different aborrt it is you can see j?om many more sides ofpeople helping 

peopLe to help themselves. I am probably aware rhar supervision and feedback 

must be done slower because people need rime." "1 am very much avare of 

people S cornfort leïel. " You gave an example here to cl- what you meant 

and said: "1 have found that Ijust bring up the point and that S it, I leave it 

alone. " You said you would leave this a day or so and perhaps even Say you 

could not or would not talk about it unti1 then. This particuiar person in the story, 

you said, needed "that fime to process. " 1 wouid Iike to ask you what you meant 

by that comment. 

1 must have asked the question about gender difference in your process of 

supervision as some of the next infornation is related to that. You said initially 

that you felt there was a difference but as you were t a h g  you changed your 

mind and said that it was reaily a "people " merence, meaning that some people 

Iiked to be asked particular kinds of questions and others did not and the 

important thing was knowing who liked what You used the words "touchy-feely " 

quite a lot and so I asked you to describe what this actuaily meant and you said; 

"To me it is, likz, talk to me about it. Does it hurt? Do you r a k  it home wirh you? 

Are you scared for thisfamily - that we 're not going ro be able to help this 

family? That to me is touchy, you know? " "touchy-feely is not the right word I 

use those things because I know lots of supervisors that supervise widget srufl" 

We ended the interview with you advocating that social workers who 

work for us shodd be supervising rhe managers (or at least that's what 1 thought 
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you were saying); "but 1 feel that all social workers under that team leuder also 

supervise (meaning their cases. the outcornes, the people). I mean they should be 

supervising us. mey are buying us. " 

The Ouilt Symbol 

Brooke described her quilt symbol this way: 

"1 can picture it in my mind 1 would see clou& because I rhink that 

everyrhing should be nice ' and, you know, wwhe and 'So. why can 't it just be 

OK? ' It S not that hard Forgiving and accep- There are clouds. There are 

hand in hand Because I can 't do it wirhout your agreement or support or 

undersranding or buy-in So hand in hand Life is hand in hand and always uphill. 

Meaning l f e  is notflat, nor backwardr. So it '.Y always hand in hand going uphill. 

Clo udr. And tems (Brooke starts to cw). I feel like I 'm do ing a eulogy- But I fhin k 

it 's that. 1 think it 's working together. I think it 's going fonvard which is always a 

bit uphill - notjrat. Ifyou 're flar, you are missing sornething. Like sunshiny 

clouds. Not clou& as in rain And sunshine and maybe some flowers. I think I'm a 

bit airyfaairy maybe. You how, like a bit of a dreamer. I dream of people being 

able to communicate without defensiveness. I try to demonrtrute that " 

Second Summary Letter: 

The second summary Ietter was wri .Ben after the second interview and addresses 

the information that was lost in the taping of the nrst conversational inteniew and re- 

asked in the second interview. It is hard to h w  just how much time was 10s on 
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Brooke's tape as the tape buzzed out intermittently on parts of Tape One, Side Two and 

Tape Two, Side One. Whole sides were not compIetely 10s. Enou& remained of the 

dialogue to establish the topic of the conversation. 

Thanks very much for your time on (the) 28". I was just reading over the 

transcript of that i n t e ~ e w  and listening to the tape and realized how many of the 

things you said in the latest interview are parallel to sratements you made in our 

first interview back in the summer. 

This very short letter is meant to feed back to you the statements you made 

(and any interpretations I might have about hem) that we guess might have been 

lost on the fïrst tape and which we tried to recapture in the second interview. The 

letter witl only refer to those portions and not to any of the other questions 1 asked 

you. The topics of this missing part, you may recall, were: what "process" was to 

you, how you did your process and if you felt there was any significant difference 

in your supervision of men and women. 

With regard to the gender differences, you stated that you felt you had 

already covered that issue and re-emphasized that there was no difference in 

gender but only in people. We t&ed a little about how, in the first interview you 

started out talking about a difference and in the course of the conversation said 

there was a c d y  no difference. 

Regarding process itself, you said: "To me, process would be Iike defining 

where and what you are supentising and then it would be discussing the 

supervision with ivhomever you are going to supervise. " You elaborated on what 

you meant here by saying that you might t& about the mode1 of s u p e ~ s i o n  that 
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was going to be used and what form the supervision would take - iike a team type 

or cile-to-one. 

You referred to the supervision process as a "circle, " "the process would 

keep going around and around " You dso referred to three steps in this process: 

' jîrst of al1 o u  teach and then you ai10 w the worker tu work and p u  're alwuys 

mailable for help and then you provide regular fearning ami teuching and how 

you do that - where you gef the information to h o w  where and when to do that is 

by phoning the clients, doing home visits, talking to peers, asking rhern. " I was 

wondering if I could ask you one or two questions about what you exactly meant 

here. The concept of evaluating the supervision as  the "thidpart  of the circie " is 

a very interesting, and 1 think important image that 1 don't want to rnisinterpret in 

any way. I also noted that you made a point right at the beginning of our interview 

to add that concept to p u r  first words. You cailed this the "going back. 

evaluating and reviewing and canying on " part of the doing of supervision; the 

'yorever process. " 

Janette Edmund 

Janette Edmund is 47 years old. She has supervised for sixteen years and 

presently works in govemment, supervishg fourteen people directly and eleven people 

indirectly. Her supe~sees  are social workers, people with other helping profession 

credentiais and administrative personnel. B e y  are both new and expenenced. Janette 

supervises her staffregularly twice per month and is available for informal supervision 

on an as-needed basis. Her supervision is administrative and clinical. Janette completed 
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her BS W in 1987 and her MS W in 199 1, She also has a Bachelor of A r t s  degree that she 

f ~ s h e d  in 1971. Her educationd program did not include any management training. 

The themes of Janette's interviews are art and conneetion. Janette differentiated 

the "meat and potatoes" or tasks of social work supervision as different than the art or the 

"hod' of the work. She talked about the art as being how one approached something, 

how a supervisee used his or herself or hoiv a person takes a theory and makes it their 

own or uses it as examples. She uses the Ianguage of an artist - colour, visuals, painters 

as a way to descnbe thhgs. Some of this is evident in Janette's summary letter. Her ideas 

about connecbon are captured as well in the dialogue about her quilt symbol. 

We began our discussion with a definhg of tems. The k s t  was 

supervision. You described supen-ision as "a collaborative process that brings to 

bear the knowledge and expertise of at least two people"; "a sharedprocess 

where there is perhap not equal responsibility but drfferent k i n h  of 

responsibility . . . both require borh people to be somewhat committed to the 

process in order for it to be the most effective- " When 1 asked you about social 

work supe~ision you said that it \-as supervision guided by the "values and 

practices" of social work (i-e., self-determination, cnsis work, confidentiality, 

etc.). You gave a great description of the parallels of social work's evoiutionary 

skills and medicine using the example of the Hamilton & Bailey book; "it taught 

them to use their senses, to do somerhing evuluative, and then be able to treat 

their patients. " You rnentioned the ;'arty' of social work practice and 1 would Iike 

to tak with you a bit more about that when we meet. 
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When 1 asked about process you taiked about the parallel process that 

occurs between client-supervisee and supervisee-supe~sor - not therapy but 

"muruality " which you descnbed as "whar I do with a worker . . . paralZeZsl I 

assume. what they are doing in the field That there is rnutuahy, that there is 

respect, that assumptions are iested " "They're not loathe to share rimes when 

they've been stumped or have come up aguinst situations where they don't know 

the a m e r s  and we explore those things rogether. " You also were very clear that 

your job was to clear the "red tape" away so that your supervisees could do their 

job and this was part of your process too. Process was also putthg together how 

the "meat andpotatoes" of the job, the actual work and the meanings behind that 

work, for the client, the commmity, the corporation and the worker al1 fit 

together. You called this the "developmental" aspects of supervision. You said: "1 

think that supervision is an opportunity ro work together and for both parties - 

both the person who has that role as supentisor and the person ihat you're 

supervising - (to) growfiom supervision " You felt that difEerent people needed 

different things at particular tunes and there was a need for people on both sides 

of the s u p e ~ s o r y  table to address both those needs and the ability to get those 

needs met. It seemed that openness to be able to discuss this when it came up was 

crucial to you. You also felt strongly that supervision be "a very enjoyable 

interaction, " "not a chore. " 

You used the description "meat andpotatoes " a number of times and 

went on to elaborate that this encompassed the administrative parts of the job as 

well being a '~acilitaior. " Facilitator meant the supporting of the people who are 
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"out in the fieId": the encouraging of connection between people in different 

offices doing different things; different skills and interem- Y don7 have to be the 

person who has the answer. I have to be able to help them connect with people 

who may lead them in the direction of an answer. " You emphasized that the Iatter 

role was much more important: "what happens in a cornmuni@ is absolutely the 

most hporrant aspect of the whoZe work" and "quite honestiy, i f i t  

(administration) doesn't get done . . . no cornmunity is necessarily going to 

suffer. " However, you also were clear that the doing or not getting done of the 

administrative part was a part of your responsibility as supervisor. 

When you were describing the way supe~s ion ~vould look, you used the 

following descriptors: "teaprocess, " "animated, " "a whole of a good time. " "a 

P ?  66 debate abo ur something, " '@pers and diagrams, very active, " "talking about 

the sarne things and dflerent kinh of languages " resdting in "some kind of 

consensus. ' There aiso was a time for the personal bits of Uiformation - a more 

idormal discussion over coffee. 

You said that you felt women brought a slightly different perspective to 

supervision: "more comfort with process "; "more cornforrable talking about 

feelings, '* had an easier tMe with silence. You said that "comfort with process " 

meant: "I'm not concerned necessarily with the endpoinr. I'm concerned with how 

we're going to get there and I think it's any number of ivays of getting there. " It 

was your opinion that the social work profession "has ut dzflerent tirnes pied to 

impose that kind of one wqv of Zooking at things" and today "out in the 

cornmunity, one way of doing things is just not going to cur  it anymore. " E s ,  you 
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felt was another example of paralle1 process. Just as the voices of the community 

needed to be listened to, so too should the voices of the fiont Iine be heard. 

understood and appreciated: "1 ivant the process that ive go through in 

supervision to be something that people can mode2 in their work " 

You also descnbed ourself as a "gatekeeper " - making sure that 

information (not fiivolous h d s  of things) fiom the field gets to "appropriate 

levels in the organization, iihere decisions can be made. " .bd aiso presenting to 

workers the realities of the budgets, policies and where there is "leeway and 

flexibilityty " You d s o  emphasized here the importance of helping supervisees 

understand that work needs to be done on a particular project before it goes to the 

powers that be and that this is seen as a "mutual recognition that to do rhis is 

going to require some effort. " Here again you spoke about parailel process. This 

time it was "what 1 try to mode1 (for) people 1 supervise is very much what is 

modeled to me by the people who supervise me." You said that your present male 

supervisor was not a social worker but allowed you "a lot of latitude, " 

"considerable flexibility- " 

The other dserences that you felt women brought to supervision 

(comfortability with feelings and silence) meant to you that supervision was n t  

therapy (you again emphasized) but "an ability to talk at a feeling level "; " being 

able to tulk about feelings, acknowledge feelings, validute feelings in some 

respects clears them out of lhe way to f o m  on the hevork"; "by recognizing and 

giving people permission tu feel the things they Fe feeling, you can then set them 

aside a Iittle bit ~ n d  focus on the task at hand " You emphasized that this is "one 
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of the contribz~tions that social workers make; rhat recognition that how people 

are feeling impacts upon how they do. the doing of their work " It did not sound 

as if you were saying that no men were able to do this but you did reinforce the 

ease that women seemed to you to have with feelings and silence and theh 

meanings. You ais0 stated that p u  did not think that social work practice 

vaiidated the need for a more f e e h g  level approach to supervision. This ignoring 

of its importance, you feIt allowed one to "miss the power . . . Igness your ivork 

probably gels done. bur 1 wonder roo about the qualiy of the work " 

Another job of a s u p e ~ s o r ,  you felt was to capture this "power" which 

you identified as a c>assion, excitement, caring an enthusiasm - al2 those feeling 

kinds of things " and "generate that kind of excitement " even in the face of very 

slow processes of community chanse - pointing out progress, identieing 

? r ccsignposfs along the i v q .  . . help [hem celebrate . . . . 

You said that your own supervisory process had changed over the years 

very much: "it's much more reciprocal- . . . I've been much more successfitl in 

dealing with power kindr of issues. If's not kind of my way or the high~vay. Ir 3 a 

much more exciting and 1 don 'r know, fùIfiZZing kind of experience than it ivas 

origzgznalZyY " It is fulfding you said because of a '.ierendipitous kind of thing îhat 

(is related to) things happening ïery well (and i t )  doesn? seem to have much to 

do with i as a supervisor" and yet having a role of 'Pariner" with others in 

their leaming. You emphasized this "shmed purpose of doing the best the person 

can do " and therefore, your responsibility when it does not work out. You M e r  

emphasized that you dÏd not consider this a failure but more of an opportunity to 
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look at your own interventions with that person for your own leamuig. In the 

same way, you expect that s u p e ~ s e e s  ni11 carefidly examine their own mistakes 

- without fear of punishment, take risks. be creative. in fact, you pointed out that 

the people you hire are more creative than you are and that's why "it's a good fit." 

You said, "the hard work for me is to be receptive and try and ask the 

kinds of questions that heZp them gain imight into their O wn practice. " You did 

not want to be seen as the kind of supervisor that asks questions "as ifthey are 

skeptical or doubrfùl; of your ability " - sapping people's energy. Y don? wanr to 

be a drain . . . someone who holdr people back 1 want them to think crirically 

before they leap offin a new direction and be able to talk to me about that. " 

In closing, you descnbed your unit as " . . . a balanced whole. We're not 

something walking along on three legs. . . . " (we have) "different ski[ls, dzrerent 

cornpe tencies, different personalities and perspectives and I think thut's why it 

workî . . . So I shore in the success, 1 don 't really own it. " 1 think this comment so 

well captures the themes of your interview; your sense of yourself in the 

supervisory process and the enjo yment -ou get f?om the growth of others. 

Personally, I found the many re-readings of this i n t e ~ e w  quite inspirational. 

e Ouilt Symhol 

Janette's quilt symbol was described as follows: 

''1 like colours. Bright, vivid colours. Clean colours, colours without being 

rnuddied by gray. It doesn 't have to rigid or actual shapes - but colourjid, 

blending into each other and connected Not things that stand alone but joined 1 
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like people - so people kinds of things. Sornething that expresses excitement and 

joy and movernent- Thar S how I really see rhis profession us being. It S too good 

entertainment value that you couldn 't find about the profession - 1 don 't think 

It Sjust the perfect place to be. Becoming connected to people and people and the 

environment. It 's just such a simple profesion that is so exirernely p o w e r -  I 

think Psychologv lookr at people and environmental design l ook  nt the 

environment. But we 're Zooking at the 'and' between the one and one parts. I 

think it '.Y such a generative kind of thing. I rhink that people can spend their 

lifetime in this career and corne out of if nat feeling run down and not drained but 

being energized And stiZl will be. There is never a part where you 're gonna say 

rhat I know now I c m  build a bridge or I can build that because people change. 

Situations change. It '.Y something dzrerent I love that. Anything like that would 

make me happy. '" 

Denise Leyrand 

Denise is a supervisor in a govemment department. She presently supervises eight 

people who are expenenced social workers and other helping professionals. Denise 

provides her supervisees with regular individuai supervision twice a month, s u p e ~ s o r y  

team meetings and informal, as needed supervision. The nature of this supervision is both 

dinical and administrative. She is 47 years old and has supervised others for 22 years. 

She completed a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1971 and her MS W in 1973. Her educational 

program was not a management-focussed one. 
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The themes embedded in both of Deaise's conversationd interviews are Iayered 

with cornmunity, advocacy and role modelling standing out as three of the mon 

important ones. She sees herself as an advocate for social work, for her &and her u& 

for her clients and for al1 disadvantaged people in society. She expects a lot of others and 

of henelf, and believes M y  that the way she behaves in her s u p e ~ s o r y  position in any 

situation affects the way social work, her s u p e ~ s e e s  and her clients are viewed and in 

tum, will view the world. Denise describes her process as "a layered thing," identifying 

layers in the development of social work skiils as well as in the process of getting to 

know someone's strengths, vaiues, background and gaps in knowledge. The summary 

Ietter is as follows: 

We began our discussion with a denning of terms. The &st was 

supervision. You said, "supervision has ut least cwo main focuses. " One was the 

meeting of c)erformance stand& " and the other, "the more important part . . . 

is to support, guide, direct, enhance your st@s eqerience through the whole 

process of the work that they're doing and to always challenge them to do better, 

to do more, ro correct things that they thernselves identzB as beingperhaps less 

than ideal and to be the best they possibi'y can be with iheir clients. " You dehed 

social work supervision particularly as doing the above when cchelpingpeople 

work through the issues that their clients have . . . being creative and resolving 

some of the dzjîculties "; being proactive in developing new resources; working 

with the community. 

You t&ed about one of the particularities of the profession here as well; 

the importarice of the context - in which problems or situations that social workers 
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are presented with by clients occur. You said that " . . . even though you may be 

focusing on a parricular pressing issue at the tinte. of ifs the ~vayyou work with 

people that is your main concern . . . tve don't just drop it after we get to point A. " 

The situations that people with problems find themselves in and how these 

situations impact upon thern are dl "interconnected" and "interdependent " with 

the problem and also connected to "qualis, of life " and "the obZigatiod 

responsibi2ïty of the profession to look at the bigger picture. " 

You defmed process as 'Veveloprnental stages, " "a process of getting 

fiom where rhey are now to where rhey want to be or where you uctually have a 

vision for them that they may not have yet. " The process of socid work 

s u p e ~ s i o n  was described as "a Zuyered thing. " You described the layers as 

"basic knowledge, " "increasing skills, " discussions about "erhics und advocacy, " 

"pro fessional development " and leaming ho w to "real2y contribute to your 

cornnzunity. " In your own process you said you first had a responsibiiity to "get to 

ho+ '  the supervisee and understand their strengths, background and gaps in 

knowledge and need for support. It would also start with "what is mosr crucial for 

them ro know, to learn or to experience in order that they . . . get to know the job . 

. . and develop as professionals " You stated that you did not believe that it was 

possible to "separate workfiom the way you Zive. " 

You noted that in s u p e ~ s i o n  you dealt with client issues, performance 

issues and personal issues ail with equal ease although you also stated that "l'm 

not their counselor. " Each participant actuaily spoke about this ease and a 

confident understandhg of the "1i.e" between therapy and supervision. When we 
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meet 1 would like to talk with you about that a bit more, if we could. It aIso 

sounds Iike you have a regular time for supervision and set goais, look at fbture 

p l h g ,  etc. within the parameters of this regular t h e .  

You talked about how even though you met with people individually, you 

used the differences that people brought to their work as ways to develop what 

you cailed "team process. " You descnbed this as group decision-making, 

building on the strengthç of others. Respect for others, not imposing upon people 

autocratically, strategizing carefully about the best way to present something - 

these were dl key factors to success, you felt. You d s o  said, "lrm convinced it's 

part of my personulity . . . so. to me, that 's sort of basic. " You made this 

connection between the "basic " attraction peopie have to a certain profession and 

then the leaming that, in parùcularly social work, we do that assists us to "learn 

the skills ofpicking up peoplesr underZyingl you know, feelings even ifthey're not 

saying it in words- " One skili you noted was "how to present things &O people in a 

posirive Zight even ifit isn't the best news" and you gave a number of good 

examples here. You felt a key component here was looking'"at actually the 

benefis of us taking on that responsibility so that I c m  sincerely present it in a 

posirive light. " 

When I asked you what your part in this team was, you said, cc 1 built it. " 

#en 1 asked how you did that, you said, "One person at a tirne. " 

"The values 1 hold are integral fo supervision. " "One of my 

responsibilities is to model for my stc@ " Many of the comments you make in the 

next substantiai part of the tramcnpt are related to just this very thing: 
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" You have to have dedication. You know. I don? think thut when people 

get into this profession. they really know what they 're gerring into. '" 

" To me. it was just so fortunate to end up in a profesion that was so much 

in sync with what I believed in my life, but I don? think it i v a s  coincidence . . . I 

think that 's why you 're drawn ro the profession . . . you have imtiZZed in you a 

desire to help the disadvantaged, the desire to make this a better world, a desire 

"I'm very fortunate that I Zanded or took rhe opporruniîy to get into a 

profession that actuaZZy allows me to . . . make social change. And the additional 

fortune that I have is that I supervise. " 

" . . . tu me. it is a bit of a vocation, you knoiv, it's notjust a job. I couZd 

never see it that way. " 

"HopefiZly, my staff have and I have inlfluenced hundreds and thousands 

ofpeople . . . in rems of making this a better world for ciisadvuntagedpeople and 

creating the change thar wiZl dlow it to be a better worid " 

These are powerful statements, I think. Anything to add? 

When I asked about particular things you do in supervision you spoke 

mostly about NOT criticizing people or focusing on their weaknesses, ')ou can 

get to that by using another fonrr. " How you did this? You said: "1 express 

concern. " "People like compliments. " "1 don? think 1 have to be mean tu get 

them tu get the point. " " T h e  are so many ways to get, to srry to sornebod'y 'You 

really should hy to do things dzrerently! This is not working! " How you get 
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good at this? "1 thinkyou just work at it. " And, it sounds as if you have the same 

expectations of yourself as you do for your staff. 

Another part of the "process" you felt was teaching people about the 

importance of taking responsibility for their actions. You felt you did this by 

building trust via respect in the early stages, gettïng people to brhg their problems 

and mistakes to you and then "I'ZZ never b o c k  thern personally for rheir 

limirations. We al2 have thern. " "Cher tirne, 1 will say to people . . . you know we 

have hvojobs of responsibility. One is to use your strength to the besr advantage 

ofthe clients. . . and the other is to idenf f i  your weaknesses, you know, arem 

where you want to build sîrength, see how we can fill those gups. " 

You spoke at some fength about your own supewision over the years and 

your general assessrnent that it was lacking in assistance and substance. This is 

also a theme with many of the other interviewees although it does not seen to 

have an effect on the philosophy of supervision that the research participants 

descnbed themselves as doing. You mentioned some supervisors and others 

whom you felt were "caring, " "hadgreat expectarions. " Wouid you Say these 

people were mentors? 

You also emphasized the importance of doing fiont-line work for yourself 

and others who are your cclleagues. You also mentioned about your "political" 

nature and how that role assists you in hearing and understanding the ways in 

which other supervisors hancile conflict in their arenas. And you also spoke a little 

about gender in supervision - giving it a kind of a new spin. You did not answer 

the question of merence in the way you supervised men and women; rather, you 
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said that the men who worked for you were different and would score high on 

scales that rested for skills in dealing with the family, respect for clients, etc. You 

said that " . . . some of the best men in sociev have got into the profession or I 

was just again lucky rhat it's some of those men who were not on& attracted to the 

profession but attracred to this area-" You also pointed out the converse; giving 

an example of a woman who s u p e ~ s e d  you who was "the worst manager I b  

ever had " 

In closing, you said about yourself: "1 think ifyou ask my stag they'd say, 

Oh, I'm far too nice, you know. I don't need to go overboard like Ido for them 

sornetimes but I'd rather e n  on t h  side, believe me. " 

The symbol chosen by Denise is: 

"One of my f m r i t e  flowers is the tiger lily. I kno w that ir is 

sornetimes called the prairie Zily in the prairies as weZZ. But to me that s e s  

something about me. 1 like thal e-xpression - tiger - as in there 's a certain 

fierceness; as in tenaciq - not afiad to go out and put an end to rhe 

wilderness andfend for yourself: The Ziiy is to me - there 's also a 

gentleness, a beau& a delicateness to what we are doing. And so I kind of 

like that. " 



Sam rl[ 

Sam II has supervised others for twenty plus yean. She is 46 years old now and 

works in a supervisory position in the nonprofit health arena She supervises fifteen 

people direcdy and eighty others indirectly. They are d l  social workers and rnainiy 

experienced. Her supervision is informal, on an as-needed ba i s  and provides both 

administrative and clinical functions. Sam II completed her BSW in 1973 and her MSW 

in 1976. S he did not receive management training as part of this educational experience. 

The themes that emerged fiom the conversational interviews with Sam II were the 

dynamic balance between the real and the ideal way of doing s u p e ~ s i o n ,  the importance 

of relationships and the power of storytelling. Sam II was concemed that our first 

conversation was more about what she wanted to be doing with her supervisees than what 

she was redly doing. She told many stones that captured her meanings when she was 

trying to explain how she helped those who were struggling, confronted those who 

needed reining in, developed a team, encouraged those who were lacking confidence. 

Sam II saw relationship as the foundation of process and descnbed the developing of 

relationships Iike "peeling an onion." These themes are noted in the surnmary letter and 

the description of the quilt symbol that folIow. 

We began o u  conversation with the meaning of supervision. You 

described s u p e ~ s i o n  as "guidmce " and "leadership "; leadership dependent 

upon the situation and the needs of each individual supervisee. You emphasized 

the importance of ccrelatio>lship " in supervision; "1 think 1 base al1 my working 

experience on thut. So, ifI ever have dzpculv getting along with unybody . . . 
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that 's the thing 1 fall back to, like 'Whur's happening? : Xm I being honest with 

that person? Xm I respecting the person? So. for me. establishing healthy 

relarioPrships wirh everybody I work with is certainly the most important thing. 

And it seems like ifyou can do that and ivork on t h t .  then everything just falls 

ïnto place. " You defïned a healthy reIationship as consisting of "honesry, " 

"openness, " "respect. " "trust" and "conJidence. " 

When speaking about social work supervision specificdly, some parts of 

your statements cannot be heard but what can be heard is when p u  are tallung 

about the need for social workers to address their own personal issues so that 

when they are addressing the same or sunilar issues with clients, they are more 

able to help. "lsee, as a profession where we have tu sincerely be m a r e  of 

ourselves all the tirne and undersiand what is ours. " You no ted that y ur 

responsibility in the supervision process was to ensure the supervisee did an 

"excellent job with the patient" as well as to "assist" them to get to that 

excellence. You aIso talked about how social work is changing with the changes 

in society - both the negative and the positive aspects of these changes. I 

wondered if you had any other comments about how you see those changes 

affecting the doing to social work supenision at dl? 

You defhed process as "stages. " going on to describe "the honeymoon 

stage, "the "cocktail chat " stage, and how comfortabiiity plays a big part in 

whether or not you go on to m e r  stages. You noted one stage "where you let 

the clients win " (referring to your interest in group psychotherapy); cclfind that in 

supervision, like there 's a certain battle that p u  wilI corne to and there 's a certain 
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time in the relationship where. 1 think, you've really got to let your staff win and 

thar brings the relationship to another stcïge. " You descnbed this as "where they 

feel rhey have changedyour mind about something" and you noted as well that to 

you "1 don't think thar right and wrong is sornething that cornes in very rnuch at 

all . . . it's Zooking at . . . what they're comfortable with and what Pm comfortable 

with. " You told a great story to elaborate on your rneaning that encapsulated some 

important parts: "heuring her and rea lIy being able to understand ivhere she rvas 

comingfiom and explain my side too. " 

When 1 asked about the process of social work supervision particdarly, 

you noted that a lot went on before the acnial conversation "ltk alZ the stuflthat 

went on to getyou to rhar stage. " You said that by this you meant things like how 

well you knew the person and their work and what kind of a relationship was 

established between you. You also said thîs related to what I called a context -the 

details of the work, "cases, workload charts, etc. " The actuaI process entailed: 

" I  would listen to the person who . . . whatever the issue was. I would 

Zisten to what they wanted. whar they had already done, what they feel 

they would need to do next. And 1 would a& more than Zikely ark, what is 

it that they particularly wantedpom me. Then 1 rvould also be warching 

what that they had covered. . . the point, that they had a clear direction, 

that it was comfortable. the direction they were going in. SO, to be 

listening . . . the verbal and the nonverbal communication. " 

You also noted as many of the other participants did that "it's very 

important to me to be very close to the fiontline; to understumi the issues. " "I go 
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to the units - . . so it h e p s  me ve- much in touch. " You also talked about not 

having enough time to spend with the people you supervise and your worry about 

not being available enough to them. Athough you did say that you felt you were a 

good supervisor in terms of your ability to forge a team and create a team spirit; 

you hesitated to Say you were a good supervisor because of that k t  worry - 'Y 

still feel guilty that I can't give them as much rime as I would like "; "l'm fear-l 

that l dont have time tu sort of do rhat . . . pull people a Zittle bit more. rnotivate 

people a litrle bit more. " You said that you feit your biggest contribution was 

that; 

"80-90% of the people thai I have worked with . . . they've corne to 

a level of being much happier and comfortable wiih what they are doing. 1 

think the part that I have helped them with is t h ~ r  I have really 

encourage4 have @en positive support whenever 1 could but really had a 

relationship where it wus very equal, very equal and very honest and 

where never wouldpeople have to see me as the sort ofperson in 

authoriry. that we were sining down Zike sisters. . . " 

We spoke about ways of speaking to people about difficult things and you 

gave a fair number of actuai examples of conversation where you posed gentie 

questions, worked up to a point indirectly, refiamed something when you were 

speaking to someone about something you knew wodd make them upset or 

angry. You noted the importance of waiting and picking the right moment to 

speak with someone. You noted that the relationship you had with the person 

guided your decisions here but you did have a large repertoire of choices. These 
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are my words, paraphrashg quite a long conversation and 1 was wondering if I am 

on the right track here? 

You aiso mentioned that you use stories and examples a lot to "get yozr to 

look at things in a number of different ways. Su, fit's harsh and fyou can pur it 

in a nice phrase or a story. I think it opens communication and ifit's something 

about you, you know, you're revealing or you're opening up . . . 1 think people Zike 

t h  as long as 2's not your issues that's deult with in supervision-. " "'People seem 

to respond weZZ to stories . . . and I respond well to stories and probably that's rhe 

reason why 1 have a tendency to do it. " Sturies are "an easier way to Zook at 

things and a warmer way to Zook at things or even to share a rnistake with 

sumebody. ' T o u  also said that it depended on who you were working with but 

you did not elaborate on this. You also said about storytelling that: "1 think if's a 

sign of old age9'(!) 

You told a great story about cckinens in basketsJ' which 1 enjoyed very 

much. And you were right - 1 got exactly what you meant as well as the feelings 

and the context behind the story. 

You dso noted that you felt very cornfortable and did share your mistakes 

with the people you suge~sed .  As well, you said that you wodd also ask them 

for advice and share the stories where something wonderful happened. Following 

this you also made reference once again to the creation of a '8ealt.y 

environment" at work. This time you referred to this as "I think I have an overall 

need to make, to form . . . a fmily is the word used in social work " You drew a 

very strong connection between quality "patient care" and happy staff. The first 
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was absolutefy necessary and coupkd with the second, it seemed was the "healthy 

environment" that you were responsible for creating. In the other interviews, this 

same theme came up over and over. It couid be described as "parailel process" 

and 1 would like to speak with you about that a bit more. 

When we were speaking about the issues of gender in supe~s ion ,  you 

said that you felt that the men you supervised had ' cdz~cul@ with women bosses, " 

"more dz,$?cculty in openntg up and being willing to look ar thingsfiorn . . . sort of 

personal issues " but that it was hard to answer the question as personatities of 

particuiar people were involved. You noted that there were also women with 

similar issues. You felt your own experience being supervised by men and women 

was also different; ccSoI they (the fernale bosses- have helped me look at myself 

and look at what 1 could do to solve the problem. Where the male supervisors I've 

had have wanted &O go in and solve if for me. " You also said that the supervision 

you receive now was not what you wodd cal1 "supervisionyy mostly because of 

the lack of a "husting relationship. " You ended our interview with this thought: 

Ypur an awful lot of everything into relationships with people. I think some of it 

is my . . . background, probubly comingfiorn a Zittle communi~  of r/O families 

where, you know, you knew evetybody and evewbody cared for each other and 

sa, some of it couid go back to thut. " 

n e  Quilt Symbol 

Sam II changed her mind as she spoke about her quilt symbol: 
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"lfl thought about images, the Ends of things thar corne to mind are a 

yardstick or elastic - rvhere you are stretched. You couZd see where you tvere 

going up on the yardrrick each rime so you me  expandingpeople. The yardrrick is 

a belie f rhat ifyou continue spetching people- you knoiv - like the wriy ihey want 

to be stretched. (But this next one is more like me)  . . . 

m e n  I think of rnyjob #I .  I think of fog- Probabiy the most important and 

rneaningjid times have been fog. And that makm me really work And then 

probably clou& afienvards, when it opens. . . 

And even ifyou couldn 't portray both of them . . . but I certainly think the 

one that rnakes me work the hurdest is the fog one. It 's the one. you know where 

there 's some anrieîy in my life and it 's not because I'm wondering what 's going 

on. lin Ni this cloud and then Ireally get it. And afreer that, doing something about 

it. It 's nice and bright; beautiful Zight and bright. " 

Tortue 

Tortue is 48 years old. She completed her MS W in 1972 wîth a minor in 

administration. She has been s u p e ~ s i n g  for 20 years. At present, Tortue is a s u p e ~ s o r  

in a govemment position and supervises five people, sometimes one or two more. Al1 of 

her supervisees are fiom a social work or other helping profession background. They are, 

by and large, very expenenced. Tortue provides her supervisees with both administrative 

and clinical s u p e ~ s i o n  that she offers inforrnaily, as needed. 

Tortue spoke about supervisors needing to emphasize their humanity and humility 

and use themselves - mistakes and all - to do a better job. This \vas one strong theme. A 
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second theme was what she called the processing of relationships. She klt strongly that 

this was a mechanism particdar to women and described it using a se* and shopping 

metaphor: 

"Iguess it is the same way 1 m ight rhink ifl were going to buy a garmenr. 

I don? jusr try it on. 1 look ut the searns; see how i f s  put together; see how weZZ 

it 's made; what is the lining Zike - aZZ of those things. I'rn Zooking at the process - 

the garment being what it is. " 

The following is the sumri lary letter of the first conversational interview for Tortue: 

We began with your sense of what supervision is. You said, "To me, 

supervision is helping the people that work with me . . . to use their skiIls to 

achieve the goals of the program for the clients "; "tu maximire the slalls of the 

stafl " You fuaher described your meaning of "work with" by saying; "If's 

aZways a matter of using the sirengths of the stuffor ~here's a Zearning process for 

them to Zearn t o m  whatever holes are there. " It sounded as if you meant that 

you identified what the peson brought to the job and what they needed to leam. 

Further, you did this in discussion with the supervisee as you talked about what 

was going on with a case, what needed to be done, what the person felt they could 

and couldn't do, etc. By mruamize, to you meant; "to take the potential of the 

stag show and make thut work for them, the organization, for clients, for 

everybody. There's no exclusivi~ in there, you're not just doing it for one purpose 

. . . it's alwcys an all connecredpicture. " And by ccconnection " you aiso meant 

that the interactions at work and the leaming that goes on there have an impact on 
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parallel process. Perhaps we could discuss this a bit when we meet. 

When I asked about social work supervision, you fïrst said that being a 

social worker affécted your supervision because of the training you received and 

also because '3eopZe that choose ro go intc social work already have an 

orientation as to how they see the world, how they interact with the world. . . 

people rhat they work with, people in their own lives. you know. the whole fhing. " 

For yourself. you said that this meant you were people-oriented"; you looked at 

people in a "holistic sense, " "the whole person, " "how we interuct wirh people. " 

"ho w (we) perceive people. " You also said that "social work's not very black and 

white. We work in grays al2 the tirne " and this had an affect on how social work 

supervision occurred. You aiso said that "A lot of the values of social work I 

think are already there, at Zeast in seeds ready to germinate when people go into 

the training. " 

When explaining your sense of process, you divided it into two parts: the 

Soma t ion  part (mostiy d e s  of the organization, policies, etc.) and "the second 

P *  one is perhaps a more expZoringprocess of one way of approaching something. 

"They are both process, but dzrerent kinds ofprocess. You're combining a 

process of getting them to understand rhar they don't know as well as a process of 

giving them information " After much consideration, you said that when you were 

dealing with highly trained and experienced people, the separation in the two 

kinds of process was much more evident although you were not sure if this was 

just your expenence at the time with the people you were presently supervising. 
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The specifics of your process you delineated as: "getting [hem to talkfist  and tell 

me where they're comingfrorn, " "giving rhem an opportuniiy to do some 

brainsrorming, " "Zistening, warching and asking questions, not telling. " You 

went on to Say that "one thing I've learned over rime . . . is that there's an awful 

lot of i vqs  ro get to point Br' and "so, we need to look for, not on& acceptable 

ways of dealing with sornething but whatever work for the person that has to deal 

with if. " You stressed the need for people to be "comfortable " with whatever was 

decided, 

You said that "being human " was important - for a supervisor to show his 

or her staff through adrnitting to rnistakes '>utting (her) foot in her mouth on a 

regular basis. " And that humour was a big part of the supervision process too. 

Since your beginning years as a supervisor, you felt much hod changed; the 

biggest change being "my being able to let them (the stafl use what they are, 

instead of bying to tell them what I am and. . . get them to do it the way that 

would be comfortable to me. " You emphasized the need to be "straighrforword" 

but emphasized that this ability "doesn'r corne quickiy necessariZy. " "I  think one 

thing about supervising and supervising reasonably well. is tirne. 1' takes a long 

time to do it. " You went on to Say that you were tallcing about two kinds of time 

here; time to think about what is going on and taking " t h e  to ch@ avay at (an 

issue). " Did 1 get this description correct? 

You felt that people responded better to difficult directives when humour 

was used. As weU, you said that repetition was another tool you used but you did 
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not really explain how this was. Perhaps when we meet you could elaborate on 

that? 

You also said that "supervision is individual " but that the individuals in a 

group balanced each other off with their "strengths and their weaknesses " and 

this was, you thought, one of the best parts because "a lor of learning can go on 

berneen them. " Your role when the grmp got together was ccneutro[" for the most 

part but actively bringing up issues that were of concem to the group. Your role 

was to bring them up as global issues5 without one peson being blamed; "the 

opportuniîy io take the experience of one person andgive it to the group and tell 

them how we gor there " . . . "The potential's there as well when you do it thnt 

way, to show oflthe growth in each person " "Supervising one person really 

flows over to superniring everybody and that's part of the process. It's using it for 

the whole group. . . . You're never doing anything in isolation wirh one person. 

So, part of  the process is expanding it. " "The process isn 't sort of a step 1, step 2, 

do that, step 3 " (although you said you probably started out doing s u p e ~ s i o n  

that way). 

You called social work supervision c>erson-foctcsed" and to you that 

meant that "it focused on the sirengths and enhancing the strengths of the stafl 

first. And second. it's focused on the people whose nee& you are trying to meet. 

Why do you exist? You exist there for the clients one way or mother. " You 

mentioned the concept you discussed earlier here - that of connection. You 

emphasized that meeting the needs of the client involved enhancing the strengths 

of the SM and meeting the program goals as it all went back to providing a 
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service to îhe client; "ii just conrinually bumps back and forth. " To emphasize 

this idea you said: 

"1 think what happens is that somewhere along the way you realize 

that to do anyrhing else, yoou 've got to use, develop, support. encourage, 

reinforce. reward. work iviih yow staff us the supervisor, when you 're in 

the supetvisory rule. Thnt's what makes it work " 

"The best manager is one that you don't necessarily see, you can't 

necessarily tell what they do. Because it's the staffthat rnak it work, nor 

the manager. It's behind the scenes. Ltir the feeling that sraffhave in you; 

that you're maiZable, that you listen, that they can just corne and dump on 

you because they had a bad dqy; that you're not going to be judging ihern. 

That you're more likely to say; 'Well, is there some other way that we 

could have approached if?' 'Whar wouldyou do dzflerenrly next rime?"' 

"You know. sornetimes a supeniisor is nothing more than a sounding 

board. " 

You mentioned here the value of a good question, or the strategic question 

(such as "What happened next?") and the fact that you don't have to do a lot of 

talking as the supervisor. You dso spoke about how you will ask your supervisees 

for advice and couosel. You taIked about treating people with respect and trust 

and the knowledge that they got to where they are because they know things and 

can contribute to others. You mentioned that previous supervisees gave you 

feedback that you "donrt cany a garbage bag with you. You simply deal and move 

and deai and rnove. " You said that you hate game playing and stmggle with 
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others who operate that way. You said also that "IfiequenfZy choose (z~someone 

is being very negutive) not ro h e m  il. Deal with whatever the concern is but nor 

hem the negativism " "1 may totally ignore that sontething war said like ir never 

happened TotaZly ignore and car- on in a direction that I think is more 

appropriate. " 

These comments moved into a conversation about gender differences in 

supervision. You t&ed about how when you began supervising you felt you took 

things that supe~sees  said to you much more personally than you do now. You 

felt that this was a femde trait; "As a fernale, wefeel responsible for our 

relatiomhips. ThThis is how we are culturally trained And we personalire what's 

happened in relatiomhips. " You felt that men did not procers " the relationship 

"lt's not their way of doing things. 'Y would like to make sure I know what you 

mean here. Once again, y ou felt time, and cctu&ng action " were the things that 

contnbuted to this change. You dso felt that you could anticipate better the way 

that women "that are similar to me " were going to react to things. But you also 

pointed out here that it was the same with ccnegativistic people " - regardless of 

gender. You said you had diff?cui~ anticipating what that type of person would 

do next. You noted here that you felt that "men that end up in these professions 

are less dzjlerent than women than men who are engineers. " 

You beiieved that your process of supervision with men was not any 

different than your process with women supervisees but you said "maybe there 

should be (a dzference). " By this you meant that ''sometimes, Idon't realize until 

a fer  the fact that . . . they di& 't h e m  what 1 w m  saying in the same way that the 
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women ivould have heard it. " You dÏd not say this in a critical way at al1 but more 

rnusing; as if you were trying to understand the difference and whether or not 

there was anything that couid ever be done about it. 

The teaching part of supervision is a part that you especially me. 

Teaching you defke as "heZpingpeopZe Zeam one w q  or another. " What they 

need to l e m  might be information, might be "hel'pingpeople use what they 

already have but they don't recognize it "; letting people challenge your ideas. 

You said that your boss said "you learn far more fiom your rnistakes that you 

learn by your successes. " I t  almost sounded as if p u  were talking about younelf 

as much as you were taiking about your supervisees. 

With regards to power: 

"There 'i not a need for power, for control on my part. " "1 don? 

care whether I'rn the one thut's being singled out as the leadperson. . . I t  

jw t  doesn't matter to me. " "The issue ofpower and leadership is one that 

cornes up throughout many of the other interviews." Perhaps we could 

have a short conversation about that too. 

You emphasized the importance of the supervisor taking responsibility for 

the person@) they hire, using the pro bationary period wisely and looking for the 

sîrengths of the peson rather than the negative. ' X n d  the on& choice 1 think there 

is, is to bring out the positive. " 

"The process is work with what you Loe got. AZZ the taking apmt the 

pieces; I'm not ve y good at t h a  the conceptualizing dismanthg and all. 

But I do h o w  that everybody responh, everybody respondr down tu our 
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most profoundly handicapped clients, to being treated as a respected, 

trusted. valued hurnan being. " 

This is one of your last statements and 1 found it quite moving. A simple 

phrase that captures such a lot. 

Tortue described her quilt symbol as follows: 

"A tortoise shell cat. (1 had a cat like that once). Her name was Gertrude 

but we called her Flopsy-Mopsy. She had cerebral paZsy (and they said she would 

not Zast long but she lived for sijcyears). She flopped a21 over the place. She w m  

just a riot. She 'd go dashing across the room and everything would corne 

unglued Thump. ïhump. Thump. She 'd get up and shake herself o fand  offshe 'd 

go again We calZed her Flopsy Mopsy. And spazz and klutz. She didn 't seem to 

mind She just sort of smiled at us and carried on. " 

EaY 

Fay is a supervisor in a sector of govemment. She supenises seven people 

directly and twenty indirectly. Her supervisees are social workers, individuais fiom other 

helping professions and administrative staff. They are dl experienced. Fay provides 

regdar supervision and group meetings once per week as well as informal, as needed 

supenision. The supenision she provides is administrative and clinical. Fay is 40 years 

old. She has been s u p e ~ s i n g  for 20 years. She completed her BSW in 1979 and her 

MSW in 1984. She was trained clinicdy. 
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Fay's themes were feminism. power and the creation of an organizational culture. 

She spoke about the importance of understanding the historical expenences of women 

and the many definitions of power that thread around a feminist fkmework. These 

thoughts were key to much of what Fay described. She aiso spoke about her role in the 

changing of culture withh an organization and the details of how that change occurred. 

These details were related in nch story form and described ways in which she created 

relationships, changed the atmosphere and set her own expectations. Fay described 

supervision as "the essential building block. It builds the relationship and then it 

maintains it." Her summary Ietter follows: 

Yau began by denning s u p e ~ s i o n  as "a matter of sîyle " as it is very 

individual. Later on in the aanscript, you brought up this issue again but I was 

still not clear about what you meant. It might be an idea to revisit what you see as 

the ciifference andfor similarïty in the rneanings of style and process when we 

meet again. Continuing on with your definition of supervision, you said it was 

"be ing in a position fo delegate responsib ilities, monitor those responsibilities, 

provide feedback. you know. comn-uctive criticism and some form of mentoring. " 

When asked to define social work supervision you said that "it cornesfiorn 

the experience of working in the social services field And. . - 1  think it's dzgereeptt 

than other kinak of supervision just because of the body or howledge and 

experience that social workers come fiom . . . " By this you said you meant both 

individual theoretical interests and bases that you felt were "really impormr rhat 

anyone who 'i come fiom social work c m  actuaZiy identzfi . . . " and "certain core 
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knowledge that Igot through my training around the basic needr ofpeople, 

respect, ethics. that 1 intevate in what I do. " You emphasized the ' ye minist 

framework" that you work widiin and how any theoretical knowledge (systems 

theory, cognitive restnicturing, behavioural) that you use is bounded by this 

framework: 

"IstiZZ use parts of that (systems theory) but if's much dzrerent 

than the way it was presented to me because I'm working within a ferninist 

fiumework that look at the historicnl oppression of wornen and other 

minority groups and look at power being structured in a certain way 

throughout, throughout tirne and that fiarnework meam 1 want to do 

something about the way ihut power is shlrciured And so, I work really 

hard ro recognize thar in my supervision . . . Obviously. 1 am in a position 

ofpower and it would be si& ro pretend that I'm not. But I also iry to give 

work within that context to empower the people that I ivork with. (I am) 

direct with the people I work with; gzgzving them as much information as I 

have rhat's not confidenrial. So thar, you how,  I don? hold any more 

power except hopefilZyfrorn my position and the kinds of decisiom I 

make, not because I withhold information or try to manipulate things. " 

When you elaborated on w-hat you meant by "ethics," you said that the 

'Yeminist code of ethics. . . fit really well with the social worker code of ethics. " 

Your leaming in this area, you described in the phrase 

"when I wus a baby social worker, 1 thought it was possible to be 

objective and that even though I had mqbe more knowledge and îruining than 
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the person I worked with, it was aZso possible to be equal. And I know now thar 

t h ' s  nor nue. So 1 0  recognize the things that get in the way rather than jus  

prerend they 're not there and tdk  about the things that get in the way with people 

I supervise or the clients I work with and the fact that 1 do have certain power 

inherent in the relationships that I have ar work " 

When asked about process - you said fist that it meant "the way things 

work " At îhis point, you emphasized that you did not receive any training in 

supervision skiils but you did leam because "you stumble, you make misrakes, you 

Iearn fiom that. " And you had mentors - "inshuctors. " 'peuple on boards. " Any 

more thoughts about mentorship? 

You dso said you felt there was "romething dzjEcult and inherent in social 

work training that makes supervision dzjk.dtt " By this it seemed that you m e m  

what we leam in social work school about support to others, listening and 

understanding is often not possible to do as we have to be accountable for certain 

administrative things and sometimes we have to confiont others. As far as your 

particular process was concerned, you said you started by trying "to get to h o w  

something about the individuals 1 am working with "; watching "'how people 

work " "Once you know that. then you can start talking about what you think are 

the most important aspects of this job. And what the priorities of the organization 

are and how thatfits with how you do your job. " You noted that your process 

especiaüy when bringing up concems was "gentle " and that "95% of the tirne* it 

w o r k  " Other ways of describing yourself in this process were: "a quiet 

strengrh "; "1 don 7 yeZZ "; "the way that I did cowrreling is the way that 1 do 
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supervision"; ''1 want thern to know I'rn confident": "Ilike tu be supportive but I 

don? want to be wishy-was?#; "it'sfine to be nice but nice doesnft do it as a 

supervisor. " Together, al1 of these comments seem to be focushg on the need for 

balance. In this same vein, you also talked about the use of the '>earZyformal 

evahation " and noted that it "sums up the process thar's happened the previous 

yem. You don? bring things up that are new, problemr that are new. Because then 

you don? have a chance tu work on thern. " 

"Supervision is a relationship. That's what ad& all the colour and al1 the 

ups and do wns ro supervision . . . " "Al1 the stuff that cornes with relationship - 

values and boudaries - cornes up in supervision- J J  

Examples of this that you gave were fiiendship and being a confidante. As 

well, you spoke about the boundmy between therapy and supervision at a later 

point in our conversation in this same way. You aiso talked about "establishing 

ground mles" in the supervisory relationship by "'gening ?O know the person. 

letting ihem get to kno w you, understanding what their work is, providing 

feedback " When 1 asked you about the way that you created relationship you 

described: "engaging in conversation (bur), I'm not just casually conversing "; 

k i n g  the kinak of skils I lemned in my social work training, you know the active 

listening, the refIecting back so I understand the conversarion "; "1 definite& take 

real care to listen and I don 't pretend 1 kno w everything "; " when I make 

mistahs, 1 take responsibility really quickly "; and if you didn't know something 

or were "weak" in an area, you said you admitted it and stepped up to Say you 

would h d  out  You also noted particuiar personal expectations that you made 
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clear to your supervisees: "ifthere's something buggingyou, I ivill alwoys iisten . . 

. "; " I may not do whar you suy, but 1 will always consider what you're saying to 

me "; i'm not going to take action if1 hear nrmours "; "there's no such thhg as a 

secret"; "1 needyou to corne directly to me. " 

You descnbed the very successful use of meeting in the hall conversation 

that happened "informally- " You noted the "touch base in the morning " routine 

that you had as a group. Am 1 correct in assuming that these informal methods of 

connection enhance your supervisory relationship-building? At one point you said 

that conversations with your group of supe~sees ,  in close quarters with max 

imum pressures, was realIy about the "talking about the process of relating. '" 

Wouid you Say that description is the essence of your description of the process of 

supervision? 

Listening and listening well was a regular theme in your sentences. You 

remarked on how email has assisted this by allowing you to let people know that 

you heard their concem and spent some time addressing their issue in writing. 

This is particularly interesting as another participant was discussing e-mail as well 

in somewhat similar ways. You said that people knew you were listening because 

"of the comments I make, " for instance, you sometimes repeated back to them 

exactly what they had said to you or sent them a copy of their comments to you in 

writing after your discussion. You said you dso would "check up on ihings 

afteerwads too " and gave compliments about things well done and noticed as a 

way to reinforce noticing and listening. The ability to show interest in their work 

Me was a key point here. 



You noted that Y don 't think you can separate your personal lzfe fiom 

your work life. " You felt that being able to taIk about their personal life at work 

"fiees them just a bit" and this, you felt' made the job and the job site better. 

You gave numerous examples of actuai sentences or questions that you 

wouid use to either give or eIicit information. 1 fomd that the particular phrasing 

and tone of your questions was repetitive and ai1 had the components of the above 

descriptions. Paralleling this was the theme of dealing with things directiy "ive 

just say it " and dealhg with things "right awqy " and the importance of thinking 

"about the person that I am [alking to " - how they might be feeling, how they 

react usually. You said, "This is where I bring Nt the information thnt I've been 

collecting before about the relationship. " 

With regards to gender differences in your process of s u p e ~ s i o n  you 

said, "Idon't have to work as hmd to empower men than I might do with the 

women I supervise. " You said you felt the men 'Teel more powerful . . . as 

individuais " (not as in power-over others). "They tend to be more confiontative of 

everything. ïkey jusr say things dzrerenrly. And l don? hear the relationship kinds 

of things that 1 hearporn women. " As with many of the other participants, you 

also pondered the questions of whether the women involved with the men had any 

p a  in the way the men interacted or were the men just "a bit different "? 

You mentioned numerous times throughout the conversation about how 

you use group process, how much you like it and how well it works. Some points 

you made were the use of humour and developing the ability to listen to other 

people, resolvuig issues with respecq the ability to "stop and talk about rhe way 
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we 're [alking- " When I asked if you felt you had created this group with purpose 

you said that many told you that "the culture of the team (that had existed before) 

came back with me. So. I mean I wouldn l say I'm responsible for if, but, you 

know, as one of the members . . . " Unforntnately, 1 very rudely interrupted you 

here and so you were not able to finish your thought! Perhaps we could pick that 

up when we next meet? You also made another comment 1 would like to ask you 

about; 

"Sometimes PZ1 purposely raise an issue in a group because i know 

2 or 3 people wilZ say something and it's easier when it's in a group 

discussion than me knochg  on someone's door . . . and 1 don't mean in 

terms of hanging them out to dry bur jmt because it becomes like a 

process instead of a supervisory issue. * f 

This comment r e d y  says a lot and I'd like to m&e sure that 1 have the 

right interpretive words to descnbe what you meant here. 

The OuiIt Symbol 

Fay's quiit symbol is Cescribed iike this: 

"This is defnitely the hardest question you 've arked When would 

anybody have thoughr of that? I'd be airious to know how 1 would respond ifl 

tho~ghr about it longer - on a dzrerent dqy. But the thing that cornes tu mind is 

when I meditate or do relmation, I have a certain picîure t h ' s  alwuys there. And 

it doesn 't have to be Ziteral like a photograph kind of thing. But it 's a woman with 

long hair and sort of a longjlo wing dress next to a stream. So that picture just 
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cornes ro minci I love bright colours, yellow, Hue. And I don 't even know what 

her face Zooh like. It never mattered Some rnight say she 's rny spirit guide but 

she 's certainly a consram. " 

In this chapter, the thirteen women who pdcipated in this study are introduced. 

The themes of their conversational interviews have been outluied and elaborated upon, 

utilizing the summary letters sent to each of them and their personal descriptions of a 

quilt symbol. The next chapter addresses the colIective messages inherent in the words of 

the women, 



CHAPTER FIVE 

RESULTS: REFLECTING UPON THE WElOLE 

Van Manen (1 990) writes that the presentation of research findings needs to be 

organized in such a way as to evoke understanding and prepare for the rich discoveries of 

analysis. For the purposes of this research. 1 used a thematically driven analysis. This 

means that the reporting of results is done by clustering the "parts" of transcriptive 

information into "wholes?' of meaning or themes. Van Manen (1990) suggests that results 

can be presented best ifthey are related to "the fundamentai structure of the phenornenon 

itself'(p. 168). In this research, beginning themes became apparent early in the &st 

interviews and fiom these themes, I created a system of questions for each of the second 

interviews. These individual questions became shared questions and thus, common 

themes or the "common thread" (Tesch, 1987, p. 3) that tied al1 of the parts together into 

a whole. Tesch c d s  this process the development of metathemes (p. 3). Van Manen 

(1990) describes it as discovering the "knots in the webs of o u  expenences" (p. 90). 

In this chapter, a four-point fkamework for the themes of this research is 

presented. The first of these points is becoming and being a supervisor and the second, 

third and fourth points are the contexts, content and connections of supervision 

respectively. Within each categorv, themes and sub-themes are descnbed and elaborated 

upon. The results of this research show much more similady and agreement than 

difference in the voices of the women as they explain their processes of supervision. 

Generaily, the themes and statements presented reference a majority of agreement or 
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complete agreement. In cases where one participant made an important statement. this is 

noted specifically and attributed to that individuai. At the end of the chapter, there is a 

section on noted ciifferences. 

Becoming and Being a Supewisor 

The women who were i n t e ~ e w e d  for this research are practiced s u p e ~ s o r s  who 

have stones to tell about how they became a supervisor, what it is like to supervise now 

and how the past influences the present, This section of the chapter will utilize the 

coilective voices of the women to concennate on those early beginnings (becoming) and 

their present day situations (being). 

-g: Earlv Beginnings As A Su~ervisor 

"The Right Place at the Rinht Time" 

The majority of the women of this study became s u p e ~ s o r s  "by accident" and by 

ccdefault." They said, "1 just happened to be at the right place at the nght tirne" and Tt 

w-as r e d y  unexpected." One woman said even though she deliberately applied for a 

s u p e ~ s o r y  position, "it just sort of happened." She needed a job to support her family, 

so she applied for that position on a whirn. Another woman had applied for many 

supervisory positions before being successful. This eventual success was also 

unexpected. 

1 had applied (for s u p e ~ s o r y  positions) any number of times before. 1 

think this was about the Iast time I was going to apply. 1 had p r e q  well 

given up. 1 figured that whatever it was that they were looking for - I must 
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not have it. Then I was successfil. That \vas 17 years ago. (Janette 

Edmund) 

One woman thought that because there were few people with social work degrees 20 

years ago, this was one of the reasons she "got the job." Most of them did not plan to be a 

s u p e ~ s o r  - "It had never occurred to me until they suggested it and 1 got the job?' and ''1 

hadn't a due (about being a supervisor). I didn't even know what it rneant." The women 

also found themselves in supervisory positions very soon afler they got their first job. "1 

quickly got into doing active supe~sion." And one wornan said that educators knew this 

would happen. 

They warned us. We had one course of supervision and they said 'Be 

prepared. You're going to be in supervision within a couple of years' and 1 

thought, 'Oh, right! ' Two and one-haif years. Amazhg. Within the year of 

my fxst job, the treatment director got another job and so 1 was it. (Sam II) 

Lookine Back to See Ahead 

AU of the women taked about how they became supervisors and how their 

experiences over many years shaped their s u p e ~ s o r y  process. They identïfied these 

experiences three ways, educative, s u p e ~ s o r y  and personal. 

Being Trained and Educated 

Most of the women were not trained as supe~sors .  They came to their 

supervisory role through the hands-on expenence of fiont iine work. "1 came through 

child care." Or they had experience as a therapist; '9 was a really good chician, a 
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creative therapist and they probably saw some skiils 1 had in terms of leadership - . ." 

They were "appointed and "pushed into most of the supervisory positions." Other 

people encouraged them. They felt they were noticed for their %formal leadership ro1e7' 

pnor to their appointment and their "energy and enthusiasm." '9 just loved what 1 was 

doing !'* 

Two of the thirteen women said they were educated within an administration or 

management Stream of a social work program. One of these reported a "minor in 

administration." Some of the others reported having taken courses in supervision after 

their formal education. One other woman started in a social work management meam 

and then switched to clinical because she "liked hands-on work and figured (she) could 

always do management later." (Margaret) 

Being Supeniised 

During their years of practice as social workers and as social work supervisors, 

the women report being supervised by people that they felt spanned a continuum of being 

greatly admired at one end and strongly disliked at the other. These supervisors were both 

men and women; social workers and non-social workers and there was no disceniable 

pattern of excellence or dissatisfaction with any particular group. The recounting of these 

expenences - both positive and negative are equally strong. What is most interesting is 

that ail of the experiences, regardless of quality are seen in the present t h e  as being 

something to l e m  fiom. "My persona1 experience of being s u p e ~ s e d  by different 

people - some ofit was positive and some of it was negative. You learn fiom both." 

"When 1 was supervised by people who had an opposing style, it drove me more as 1 
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perceived myself and my process as being more successful. It made me more confident." 

"Some of the supervision 1 received was in a negative way. So that just made it clearer 

what I believed in and how 1 believe people should be treated. So 1 don't look at that as a 

negative expenence." 

The unpleasant and unhelpful aspects of their own supervision were noted as 

follows: ?ery few of the managers I've had had supervision skiIlsn; 'Tve had managers 

who were rude, insuiting and incompetent. Their concept of supervision was neither 

supportive or helpfül": "It seemed artinciai"; "One year in twenty-two 1 had a good 

supervisor. 1 did not leam about supervision fkom those supervisors"; "1 had my wom 

experience with a supervisor who felt that supervision was really about therapy. He also 

had a history of being abusive and using information honoured in supervision. 1 became 

very guarded about what 1 would share." But the positive aspects were descnbed as well: 

"one issue at a time was how I was supervised. It worked very well for me. It really 

helped me develop process and get to a conclusion"; "1 also had a lot of support in my 

first supervisory job. 1 loved working there"; "1 was supervised with a focus on self 

development. That worked very well for me"; "There were people who had a lot more 

experience than me who felt 1 could do it." 

Experience and time are powemil teachers and these teachers never stop oEering 

the opportunity to l em.  How you take your expenence and make sense of it is the key. 

That is what these women seem to be saying. One w-oman expressed these sentiments 

wek  

If you've been in this business for awhile, you may have some set tapes 

that Say this is the best way to do it. But as time goes on, you realize that 
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rhere are many ways we can achieve the goals. Combinations of the what, 

the who. the where, when and why and alI that. 1 may have al1 these years 

of expenence but 1 aiso have flexibility to say there are other ways.(L,ee) 

amuss 

Looking back on their years of supervisory practice, d l  of the women noted 

changes in themselves and subsequently, their s u p e ~ s o r y  practice. Some of these 

chmges related to how they perceived others. "The dif5erence from 18 years ago - now I 

am able to let them use what they are instead of trying to teil them what 1 am and trying 

to get them to do it the way it would be cornfortable for me." And, "what is difEerent 

f?om the way 1 s u p e ~ s e d  20 years ago is. you can see many more sides of people trying 

to help themselves." Other reasons were more emotional. "Early on in my career, 1 know 

for sure that 1 took whether the staff liked me or not more personally." Now, "I'm much 

Iess intense. 1 still get upset when 1 make a mistake but there's a ciifference in the grades 

within me." Still other reasons related to their development of patience and having (for 

some unknown reason) Iess need to be in control. "1 am probably aware that supervision 

and feedback must be done slower because people need time." "It's not my way or the 

highway ." 

One woman noted the length of t h e  it took to leam by doing; "it took me the fist 

five years of supe~s ing  to soa out the different ways of practicing and finding 

something 1 was cornfortable with." Others said, '9 persondly had no idea how to ded 

with (any) issues" and "when 1 was a new supervisor, I could not draw on any past 

experiences. There weren't any. It was just happening." There were aiso many comments 
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about making rnistakes and living with "not knouing." 7 was pretty young compared to 

some of the people I was supervising" and 'leu know. I was a real bumbler at first." 

Laughing. one of the respondents said, "It's so embarrassing to look back at how Little I 

knew" Another woman who has owned her own blisiness for about 20 years. said, "1 

opened a business. redized I was the supervisor. Then I went back to school." (Brooke) 

B e i n ~  a Supervisor: The Present Moment 

This section of the chapter describes the collective of women of this research and 

investigates how similar their thoughts and experiences are about who they are, what they 

do and their assessrnent of themselves as good supervisors. How they describe leadership 

is dso included, 

Who We Are 

Thirteen women participated in this research. The parametes of their work are 

shown in derail in Table K 1 (Chapter One). The age range of these women was 34 years 

to 55 years. The average is 45 years. Al1 the women are presently supervising and have 

been supervising others for between 7 and 26 years. Average nurnber of years perfo&g 

supervision is 17. AI1 of the women are social workers. One has a social work diplorna; 

two have a Bachelor of Social Work degree; eight have Masters degrees in Social Work 

and two have a Ph.D. The women dl live and work in Alberta; nine of them are fiom 

Calgary; two are fiom Red Deer and two are from Edmonton. Nine of the thiaeen 

participants report being supervised at the present tirne. 
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The women believed that their personalities had some conneciion to their success 

and longevity as supervisors but they posed this mostiy as a quesrion that couid not really 

be answered. They spoke fiankiy about their weaknesses as "being human," a person who 

"purs her foot in her mouth on a reguiar basis." "a person who is easiiy bored," "too 

hands-on" and "not hard enough or fast enough." They admitted their jobs were 

"stressful" and as much as they liked the flexibility and the unpredictability of the job, 

they also felt a bit like they were "ninning backwards." One woman wished she were 

better at running her own business. She said, "I'm not an adrnùiisnator? I nin it like a 

family." But they also noted many personal strengths. "I'm a very good teacher." T m  an 

exceilent mentor." "1 don? think you have to be mean to get them to get the point." "I'm 

straightfonvard." "1 find it very easy to cal1 people in and label negative behaviours." "1 

have a quiet strength." And I'm just a fairly happy-with-life type of person." 

What We Do 

About half of the participants work in some type of govemment supervisory 

position while the othes work in the nonprofit sector or have their own business. They 

are responsible for between 1 to 250 persons and in aii cases, they deemed this 

responsibility "supervision." However, they delineate ciifference between "directy7 and 

"indirect" kinds of supervision. One woman defined these rems succinctly when she said 

that "direct" supervision was "the more formal j ~ b  description or the ch& of command. 

These people directly report to you, you're responsibie to do their evaluations every year 

. . ." ccIndirect7' supervision is responsibility for "the people who report to those 

managers, itys people within my realm. If any of those individuals does something wrong, 
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I'm the one who gets the s--- or I'm responsible for their behaviour. although I may have 

no contact with them at al1 during the year. 1 still see them as part of that second level that 

1 have to be aware of-.' The maximum number of supervisees for tvhom they were 

directly responsible is 23. 

Four of the tvomen supenised only otlier social workers. Two s u p e ~ s e d  sociai 

workers and other helping professions such as nurses, psychologists and child care 

workers. The other seven s u p e ~ s e d  other administrative staff such as secretaries, human 

resource or fmancial people as well as social workers and other human senrice 

discipiines. Ail of the participants but one reported that their supenrisees were mostiy 

very expenenced. Three reported a combination of new and experienced staff. Eight of 

the women said they gave some form of regular supe~s ion  to their s u p e ~ s e e s .  They 

defined "regular" as a scheduied time to meet (two to four times per month) in either a 

group or individual session or both. AU of these women dso partkipated in informai 

supervision, which they defined as Vropping in to someone's office" or "catching 

someone in the hall." This occurred on an "as needed" basis or it \vas "bâsed on 

individual need." Five women d e h e d  their supervision as informa1 ody. 

h the sociai work supervision literature, two types of supervision are commody 

defined - clinical and administrative (HolIoway, 1 995; Kadushin, 1 992; Middlernan & 

Rhodes, 1985; Munson, 1993). The women in this research study were somewhat 

f d a r  with this literature but they used the terms "clinical" and "administrative" more 

informally to describe the suppomve, client-based or interaction-based conversaticns 

they had with their s u p e ~ s e e s  and the technical, paperwork, hancial and policy 

hct ions  of the supe~sory  process respectively. In the literature, these nvo types of 
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supervision are seen to be different and separate fiom each other. The women of this 

study saw the two types as comected rather than separate. "Managerid and dinicd 

supervision are similar but they have different features" and "Management to me is Iike 

a sep-by-step process - step 1.2,3. Clinical adds that 1 a, 2% 3a part. Do you know what I 

mean? It's the fillers in between." One woman stated that she did ody  c1inica.i 

supervision. The other twelve women noted that they did both clinical and administrative 

supervision and adjusted that balance depending on what was needed. One woman said. 

"supervision is a collaborative process thar brings to bear the knowledge and expertise of 

at least nvo people and focuses it on the work at hand - clinical or comrnunity ." (Janene 

Edmund) In some cases they noted one type of supervision being performed more than 

the other. This is also noted in Table 1 by the order in which they are presented. 

Reing A Good Supervisor 

1 asked each woman if she would Say she was a good supervisor and the responses 

to this question were very interesting, One woman answered simply "Yup." Two women 

said 'Wo" and then went on to explain. One listed concem about herself; "1 think I'm too 

hands on"; 'Tm not discipliner; 17m not hard enough or fast enough" and she thought 

îhis meanr she was either afkaid of hurting someone's feelings, insecare, or had a "lack of 

training." However, she finished off the answer to this question by saying: 'Tm a 

successful businesswornan with a successful business but not a particularly good 

s u p e ~ s o r  because there's that piece missing - lack of knowing what a supervisor is. I'm 

an excellent mentor." The other woman said; '9 would not Say that (that I'rn a good 

supeMsor). 1 wodd Say that 1 have some good skills that help me in supervision but most 
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of the tirne. I'm just winging i f  The other women gave generdly m a t i v e  responses 

with riders attached. "1 don3 think Iym perfect"; '-reasonably good. 1 think I have a lot of 

work to do to improve". ''1 hope so"; "On the whole. yes"; "1 th& so. 1 have my 

moments": 'T codd  be better but on the whole, 1 think I am a good supervisor-' and Y 

think there's always room for irnprovement." 

The Contextual Framework of Social Work Supervision 

The root of the word 'context' cornes from the Latin meaningo '30 weave." There 

are three contextual themes of supervision for the women of this study, dl of which are 

intenvoven. This next section addresses them. Both individually and collectively, these 

themes innuence their practice and in tum, influence each other. 

The first theme is caIIed the meaning of social work as a profession. The women 

of this study are ail social workers and they perform their supervisory work under the 

umbrella of the social work's philosophy, training and guidelines. How each of them 

interprets and expenences these factors influences their supervisory work. The second 

theme - being in charge - refers to the fact that al1 of the women are in positions of 

authority wïthin the context of human service organizations. The third theme' because al1 

the participants are women and they are working in "a woman's profession" is gender. 

These three themes create a kmework of contexts that influences the process of social 

work s u p e ~ s i o n  undertaken by these women. 



The M e a n i n ~  of Social Work as a Profession 

The women identified six meanings of social work as a profession. These are: a 

passion for the work "you cadt separate work fÎom the way you iive," keeping the 

bigger picture in focus. balancing the real and the ideal, being hidden fkom view and 

completing the circle. These meanuigs were embedded in the words of al1 of the women 

in varying degrees. 

It Means Passion 

The words of one woman set the tone for understanding this section: 

You cannot do this work fiom your head. You do it fkom yow soui, fiom 

your heart. You have to use your head. If you only use your heart, you 

don' t survive in this business - you burn out, you end up in a pIace where 

you can't function because you cm't make critical decisions. But you also 

have to corne out of your heart. You have to get engaged in an interaction 

with people. Show some emotion. Get involved. Engage, (Sam 1) 

The women who participated in this study spoke about their work as "It's a bit of 

a vocation, you know. It's not just a job" and "You have to have dedication. 1 don? thuik 

when people get inro this profession, they really know what they are getting into. You get 

hooked. It becornes part of your life." They believe wholeheartedly in the values that the 

profession espouses and question why "business doesn't seem to have the same values as 

we do. (They) seem to make so much sense. 1 can't understand why everyone hasn't 

adopted it." They sense that "people who choose to go Ïnto social work already have an 

orientation as to how they see the world" or ''we're trained to see life differently 



213 

perhaps.'' One woman emphasized this when she said "1 think there are some basic things 

when you choose social work that perhaps are aiready there as seeds in uou - in tems of 

how you see people . . ." 

At the same tirne, they were quick to identiq another side of social work; its 

reputation and how they feel it is perceived by others: "1 don? see social workers as 

having a lot of respect in the community. I see social work in general as an underdog 

profession and 1 feel more iike an advocate (for it)." "1 think social work is an easily 

misunderstood profession. It cornes out of the bleeding h e m  years ago and 1 think they 

haven't let us out of that role. Then they see how dynarnic we are as a profession." 

"Social work is a changing profession. I think we are taking on the values of the 

stmctuïes where we work. It's probably growing up. We're going to have to go dong 

with changes in society." It is very interesting that the women work in a profession that 

they feel is stniggling to gain credibility and yet they have a passionate cornmitment to it. 

Tt Means "You Can'r Senarate Work From the Wav You Live" 

This quote captures the second theme in the meaning of social work - the 

weaving of work with life. The women of this snidy felt strongly that personal values and 

beliefs could not be separared fiom the way they perceived the profession and the way in 

which they practiced social work. One participant said that she felt "one of  the 

contributions that social workers make is that recognition of how people are feeling 

impacts the doing of their work." (Judy) Others pointed out that ccpenond vaiues play a 

key role in how (people) help othen reach their goals" and noted that "given the work 

we7re all in, our individual smff plays a much bigger role in how effective that person is 



2 14 

in working with people.'' Another cautioned that "you don't impose your d u e s "  but 

emphasized "you sure don? hide them." (Denise Legrand) 

Social work supe~s ion  is one form of social work practice. Two women noted 

that this particular form of practice needed "to integrate theory and people's personalities 

to understand themselveso' (Judy) and "interweave that personai experience in a different 

way." One said, "You need to know people's history, what brings them to the place they 

are working and how these things are connected." (Sam 1) 

It Means Kee~ino  the Bimer Picture in Focus 

This third theme addresses the macro-issues; the topics that concern social work 

and are embedded in our Canadian culture and the social welfare system in which we 

live. The "client" of a social worker mi@ be a child or a farnily but that child or family 

is af5ected by and is part of the social system that exists around them. The women of this 

study pointed out that al1 human ccissues are intercomected and interdependent" and that 

"the obligation of the profession is to look at the bigger picture. The bigger picture is 

what life is about anyway." One woman was attracted to social work because of "the 

very broad scope - taking al1 aspects of the client's life and aU the needs of the family 

and try(ing) to address d l  of those." Another said that her "bigger concem was around 

addressing social issues of this country." (Denise Legrand) She felt very fortunate to have 

"landed in a profession that dlows her to make social change." One other woman stated 

that she "chose social work very deliberarely because it h a  process of social change." 

(Sam I) 



One of the tenets of  the social work profession is the concept of person-in- 

environmenr. The women of the study were guided by this tenet- "In the social work 

sense, it is the person/envÏronment approach that the profession takes in terms of 

understanding how people respond to circumstances." They referenced social work as 

paying attention to the dynamic interplay between the needs of the individual and the 

influences of the environment in the following comments. "We have to figure out what 

the philosophy of the client is and what's best for h i .  or her; not me or (my staff)." "It's 

very person-focussed." And, "(Sociai work) is a senes of beIiefs and values that talks 

about systems interacting and the part impacting the whole"; "1 think of us ail as a kind of 

a whole. And 1 thi& we're quite a balanced whole. We're not sornething walking dong 

on three legs. DifFerent skills, cornpetencies. personalities and perspectives and I think 

that's why it works." 

. . 
One wornan cailed upon social workers to use these tenets when she stated "we 

need to bring our understanding of larger systems to help people." (Rae) Sociai work 

espouses a role of advocate for its members and the women felt that "fiom basic skills to 

increasing knowledge . . . ethics and advocacy are really important things to bring into 

supervision. How (else) c m  you become that person in the field who will reaily influence 

and contribute to the community?' Another woman confessed that she was influenced by 

this philosophy herself. "Getting involved in social work opened my eyes about poverty 

and racism and that kind of thing. And having (my own) kids also affected that as well." 

m e )  
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Tt Means Balancing: the Tdeal and the Real 

The women in this study spoke about the basic values and ideals of social work. 

"It' s a neutrai. non-blaming approach." It's a "belief in the positiveness of human 

nature." Social work means "being there for people, reaching out for people, listening, 

supportkg in a way that allows them to do what's best for them. (It's) a genuine beiïef 

and respect for the individual." "Social work promotes a 'we'. Everybody has a Say and 

everybody's Say should be valued." One woman explained that the "body of knowledge 

and experience that social workers came fkom - the theoretical perspective of respect for 

people and ethics" made the work different. (Fay) Another asked why (social workers) 

existed and answered her own question by saying, '30 meet the needs of somebody else." 

(Tortue) 

The social work code of ethics notes the importance of egalitarianism. One 

woman emphasized this: "ethics, even though it doesn't expressly Say, does try to 

equalize the power as much as possible, or just recognize the difference and alIows 

respect to grow fiom that." However, another woman pointed out that "people want 

something that is not achievable in the real world. This is an issue in our field - about 

egalitarianism' input, decisions, choices and 1 think, in part it sets (us) up to experience 

discontent in our world later on." (Bonnie). This fourth area of meaning for social work 

sets a high standard for practice which, in itself', is far fiorn being a problem. However, as 

one woman noted when she taked with me in between interviews, "1 talked to you about 

the ideal. (But) 1 donyt do everythuig the ideal way." She read the letîer 1 sent to her and 

was concerned that she did not teii me what really happened. "The part that 1 was 

reacting to was the fact that 1 had taiked a great deal about the ideal and not always about 
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reaiity. m a t  1 see is the ideal. That doesn't aiways get done." (Sam II) In facr she was 

taking responsibility for her own practice by reaiisticaily assessing what is humanly 

possible. The smggle for social workers and social work s u p e ~ s o r s  is that we are 

dedine L. with human lives - the unspoken and the unclear. It is hard to know what is the 

bea thing to do and how best to do it. It is always a "%esto' guess. 

It Means Being Hidden From View 

The fifth theme of the meaning of social work is related to the nature of the work. 

Social work is a profession that attends to events that are ofien potentially embarrassing 

and emotional. As a result, 'We work that social workers do is private and secret. The 

work we do is inside family homes; nobody sees what you are doing. It's confidential." 

From their supervisory standpoints, these women noted that most social work "is done 

behind closed doors with people who aren't empowered for the most part" and workers 

needed both support and monitoring to help them help their clients and to help 

themselves. Social work needs to appreciate the need for people to protect their self- 

respect and maintain a level of privacy. However. the women also noted that social work 

ais0 has the added responsibility of "try(ing) to be the public's eyes." Once again, the gifi 

of balance is needed. 

It Means Com~leting: the Circle 

Social work is seen to be a learning profession by these women. They feel that 

leaming and teaching go hand in hand, "social work sees supervision as part of learning - 

the g i d g  and receiving of i t  It's part of our socialization - to value supe~sion." They 
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deem working with others in social work to be a joy because "mon of us corne fkom a 

similar background in terms of values and what we think is important." They see 

themselves as "constantly learning ." They see themselves as having "a responsibility to 

be a good leader and a good mode1 of what social work is and be proud of what we do." 

They know they learned fiom others over the years. '9 took fkom everybody else" and as 

supervisors, they Say, '3 need to give back to my profession." 

Beinp In Charye 

The women of this study are in positions of power as supervisors. They are 

Executive Directors, owners of businesses and in senior and middle management 

positions. They see themselves as leaders or aspiring to be leaders. The women of this 

study see the roles of supervisor and leader as connected and part of being in charge. In 

this section, a summary of the women's general thoughts about "being in charge" is 

presented. The sub themes that this section encompasses are: contexts, responsibility, 

rnanaging power, redefining power and bdancing power and concem. A final theme of 

leadership is also included. 

Contexts of Workplace and Self 

The Workplace Context 

Three of the women who work in the nonprofit sector are in Executive Director 

positions. Two others are in upper or middle level management positions. Three women 

are invotved in private enterprise. Five women work in govemment supervisory 

positions. One woman defïned the components of her organizationai context as "people, 
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environment. physicai surroundings, organization, d e s  - stated and unstated-" (Bonnie) 

Others said that "when 1 think about context, 1 think about the environment in which 

something is happeningo'; "the serting"; "context is the variety of information that you 

need to deal with a situation. You don? s u p e ~ s e  people in a vacuum" and "It's 

important that everyone have fun. That's part of the context too." Context was also 

dehed  as some part of the relationship created between people; "everything happens in 

the context of the reIationship you already have" or "the relationship creates the context." 

The context of the "workplace as a whole and the unit'' were seen as iduencing and 

affected by each other. 

The Personal Contexts 

Some of the women noted that the context they were creating was very personal. 

"Context is a part of who I've become." Others felt that they were instrumental in 

creating the atmosphere of the workptace. "Context is the kind of climate 1 want to create 

so that it enables people to want to learn and change." "My job is to broaden (their 

perspective) al1 the t h e ;  to help people fit into the larger context (of the organisration)." 

Still others felt their context affected them personally. The following quote descnbes this: 

Working in govemment is very oppressive. They are dennitely not open to 

looking at criticisms of their structure. People have been disciplined and 

fired for doing that sort of thing. That's supposed to be our job a social 

workers. It's part of our Code of Ethics, isn't it? If1 had the financial 

means, I'd rather be working for one of those organizations where I could 

speak up a Iittle more. (Rae) 
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Regardless of the component parts of context, the power of its influence is clear. 

It is a dynamic force. "You're deaiing with context d l  the t h e  and it probably helps if 

you c m  narne it in some way??; "chan_eing the context means changhg the nature of the 

conversations we have; "context also provides a process." "You are going to miss 

something if you try and extricate the process fkom the context. I think it is h a t i n g  for 

people when there are those Iarger issues for which they have no control. One way to deal 

with this is to recognize it before it cornes up." (Janette Edmund) 

Res~onsibiIitv 

The women of this study are responsible for a great many people. They are 

responsible for their supervisees and in some cases, the supervisees of their supervisees, 

as well as the clients for whom everyone is providing service. Some of the women work 

in dep-ents and agencies with so many people that they are unable to know or have 

daily contact with ali  of those people for whom they feel responsible. Regardless of these 

facts. they take their responsibility for people very senously. "There's a job to be done. 

My staff have a cornmitment to provide senice. I have a responsibility to the kind of 

work they do." They see supervision as the way to attend to this responsibility, 'Tf 1 had 

to pare d o m  my responsibiIities and Say 'what if there was only one thhg that you couid 

absolutely do?' 1 would Say it would be supervision." 

They have power because of their positions, '%ecause I own the place." "because 

1 am the Executive Director'' and because of this power "supervisees are sometimes 
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scared of me" or "are quite guarded with me." They note these reactions but also Say, Y 

still have to run the place.'? T l 1  always be the boss." The women present themselves in 

their inten-iews as defïnitely "in charge" of their work. They explain this confidently 

when they Say the following: "It's h e  to be nice but nice doesn't do it as a supervisor." 

"It's not my job to make everybody happy. It's m y  job to make sure we're doing our 

job." "They can be pissed off with me, that's OK. That's part of the job." "Obviously, 

I'rn in a position of power and it wouid be silly to pretend that I'rn not-" 

Although social work treasures the principles of self-derennination and equality, these 

women are not conflicted by the fact that these cannot always occur. Nevertheless, they 

are sornetimes conf?onted with different interpretations; "when 1 get confused is when 

I'm in a position wheie 1 have to use my authority or power and sorne staffwill tell me 1 

should be egalitarian." They tie their responsibilities tightly to these principies and 

balance their decisions with attention to dl points. The following comments address this. 

"1 don3 believe supervision is an egalitarian process (where everyone has an equai say). 

As a supervisor, 1 have more to Say because the ultimate responsibiliîy for that case 

resides with me." "My staffreact to my role as 'movie director' @ut) I'm no1 prepared to 

give it up. It's a role 1 reserve. 1 have d e s .  1 have these d e s  because I have a 

responsibility to help staff deliver cornpetencies and help clients." "Even though 1 ny on 

the one hand, to be very equal and respectfi& y u  know, 1 also realize that there are times 

when I have to make the decisions and 1 have to be the authority person." One woman 

noted how her idealism as a young social worker fkesh out of school changed and how 

she adapted her prliciples to help her with being "in charge:" 
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When 1 \vas a baby social worker. 1 thought it was possible to be objective 

and even though 1 had maybe more trainuig and more knowledge than the 

person I worked with, it was possible to be equal. And 1 know now that 

that's not mie. So, 1 try to reco-~ze the things that get in the way rather 

than prerend they're not there. And 1 talk about them with people I 

supervise and with clients. (Fay) 

The women also identified how they used many different types of power. One 

woman said she tries "to minimize any coercive use of power" because "that is what 1 

expect people to do when they are working with clients or commUIilties." (Janette 

Edmund) Another woman, who worked in govemment, identified that she really had very 

Little power, The power I do have is quite small and the areas 17d like to have it in, I 

don't. It' s a lack of legitimate authority." She made use of other types of power instead: 

such as, cLassumed power - power people think 1 have but I redly don? have (and) 

influence, education, knowfedge. Because the one h g  I do have is expertise in some 

areas so 1 use that a lot." (JO) One woman noted a very different kind of power: which is, 

"when you don't (recognize feelings) you miss some of the power and work probably 

gets done but 1 wonder about the quality." (Janette Edmund) 1 cd1 this the power of 

The women also discussed what they called a "process of empowement" "What 

I'm tallung about is encouraging staff to understand, to develop some consciousness 

about the issues of power. To fiex their muscles and (that means) sometimes that gets 

flexed against me. And to leam how to be effective advocates in both the large system 

and with individuals." The women tallced about creating organizations that have a "very 
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interactive, consensus building kuid of approach" that capitaiizes on the "belief . . .that 

the fkont Iine workers and the clients have a lot of power but they just don3 know about 

it." One woman said that '-in areas where I Iack power? 1 try to educate those fkont line 

and consumer people in the powers they have and get them to use it." This process of 

empowerment transfers through the supervisees to the clients, "teaching people, assisting 

people to develop their own capacities to do things." The women also identifïed the 

energy required to make the above connections. The way in which they i d e n t e  power 

and utilize it parallels feminist practice. "1 work hard to recognize ihow power is 

structured) in my supervisions (because of my feminist framework)." 

Behind the Scenes 

It is evident when reading the transcriptions of the interviews that there is a 

dynamic tension between the feeling of "in chargeness" that the women hold, attempt to 

manifest and are cornfortable with and a ccbehind-the-scenes'' mode of operating. Any 

misunderstanding about what this means and how to do it, however. seems to be less in 

the minds of the women who are explaining it and more situated in the definition of what 

we generally define being "in charge" to mean. The process of these women seems to 

combine two things that traditionally are not compatible. nie women enjoy and are 

adamant about the way in which they are "in charge"- the way in which they want to 

appear to others. They explain this perception and the reasons behind it when they say; 

T m  never on top, meaning 1'm never like the boss. 1 never want to be depicted as head- 

to-head." "People know 1 have authority but it isn't something 1 wear everyday - not 

formdy, in a way that people would h d  aggressive." "1 don't have the need to be seen 
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as and referred to and talked about as "the supervisor" - as having a power. I don% care if 

I'm the one that's being singled out as the lead person." They see true "in chargeness" as 

being undercover, creating a strong foundation for othee to grow and build upon. ïhey  

describe this by saying, 'The best manager is the one you don? necessarily see. You 

can't necessarily tell what they do. Because it's the staff that make it work, not the 

manager." 'Tt's behind the scenes." "Just two individuais trying to accompiish the same 

end and 1 just happen to be doing more of the overseeing." They see themselves as a 

partner with others. "1 don? have dl the ansvers.'' "1 share the success, 1 really don? 

own it*" 

One woman summed up this dynamic balance between being in charge and yet 

perhaps not appearing to be in charge when she answered my question "Why don't you 

have trouble gerting what you need?" She replied, "Because I'm the boss. I'm a very 

unobvious boss." (Lee) 

Balancine Power and Concem 

The women also spoke about the things they do and what they cultivate in 

themselves in order to manage the dynamic tension between being in charge and 

appearing to be in charge. They "don't yell at people," they "don't order people around," 

They ccdon't tend to reprimand," They are "straightfio~ard'~ with "no game playing," 

They ask their supervisees for advice and feedback. They take responsibility. "If someone 

reaily, reaily does not do weii, I bear some significant responsibility for that." They don? 

impose on people. "I've seen too many managers behave that way - autocraticaliy. All 

they get is resentment and people make fun of the- you know, literally." They don't 
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check up on people either. '3 would be too draining, too demordiring to do that. 1 can't 

follow hem around so I have to have confidence that people are doing the work." 

The>- have taken the egalitarian nanire of social work to mean that they keat 

people the way they would want to be treated. They have equal and honest relationships 

"where people would not see me as a sort of person in authonty - (rather) that we were 

sitting down like sisten - taking tirne, developing tnisting relationships where the person 

never has to be afraid." They work with the intention of "help(ing) people fkd their own 

solutions'' because "imposing solutions on people is not the way to go." They do not 

behave as if they "expect to be stabbed in the back." When this does happen, one woman 

said, "You're perhaps taken aback and shocked and hurt but you simply go back and 

repair the damage." They don? carry a garbage bag (of old issues). The women know 

that sometimes "you have to deal with things over and over" and there is no room for past 

resentments or distrust when one is in a responsible position. They Say that "right and 

wrong doesn't come (into the job) very much at ail" and they are not caught up in being 

"the person \ h o  has the answer." They see themselves as  available, open to listening and 

refushg to judge. "It's the feeling the sta f f  have of you that you're available, you listen. 

They cm just come and dump on you if they have a bad day. You're not going to be 

judging them." 

There are some negative consequences to all choices and so too, there are 

consequences that the women of this study identi@ for the choices that they make about 

how their power and authority is manifested. Two women womed that not taking an 

authoritarian stance ccsometirnes makes me look wishy-washy ." (Rae and Broo ke) 

Another woman said that if 1 asked her stanc'they'd say I'm far toc nice." She agreed 
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that she "did not need to go overboard like I do for them sometimes but I'd rather err on 

that side. believe me.'' (Denise) They are very intent on the empowerment of others. 

sometimes to ttieir own detriment, "1 think I try so hard to allow the person I'm 

su?ervising to feel the power that most of the time 1 feel exhausted so 1 don? feel a 

powemil feeling." They wish they were more confident althou& they know they 

"present pretty confident-" They "sometimes feel like there's more authority put on me 

than 1 should have" and this authority "doesn't always come so naturally to some people . 

. . to me." 

One woman said "1 don't struggie with (issues of power and decision-making) as 

much personally as 1 struggle with how to convey to people who thuik it should be this 

way and they don't have a voice." (Bonnie) The struggle for her is hearing that one voice 

by itself as weli as in concert with fi. others because she is responsible for everyone. 

Another spoke about a social work conundmm that she experienced. 

One of the biggest dilemmas that seems to come up for social workers is 

being confrontative; there's something difficult and inherent in social 

work that makes supervision difficult. There's the idea of being 

completely understanding and a good listener. WeU7 you have to be 

assertive and confrontative as a supervisor. (Fay) 

Even with the consequences, the women of this study have combined their years 

of experience and their values with the expectations of responsibility and authority. "1 

used to think when I was younger that being in charge \vas a feeling of control. As years 

go on. isn't it h y  - 1 can't identiQ the feeling. It's less control." "The higher you go, 

the less power p u  have." "1 have very tight policies but 1 have aiways respected people, 
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Iistened to people." "1 strive to be supportive (but) 1 have a lot of expectations of anybody 

who wants to l e m  sornething." One woman descnbed her approach to this dynamic 

balance: 

There are moments when 1 Say 'You are going to do it this way.' Full stop. 

Do it right now. But by and Iarge, that isn't what 1 try and do. What 1 try 

and do is 'How can we solve this problem?' Whether 1 am dealing with an 

individual or the agency as a whole. (Sam I) 

Being: a Leader 

Leadership is a term that everyone knows and yet, everyone defines in their own 

particular way. The women of this study saw being a leader as being part of being in 

charge. Being a leader meant living your life in a particular way and safeguardîng and 

maint;iining the importance of many different kinds of connections. Aithough some of the 

women expressed concem or were unsure about their abilities as a supervisor, aii of them 

saw themselves as leaders or mentors to others. Some were absolutely sure of their 

abilities in this area. They said, " a  key part of my role is leadership and probably a 60-40 

split, sometirnes even more"; "1 do more leadership than I do day-to-day s u p e ~ s i o n "  and 

"1 think I'm a wonderful leader but I'm not sure 1 have the tirne anymore for supervisory 

stuff*" 

Leadership is a Way of Life 

The women noted that leadership was a way of being in ail facets of one's Me, 

not just the workplace. "If you are a leader, it's going to be showing up in aiI parts of 
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your life." "So you have some qualities that result in leadership. It's going to be because 

of your whole picnire. not just the work picture." "1 don? think that somebody could 

çiew you as a leader . . . without there being more to you in their eyes than - call it the 

work persona. There has to be humanness." One woman described how she thinks it 

works using a gardening metaphor and an interesthg use of the term "leader"; "1 think 

there tends to be a leader thing, like plants, that happens. Something starts in one part of 

your life and then, as you establish it there, it moves to other parts." 

There is also a generai sense that leadership is a process of h d t y  and working 

with others rather than having obvious power. Just because sorneone is "the top person on 

the totem pole - that doesn't make him a leader" and "1 th& it wodd be very difncuit to 

truiy accept somebody's leadership if that person was on a pedestal too far away." One 

comment was that "A leader doesn't lead fiom the fiont. A leader leads from within, 

drawing things fiom people. A tme leader is, in many ways, not very distïnguishable 

fiom other people." (Tortue) Another s a i d ,  "you do it (leading) in conjunction with other 

people. I t3  the old adage of leading fkom behind." (Bonnie) 

Leadership Meam Many Dlferenr Kinds of Connections 

The k t  connection that the women of this study discussed was how s u p e ~ s i o n  

and leadership are '%onnected" and "interrelated." They said, "leadership is broader. It is 

a focal point on what direction the whole unit needs to go versus how individual people 

respond to day to day issues." Supenision is more individual and '%as a much narrower 

focus." They felt t h  'Yhe best supervisors are leaders" and that even though ' Iou can 
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supervise without leading, you cannot lead w-ithout supervising." Fay asked and answered 

her own question, "What is a leader?'by saying: 

A person who c m  take charge and also can step back fkom takuig charge, 

a person who can make decisions. A person who has some vision and can 

develop that vision with other people. A person who knows when to step 

in and when to stop and restart the process - when to put a hold on. And 

then, let's go down a different road. So, leading down a dif3erent road 

Leaders aiso have connections with the community, with other leaders and with 

the clientele otherwise, they Say, "1 would never have been able to be a leader." One 

woman felt that leadership was connected to social work principles and guidelines 

because of the profession's focus on advocacy. A social worker has a responsibili. to 

find ways not ody to enhance individual's lives but to work to change the system - that's 

social change. Leaders also have to be thinking about "what's going to happen next. 

(They) have to have (theu) puise on the present but (they) really have to be focussed and 

leaning towards the friture." (Denise Legrand) 

Others said that leaders dso need to be connected to their followers. They must 

"try and inspire people, have them feel some of the excitement that you yourself feel at 

the work you do or that the field is an exciring place to bey' and have a role "to clear away 

the bamers so that people c m  do their work well." Leaders have goals of quality client 

care, organktional culture change or direction change on their minds. These goals are 

probably connected and as well as these end resuits, leaders have the details of the 

journey M y  in their minds, a sense of "how they want things to turn outyy or "how I 

want them to be. I think that's a key responsibility that we (as social work Ieaders) have." 
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The Gendered Job 

The third factor influencing the whole of the process of social work supervision 

undertaken by the women of this study is gender. The women in this snidy identified 

social work as a woman's profession: "in this profession. thereYs more women than meny7; 

"social work is different - at least on the fiontlines. There's more women than men.- 

They also knew that the imbaiance of women to men - "at the frontline (it's) 70 to 30" - 

changed to the opposite type of imbalance at their level "you start seeing it tilt the other 

way." However. they did not lament this fact nor did they spend any time in discussion of 

its drawbacks. ïnstead, they focussed on the connections between feminist practice and 

their supeMsory work and their impressions about working with men and working with 

women - both the differences and the similarîties. 

Feminism and Sunewision 

The women were asked if a femiaist mode1 of practice had any comection to their 

work as a supenisor. For a few of the respondents. rhis questiorî had no meaning. They 

said they took that description for granted because they were women. Others took it for 

granted because "in the fiamework that al1 people are equd - male or femaie is 

irrelevant." Still others responded with a strong a£T-mative. It became clear that the many 

definitions of feminism and gender of the present day and the debate among those 

dif5erent perspectives wouid be manifested in the voices of al l  of these women. However, 

the importance of acceptance of both difference and simil- baianced against the 

standpoint of women over thne was also clearly stated: 
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I can't assume that dl the women 1 work with are feminists and have that 

understanding of the world. But at some level, 1 think women have a 

different understanding of the place of poverty, power and hierarchy than 

men do because they experience it differently. (Sam 1) 

Generally, the wornen felt that the ferrünist model of practice fit with the values of social 

work and also with the way they saw their supervisory practice; 'Yhe feminist code of 

ethics fits very well with the social work code of ethics. (It) j ü s t  _ne& more specinc and 

t& more specifïcally about the distribution of power" and "the femùüst model fits with 

how I don? see myself as better - I just have a different job. To me, that's the ferninist 

approach." 

The women also wove the principles of ferninist practice ("balance of power, 

egalitarianism and balance of opportunities") into the practice of social work and social 

work supervision as well as management in generai. "My feminist leanings have sort of 

sofiened over the years when I started looking at other kinds of oppression in people. A 

person is political but not just for women." "A lot of things management is taking about 

(now) is ferninist ways of working, wumen's ways of knowing. They didn't Say that, you 

know. Thereos nothing really new about what some Fortme 500 companies are doing 

no w? 

Exyenences of Gender 

The women were also asked if they felt there was a gender difference in the way 

they s u p e ~ s e d  their staff' In general, ail of them said they were not uncornfortable 

supervishg men. They also felt that the men in the profession were "more used to having 
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fernale supervisors than in other professiod' and "more used to working with women." 

They also felt quite strongiy that the men who find their way into the social work 

profession are somehow different- even going so far as to Say, "some of the best men in 

society have gotten into the profession." They were aware that some men "have diniculty 

with females in authority" but aiso understood that this was a shift in what men felt was 

'Yhe nom" and felt i t  was "a difficult struggle for them too." The women aiso addressed 

their own history as a way to make sense of some of their past experiences of being in 

charge. "1 was raised to believe that men had the power position,  OU took direction from 

males." "If 1 show up at a door (on a visit) with a male worker. they assume the male 

worker is the supervisor." But they aIso hastened to add: ''you see, it doesn't bother me. 

There's not a need for power, for control on my part." 

Al1 of the wornen could iden- differences in the way in which men and women 

that they supervised behaved and communicated in supervision but they were unable to 

Say unequivocaily that their own process was different with men or women. Often their 

answers to the question started out with an affirmative answer and then rvorked around to 

changing their answer to "no difference." They said they were "busy dealing with a 

person as a person and I sometimes miss those gender things." One woman said, "There 

isn't much of a difference between s u p e ~ s i n g  men and women although I assume a 

different understanding fiom women." In the next breath, she said, "But you can't always 

Say that either." (Sam I) Another woman said, 'There probably isn't a Merence  in my 

supervision process with men and women but perhaps there should be. Sometimes I don't 

realize until d e r  the fact that the men didn't hear what 1 was saying in the same way the 

women would have heard it." (Tortue) 
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The women saw differences in the way men communicated and reacted in 

supervision and in some cases, how they responded. They said: "1 have to work harder 

with men to pull out information. It's like playing ping-pong"; "sornetimes men look at 

situations in a different way"; "men's sense of failure is more severe"; "men tend to be 

more confkontative. They just say things differently"; "1 don? hear the reiationship kinds 

of things (frorn men) that 1 hear fiom women"; "Guys tend to think they can do it 

themeives and less interactively. So you kind of have to watch them more" and "(they 

have) more dEculty opening up am& you know, being willing to look at personai 

issues." 

As a generai d e ,  the women in the study had more experience with supervising 

women than supervising men. Some said they were "more cornfortable working with 

women." Their perceptions in this area were: "With women there's more of a bond. 1 

succeed? -ou succeed"; "It's easier to engage with women than with men. Women share 

more about their lives"; "1 think women have an easier time with silence"; "Women are 

more cornfortable t a h g  about feelings'' and "1 believe women bring a slightly different 

perspective to s u p e ~ s i o n  - more comfort with process. I'm not necessardy concemed 

with the end point. I'rn concerned with how we're going to get there." 

ot Just Gender 

The women noted that personality piays a role in how people get dong with each 

other and this may or may not have a connection to gender. They also noted that their 

own experiences and values played a major part here. But how much of a part they codd 

not Say, as is evident in the following comments: "1 can anticipate better with women 
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who are similar to me" and "Men feel more powerful as an individual than some of the 

women Iyve supervised. It could be a gender thing or it could just be related to 

pesonalities." Stones about their own supervisory expenence are, in part, related to 

gender and the perceptions of difference that have aiready been descnbed. But there are 

other concerns and other benefits that these women do not refer to as gender issues. 

These are issues of trust, respect and the manifestation of power. In general, the women 

do not make one gender look any better or any worse than the other. One woman 

encapsdated the theme here: 

When 1 talk about my supervisor now and rny lack of a tnisting 

relationship, gender is not an issue. It's not an equal relationship. It's a 

disrespectfùl relationship. It's top down. It's not so much tmt as it is style 

and respect. (Sam II) 

The Content of Social Work Supemsion 

Social work practice has two important components - process and content 

(Meyer, 1987). ïhese two parts are inter-related within the "whole" of practice. The 

words - process and content - are used within the profession with the understanding that 

everyone knows what they mean. Process is action or "how practitioners actually perform 

the practice work" (p. 402). Content is the subject matter. materiai or substance of 

practice. Both are generally regarded as equdy important aithough there is some debate 

about the ability of practitioners to keep both in balance or define one as more important 

than the other. Social work supe~s ion ,  since it is also a form of practice, has the saue 

base (Brashears, 1995). The way in which supervision happens is the process and the 
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content is what is t&ed about* thought about. anaiyzed. straregized about and planned. 

Together they form the whole of social work supervisory interaction. 

In this research on the process of social work supervision, the "process" became 

the ;'content" of investigation and thus, the meanings of usually taken-for-granted words 

and interactions were quesrioned in detail. As a resuit, when the women in this study 

were asked to describe the meanings of the terms "supervision" and "process" at the very 

beginning of their first interviews, they gave vivid, comprehensive, and in some cases, 

metaphoricai descriptions of both terms as nouns and verbs- actions and form, ends and 

means. This section of the chapter outiines these descriptions by organipng the 

discussion into the following content areas: definitions, steps, use of practice knowledge, 

and activity and communication. 

Towards a Definition of Su~ervision and of Process 

Defining: S u p e ~ k i o n  

Some of the women in this study described supervision very simply: supervision 

is "the hmework around the values and practices of social work"; "a place where 

workers can go . . ." " a  relationship . . ." "an dl-connected picture" and "art." 

When m g  to describe supe~s ion ,  d l  of the women noted hc t i ons  or 

activities of s u p e ~ s i o n  that were sirnilar in the nature of their description. Identifying 

fiinctions of supervision parailels Kadushui's three fûnctions of supervision: education, 

support and administration (Kadushin, 1992). For the women of this study, there are five 

fûnctions. 1 cal1 these functions shared purpose, making space, accountability, leaming, 

and to be the best they can possibly be. The fust, shared purpose, is borrowed from the 
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words of one woman who said, "1 see my supervision as a kind of shared purpose. Being 

a partner with somebody and helping them do the best job they can do." (Margaret) The 

second function of making space refers to how the wornen give their staffroorn to make 

decisions on their own. "My task as a supervisor is to try to enable them to do that work; 

try to make space for them to do that work." To supervise, you need to let people go and 

do their work." The third h c t i o n  is accountability in aIl of its many forms. This means 

setting goals, "working with SELE to rnonitor what they do, obtaining outcomes" and 

"assist(ing) staff to complete their rasks." The fouah h c t i o n  is Ieaming. This theme 

refers to the supervisor's responsibilities "to teach, coach, drive, ulsistyy; "help people use 

techniques or toois" and give feedback via '%onstructive criticism." The nfth and last 

function also borrows the words of two tvornen - "to be the best they can possibly be." 

(Denise Legrand and JO). This theme notes that the supervisor's primary goal is to "to 

support" and "to build on their strengths." 

Defininn Process 

The process of supervision was described by the women in some simple ways - as 

''the recipe," "a two-way street," "stages," "steps," and c~conversation." Others painted a 

more interpretive picture of themselves in the role of supervisor as a way to explain their 

process: "1 might be the director of a movie"; "1 am a gatekeeper"; "I'm nothing more 

than a sounding board"; ccI'd be an orchestra conductor" or ccI'm looking for a path. When 

we haven't found that path . . . we keep openhg up doors. Like the Price is Right-" It was 

clear, early on, that ccprocess" \vas a complex term that the women stniggled to d e h e  or 

describe. Many times, the language a woman had at her disposd was not able to capture 
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what she meant succinctly. Some of the women resorted to telling me a story about an 

interaction or an event to describe their meaning. 

Still others, in their attempts to make their descriptions richer and more 

understandable, used the following types of descriptors: "(Process) is more than what 

appears at face value" and "it feels as if there are two of us w o r b g  on a puzzle.'' One 

woman descnbed her process as "having teaY7 with her supervisee, "having a whale of a 

good t h e .  Perhaps a debate about something, papers, diagrarns everywhere." Another 

said she was "seeding ideas." Process as an activity was described as "the way rhings 

work"; "gohg fiom one to ten and seeing things fiom beginning to end"; "a regular 

interaction of sorne sori" and "down steps, up steps, parallel steps, circuiar. It's just kind 

of whirling them around." 

niree of the women in the study also used the term ccprocess" to explain the 

"processing of conversations." This experience was dinerentiated fiom simply "taking 

about" something. Judy described ccprocessing something (as rneaning) there is 

resolution" of a particular issue. "Process training" was described by another as "a kind 

of training that they (the supervisees) need to develop that you don? skip around, that 

you go through it, that you take it through." (Margaret) She m e r  stated: 

Supervisees have a tendency to come in and say "things are fine, the 

client's fine, everything's fine without explaining what that means. When 

things are h e  I want to know what they 've done, how they 've come to 

that conclusion - that t b g s  are fine. So how do they know it? And 1 

think they need to be asking what that means before they dra-vv that 
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conclusion. Ofien supenisees just skip ri& through that. 1 have a 

problem with that because they haven't processed that. (Margaret) 

A different perspective is given fiom a woman who sees this type of "processing" activity 

being partïcular to women: 

1 guess it is the same way 1 might think if I was going to buy a garment. 1 

don? just try it on. I look at the seams, see how it's put together, see how 

well it's made, what the linings iike - all those things. I'm looking at the 

process - the gannent being what it is. Men will put it on to see how it fits, 

colour, you know, the basic. He's not likely to look to see if there are extra 

buttons, how the seams are made. 

And: 

1 think women literally do what 1 c d  process relationships. They think 

about them, take them apart, they mentally process them. A woman is 

more likely to process it through her own head - lookïng for the subtleties? 

the hidden meanings. (Tortue) 

These wornen seem to perceive ccprocess" as an investigation. They sort through the 

complex natures of the conversations brought to them to get to the core of what the 

person is p i n g  to say. They do this step by step, working their way towards 

understandhg for both themselves and their supervisees. - 
The women described their process of social work supervision as a series of steps, 

stages or like following a recipe - carefdiy attending to one ingredient at tirne. Even the 



women who did not specifically identiQ their process using the above words still 

descnbed rheir process in list-like fashion, noting points of importance, means to an end 

or specific activities or questions when they were asked about the makeup of their 

supervision process. AU of their explanations were presented in a step-by-step fashion- 

When the women of this study were asked to  elaborate on their steps, rhey 

responded with abundant descriptions presented almost as _pidelines for the reader on 

"how to do it." An example for each woman is given below. These examples are 

organized into categories that I have cailed steps in adminimation and steps of 

interaction. The steps of interaction are M e r  broken down into steps of skill 

development; steps to cl- problems; circular steps; steps in developing relationship 

and steps of the bigger picture. One woman said, "There are many ways (to get them to 

get the point) -just like with clients." The women of this study proved this comment to be 

very tme. The examples that follow are. in some cases paraphrased as the narrative that 

elaborated upon the details of the steps was ofien in story or example form. 

"Process" was defhed by some of the women as the administrative part of their 

work. One woman described the universaliiy of administrative steps in the following 

quotation: 

When I think of process, I think of steps - someone teaching you that 

when you supervise someone you give them regular feedback, specifics 

about the kinds of things you're concemed abou& positive feedback and 
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then one time per year you summarize bat. Steps that are common 

regardless of who is doing the supervision. (Fay) 

Others noted the importance of doing and achieving outcornes, documentation, knowing 

and understanding the importance of policies and procedures, learning plans, goal-setting, 

forma1 evaluations of supervisees. and evaluating their own process of supervision. "If 

it's not working, you need to be changing." One other woman noted the connection 

between agency philosophy, personal philosophy and legislation. 

S u p e ~ s i n g  means obsewing that people have the sk iho  equipment, 

environment, training and support to do their job according to o u  policies 

and procedures (legislation) following the philosophy of the agency. 

Either helping people meet that or letting them know they haven't met that 

and set some new goals. (Brooke) 

Another noted the differences in the two types of process: 

There are two different types of process - informational (how the 

organization runs, fünduig information, etc.) and an exploring process. 

Informational is perhaps a lot easier unless you're deding with somebody 

who thùiks they know and then you're combining both - gettùig them to 

understand as weil a s  giving them information. (Tortue) 

S t e ~ s  of Interaction 

The main focus when describing steps was on the interactional parts of 

supervision and the importance of performing these interactions in a sequence of some 

kind The voices of all of the women tak  about seps - one after another. Each 



24 1 

description concentrates on a different end result and explicates a particular process to get 

there. 

S t e ~ s  of SkiIl Development 

This first woman descnbes her process steps that focus on ski11 development and 

detennining how involved she needs to be in guiding the work of her supervisee. 

The fïrst thing we do is talk about it. We t a k  about the concept (of 

something) before meeting with the client. We talk about what it is. vhat 

does it mean to hem, what does it mean to me, what expenences have 

they had with it (positive and negative)? Then we talle about how (to do 

something) with a client. 1 might role play; 1 might intemipt. How much 1 

do of each depends on the levei of experience of the person that I'm 

working with and their learning objectives. (Bonnie) 

Another woman descnbed her process of skiu development f?om the beginning of 

a conversation about a case or issue, following it through to action: 

1 expect them to corne with an issue or 1 pick an issue. Usually just one. 1 

do one at a time. So I would tak it out with them. (Uses an example) We 

would taik about what the issue was. 1 would process that with them. Ask 

questions. We wodd t a k  it through, process it to options. Then then 'how 

are you going to test it out?' (Judy) 

One of the women used a book as an example of her process. The description of 

the book contents delineates the steps in ski11 development she believed to be important; 
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1 believe that social work is at the same state that medicine might have 

been, I don? know? one hudred and fZiy years ago. There's a book called 

Clinical Science and S ymptomatology by Hamilton and Baiiey. It was 

created for doctors before there were such things as x-rays. It taught them 

to use their senses to do something evaluative and then be able to treat 

their patients. 1 believe that well-trained social workers are at that kind of 

stage because there's no x-ray to show someone's huaing inside or that 

they've suffered a loss or are stniggling with certain kinds of pro blems. 

It's the sensitivity and the skill which a social worker is able to establish - 

some kind of rapport with a client that enables them to make those kuid of 

diagnoses and help. Maybe at some point there will be an x-ray that shows 

grief or loss or some kind of experience as a child that colours dieir life. 

To be able to apply those skills in that kind of fashion, make good 

judgments about what rnight be happening in this person's Me, to test 

them out and then help them look at where they go from here. I think it's 

an extremely sensitive person who can apply their skiils to look beneath 

the skin to Say "What's happening here?' Sorne of it is teachable and some 

of it is art. . . This is all  process. (Janette Edmund) 

Steps to C1a.x-i- ProbJems 

This next wornan describes her process steps as both partialking the problem and 

developing a clarity of focus: 
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We scheduie an appointment or somebody waiks in and says, '1 have an 

issue. I need to tdk  about it with yod. Fim we iden- the issue. What 

are the components? What is the point of the conversation? What are we 

trying to achieve in this conversation? Let's discuss the issue and the 

totality - what are al1 the pieces of it? What has happened? Who's 

involved? You know, what are the elements? 

have happen to move it in whatever direction 

(Sam 1) 

And what do we need to 

we need to move the issue? 

These next two sets of steps wait for a problem to arise before sening a process of 

carefui consideration, new interpretations and teaching by exarnple in motion. Both 

examples focus on the use of questions. The first example concentrates on future steps: 

Taking t ime to develop trusting relationships. Then waiting for the nght 

moment, an opportunity. And a whole lot of thinking about it before 

approachulg the person about the issue in the nght way - refhmhg and 

Iooking ahead. Asking questions and allowing a certain amount of choice. 

And using stories. People seem to respond well to stories. (Sam II) 

The second exarnple concentrates on how the person got to the place they are in at the 

present time: 

1 would want to pinpoint what the situation was; saying OK, we were 

discussing this thing. This is what your reaction was- You know, I'm not 

reaiiy sure why you reacted that way. Can you help me understand? @e) 



244 

CircuIar Steps 

Three women spoke about their steps as being circdar in nature. One of them 

defined three steps in her process circle with clear themes of teaching the skills and then 

allowing the supervisee the fieedorn to test out those learnings; 

First of a.ü you teach, then you allow the worker to work And you're 

always available to help and then you provide e2ctra leaming and teaching. 

And how you do that, where you get the information to know where and 

when to do that is by phoning your clients, doing home visits, t a h g  to 

peers, asking them. That's the third part of the circle. (Brooke) 

A second participant also noted a circular nature in her process steps, adding an 

importance of focus on strength, a hands-on abiiity and asking questions: 

We talk and then we go out in the field together. 1 ask what they want 

feedback on. 1 think 1 know what their strengths and weaknesses are so 1 

focus on that. T ' e n  we spend time tallcing about how that went. (Rae) 

The third speaks about a step-by-step process that she identified once people understand 

their position. This process appears to be circular in nature as well. 

I've never broken it down into identifjklg the steps. 1 guess i f s  that 

inherent kind of thing that you've learned over the years that you do 

through the one-to-one meetings and finding out if these people are 

independent thinkers - if these are people once they understand what the 

job's about, how they would go about it. Then, support and 

encouragement. And then, when they make their fïrst big mistake, they are 

waitîng to see what that would look like. 'So, now are you going to tell me 
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what to do?' And then its back again and there seems to be that level of 

trust and confidence that's been built up through that. (Lee) 

Steps in Developino Rdationshi~s 

Others spoke about steps in developing relationships with their supervisees. This 

woman used steps that connected her developing relationships with her supervisees with 

the demands of both supervisory and s u p e ~ s e e  positions. 

The ikst thing 1 try to do is try to get to know somethùig about the 

individuals I'm working with. 1 watch people. One of the ways to 

s u p e ~ s e  is to watch how people work Once you know how they work 

and what their responsibilities are, then you can start t a b g  about what 

you think are the most important aspects of the job and what are the 

pnorities of the organization and how that fits with how you do the job. 

Then there's some red specifics that you need to discws Iike the pnorities 

of the job, the goals for that job and changes. pay) 

This next description describes an innoductory process to an agency and the developing 

of a beginning relationship: 

The (first) steps are just an introduction and a meeting of two individuals. 

Then we get the typical broader orientation and people give you lots of 

feedback on that. You are both trying to feel each other out to see who the 

other is. And then we probably get more formai when it cornes to specinc 

job descriptions and outcomes and a rather systematic way of looking at 

goals, activities and outcomes. (Lee) 
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Steps of Collective Decision-Makinq 

Other women saw their process and the seps within as culminating in collective 

decision-making. This fist example is a very detailed one that explainç steps of 

expectations for the s u p e ~ s o r  herself and for her supervisees: 

The e s t  thing I try to do is be very clear about what 1 see my role as 

being. 1 think the managers respond positively to this idea of me being in a 

support role and needing information fkom them so that 1 c m  access 

resources or be a support for them. 17m also very clear that they are my 

prionty. I am available and accessible. I follow up quickly and I'm 

consistent with that, so they respond. 1 go to them, I go out (to the field). 1 

do that intentionally. 1 give them information. 1 ask questions, probe, 

compare notes and respect that person's expertise and their *en&. 1 

encourage discussion, curiosity and comment. 17m persistent about 

refiaming and getting away fiom nit-picking, debating good guys and bad 

guys-(Jo) 

The importance of collective decisionmaking coupled with developing a climate 

of encouragement and safety to talle are the points in this example: 

Getting them to taik to me fïrst and tell me where they're coming fiom - 

what's their issue. If I've asked for the meeting, 1 may be the one to 

identify why we're meeting. Giving them the oppominity to do some 

brainstomiing or to do some input fist. Somewhere dong the way, we do 

some t a h g  back and forth, some brainstorming about possible 

approaches, possible ways of looking at things. 1 think the oppominity to 
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throw out al1 sorts of possibilities from both sides . . . because what's 

comfortable for me is not necessarily comfortabie for you. So we need to 

look for, not only acceptable ways of doing somethuig but whatever works 

for the person who is dohg it. I don? think you are looking for a solution 

(in the process). When you're taking about the more personal aspect of 

how somebody approaches and deals with something, there's multitudes 

of possibilities. You're going to be looking for those multitudes of ways- 

Each situation isn't that clear cut and there-s going to be all sorts of 

individual circurnstances attached to that situation. (Tortue) 

T'lis final description is more general, encompassing many dinerent situations. 

The woman here seems to be describing steps in a process that set a tone or create a 

culture for generating collective ideas: 

Spending quite a bit of time together, s h a ~ g  information back and forth. 

A lot of brainstorming, time spent together on how we could approach a 

client differently. Sitting down in my office, talking about strategies, 

philosophies, ethical issues. Asking them what they think. People have 

great and wonderful ideas. Just giving them the oppoaunity to talk about 

them, making them feel comfortable enough that they're wiiling to share 

some of their ideas and using some of their ideas. Me coming back and 

saying . '1 tried thatY.(Margaret) 
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Steps of the Bigger Picture 

Taking a different focus, this woman described her steps as a movement from a 

concentration on her supervisee's self development through his or her professional 

developrnent and then on to COI~UI~LU&Y and societal responsibilities: 

The process of social work supe~s ion  would be starting with what is 

crucial for them to know or to leam or to experience in order that they get 

to know the job - which is the job-training part. But I also have, I feel, an 

additional very strong obligation. That is to help h e m  develop as 

professionais. So? it's a layered thing. You know, from basic knowledge to 

increasing skills. 1 think ethics and advocacy are really important things to 

bring into your supervision. And then, to me, it ' s going beyond the 

experience and skills to professional development - how you cm become 

the person in the field that will actuaily reaiiy influence, reaiiy contribute 

to your cornmunity. You know, through your work. (Denise Legrand) 

Adaptin~ S t e ~ s  to Practice 

The Lists of steps and other guidelines seemed as if it could go on forever. One 

woman summed up her remarks when she said, "1 create my own process that includes ail 

the things 1 have to do." Another said that her process was "co-dy changing because 

(she) was changing and growing." Yet another comment about the necessity of process to 

be adaptable and flexible depending upon the needs of the supervisees was also made. 

"I'll Say it differently to B, who is quieter and who tends to pounce on the first thing you 
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Say or to T, whose feelings are easily hurt. I want to make sure that the fïrst thing I Say is 

really, really clear. I also like to do it as soon as possible." (Fay) 

Connections Between Steps 

The women also noted that their steps were "steps to reach something" and one 

went on to Say that "it's not just the end product of why you hired somebody but it's 

(aiso) seps in their personal lives - trainhg steps, developmental steps, maninty steps." 

This overlap in "lives" and how being a social worker cannot be seen separare and apart 

fkom who they are was also noted for the supervisor when one woman said' "it's very 

hard to separate rny process nom me, my practice. They're ail integrated." Each of these 

steps is important but the connection between the steps was descnbed as more important 

by many of the women. This "comection" between steps was described as a "circle", "a 

long relationship that . . . is circular and cornes back to that point again" and as the 

c'stufP' in the space between the steps. One woman cailed this connection of steps, "the 

getting there" and said, "1 think that (this focus on connection) gives people a chance to 

Jcind of develop and be appreciated for the unique thuigs they bring to their practice." 

(Janette Edmund) Another woman called it c'engagernent'' in the process. She felt 

strongly that "people that struggle as therapists and as supervisors that don? have a sense 

of when to do what are focussing on the (so-called) fourteen steps that (some) book says. 

They can do the fourteen steps but they don? engage with anybody." (Bonnie) 

Two women called this comection or engagement w i t b  their process and 

between people - "arC' One said that art is '?he smoothness and the finesse of making 

something very, very difncult corne across very simply." (Bonnie) She felt that skius 
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codd be taught but art was something else. A person might be able to learn the art of 

good supervisory practice fiom watching others but this, she felt was not a guarantee. 

h o t h e r  woman delineated between the "art" and the "science" of sociai work- The 

"science of social work and sociai work supervision lays out some k e w o r k  and the 

how-tos about how you approach something,' said Janette Edmund. She d s o  said, "How 

you take that and make it your own, how you use yourself in work with people either 

clients or people you s u p e ~ s e  is part of the art." 

The women may define their end resdt differently but the way in which they 

tackle their work and the demands of their supenrisory practice are sirnilar - through the 

use of a variety of steps, as outlined above. 

U s i w  Social Work Practice in Supervision 

efining "In the Field" 

All of the women interviewed for this study expenenced the "hands on" work of 

social work, either before becoming a supervisor or dong with their supewisory 

positions. They called this being involved "in the field." Each of them continues to be 

involved "in the field" in some way. They d e h e  thÏs continuing connection in a variety 

of ways. Some of their explanations of what this meant are: providing a direct service to a 

client or clients, making connections in their working communities, and going out on 

home visits with their staff. They are ofken the ones who end up t W g  with the very 

troubled, angry or cornplaining client; and the one who goes in when there is an 

emergency or when things are busy. 
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Al1 of the women. except for one, were trained as therapists ( T m  a clinician at 

heart"; "1 used to think there was a difference beiween clinical and administrative work") 

and they use their clinical skills and their clinical training in supervision; 

Like systems theory, like working with a family, there are key things you 

do when you make an assessrnent of a family system. Bomdaries, 

communicatious, decision-making, problem-solving ability, information 

gathering. Being careful not to engage in a therapeutic relationship with 

supervisees. (JO) 

They reco-pked that there were "similarities about how 1 deal with clients and people 1 

supervise but 1 don? treat the people 1 supervise as clients. 1 am very carefiil not to do 

bat." With this statement, they note an important issue in social work. This is the 

inevitability of dual relationships and keeping lines as rlear as possible between work Iife 

and home Me. The stated d e s  are clear but red life is ofien something different. 

Sometimes it is a serious challenge. As one woman described it, "some staff in this office 

are clients too. There but for the grace of God go 1." (Denise Legrand) 

Benefits of 'ln the Field" Work 

The wornen gave many reasons for their involvement. The most important reason 

seemed to be the underlying principle that social work is a human senice: "I've always 

had a handful of clients. 1 like those clients. I'm happy to do it." "You can't divorce 

yourself 5om the field or you are divorcing yourself fkom the job." One woman said that 

other managers she respected "never lost total sight of working with the clients" and 

another reflected that people in supervisory positions who continued client contact were 
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"much more understanding and more humane." They also felt that being involved with 

the field kept them more "reality-based" which to them means more aware of what is 

really happening in the work with clients; "understand(ing) what it's really like at the 

fiont line." "(having) a much better sense of what people (the staff) are up against" and 

"helping people deal with the frustrations of bureaucracy." "You forget what it's like if 

you're not doing it." As well, being out where the actual work is done, they were more 

visible, "the commUILity knows I'm accessible ifthere's an issue with my staff' and they 

were able to get "a better sense of the new developments." "Our socieîy has changed," 

one woman said, "issues have changed. So, if you're not out there, how do you know 

how to help?" 

If the women spent t h e  in the field, they also were able to find out how their 

workers were doing by seeing it for thernselves and getting feedback fiom clients and the 

community. As well, they consider the regular visiting of satellite programs as an 

intentional "in the field" action that is "less threatening." "My going to their office is a 

different message." "1 am very aware of the environment or turf (issues). This gives a 

sense of control to the supe~see." 

Going out in the field a couple of times a year gives me a chance to get 

some very direct feedback. How can yo u understand where your staff are 

at if you don? connect with the people they're connecting with and the 

issues? It's part of the work. (Rae) 

Other women pointed out how the benefits of being in the field worked to their own 

advantage as welI. One said; ''1 don? think you wouid be able to keep yourself off that 

ivory tower trip if you didn't connect with what I c d  the real world which is the client 
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world. (Tortue) She went on to Say that "many ievels up, (we) don3 even know what the 

client iooks iike. (We) could be fooied by those who have good verbal skills and nothing 

behind it," Another wornan said that involvement with the "hands on work" of social 

work was important for her because she "could not stand the feeling of ever s u p e ~ s i n g  

somebody and them saying you have no idea what you are taiking about because you 

ain't never been there." (Brooke) Going out in the field penodically ailows you to see for 

yourself. There was sensitiviv to the fact that some staffrnight be nervous about an "in 

the field" focus but the benefits. they agreed, seemed to outwei-& the drawbacks. 

B d a i n i n ~  Ourselves 1: Stories. Examples. Metaphors 

1 started asking about stories and storytelling in the very f k t  three-hour 

interview. This was because it seemed to me that the woman 1 was interviewing was 

telling s t o k  to me. She used examples of situations she had expenenced in the past to 

explain what she rneant or to give more detail to a word or phrase. She brought these 

examples to He by repeating or creating actual conversation that took us through an 

interaction between two people. She used metaphors to represent concepts when she 

struggled to fmd the words to describe something. An example of this follows: 

Question: How do you know that that relationship is there? 

Answer : A lot of it is just through a sense in the room, the way we 

tdk about things, the openness and the willingness on both parties, 1 think, to 

explore any option. The opposite to that is when the relationship isn't there and 

you could cut the air with a knife - or whatever that expression is. I'm pulling, 

they're resistant. I'm asking, nothing's coming. (The sense in the room) is a fiee- 
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flowing . "WeII- I've got four more ideas and I'm wondering about this: and 

that's good' have you tried that before?'And it's that fiee-flowing kind of "what 

do you think of the damage of this one? Or what do you think? Back and (forth). 

(Lee> 

I asked her ifshe used stories in supervision and she said, "Oh yes, and probably at my 

going away luncheon 1 wiU be roasted for (she laughs) sharing too many stories (laughter 

again)." When we met for the second conversational interview, she said that the question 

about using stories surpnsed her because she did not think she had identified her use of 

stories to me before. She said, "It's a revelation. Jane knows me that weil? 1 wonder how 

she knew that 1 tell stories?" 

M e r  receiving this response. 1 asked ail of the women, in either the fimt or 

second conversational interview, if they used stories and storyteiling even when teliing 

stories or giving examples was not so obvious. Three of the wornen initia& said they did 

not use stories but right after sayïng this, they went on to expiain that they used 

"metaphors" and ccexamples" and tdked about using them regdarty. One said she didn't 

think she used stories because she didn't feel she had "a huge wealth of stones to draw 

upon." (JO) Another said, ccstories don't have a big role in what 1 do. But I do have a lot 

of metaphors and exarnples that I share at times with people I'm s u p e ~ s i n g  and 

sometirnes 1 use thern as examples of situations they can relate to." (Bonnie) The third 

woman said: 

1 don't believe 1 do (use stories). 1 was thioking about that because it's 

very powemil and I c a d t  say that 's necessariiy part of rny style. Maybe 
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it's not storytelling per se but bringing examples, or, you know, somebody 

else's story. (Denise Legrand) 

One other woman called her use of stories, -'scenarios." (Brooke) It seemed that the use 

of the word "story" had different connotations. Regardless of what name is used, the 

women clearly utilized some process of narration for a variety of reasons and in a 

multitude of ways. They did this simply because over the years they experienced stones 

for themselves and they saw how stories worked with others. 

What Telling: Stories Means to Us 

"A story tells us whar huppened (or will happen or is happening) : telhg stories is 

a way of sharing information. But a story is aiso an interpretation, a way of explauiing the 

meaning of what happened . . ." (McCall, 1989: p. 40). (Emphasis made by author in 

text .) 

The women in this study agree with thÏs statement. One woman put it well when 

she said "the story is not the purpose. It's a sto- to achieve a purpose. I rnight recail the 

specific interchange but not necessarily the specifics of the story. It's secondary to where 

we're going - the point of t e b g  it." (lanette Edmund) Another woman said; '1 am a real 

story person. 1 think it's a sign of old age." (Sam II) Another said people ask her to tell 

stones and said, "1 thought it was more my style. Sometimes 1 get interesthg reactions 

(when 1 tell a story). Sometimes 1 don't know if people just think I'm weird." (Lee) 

Some of the women had no real sense of how they staaed telling stones; ''1 have 

no idea where 1 leamed them." Others knew that they iiked stories thernselves and 

learned fiom them. "Storytelling is reiatively new to me within the past ten years." ''1 
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heard more peoples' stones and 1 thought, T m  really ieaniing sornething here'." One 

woman delibera~ely watched others te11 stories and how "they could draw people into 

their story. Then I looked at the other person's reaction and 1 really felt the people 

listening were ri-@ there in the story." (Margaret) From that experience. she said she 

started to incorporate stories into both her therapeutic and her supervisory practice. Still 

another woman mused that she used stories because "I'm a very experiential learner. 1 

iearn a lot fkom my p a s  experiences." (&te) 

The Power of Stories 

The reason telling stories, creating metaphors, giving examples or going through 

scenarios works is because they are universal mechanisrns that the "average person can 

relate to. (A story) gets you to look at things in a number of ways. (They) suck you in. A 

good story is passionate. That's the way it has to be." "1 think when you start telling a 

story, people can relate to it in a way they can't when you're tallàng about theory." 

One woman noted that ou-  North American culture does not use story and 

storytelling in the way that other cultures do; '9 don? rhink that the Literate western 

Christian tradition @as) a good understanding of stories - unlike an oral Native tradition 

where people understand that stones have meaning beyond the taie. I don't thuik we 

understand that in our way of viewing the world." (Sam 1) Another said that she used 

Native stories in her repertoire. "There are three stones that I bring in. They are success 

stories that do have a moral. Those stones are soa of the examples of ' t he s  were temble 

and we thought it was impossible but we made it by being creative or bizarrey." (JO) 
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The women told stories about themselves and others. They told stories about 

mistakes and successes. They told universal stories with mords and lessons embedded 

within them. They told stories for many reasons. The way that aones are told was dso 

noted by the majority of the women as being important. Stones have to be interesting and 

able to "suck you in. You either have to get a tear in your eye or a pain in p u r  heart or 

laughter. It has to really . . . as I said at a meeting yesterday - they wanted me to sit on 

this board - and 1 said, 'I'm not tembly articulate but I'm tembly passionate. So that's. . 

to me that's the way it has to be." The women said that the power of a story was in the 

way it was used; to illustrate a point, to create possibilities, to humanize, to make 

connections, to show caring and to understand others. These are described under the 

following categories: 

To nlzrsb-czte a Point 

The women tell stories to make difncult thuigs easier to understand or to help a 

person who is strugghg with a concept understand what they mean or how they want it 

to be done. They tell stones that "have to do with how people can nim things around" and 

"success stories that . . . have a moral." These stones assist people who have not had 

either any expenence or experience with success by "show(ing) them that it has been 

done and it cm be done." One woman spoke about how telling many different stories, 

repeating the same message w i t b  was one way she used to "get the same message, 

particuiarly with someone who is not getting it." (Tortue) 

Other women talked about teaching personal responsibility and self-awareness 

tbrough storytelling. One said she used stories to share "how my values (as I've learned 
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over the yean). my values and beliefs could influence a family or could create some 

judgments. So, it's reai important how we have to be aware of our own stuff." (Judy) 

Another told a story to explain how she wouid use a scenario: 

If I'm talking about d e a h g  with anger and 1 was teaching people who 

were going out and working with the elderly, 1 would use a story 

defitely. 1 wodd say, 'Close your eyes and think about being fifty. And 

think about retiring and kids getting marrïed. You're getting old. Now, 

think sixty-five and you have to quit your job. Now you're eighty - your 

wife is dead, your  ends are dead, two of your kids are dead, your 

mother's dead, your father's dead, your one leg is dead and your one eye. 

How are you feeling? You betcha you're damn angry. And then this 

healthy little twenty-five year old comes tripping into your house and 

touchUlg p u r  stuff and telling you how to bath. Aren't you angsr?' So, 1 

use stories al1 the tirne. (Brooke) 

To Create Possibilities 

One woman said that telling stories dlowed for multiple interpretations. "By 

t e lhg  stories you allow the person to personally relate to the issue that you're discussing 

and also to correct you in your assumptions." (Fay) And another woman made a similar 

comment: 

1 thuik it ailows people to get away f?om 'you're t e h g  me' or 'you're 

directhg me'. It gives an example in a .  . . less intrusive way - getting 
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them to h o u ;  what 1 need to have done and ailowing them to think about 

something in a different way. (Lee) 

Othee said they use stories to teach or to help fïnd a solution to a paaicular 

problem. One woman said she used examples fkom past situations Yo get some ideas of 

alternative ways to deal with difficult situations or when they are having difficulty Mrh 

sornething." She said "1 would describe the events in a soa of story format." (Rae) 

Tu Humanize 

The women told stories about themselves: "my mistakes, my leamings, my 

suc ces ses^" "my s u p e ~ s i o n  past and how and why I'm asking those questions and 

describing what that men t  for me and how 1 leamed fkom that." They told stories about 

themselves because "people really do relate beaer if they know you have some 

expenence." 

They felt that a story "opens up communication and if it's something about yoy 

revealing. opening up. People Iike that . . ." "1 know 1 use personal stories (to) have 

them understand that I'm human." One woman said that her basic intention behind 

storytelling was to let people know, "You don't live in an ivory tower somewhere - 

you've been there. You know how it feels." (Tortue) The women seemed to be saying 

that telling stories is a way to tell people about lessons they've leamed, how they were 

leamed and how the leaming of the lesson benefits their life now. It sounded like 

modeling how to take chances and the importance of being creative and tnrsting yourself. 

"We'd t a k  about how to approach the situation so hopefully the stafTwouId go away 

with an example of how to do it. It's (almost role playing)." Storytelling also c m  be used 
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as -'mutuai support . . . taking about their experiences. There are aiways things for people 

to l e m  fiom." 

To Make Connections 

The connections that a story makes are connections between people in different 

hierarchical positions. One woman said she used a story when she "wanted to connect 

with someone? (Tortue) Another said: 

1 think (storytelling) breaks down barriers and puts me more equal - to see 

that I've smogled through my career. 1 thuik it really equalizes and 1 think 

it makes them feei better too. We ail have to learn so it creates sorne safety 

in that for them to leam and look at themselves. (Judy) 

And connections between theory and practice: 

When you tell a story, you are taking about something real (or maybe not) 

that happened to someone. It takes the theory and grounds it in something 

more dynamic than a textbook or working it through on your own. (Janette 

Edmund) 

Another womau spoke about the connections that were necessary to make between the 

story you were t e h g  and the point you were trying to make. She felt that ''what I7m 

taiking about isn't going to matter to that peson unless they can relate to it. So, I'Ll bring 

a few examples that 1 think relate to them." She said that this method dowed her 

supervisees to create "personal meaning in what we are t a h g  about." (Fay) 
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To Show Caring 

There are multiple ways these women show caring through storytelling and story. 

They tell stones to "calm people down," "as a way to Say somerhing dEcult," "an easier 

way to share a mistake," "to sway people," to "normaiize things for people (iike with 

sexuai abuse). It's not so scary or so awful for people to deal wirh a story." One woman 

said that storytehg addresses the pieces" of a situation. (Janette Edmund) 

Others emphasize the need for a vehicle for "passion to motivate through these stories - 

passion in the story and the way the story is told." (JO, Brooke) 

To Understand Others 

They tell stories about other people: "1 also tell other's stories related to what 

someone else said. (1 taLk about) how (these people) arrived at decisions or their 

perceptions; showing different sides of people's personalities in a positive way." These 

laiter examples sound Iike a form of meta-communication; heiping people understand 

how communication and decision-making work and telling the information in a digestible 

form - a story. 

Storytellin~ Advice 

The women suggested some cautionary notes about stories and storyteliing. 

"Keep it short. It's important to look at who you are working with." Choose stones "they 

cm relate to." "Be aware of (your) own SM so it doesn't go over into the client's stuff." 

''Don't tak about your own issues." If you teII stories too much. ccpeople's eyes glaze 
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over when you get into stories. Oh. there she goes again'." They felt that doing these 

things could potentially take away fiom the power of stories. 

One wornan said that she knew her storyteiling technique was working when "a 

person 1 am supervising (uses) a story I've told them or a Ianguage I've used. They'Il Say, 

'1 decided to use that story and it worked.' That person, 1 believe has taken rny words as 

their own and now they are saying them in perhaps a slightly different way." (Lee) One 

other woman pointed out that the ultimate task of teliing stories in supervision was "to 

draw the staff out in rems of their own story." (Sam 1) She felt that when that happened, 

M e r  credence was given to the power of the use of story. 

All of the steps of supervision, and the stories that are told within these steps, 

require the use of communication skills: talking, asking questions and listening as well as 

observing and interpretation. The wornen spoke about al1 of these vehicles. They are 

separated in this section of the chapter but in real life al i  of them are inter-comected. 

Denise Legrand described these Iayers of connectedness when she descnbed the 

communication tasks of her job: 

You know, just Iike in your own social work practice, you leam the skills 

of picking up people's underlying, you know, feelings, even if they're not 

saying in it words. Being perceptive to people's concems; making sure 

everybody gets Iistened to, everybody gets heard. And 1 guess part of the 

skill is to figure out how to present t b g s  to people in apositive light even 

if it's not the best news. 
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Fay made a similar statement. 

I make cornments. 1 ask questions and check up on things aftenvards too. 

Even if 1 don3 need to be because I think then they know that I listened 

and that I have some interest in what their work life is. 

Tdking 

The raw materials of supervision are words. People meet together and talle about 

specific issues and they use language in order to get their points across. The women of 

this study talked with their supervisees at formal or stmctured times and infomdiy - like 

a chat in the hall or kibitzing in the coffee room. In either case, they carefully considered 

their words and how they spoke - "I'm not just casually conversing," said one of the 

women. They used rheir training as social workers to enhance their communication with 

others. "I mean I'm using the kinds of skills I learned in rny social work training - you 

know: the active liçtening, the reflecting back - so 1 understand the conversation." 

Social work does have a Ianguage of its own. This was noted by one woman when 

she was tallcing about her experience supervising people outside the social work 

profession. 

One of the things (about) supervising people who are non social workers is 

language. Holy crow! We have jargon and words that we as social workers 

use to comect. Others are O ften not understanding the meaning or the 

power of the words. There's a kind of p d e  about i t  (Janette Edmund) 
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There are aiso benefits of this similari- - "One of the real joys of working with sociai 

workea (is that) most of us corne &om a similar background in terms of values and what 

we think is important." 

The majority of the women talked about positively reframing both conversation 

and experiences. "Instead of saying ' they 're bad and we're good' , 1 refiame it into 

'boundaries are closed and here are some apprclaches we can take to learn more about 

each other and break some of that down'." 'Tm persistent about refiaming and getting 

away from nit-picking - debating good guys and bad g y s .  I fmd that very draining 

because it resulis in sarcasm, curt comments, anger, interruptions and silence." 

"Sometimes I can pick up whateverys irritating (the group) and put it in a more neutral 

environment." 

All of the women spoke about ha\-@ a very "~traightfonvard~~ manner when they 

spoke. "I'm very straightforward." "My style is straightforward and i f s  honest. 1 just 

don7t do well with a lot of manipulation." "It's just us being very fiank with each other." 

Some women gave examples or scenarios to describe these straightforward contacts with 

their supenrisees. One woman saw her stlaightforward style as teachuig others how to 

work well. "1 try to demonstrate to people (that) by being straighforward and clear and 

honest you don? die." (JO) 

The majority also noted the importance of stopping to ‘talle about the way we are 

tallàng to each other" and "derstanding the meaning behind the words we use." "Very 

ofien we're tallcing about sirnilar things and (using) diEerent kinds of language." One 

woman noted the importance of understanding the "power of the words" we use and 

another said she sometimes "writes scripts" if she is particularly concemed about what 
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needs to be said. (Denise Legrand) The power of the way we talk to each other was also 

noted by Sam II when she said "1 always think about the person that I'm tallcing to and 

somerimes I'll wait, Io ll actually time it differently. If 1 know they 've had a bad morningz 

I'U wait. Or if I'm r e d y  upset, 1% try and calm d o m  a bit before I speak to them." 

Margaret! when she was taking about gender in supervision. mused about the power of 

"not taking." This reference has universal application. She said: "A lot of times you 

don? Say things. For whatever reason, acceptance, whatever. Buf you know, 1 think that 

happens. That's the biggest area - not saying things because you know you' re womed 

about what the other person might tfiink or whatever." 

Al1 of the women were asked how they encouraged the sharing of information and 

they responded in similar ways to these comments. "Taking the written piece of 

information that one has, discussing it, talking about it and whether we agree, disagree, 

parts we like, parts we don? like. A back and forth kind of h g .  I share my enhsiasm 

and pull them into the process." (Lee) Another woman said, "1 encourage discussion, 

curiosity, comment." They d l  did this encouraging in many of the ways that have aheady 

been described and through asking questions. 

The women asked probing questions to get details and fil1 in possible gaps. "1 

would ask them what they talked about, what did they do, was the client upset, what was 

the content of the conversation? 1 ask those questions to make sure that they haven't 

missed anything." They ask questions that stnve to make connections between the 

unspoken, the forgotten or the avoided: "Be able to ask sornething that trigger(s) 
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something else." They dso ask questions to build comection between themselves and 

their own responsibilities and their s ta f f  and the development of joint responsibility: "One 

of the things I've seen myself do is hear everybody's issue and strategize - What can I 

do about this?' Then, 'What can we change about what we are doing?"' 

They gave many examples of the kinds of questions they used to promote 

understanding and open up communication. Some of these are: "Cm you help me 

understand?" "I'm not redy sure why you reacted that way?"'How will you test it out?" 

"1s there some other way you could have approached it?" "What wodd you do different 

next the?" "What does that mean?" "What can we change about what we are doing?" 

Aiso, "What is your reaction to this situation now and how will it affect others? What do 

you need to do about that piece?' And, "What do you want fiom me?' 

They realize that c o m m ~ c a t i o n  between people has many potential problems so 

they don't make assumptions or act without adequate information. They get that 

information by asking questions; "Sometimes, somebody cornes to me about something 

an employee has done and I go to them to t& about i t  1'11 ask them what happened, why 

they did something. I don? jump to conclusions." 

Question: How do you h d  out the hidden things? 

Answer: S ornerimes by accident - you get cornplaints or 

compliments. I guess by asking or trying to ask the right kinds of questions and 

having ches that there mi& be more to it than I'm told. (Rae) 

Maintaining focus on their responsibility for their supervisees and clients is noted with 

two comments. One woman noted that "1 think we can have more conversations where 

they need to be asking more questions" and another recognized that "the hard work for 
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me is to be receptive and try and ask the kinds of questions that help them gain insight 

into their own practice." 

Listening 

Listening is another part of the process of social work supervision that the women 

of this study noted as  being a very important one. They felt that listening is a way to get 

to know people. 

When you fusr pet to know people, you have to spend time listenim, 

watching and asking questions - not t e h g .  It's a learning process and 

your part is to figure out how they work. It takes years to figure out the 

idiosyncrasies of another person. 1 think one thing about supervision and 

supervishg well is tirne. It takes a long time to do it. (Tortue) 

Listening is aiso a way to find out about a person in a particular situation; "Listening to 

the descriptions of what they saw, what they think goes on, tells me a little more about 

them as well as a Iittle about that moment in time." Listening was described by one 

woman as being able to weave a little magic and assist in the resolution of a problem - 

without speaking a word: 

1 have people who are just brilliant. They Say '1 have to tell you about this 

absolute mess'. And by the end of the sentence, they Say, '1 think this is 

what I'm going to do'. They have their own answer. But if they weren't 

able to Say it out loud . . .I don't know if it's the look in my eyes, some 

little magic there . (Denise Legrand) 
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The women of the study also felt that the supervisor who has the ability to listen 

also was able to give the speaker some insight into themselves as well: 'T think iistening 

is a really important part of how you develop your leadership style. Hearing what people 

need, acknowledging their issues - no matter how off the wall it might seem." "Being a 

patient and sympathetic listener . . . even if 1 don3 have a brilliant solution to their 

dilemma" is also very important as welI as knowing that listening can be a good enough 

end in itself. "I definitely take care to Iisten and 1 don3 pretend I know everything." 

The importance of making sure people hem you was also noted as being able to 

be done by "the comments 1 make. Sometimes il's so complex that 1 have to stop people 

and be really literal- you told me this . . . and then 1'11 Say it back." "One woman noted 

that Iistening can also be used as a tool for understanding, especidy if one redizes "it's 

not about nght and wrong. It's (really) about whatever reason they are not Iistening to 

you." (Lee) 

&@in? a Context f ~ r  Communication 

Communication between people happens within a certain atmosphere. The 

women of this study spoke about how the actual activities of communicating - tallcing, 

asking questions and listening occurred within a context that was created by emphasizing 

particular foci. The ones they mentioned were observing the unspoken, understanding the 

meaning behind communication, the importance of humour, apology, acceptance and 

attitude and an atrnosphere of forgiveness around the making of inevitable mistakes. 

Together. al l  of these components create an atmosphere that stimulates communication 

between people. 
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Observing and Undersranding 

Observing supervisees was noted as a 3nethod" or technique of supervision. "One 

of the ways to supervise is to ci-atch how people work. h d  once you know how they 

work and what the& responsibilities are because a supervisor doesn't have to know 

everybody's job. But you do have to understand the nature of it." 

Understanding what has been communicated uses the information gathered 

through ai l  the above methods and adds the spice of interpretation to the mùr. The wornen 

in rhis m d y  were very interested in "understanding the meaning behind the words we 

use" noting that "very often weyre talking about simïIar things but using different 

language." Meta-co~ll~llunication or talking about how we communkate with oneanother, 

is also a component of the s u p e ~ s o r y  process of these women, "Sometimes we have to 

stop and talk about the way we are taking to each other" because "some people are 

delivering the message they need to deliver in different ways." The understanding of 

what people bring to their jobs and how it helps and hinders, as well as the history of the 

organization and the job, is also important; "The other part (of process) is probably 

histories of both people withui the organization and reputation." 

Humour 

The wornen noted that humour played an important role in their supervisory 

practice, "a big part of supervision is humour." This was noted as being very important 

for a number of reasons. One was to create an atmosphere of enjoyment of the work. 

Learning hm to be fun, humorous, chdenging, creative and when it is, it's 

rnagical. Role-plays to experience what people are most worried about; the 
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playfulness of the ~vork (metaphors and strategies) are what really resonate 

for me. This gives engagement at two levels - the verbal and the 

nonverbal. (Bonnie) 

Another reason was related to the times in this work when the stories or the problems are 

extremely fiightening or difficult. &'The humour (I use) is offbeat. Sometïmes it's got to 

be a bit bizarre to get in there and take the tension barn the situation." (Tortue) 

Apolagy, Acceptance and Attitude 

Apology and taking responsibility is another: Y apologize quicker than most." "1 

tend to own a Lot." Showing acceptance is another way to stimulate the process and create 

a culture with that same value. "How do 1 show acceptance? It dl sou& so simplistic. . . 

by acting interested in hem, by being available to them, that's how. 1 show I care even 

down to how (I) greet them." 

Throughout the conversations that 1 had with ail of the women, they used "we" 

whenever they spoke about decision-making. They taiked about the need to create strong 

connections and they seemed to "waik this taik" because they emphasized collective 

responsibility and decision-making throughout. They had specific ideas about how to 

create a "tearn" feeling. Their own attitude was important; "1 am very humbled by 

(success) because 1 tnily feel that I had a smali part. It's tnily the creativity, commïtment 

and support of the staff." How they saw themselves as part of the group was dso 

important. "Supervision is a team effort. Each person has a different role and mine is just 

one of those roles. It's just a role that happens to be different than the others. It doesn't 

mean I'm higher than them. The authority part isn't realiy key to me." Diversity and 
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appreciation of differences was dso a benefit, not a liability. 'You look for 

complementarity as t h e  goes on. The kuid of work you are asked to do changes. There 

are a variety of backgrounds and experiences. Togeîher we are strong. Not everybody 

likes each other but there7s no question people have to work together to set that 

standard." One woman summed up this attitude of collectivity when she said: "The team 

is our survivd-" (Denise Legrand) 

Making M'istakes 

To the women of this study, mistakes and risk-taking are to be expected, in fact, 

encouraged. These women feel risk-taking and mistakes go hand in hand with tryùig new 

things. They are also not afÎaid of taking charge or taking the consequences of the 

inevitable risks, 

1 don3 want to be someone who holds people back 1'11 go ahead if 1 think 

there's something a little nsk(y). 1'11 make sure the path is clear. If there's 

a mistake, ['Il support. When something doesn't out in a big way, 1'11 

Say, '1 was part of this decision. 1 gave the go ahead and no' it didn't work 

but k d v e  leamed fiom it'. (Janette Edmund) 

They leamed and continue to leam that there is opportunity in making a mistake - both 

for themselves and for the people they supervise; 

My boss is really good in the sense of, you know, if you make a mistake - 

Oh well, this happens. He says (and 1 hadn't thought rnuch about it) you 

leam far more fiom your mistakes than your successes. (Tome) 

One woman described how she taught others not to fear the making of rnistakes. 
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1 push a lot in supervision about what could be a mistake* sometimes for a 

whoIe hou. We tak  about what could be a mistake you can't ~LY. I try to 

show them you can fix it, hopefûliy, every time. (Judy) 

To these women, supervisees making mistakes waik hand in hand with supervisors being 

challenged or confronted in supervision. "Givuig uiformation is one thing but the moa  

fun is to be challenged on the information." Many of the wornen felt that this was part of 

the dynamic nature of working with others; "we get into passionate arguments." One 

wornan felt that "people feel fiee to disagree wirh me or critique what 1 do. 1 think that's 

a good s i p .  1 can make rnistakes as a s u p e ~ s o r  and leam about that. And because 

people corne to me, I feel good about ail of that." (Fay) The women spoke about wanting 

feedback fkom their supervisees about their process of supervision and getting it. They 

wanted to be seen as open to this type of feedback. They did admit, as this woman did 

that it was difficult; "one of the hardes things to do is examining your own practice and 

self-criticism - or even accepting criticism is hard*" 

The Connections of Supervision 

The fouth part of the framework of supervision is the co~ect ions  of supervision. 

Although the fis& second and third points of this fiamework are able to stand alone - 

necessary and important to the process of social work supervision all by themselves. the 

points are meant to be joined together. The connections between past and present 

experiences with supervision and the many f o m  of content and contexts are muIti- 

layered and overlapping; criss-crossing with each other in a variety of permutations and 

combinations. The effect of this interweavhg is like fabnc that is strengthened by the 
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multiple connecùom and layers of warp and wefi. The women of this study strongly 

identified and repeatedly described the importance of comection in theïr work as 

supenisors. They saw this connection happening in the power of pardlels in their 

process. the creauon of a team, the development of relationships and mentorship. 

Parallels of Process 

P d e l  process is sometimes expenenced in the supervisory context, most ofien 

when there are issues to be resolved. A definition of this process c m  be found in Chapter 

One. hother term, isornorphism, is becoming more common. This term, Like parallel 

process, is a juggling of many expenences at many leveis. Isomorphism emphasizes the 

importance for supervisors in agencies to be able to understand, balance and thus, 

"manage (the) multiple realitiesm(Todd & Storm, 1997, p. 11 5 )  that face them every day. 

This definition assumes that parallels occur. There does not necessarily need to be a 

problem. 

The women of thÏs study debed  and described parallels of process that were not 

c o f i e d  to any of these names or definitions. Instead, they identified six different sets of 

occurrences that they felt happened simultaneously, in pardlel tracks. 1 c d  these six 

different parallels, paraiiels of process that occur within the process of their work as 

supervisors. These parallels were identified as a paralle1 between one's personai life and 

work life; a pardlel between therapy and supervision; a parallel between doing therapy 

and doing supervision; parallels in supervision of supervision; the parallels between the 

"micro" issues of the s u p e ~ s o r y  relationship and the c'macro" issues of the community 

or society; and the parailels between clinical and administrative supervision. 
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Work Life and Personai Life 

The content of socid work is the human condition and the people who are 

addressing the human condition - the social workers - are human too. "We live whole 

Lives. We don't live disconnected lives. So, if you leam a new ski11 at work - a way of 

handling things, ifs going to fall into other parts of your life. In some cases, your 

personal life flows into your work iife. It's two way street. And is that a pardel process? 

Yes." Al1 of the women tatked about "treating their s ta f f  as whole people with both 

stren-mhs and foibles." in order to do that, they needed to "acknowledge their persona1 

needs" without "intervening in their personal Me." One of the women said that she felt 

talking about personal lives was "useful as a learning ground for some things that could 

benefit the workplace or the reverse. It goes both ways." (Tortue) Another said that she 

felt talking about persona1 issues "frees (her staff) a Little bit" from the pressures of both 

work and home Me." (Fay) 

The women identified that there were people who don't have clear boundaries 

around what is going on at home or at work, and keeping bdanced with those people was 

a challenge. "Maybe (we know thïs) because weove been caught (dealing with staff 

personai issues) at some point and realized we had to get out of it.."One woman defined 

this "boundary" as a ccpsychological demarcation of both content and process within the 

context of the supervisor/supervisee relationship." (Bonnie) Dennuig the placement of 

such an intangible is very difficult but one other woman felt strongly that this 

ccbalanc(ing) c m  be creative. Crossing boundaries cm achieve that balance rather than 

jeopardizing it." (Lee) She seemed to be echoing the words of others who talked about 

moving with demands of this nature rather than hying to keep perfectly rigid guidelines. 
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"There was a time when 1 thought 1 should keep things pretty separate and that's just not 

reasonable because it doesn't allow you to be human." "1 don't think you can separate 

your personal life fiom your work life. You still have to do your work but I h d  out how 

people are (tao)." 

The benefits to ttus are also clear: 

1 think when somebody asks you to s u p e ~ s e  them, it's an honour so in a 

way it's special. Because to me, what the person is asking you is; "1 think 

you're knowledgeable and I'd iike you to share that knowiedge with me 

and help train me. Because how you train me and what happens here is 

going to affect the way 1 live my iife, handle my clients and so on. 

Wargaret) 

Therap~ and Supervision 

Every one of the women made mention of the fact that they did not "do therapy" 

with their supervisees. Al1 of them. in many diffierent ways said; "1 think there's a 

ciifference between supervision and therapy and 1 think there's a fine line between the 

two." They spoke about this fine line with confidence and certainty and yet. it was 

evident to me that they were drawing this line in many different places. Some of the 

wornen would Say things like; "There's no way I would be their counsellor" or "1 can't be 

somebody 's supervisor and their therapist." At the same time, they would add statements 

Like, "We help people make changes and the work we do has a huge impact on us. It can't 

not." "If people have an issue they want to talk about, it's more about h o a  can it be dealt 

with appropriately." And 'Y think that's what good supervision is about - knowing when 



276 

you can sit back and wait and when you need to move in and out and when you need to 

do the different pieces. It's very much a parallel process to doing therapy. It's magical, 

perceptual, visual; it's theory, experience, seeing - aU three things combined-" Others 

described "crossing over into counselling" as a -'dance7' in which the s u p e ~ s o r  had a 

major responsibiliq - "we're in the same dance and it's my job to identiQ that and find a 

way to get out of it." At another end of the continuum, one woman said, 

Parî of supervision is doing some therapy. 1 think it's because of the work 

we're in. It's a very emotionaLly laden area and 1 think it connects to what 

a lot of people have gone though in their lives. (Margaret) 

Another woman mused that the acceptabiiity of mixing therapy and supervision perhaps 

had something to do with "a greater respect for that kind of process. So, it is more 

g e n e d y  accepted as weore al1 trying to work with people versus another field." (Lee) 

The women attempted to describe how they knew when they had trespassed over 

the "line" into therapy. This was very difficuit. They said things like: "It's a feeling; 1 can 

certaïnly tell when I'm doing therapy with someone. It moves the relationship to a 

different level" and 'Td love to give you something than 'you feel it, you just know'." 

Lee summed this area up when she said; ''1 think we al1 stniggle with where that balance 

is - trying to keep a balance with how far a supervisor should ethically go." 

. . Su~emsion and Do 

This parallel refes these two descriptions: "What 1 do with a worker in 

s u p e ~ s i o n  parallels what they're doing with the clients in the field. I see there being a 

parallel process" and 'khat happens between me and the worker is most often how they 
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relate to the unir and to the patient.?' One woman wondered if this was really "the tramfer 

of learning." (Tortue) 

Generaliy, the women of this study see themselves as being in a very influentid 

and responsible place because of this parallel. "1 feel the ultimate responsibility for this. 

My belief has always been the way the fiont line are treated - they will then paraIlel that 

process to their clients." They see their role as "key for (the supervisees) to do their job, 

make them strong." 

With their intentions of helping their workers be the best they c m  be and being 

guided by the principles and values of social work, they are committed to engaging in a 

"process of empowerment" that "then the staff are engaging in that same process (with 

their clients). They Say, "you can ofien see the same process happen between them and a 

family. If you rake a step back and watch the process and not the content. you will see 

some things happening. To me, it's those thing(s) that is the m i r r o ~ g  process." They are 

interested in translating a sense of "respect that 1 show you as a staff person, as an 

individual . . . through al1 of our work so we're back to the person, back to the 

beginning ." 

. - Supervision of S u p e ~ s i o n  Paralle15 

Supervision of supervision refers to the type of work performed by many of the 

women in this study - the supervision of others who are supervising others. Storm, Todd, 

McDowell and Sutherland (1 997) d e h e  this type of supervision as "an interaction 

between near equals who are colleagues within the field . . . assisting (them) to add to and 

diversify their professional abilities (p. 373). As weU, many of the women in this study 
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are supervised themselves by others who are "near equals." One expiained this as T v e  

got two IeveIs. One is collecting information f?om the people w-ho are closest to the fiont 

Line. The second is collecting information fiom over me." (Lee) Another said 'khat 1 try 

to model to people 1 supervise is very much what's modeled to me by the people who 

s u p e ~ s e  me." (Janette Edmund) 

The premise of the previous pardel is in place here as well and is best described 

as one woman put it, 'To me, it's a domino effect. If1 don? demonstrate, role model, set 

guidelines to my supervisors, then their supervision will be worse than that. If there's not 

good stuffbetween them and me, then there won't be good s n i f f  between them and the 

caseworkers." (Brooke) One additional parailel is noted for supervision of supervision 

that seems to be related to the transfer of information through lines of authority and then 

back again so that decisions and information about decision-making is open and 

understood. "They have more information about what happens in management instead of 

just the reaction to. 1 Say to my bosses that E always want to know what happened with 

what you listened to. So 1 do that and 1 want to know that other people are doing that 

too." 

Micro and Macro ParalIeIs 

For this parailel, "micro" aspects refer to the one-to-one interactions between 

supervisor and supervisee. The "macro" aspect means the larger agency, community or 

society interactions. 

Between your supervisor and the peson being s u p e ~ s e d  and that person 

and the community there should be some kind of parallel process. The 
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community shouid feel that their issues are heard in the same respect that 

someone who is being supervised should feel they are h e d  understood 

and appreciated. (Janene Edrnund) 

This quote gives an excellent description of what this parallel means. The intent of social 

work practice and supervision is to ennire that the clients are receiving excellent quality 

senrice. This service incïudes the communication about the service process that occurs 

between people. How this communication happens also must be at a high ievel of quality. 

"How we interact al1 the way (at al1 levels) needs to be clean. One is the same as the 

other." How we interact with each other and our perception of these interactions can be 

understood at the s Q l e s t  of levels; "When 1 understand that you care about me, then 1 

can listen to your words. 1 can hear with my head too. I aiways draw parallels between 

the individual and the systems that we engage (in)." 

One woman gave a personal explmation to this parallel of process. 

One of my greatest faults is that I'rn in 1999 and my staff are stiH in 1997. 

1 usually ask people to help me remember that I'm in 1997, aithough I 

know where 1 want to be in 1999. There are pardels here and in therapy. 

(B onnie) 

h o t h e r  woman also noted the connections between individual and group parallels. 

SupeMsing one person realïy ffows over to supervishg everybody and 

that's part of the process. It's using it for the whoïe group. You're never 

doing aoyttiing in isolation with one person. So part of the process is 

expanding it. (Tortue) 



Clinical and Administrative Parallels 

Clinical and administrative supervision were defined earlier in Table 1 and 

Chapter One. The following comments point out how both types of supervision paralle1 

each other. 

When 1 am supervising, 1 pull fkom the management s u p e ~ s i o n  course 1 

took. But then 1 pull on my clinical background to kind of pad the in- 

between part so itys not this cold, you know, management type person. 

The combination works well for me. It's provided a good balance. 

(Margare t) 

The women see the clinical and administrative types of supervision as operating side-by- 

side - each enhancing the other. Other references to their descriptions were previously 

ouîlined- "A lot of the skills in business are the same as (clinical). It always goes back to 

the same thing - what is the outcome, the effect on the product." "Clinical and 

administrative supervision are parallel processes. It's the same skill set that 1 use in 

different contexts." However, they are concerned about bdancing the role of "helper and 

social conmol agent. When do you draw those lines and which direction do you go?" One 

woman said she felt it was a "constant balancïng act for f ionthe workers as well as 

supervisors." (Rae) Another wondered if "maybe my social work interferes with my 

administration. 1 try to balance things." (Judy) 
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Although no questions about team building or group supervision were asked of 

the wornen in this study, they al1 spoke about the "group" or the c'teamo' as one part of 

their supenisory process. The theme of comection is evident in their words. 

JO's description of s u p e ~ s i o n  as a "team effort (where) each person has a 

different role and mine is just one of those roles" was a sentiment echoed by the majority 

of the women. She went on to Say, "It's just a role that happens to be different than the 

others. It doesn't mean I'm higher than them. The authoriv part isn't really key to me." 

Brooke said. 

(In group supervision) the supervisor is there but the people who are being 

s u p e ~ s e d  are discussing it among themselves to better themselves. (The 

supervisor is there) just to keep people on track or be there as a resource, 

an answer to questions. 

The women spoke about how they used the group to do their work. One woman 

said, "Sometimes I will raise an issue in the group innead of one-to-one. Then it becomes 

a process instead of a s u p e ~ s o r y  issue." (Fay) She felt she was creating a paaicular type 

of culture by doing this - taking one topic and discussing it in a different way. Another 

woman explained that her statement 'let's work as a team' really meant, T m  not here to 

be, you h o w ?  down your b o a t  al1 the t h e .  Let's work as a team. We've both got ideas, 

let' s work tog ether and share them." (Margaret) 

Although the women of this study focussed on consensus and collective decision- 

making, they were not uncornfortable about their role as the leader. "1 love working with 

this group because we work as a team but I am also aware that I am the supervisor." "1 
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wiU do it (make the decision) as a iast resoR - to say we can't come to consensus. You've 

lefi me to make the decision," Al1 of the women are clear that they are leaders of the team 

or group but they note that the way they lead the _moup is most important- 

"We are a team and 1 might be leading the team but unlike some other past 

bosses that they've had or I've had (where) there was a sense that no 

matter what the team was working through, one always had to defer to 

'So, we've come up with this but what do you think?' Or not even what do 

you think but what will you decide? And 1 would Say this team doesn't 

feel that way. (Lee) 

1 have some skills and some responsibility but my team are experts as well 

- in service delivery. If1 don't consult with them about things that affect 

the team. I'm discounthg that. (Denise Legrand) 

All of the women supervised odiers who were working together as colleagues. 

(Two of the women worked as a dyad in their agency but they ais0 s u p e ~ s e d  many 

students who came to their agency in a group.) They organized, Led and took part in case 

codtat ions,  team and unit meetings and group supervisions. They saw building a tearn 

as part of their responsibility to provide client service. "1 think a good team building 

strategy is . . . we're in rhis mess together. We have a responsibility to provide a certain 

service and we have an absolute commitment to that." One wornan tned to use a family 

metaphor to descnbe her team building; 

1 think 1 have an ove rd  need to make, to form, 1 won? say, like a f d y  

is a word used in social work. But 1 don't need people to be lovey-dovey 



but 1 certainly have a need for a heaithy environment. . . as long as my 

first goal is (client) care. (Sam II) 

The women also taked about individuais working together- 'Wot everybody likes each 

other but there is no question people have to work together. I set that standard." Denise 

explained how she looked for "complementarity~' among her staff because ;'as time goes 

on, the kind of work you are asked to do changes. (You need) a variety of backgrounds 

and experiences. Tortue noted that ahhough "supervision is individual, the neatest thing 

(is) when you get a group of people that you're supe~s ing  and if you look among the 

group, the y balance off each other ' s weaknesses with the strengths." 

Relatioushi~s: The Spaces Between Us 

"There's a human element in social work supervision." This notion is reiterated 

by ail of the women of this study. They note that, "lots of other people have supervisors 

but they are producing widgets, whereas this (social work) is very much tied up in the 

hurnan factor of life" and "for me, establishing relationships with everybody that 1 work 

with is the most important thing. It seems like if you cm do that and work on that, then 

everything just fdls into place." Some of the women Say that "relationship is a part of 

supe~sion" ; "1 couldn't supervise if 1 wasn't relating" and '9 don? think anything can 

replace the reiationship part of supervision." One woman described the supervisory 

relationship as "the parameter and inside that is the content around what the issues are 

and how we cm solve the problems." (Sam 1) 



The Meaning of Relationship in Su~ervision 

What does "relationship" mean to these women? Their words are nch with 

interpretation; "relationship is a sense in the room. (It's) the way we talle about thuigs - 

an openuess and a willingness to explore any option. (it's) fiee flowing and not fearful." 

Tt's Iike peeling an onion. I think you can have a sort of positive relationship but tvith 

some people you can peel more tayers off. With others, you don? get very far but it's still 

positive." "Supervision dehes  'that space' - it defines the relationship. It creates a 

contract." Relaîionship to these wornen. does not mean just knowing the details of 

someone's work and passing them in the hall. They are taking about understanding their 

supervisees and being able to uncover the human nature of people because the work of 

human service demands it. 

Supervision as  a relationship (is) the ground d e s ,  establishing them b y 

getting to know the person, lettuig them get to know you and 

understanding what their work is because you don't have to do the work 

but you can't supervise the work unless you have sorne undersrandhg of 

it- (Fay) 

Caring: 

The women are talking about the nuturance and development of what Josselson 

(1992) calls "the space between us" - the place where relatedness occurs - between 

themselves and their supe~sees .  The women did this through caring. They see "caring" 

as underpinning the supervisory relationship and being an integral part of the relationship 

is created. 
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"To mel supenising means caring and treating people that way." It is the "how- 

to" of supervision. The women say that caring is done by "tell(ing) them a l l  the t h e -  

People like compliments and they need it. They need to be told they do things well"; by 

"working wîth them instead of against them"; by mak(ing) decisions and do(ing) it in a 

very caring, constructive way. Constnictive means gerting it done. Caring means do it in 

a way that doesn't offend people and that people feel they've had a say." Caring also 

means "tak to me about it" and asking partïcular types of questions such as; "Does it 

hurt? Are -ou scared or womed that we might nor be able to help this famiIy? Do you 

feel you've fded?" The women also noted that giving information and being able to 

listen to what is net said as well as what kbeing said contributed to a sense of cccaring"; 

"1 would be listening to the verbal and the nonverbal communication. (1 would be) 

%king the tirne to explain fiom an administrative point of view." 

The Connections in ReIationship 

The co~ec t i ons  berneen trust, honesty and caring as components of a good 

relationship were woven tightiy together in the ~vords of these women - one being 

dependent upon the other. They noted that "if you don7 set a good example, people are 

not going to tnist you." The word "gentle" was used by one woman as she described her 

way of bringing up concems. This particdar woman combined her emphasis with having 

a gentle manner with a sirnilm importance of speed in addressing issues, in the following 

quote: 

The process of s u p e ~ s i o n  also means when there are concerns, they are 

brought up really early. 1 bring them up gently at f k t  and ninety five 
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percent of the time it works. My process is generdly to be more gentie 

about it- (Fay) 

She descnbed this "gentle" approach by giving an example that showed how she used 

facts and an explanation of al1 the details around an issue to address one personos 

difficulty. She is comecting parts of the issue to the whole issue. 

Let's Say we are looking at (intake) and thereos a peson who consistently 

sees less people than everybody else. I'll go and taik about the workload, 

how many (clients) others are seeing and 'ou 're seeing somewhat less'. 

(I'd ask), 'Does some of that go up and down because of the people you 

see and the crises you encounter?' (And then I'd say) 'But one of the 

impacts that is being felt is that the other people are having to do more 

work. And what c m  we do about it?' (Fay) 

Fay did not choose "wallcing in and saying, 'You're not seeing enough people and 1 want 

that to change'." 

If a relationship with one of their supervisees was poor, they knew that, in turn, 

the relationships their supervisees had with their own staff were simiIarly problematic. 

The wornen believed this was because "1 have not been able to form a (good) relationship 

with them." They also knew that "when the relationship isn't there, the leamings are 

much less and it seems a bit like three steps back and we kind of build fkom there. But it's 

not as good. It doesn't feel as good (to me)." However, they were also realistic and did 

not expect they wodd be able to create excellent relationships with everyone even though 

that might be what they aspired to do. "You have to corne to the conclusion (with some 

people) that you're never going to have that type of relationship." "Do I write this person 
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off because 1 don? have this kind of relationship? No. You look at the expectations of the 

job, how well they can perform at that and if they meet standards. then fine." It was aiso 

interesthg that the women noted that good relationships are aiso created by "go(ing) 

through ai1 the painful things." 

Just spending time with people and, being available informdy on an as-needed 

bais were also descnbed as almost taken-for-granted ways that relationships are created 

and reinforced. ''1 thuik there is something very important about the face-to-face 

comection." "1 guess (these informal methods of supervision) both build the relationship 

and then maintain it. When i f s  not there (when I'm particularly busy or not available), 

people say they miss that and 1 really feel like I'rn missing the connection that allows me 

to supervise." Kahn (1 998) describes the concept of " a n c h o ~ g  relationship" that he 

believes adults require in the workplace. He descnbes these relationships as ones that 

"create a temporary space for relationai work to occur" (p. 42). Other tasks are put aside 

and time is spent on developing attachments that bind people together. These types of 

relationships are created in either caregiving or care receiving positions and are important 

for both. The wornen of this study are talking about the qualities inherent in these 

Lcanchoring relationships." Their focus is on their role as caregiver to their staff but they 

note as well that as supervisors they too needed ccsupport'~ to do their jobs well "and it 

can't always be fiom the people I'm supervising." 

he Manv Roads of Mentorship 

The wornen of this study see mentorship as part of the supervision they perform 

now and as a stand alone experience that they perform for others and that played a 
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powerful role in their own development as social workers and as supervisors. They also 

see mentoring, like supervision as a part of leadership or leading. To them, the three 

activities go hand in hand: "Mentoring is part of leading. A good leader can be a good 

mentor and a good supervisor." "Mentoring is another way for social workers to learn the 

job that might be even more effective than the traditional supervision sort of way." 

"Mentorship could be seen as a type of s u p e ~ s i o n  if it was made explicit." "There are 

mentoring aspects of supenrision." 

What 1s mentor in^? 

To the women of this study, mentorship was seen as "having more intluence than 

authority." "Mentoring is more of a providuig reflection (activity) than guidance. Just 

Iistening and giving the person a chance to work something through." One woman said 

that she thought "it's a female way of doing things" but "ifs not as formally set up for 

women" as it is for men. (Bonnie) When comparing the two, ccsupervision has an 

outcorne. Mentoring just helps you. Supervision to me is where you sometimes have to 

stop people - fïre them, remove them fiom a case. Mentoring is not that strong." 

Mentorship was seen as an enjoyable and welcome experience but not something that 

was necessary for the completion of one's duties. 

Another point made was that cbmentorship is quite ofien done by peers rather than 

by a superior." As a part of supervision, "a mentor helps people make decisions in what 

areas they want to look at. I see it as a change role." The women saw mentorship in 

supervision as  particuiarly relevant for women moving into new positions; "It's important 

to preserve their ways of working, ways of doing and one way of doing this is to have a 
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mentor - someone who c m  help them - whose been able to make that trmsition." One 

woman said that "might be fairer to describe the process of supervision (with a staff 

person who is doing an exceedingly good job) as a mentorship role." In this way, "you 

are responding to their needs very specifically." h o t h e r  woman described mentorship, 

regardless of the context in which it occurred as "tucking them under her wing." 

Mentoring was seen to be different than roIe modelling although the latter term 

was the term one woman thoupht women were more used to using. The dinerence was 

defined by one woman when she said; 

#en 1 Say mentoring, 1 mean it differently than role m o d e h g  because 

it's not that when you s u p e ~ s e  you are hoping that the person you are 

s u p e ~ s i n g  wants to aspire to who you are but just that they are giving 

you a forum to learn more about who you are and where you want to go." 

(F~Y)  

 rein^ Mentored 

The majority of the women of this study were mentored by others. The women 

noted the importance of "personal relationship" with a mentor and the ability to discuss 

issues of both a personal and a professional nature with them. One woman said, 

"mentorship had a major impact on my Me. It was her support that gave me the guts to 

apply to university - to get my B S W7; cY've had the fortunate experience of having a 

good mentor." (Judy) 

Some of these mentors were men and some were women. The women did not 

distinguish nor did they make particuiar mention of one gender more ofizn than another. 
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Some mentoring reIationships were in the workplace and in the context of a s u p e ~ s o r y  

relationship and others were outside of both. "My rnentoring relationship was set up by 

my board for a particular reason - skill development. It 's been really, really wonderful. 1 

have an ear I can use from time to time"; "1 found my mentors because they supervised 

me at one point and they did such a wonderfid job, 1 was able to go back when 1 needed 

that support and assistance"; '-My mentors have been my activist fiiends. 1 learned social 

work skills that i think made me more effective fkom my mother and my activist fiends - 

many of whom are older than me and dedicated to bettering the world." Mentorship was 

unilaterally descnbed as a positive expenence for al1 of the women. Even what one 

woman called "negative mentorship" was described as positive because "it had taught me 

a lot about how not to treat people." (Bonnie) 

With regard to rnentoring others, the women saw part of their supervisory roles as 

mentoring. "1 think in some cases you could s u p e ~ s e  someone and be their mentor." 

They felt this was particdarly îrue when supervisees were expenenced because the 

authority in mentorship was "fairly subtle" and works best with s u p e ~ s e e s  who c m  

manage themselves well. Mentorship in supervision also occurred infonnally because of 

"a personal connection.'? "I am a mentor to others, not in any formal sense. Yet, as part of 

the supervisory process." The women also reported mentoring young social workerç 

entering the profession and people brand new to a supervisory position. (Denise Legrand 

and Janette Edmund) This occurred outside of the supervisory relationship. One woman 
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felt that "there are not too many supe~so r s  who could mentor me. 1 am probably that 

role model." (Denise Legand) 

Mentorship. like leadership. was defined as "future-oriente&' but "not just the fa. 

future but the kinds of things you would Like to develop in yourself." One woman said 

that neither a leader nor a mentor operates in isolation. She noted, "1 don? think a good 

mentor should be able to hide that whole part of themselves." (Tortue) A final comment 

summed up the informality and the ease in which the women engaged in and maintained 

their mentorship relationships. 7 had mentors. 1 watched people. That's the way it 

happened in those days." (Fay) 

Noting Differences in the Voices of the Women 

The women of this study spoke a similar language. However. some differences 

were noted. They are presented here under the same four-point b e w o r k  that began this 

chapter: becoming and being a s u p e ~ s o r  and the context, content and connections of 

social work supervision. 

ecomine and B e i w  a Su~ervisor 

The histories of the women as they became supervisors are discussed in the early 

sections of this chapter. A few other points are noted here. One woman actuaily planned 

to be a supervisor. Another started her education in the management stream and then 

changed her rnind. Eleven others took the therapeutic path through their social work 

education. Five out of W e e n  women made strong statements about poor supervision 

they received in the past. Another three women interpreted their negative expenence in a 
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positive way and four others expressed remembering only very positive supervision in the 

P a -  

b h y  of the similarities and differences between the women with regards to their 

supervisory positions at present are outlined in Table 1. Their sense of themselves as good 

supervisors was also discussed at length earlier in this chapter. 

he Contextual Framework o f  Supervision 

e Meaning of Social Work 

The six meanings of social work and the steps in their supervisory process were 

identined by ail of the women. The dinerence in the meanings and the steps lie in the 

emphasis that the women placed upon some aspects more than others. These differences 

may have to do with the differences in experience and education of the women. Another 

reason may be that social work took two paths in the early years of its development as a 

profession - social action and social casework or a focus on society and a focus on the 

individuai. Social work has continued d o m  both paths to the present day. And the 

women of this study are travelling on both. About one third of the women speak about 

the importance of social action, social change and advocacy in a more outspoken way 

than the other two thirds. This does not mean that the other two thirds do not speak of 

those directions at dl. Their voices are simply not as strong. 

One other difference in this category was noted All of the women spoke about 

the importance of accountability and the technical or paperwork, evaluative and 

administrative components of their job. However, one woman stated that outcornes were 
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of major importance in her work as a s u p e ~ s o r  and diis theme was repeated throughout 

her conversational interviews. 

B e i n ~  In Charge 

The women of the study defined the context in which they were supervisors in 

many different ways. Some defined the context as the setting or the organization in which 

they worked. Others d e h e d  relationship as the context. StilI others said that the 

relationship they had with their supervisees created the context. One woman said her 

straightfonvard approach to things was the context as she went on to explain how she was 

attempting to change a whole organizational culture by doing something different. 

Another said theory was context because it answered the question, "Why are we doing 

this?" The definitions of context were many and varied widely. 

Two of the women had expenenced and believed that other women in the social 

work profession abused power. They did not t d k  about an abuse of power with men 

specifrcally- One of the women spoke about an "old boys club" that she believed some 

women wanted to join in order to acquire power. As a result, she felt these women 

behaved in such a way as to aiienate themseives from others. Taking another tack about 

power. another woman noted that she felt it was important to "educate clients that they 

had power too." This idea was not addressed by anyone else so directly. 

With regards to leadership, one woman wondered if the younger generation 

defhed leadership in the same way she did. She told a story about how some of her 

younger staEhad told her, "1 thought there wouid be more leadership" and she 

interpreted that to mean they wanted her to tell them what to do. Sam II womed that she 
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set a bad exarnpie by working too many hours. Denise Legrand t&ed about how 

leadership was particuiarly important in social work because social work leaders are 

necessary to change the social system. Some other women talked about informal 

leadership fiom their own experience. They felt that they had been successful in 

acquiring a supervisory position because they demonstrated informal leadership quaiities 

prior to the position being available. 

Gerider 

Not ail of the women identifïed feminism as comected to their work nor did ail of 

the wornen Say that they were feminists. It did seem that the women picked a point on a 

continuum of gender effect and chose that point as their standpoint About a third of the 

women saw feminism as extremely important. A larger group chose a place of more-or- 

less neutrali~ about the whole issue of gender and the multiple interpretations of gender. 

One woman talked about how she stmggled with her upbringing. Y was raised to believe 

that males had the power position, then it flipped and al1 of a sudden 1 was supervising a 

male. I'm going agaimt the grain, against the whole smcture of the patnarchai society." 

She had to watch herself as she was brought up to think that women should wait on men. 

In almost backlash fashion, a woman reported that the women in her s u p e ~ s e e  group 

criticized a minority of men for not being ccfeminist enough." 

Only one woman had never s u p e ~ s e d  a man. She hypothesized that there would 

be "a whole gamut of sexudity issues" to deal with, if she did. However, none of the 

other women who had and did supervise men mentioned this topic. 



The Content of Su~ervision 

Definitions 

When the women described the rneanings of process and supervision, some 

differences were noted. One woman wondered about the importance of people's histories 

that they brought into the organization when they were hired. AI1 of the women descnbed 

their process of s u p e ~ s i o n  as having steps. As was noted earlier, these steps were 

emphasized in dflerent ways. One woman identified "process" as the tasks and 

expectations she had in her position - almost an administrative process that she tried to 

minimize as much as possible. 

1 stick to process when I have to. But sometimes the process is almost 

patronizing. That's where 1 bring a more informal, hopefully attentive, 

style into it. I'm not going to make it so rigorous that (we) lose the essence 

of getting feedback and t h e  to consult. (Fay) 

Another woman mused about her interpretations of the people she saw make change. 

"For other individuals thar step-by-step process seems to be clearer. But is it redly 

clearer or is it that they work through it the way 1 wouid?" Lee was the only woman who 

wondered about her own influence and involvement in the change process of another 

person. 

Communication. Stones and Time 

Three points about communication are worthy of note here. Lee talked about what 

might be best called premature interpretaîion and how she was trying to stop making 

interpretations with bits of information. She was m g  to stop since she noticed the 
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wealth and quality of information given by her s u p e ~ s e e  when she lefc a space without 

interpretation. Denise Legrand mentioned that she remembered and took to heart what 

she called "praise that reaily counted" fiom a supervisor whom she expenenced as 

"reaily listening." Janeîte Edrnund explained how a supervisor that asks too many 

questions cm be problematic; 

I f  you have a supervisor who aiways asks questions, its as if they are 

skeptical or doubtful and that saps people's energy and their willingness to 

try new things. 

Also of note in this section is two of the women had e-mail capabilities in their 

offices and were using e-mail to disseminate information to their staff. They did not calI 

this supervision by e-mail but they did note that it was a helpful vehicle. Fay used it as 

both a feedback loop and as a way to ùiform many othes at one tirne. 

We're quite e-mail dependent here and it's been very helpful. I'L1 

summarize a conversation and send them a copy. Procedures can develop 

out of this but aiso I believe that it's important for them to know if 1 

understood (what they said in that conversation). 

JO noticed that "as people become more cornfortable with me, they use it more. I'm very 

conscious that it's a permanent record. 1 don't swear. I'm very indirect by e-mail. I'rn 

totally different." She reported that dl of her staff use it. She was often "flooded" with 

questions or input by e-mail, responding back to them by telephone. 

Bonnie noted that stones in supeMsion can be interpreted as rumors. She noted 

this in the context of telling a story about how she handles m o r s  or stories in her own 

agency. 
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One woman talked about the concept of time in the supeMsory process. She felt 

that "one thing about supervising and supervising reasonably well is it takes a long t h e  

to do it." She also described "taking time" with one's supervisees. She said that ideas 

corne in time. They are not al1 AHA moments. She also cautioned other supervisors not 

to "hit the staff over the head with a 2x4. Somerimes it takes quite awhile to be able to 

approach somebody. It takes time to chip away. People can only take so much at one 

tirne-" (Tortue) 

us in^ Practice 

Two women thought that being involved with clients, working in the field was a 

very "fernale" thing to do. One other woman said she felt she was better as a supervisor 

when working with the clients. 

The Connections of Su~ervisios 

Pardlels, relationships and mentoring were the ways in which the women of this 

study described the connections they made in supervision. Once again, there were many 

more sunilarities than there were ciifferences. Some difference was noted in their 

descriptions of relationships. As well, the topic of style is noted here because there was 

nothing but difference in the women's meanings of this tem. 

Only a few of the women spoke duectly about the development of trust in the 

supervisory relationship as a kind of two-way street; "1 think if you are going to get good 
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work out of your staff. you have to have that trust.'' And, ''If you donTt set a good 

example, people are not going to trust you." Sam II noted her need for a "heaithy 

relationship" or an "honest" one. She aIso described how not having a relationship of this 

kind with someone does not mean that they cannot do the job. "You look at the expertise 

of the job, how well they can perform ar that and if they meet the standards - then fine." 

StvIe 

The women talked about style in conjunction with process but there was no fïrm 

agreement with regards to any s i m i l m  or difference. Understanding the words became 

almost a semantic argument. For example, when asked how they thought style and 

process were connected, the wornen responded by saying the foiIowing: "style is one of 

the parameters, process is the content - or rather both - parameter and content"; cLprocess 

is one of the pieces that forms my style"; "style, to me, is what each person puts into that 

process"; '7 just see it as al1 inter-mixed with each other"; "your style becomes evident 

during the process"; "your style is very much a process'; "your style becomes your 

process and o u r  process becomes your style" and "1 see style and process as meaning 

the same thing." 

ResuIts: A Concluding Statement 

Chapter Four introduced the reader to the individual women of the study. Chapter 

Five combined al1 of the voices of the women and analyzed their words and meanings to 

make a comprehensive whole. A four-point ffamework fiamed the presentation of these 

collective results. These topics were: becoming and being a s u p e ~ s o r  and the context, 
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content and connections inherent in sociai work supervision. Chapter Six discusses these 

results - the parts and the whole - as they are comected to the literature and their 

implications for the kture performance of social work supervision. 



CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION: THE WHOLE BEING GREATER 

THAN THE SUM OF ETS PARTS 

Listen: 
Listen to the women 

They are amiving 
Over the wise distances 
On their dancing feet. 

Make way for the women 
Listen to them, 

. . . u c e  Walker 

Discussing the Themes 

In Chapter Four, we heard the individual voices of the women of this study. In 

Chapter Five, s e  heard their voices in concert as they spoke about the details of the 

process of social work supervision. The hemeneutic spiral of interpretation moved us 

between the rvords of each interview and the resuits of collective understanding in a 

balancing act of parts and whole. 

Von BertaianfS. (1973) used the phrase ':the whole is more than the sum of its 

parts" (p. 55) to make sense of systems theory and note the importance of interactions 

between things as well as the substance of the things themselves. For the purposes of this 

research, 1 interpreted this phrase to mean that when the parts of anything are expenenced 

as connected to each other, their power is greater as a collective than it wouid be if the 

parts remained separate. This phenornenon actually occurred in the research process. As 

each woman spoke about her own process and supervision meanings, it becarne clear that 
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she was building upon themes mentioned by oùiers previously. Collectively, these 

d e s c ~ p t i ~ ~  were presented in Chapter Five and they are discussed in this chapter, under 

the same headings: becoming and being a s u p e ~ s o r  and the context, content and 

connections of supervision. 

The phenornenon of parts connected to the whole is symbolized by the quilt that 

emerged fiom the research process as bo+h a representation and a metaphor of the 

research hdings  and the research process. In both ways, I believe the quilt enhanced the 

research activities. As a symbol, the patchwork pieces and the quilt blocks represent the 

many words, descriptives and meanings about supervision that the women shared with 

me. The finished quilt symbolizes the collective meaning and my challenge to assemble 

it. As a metaphor, the quilt also evokes meaning beyond the words of the women. The 

simple, well-known f o m  of a quilt and the making of it became representative of 

women's supervisory work, of making connections of many kinds, of taking care, of 

creativity and of sending messages. It became a metatheme (Tesch, 1987) that showed the 

equal importance of both parts and whole and provided a framework for enrichhg the 

data. Tesch defines a metatheme as "a partial descriptor of the data'' and "a major 

dimension" (p. 10). After the discussion in this chapter, a description of the quilt as 

symbol and metaphor is included in the epilogue. 

Becoming and Being a Supewisor 

Most of the women of this study were trained to be direct service workers and 

most of them took the social casework road as opposed to the social action one. They 

learned about being a supervisor fiom others and "flying by the seat of their pants." This 
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particular group of women are now experienced s u p e ~ s o r s  and they are distant from 

their mernories of 'hot knowing." Although they state that having more educative 

knowledge about s u p e ~ s i o n  and managing others would have been beneficial. they 

appreciate the mentors, supervisors, and staff who taught and persevered with them. 

Their stones of becoming and being n i p e ~ s o r s  are similar to resdts found by other 

researchers in the past. Macarov (1 977, as cited in Holloway & Brager, p. 25) noted that 

'Vie majority of social senrice administrators have been trained as clinicians. They 

become supervisors or managers afier fïrst being direct senrice n-orkers." Munson (1993) 

refers to his own 1975 study which found that s u p e ~ s o r s  generally were about 42 years 

of age and had 15 years experience as a supervisor. Aiken and Weil (198 1) assert that 

supervisors generaliy learn how to supervise afte~ being hired, through triai and error or 

by utilizing their own past experiences being supervised. 

The women of this study continue to be involved with clients and have 

determined that this connection "to the field" is important to their credïbility and their 

knowledge of the work their supervisees do. They see their connection to client work as a 

way to make connections with their workers. Kadushin (1992) notes a necessary giving 

up of client contact that cornes with a supervisory position (p. 30 1). The women of this 

midy disagree that this is necessary. They seem to also disagree with Patti and Austin 

(1981) who note definite differences in the ways of using authority, making decisions and 

creating relationships when in a s u p e ~ s o r y  position. These women are clear that they 

have a position of responsibility for others and that it is different than doing fiont-line, 

hands-on work but they have an easiness about this understanding and see parallels in the 
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way they interact with their clients and their supervisees. Perhaps this is due to their yean 

of experience and the clarity gained fiom that. 

The Context of Supervision 

The discussion about context and the supervisory practice of these women refers 

to their sense-making of social work and the breadth of their understanding of power. The 

context of gender is embedded in their words. 

Making Sense of the Meanine of Social Work 

When asked about the meaning of social work supervision, the women began to 

t& about some aspect of social work that they felt guided their work, or in some cases, 

they wrestled with. More ofcen than not, their descriptions were about the philosophy, 

values, ethics and practice principles that beginning sociai workers leam and then 

interpret and reinterpre: as they practice. This combination of theory and practice forms 

'ihe way it is." However, the wornen of this study were not content to leave this 

"knowing" in its taken-for-granted form. They chose, instead, to question and make 

connections between their understanding of sociai work and their practice of supenision. 

As a result, they seemed to be trying to make sense of what social work meant to them. 

The themes of this sense-making covered the following topics, three important principles: 

connection, caring and responsibility, balancing expectations with reality, sociai work & a 

woman's profession, the two strearns meet: social casework and social justice, the 

business of social work, trust and the art of sociai work practice and supervision. 



Three Important Principles: Comection. Care and Responsibility 

The firçr meanings thar the women attached to social work were visceral, 

emotional and connected to dl other parts of their life. They talked about the "heart" and 

the "soul" of their work. Since the work involved other human beings in situations that 

perhaps they too had expenenced or knew they could expenence, keeping the work 

completely separate f?om one3 life was impossible. However, this fact did not bother 

them. They aspired to balance this reality rather than eradicate it. The women tallced 

about connections between work and home life. clients and workers, supervisors and 

supervisees. communities and agencies. Connections were the "stufP' of social work. As 

Hartman (1994) pointed out, "social workers are concemed about social values, about 

numiring and preserwig relatedness, integration. social commitments and the general 

social welfare. Our profession's £ïrst name, after dl ,  is 'social"' (p. 15). Al1 of these 

connections were wrapped by concepts of commitment and care. The words of the 

women echoed others investigating the caring phenornenon. 

Noddings (1984) argued for the creation of a general human ethic of caring. She 

outiined a concept of cccircles and chains" @p. 46-48) that demonstrates different types of 

caring. These range from the caring we give and receive to and fkom those in our intimate 

circles to the caring we are obligated to give to others or the potential of "caring-for" 

others that exists in our futures. Noddings sees caring as a human condition that we need 

to understand as well as act withh. Nursing literature elaborates upon the value of caring 

as well. Rafael's (1998) essay on power and caring describes three types of caring which 

she ali_gs with the concept of power. She uses the tesm "ordered caring" to describe the 

balance between two polar opposites, power on the one hand and caring on the other. The 
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second category is "assidated caring" and is best descnbed by the adage "if you can't 

beat them. join them." The third form of caring is calIed empowered caring. She defmes 

this form as unifiing power and care into a powemil and positive force (p.34). Baines 

(1 99 1) called for a professional ethic of care to become part of the so-cailed women's 

professions of teaching, nursing and social work. She was concerned that the women in 

these professions were beginning to perceive the caring component as having little value 

(p. 3 7).  The women of this study could reassure her that this is not the case. Ln facf for 

these wornen. caring about clients and assisting them to achieve their potential is carried 

over into the supervisory process with supe~sees.  The concept of caring for their 

supervisees and behaving in a "caring7' manner was a very powerfül theme throughout 

the interviews. When asked "how" they show caring for others in supervision, they 

struggfed to Ieave the taken-for-grantedness of this word behind and described particdar 

uses of language, asking questions, paying attention, giving space and spending time in a 

particular way with their supe~sees .  

Related particularly to social work, Freedberg (1993) calfed for the combining of 

"intellectual rigor with exnotional commitment" (p. 539) into a "ferninine ethic of care" 

(p. 535). This combination, she felt, moved the concept of c a ~ g  in social work out of the 

reatm of rnothering and gender bias into the realrn of "primary, public value(s)" (p. 539) 

with a cornmitment to the power of relationships - the very basis of social work and of 

human interaction. Imre (1 982) also investigated the connection between social work 

knowledge and caring. She too c d s  for greater "kn~wing'' about the power of caring in 

the following quote: 



306 

Goodness is caring 

is fni: for sociai work. It is more than an expression of approval or 

przference: which is all  that is permitted by positivis~ dennitions It is 

rather an assertion of a truth that can be known, that goodness is caring, an 

assertion that establishes one of the fomdations, possibly the primary one, 

of ethical behaviour in sociai work practice (p. 1 16). 

In addition, the women of this study take their supervisory responsibility 

seriously . This responsibility includes the caring for others. They are responsible to their 

supervisees, to the people with whom their supervisees interact, both colleagues and 

clients, to many people they may never actually see or talc to, to the organizations in 

which they work, and to the profession. Even though they define their supervision as 

direct or indirect and perform this supervision in a variety of different ways, this does not 

mean there is a different level of responsibility - just different ways of being responsible. 

They aiso emphasize the importance of taking responsibility for themselves - both their 

strengths and their weaknesses, and they make no excuses for either. 

Gilligan (1 982) and others (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarde, 1986; Brown 

& Gilligan, 1990) wrote about the balance women keep between care and responsibility 

as part of their work on the particularities of women in the areas of moral development, 

"knowing" and voice. In 1983, Keeney suggested that the social work ethic of objectivity 

be replaced by an ethic of responsibility. This idea originated fiom the constructivist 

question of whether or not any practitioner c a .  t d y  be objective, value-fkee and neutral. 

Keeney wrote that an ethic of responsibility demands that the social work professionai be 

personally responsible, have an awaieness of self, invite change and appreciate the duai 
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perspectives in any interaction. This means that the "observed" (person - client or 

s u p e ~ s e e )  contributes to the interactionai process as much as the "observer" (Allen, 

1993, p. 35). In order to be ethicaliy responsible, Allen notes, one rnust be mindful 

respectfd and empowering @. 35). Although both Keeney and Allen's descriptions of 

this ethic of responsibility are related specifically to sociai work practice and education, 

the same principles can apply to supervisory practice. The above descriptions also easily 

apply to the women of this study as they too spoke of the importance of being mindfid of 

thernselves and how they appeared to others, as well as the importance of listening. They 

spoke of how they respectfully approached differences in pesonality and how they 

encouraged fiee speech. For exampIe, one woman spoke about a supervisee she had 

known for over a decade. She descnbed how m y  people f o n d  him difncdt to work 

with and how she, in the pas& had smiggled with him as well. Yet, when she spoke about 

how she approached him, although her manner was direct and definite, she was sensitive 

ta who he was and what she thought he needed. Her story about him was one of change 

and possibility embedded in basic acceptance. 

The Social Work Code of Ethics demands a philosophy of egalitarianiçm and the 

women of this study were very conscious of the fact that th& is not always possible when 

one is a supervisor. Although the w-ornen purport principfes that emphasize consensus- 

building (Chemesky, 1995), they had been practicing long enough in positions of 

responsibility to know that consensus cannot always be reached and in fac& sometimes a 

decision is necessary without discussion. ïhey also felt that creating a culture where 
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empowerment (also a feminist principle) was a focus of their supervisory process was 

very important. 

They wondered if what they said they did in supervision was perceived as being 

what they did by their supervisees. Al1 of the women were involved in some process of 

asking for feedback fiom thek employees about the supervision they were receiving. This 

might be on a regular ba i s  or at least as part of a year-end evaiuation. They found this to 

be usefûl and mostly positive and yet they related concem that the ideal they aspired to 

was far f?om the real. It seemed as if they were trying to Say two things. First, they 

aspired to be very good at their job. They knew what their jobs entailed and how diffiicult 

it was to balance ai l  of the expectations and needs of their staff, clients, supenon and 

community. They h e w  they sornetimes diddt do it the way they wanted to do it and the? 

felt responsibie for that. A second reason for this confiict between the reai and the ideal 

seemed to be that, &er many years of expenence with clients and with supenision, the 

women were aware of what they did and when it worked and when it didn't. They were 

reaiistic and humble, yet they still aspired to be the best they could be. To my knowiedge. 

this issue of balance between the real and the ideal is not discussed in the literature. 

L CociaI Work: It is a Woman"s Professioq 

In the k s t  chapter, two perspectives on social work as a gendered profession were 

presented. One perspective is that social work is a woman's profession because the 

majority of the occupational population is female and this fact guides the ethics and 

practices of the work. The second perspective is that social work is not a woman's 

profession because a minority of men in the profession is actually in charge of the 
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profession because they are in management positions. nie women of this study ceiebrate 

the profession being female-based. However, this does not mean they ignore the 

contributions or presence of men. In fact, they see men as adapthg in positive ways to the 

profession's fernale base; ways that are beneficiai to the profession and to themselves. 

They aiso remark that men in the social work profession are somehow different than 

other men and 'Ihe best of the bunch." Gender makes a clifference, they Say, but this 

difference is far fiom damaging or cornpetitive. 

Although al1 the women of the study described the infiuence (or lack thereof) of 

feminism in their social work practice and their supervision differently, the principles of 

feminst practice such as 'ûnity, uniqueness and personai power and responsibility" 

(Wetzel, 1 9 86, p. 1 72) were evident throughout the interviews. In the past few decades, a 

varie. of authon have pointed out the similarities between social work and feminist 

theory (Collins, 1986; Nes & ladicola, 1989; Van den Ber& & Cooper, 1986). More 

recently, it is noted that "'postmodem feminists seek to identiQ multiple perspectives, 

situated meanings and the interdependence and nonhierarchical nature of elementso' 

(Latting, 1995, p. 83 1-832). All of these referexes concur with the words of the women 

in this study . 

The Streams Meet: Social Casework and Social Justice 

It is common knowledge that there are two saeams of social work practice that 

began in the days of Mary Richmond and Jane Addams. One is called social casework 

and focuses on the well-being of the individual person and the other is social action or 

social justice and concentrates on the well-being of society. The literature tells tales of 
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how these two streams of social work are more ofien than not separate and at cross 

purposes with each other. However, this is not the case with the w-omen of this study. 

Every woman? regardless of whether she was traùied to see clients or ûained as a 

community activist or manager, spoke about some aspect of social conscience. Some of 

the women said they were "political" or described themselves as "activists." Others spoke 

about specific concems such as women's nghts, issues of aboriginal peoples or sexual 

abuse victims. Sometimes rhey feIt their efforts at macro change were successful and 

other times they wished they were braver and felt more confident to speak up. Each of 

them noted their responsibility to speak up for their clients, the plight of the 

disadvantaged and the role theÏr agency and the seMce it provided played in their 

community. They also spoke about present day changes in Alberta society and their 

concern about policies. lepidation and the effect upon clients and workers as well as 

services. They felt that bureaucratie structures were not conducive to good work nor to 

good service and they offen felt stymied and silenced by these structures and powerless to 

help their clients. They knew they were ofien out of time and without precious tirne to 

spend ~vith their supervisees because of cutbacks, downsizing or doing more with less. 

They worried that they set a bad example by accepting this and yet, they told stories of 

being far nom silent even if they were not always successful. For these women, al1 of 

these factors were anathema as they saw themselves and their clients on pardel  roads 

that were never far apan As one wornan stated passionately, she knew her clients were 

human beings who faced disadvantage and "there but for the grace of God go L" 
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The landscape around these two meams of social work practice is the social work 

focus on person-in-environment. The women of this study reiterated time and M e  again 

that this component of understanding the supervisee as well as the client is of prime 

importance to them. niey relate one example after another of their use of this concept 

and feel that it is a signincant part of what makes social work different and powerful. 

The "Business" of Social Work 

Martin (1993) notes that the business concept of Total Quality Management has 

attributes that are harmonious with human service organizations such as; involvement of 

clients in making decisions, power given to employees, cooperative teamwork and a 

systems approach to work activity. Other references about nonprofit management and 

leadership describe sllnilar philosophies and expectahons regarding the administration of 

organizations (Connors, 1993; Dmcker, 1990; Van Td, 1994). The messages in these 

writings pardel the words of the women in this study. The women do not delineate any 

Merence between human service organizations and other businesses. They emphasize 

the importance of good business practice, care and concem for employees, quality s e ~ c e  

measured by outcornes, setting goals for the agency and for employees. They note 

parallels between business and social work organïzations - whether or not they are non- 

profit, government or business and whether or not the product of the business is people. 
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Tnist 

Even though al1 of these women worked in situations where the stones of the 

clients were more discouraging than uplifting, they still brought a "strengths perspective" 

to their work with clients through their s u p e ~ s e e s .  "A strengths perspective is a way of 

seeing; a way to leam to recognize and use what is aiready available to them7' (client or 

supervisee) (Weick, Rapp, Sullivan & Ki* 1989, p. 354). They saw themselves as 

r d e  models to their supervisees - making sure that this strength-based focus was 

maintained. They reiterated time and time again that their job was to show others how to 

act with clients and in the workplace and how to work within the value bases that they 

themselves set. One way they did this was by continuing to have client contact and using 

that contact to show their staffUhow it was done"; accompanying their stafTout in the 

field and also being available for emergencies. 

Although it is possible to go "into the field" with s u p e ~ s e e s  once in awhile, most 

of the time social work s u p e ~ s i o n  is done second-hand. In some situations and in some 

agencies, clinical supe~s ion  is performed with the client present. But generally, social 

work practice is "hidden fYom view." It is more often than not done in the pnvacy of 

people's homes or in an unobservabIe roorn. As a result, the need to tnist and be tnisted is 

paramount for both s u p e ~ s o r  and supervisee. This topic of trust was embedded in the 

words of the women's descriptions of their s u p e ~ s i o n  but it was not spoken about 

directly except in the odd case. The women came fiom a place of tnisting their sta f f  more 

than being concemed about them. They gave their staffplenty of room to try new things 

and make mistakes because they tnisted them. They b d t  this trust day by day so that 

their credibiiity was reinforced and they were seen as worthy of their supervisees trust 
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too. They saw trust as a mutual thing - definitely a two-way Street. And th- built this 

trust in very simple ways; by communicathg in a maightforward marner, by taking 

chances, by holding themselves accountable for teaching and by spending time with their 

supervisees. .Uthou& the women spoke about some difficult staff. tmt or concem about 

not having this trust did not ovenvhelm the discussion. In fact, their focus on the 

strengths of their supervisees seemed to be inherentiy connected to this, as was their 

commïtment to taking responsibility for their own mistalces. 

The Art of Social Work Practice and Suuervision 

The science and the art of social work practice are topics that have been addressed 

in the literature almost since the early beginnings of the profession (references cited in 

Chapter Two). Science typically, is described as meamrable, ordered and under control 

while art is %dl in performance . . . that implies personal, unanalyzable, creative or 

imaginative power?' (Websters, p. 54-55). Munson (1993) teils us that in social work 

practice ;'art is a means and an end" @. 3 84) and he reminds us that art is not just 

imagination and creativity. Like science, art is guided by strict d e s  of undertaking. 

The women of this study spoke about "art" in social work supervision. They used 

this term as a way to describe their process of supervision. 1 took this to mean the 

"means" rather than the "end" resdt of any particuiar work of a.. Munson cautions that 

s u p e ~ s i o n  is the place where science needs to reign. He notes that the responsibility of 

supervisors is to be able to "forge knowledge" (p. 393). The women of this study would 

not disagree with him. However, they would say that the of social work s u p e ~ s o r y  

practice is the way in which such knowledge is imparted. With practice, the "art" of 
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delivery holds a greater possibility that the supervisee will understand the "scientificg' 

concepts of practice. 

. * 
The Essence of Social Work as if is Related to Supervision 

After dl of this. what sense do the women make of their meanings of social work 

and their parallel work in supervision? There are a number of points here. First, the 

wornen of this study ask that we consider new ways of looking ar social work interactions 

by accounting for and paying attention to the connections benveen people, the need we 

al l  have for someone to care for us and the importance of being responsible for ourselves. 

We cannot just expect that clients or supervisees are the only ones who need to be 

accountable for their behaviour and their words. 

Second, they ask that we admit that the ided activities (or what they know to be 

the aspirations of best possible practice) of either therapy or supervision are not always 

the reality. They encourage us to admit to aspiring to the ideal of the Code of Ethics and 

sometimes not getting to where we want to be. Third, the women of this study want us to 

celebrate that social work is a woman's profession - one that is humanity-based. Their 

sense of differences in s u p e ~ s i o n  is less a male-fernale dichotomy and more a 

deveropment of trust between two people and an unlmown mumire of personalities. As a 

fouah point, they also infonn us that attention to the progress of the individual and to the 

bettement of sociev are both alive and well in the work of social workers. In 

supervision, they focus on and balance the importance of both streams of practice. 
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Fifth. the women also hope that non-human service business will notice that the 

values of new business practice a c d y  originated in the lap of social work and human 

s e ~ c e  provision. The principles and processes of supe~s ion  and management in the 

human s e ~ c e  organization offer many leaming opportunities for other types of business 

that have a h u m a  element, even if they do not have a human product. A sucth point is 

that the women of this study show us that there is power in focussing on the trust and the 

strengths of people. The power of secrets is what drives the profession. Clients trust 

social workers with things that are dinicuit to teil and often hidden beneath the surface. 

We must attend to keeping these secrets and he1ping clients share their secret. More 

importantly, supervisors m u t  ensure that the people who listen to them are confident, 

well-trained and non-judgmentai. The last point that the women noted was the 

importance of "arty' in social work supervision. Regardless of how this concept has been 

defined in the past, these women d e h e  it for this study as  a creative, imaginative and 

masterful way of getting the point across. 

Power: A Balancin~ Act 

In discussing this second theme in the context category, it is useful to examine the 

roots of definition for the word "supervÎsion" as L'overy' and "see." This definition speaks 

clearly to the hierarchical nature of the supervisory relationship and alludes to the fact 

that being in authority over someone means that one has power "overY' another. However, 

this is an oversirnplincation of the s u p e ~ s o r y  process; a statement with which the 

women of this study wouid very much agree. 



The Profession and Power 

The profession of social work has an uneasy relationship with the concept of 

power. Weick (1982) writes about the paradoxical position of social workers - in 

between power and powerlessness. The reality is that social work is a social control agent 

and social workers are perceived to have power over their clients in this role. And the fact 

is, they do. However, social w-orkers often relate their own feelings of powerlessness in 

the face of legislative and societai d e s  and values dong with a pervasive feeling of 

being unable to make change when cohonted with the profound disadvantage and pain 

of others. Kadushin also notes this uneasiness with power when he writes; 

"administrative exercise of authority and power is perceived as being ideologically 

antithetical to some of the fundamental values of social work - values that emphasize 

egalitarian, democratic, noncoercive, nonhierarc hical relationships" @ .99). As a result, he 

says social work s u p e ~ s o r s  have difnculty with exercising their power and authority and 

when they do, they do so c'self-consciousIy, hesitantly and apologetically" (p. 99). Some 

of the women in this study spoke about this issue for them. They worried about how they 

appeared as the ccboss" and how sometimes they were misunderstood. They were 

concerned that not being clearly authoritatïve made them appear "wishy-washy." They 

confessed that they used to think everything could be equal between them and their 

supervisees if they just wished it so. Even though they admitted feeling this way, they 

talked about how they had changed over many years of supenisory practice; becoming 

much less personally upset by the reactions of others to their being in charge and much 

more codident and easy with different opinions. They also gave many examples about 

what being "in charge" was iike and through these examples emphasized their ability to 
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do so. Mien the women said things like "It's fine to be nice but nice doesn't cut it as a 

supervisor" and "It's not my job to make everybody happy. It's my job to make sure 

we're doing our job," it was impossible not to imagine that person in charge! The 

combination of responses points out how successfully they negotiate the tightrope of 

power and control with caring and understanding every day. 

The women aiso spoke about the connections between the work they did in 

supervision with their supervisees and the work that was done with clients. They felt that 

the supervisee must be treated the same way that the client was treated. The values, 

expectations and practice principles of the profession are deemed just as vaiid for 

supervisees and s u p e ~ s o r s  as they are for clients. 

The Women Define Their Own Power; 

The women of this study have spent many years in positions of authonty. Over 

the years, they have felt both powerless in these positions and in charge. Al1 of them have 

years of expenence with supervision at both the giving and the receiving ends. Some of 

them play dual roles of s u p e ~ s e e  and s u p e ~ s o r  at the present t h e  and feel both 

powerless and powemil within either or both of these roles. They realize that having 

positional or legitimate power does not mean that one is necessarily powerful and that 

their s u p e ~ s e e s  have power of th& own. Both Kadushin (1992) and Kaiser (1997) point 

out that supervisees can exercise this power in a variety of indirect and direct ways such 

as: game playing (Kadushin, pp. 280-288), a refusai to act or accept suggestions, and by 

refushg to share information (Kaiser, p. 16). The women in this research told many 

stories about these types of interactions with their supervisees. Some of these were: 
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persisting with a difficult supervisee who would not complete paperwork regardless of 

the number of times or variety of ways she chose to cajole or demand it be done, or the 

difficulty in breaking into a new team as a new manager where no one would tell her 

anything. Other examples given were about experiences with their own supervisor - 

feeling as if they were in therapy, only being called into the supervisor's office if there 

was a problem and never receiving a compliment or acknowledgement of a job well 

done. The women use their own experiences of s u p e ~ s i o n  and practice to understand the 

expenences of others that they supervise. They admit they did not always handle al1 

situations in which they were a supervisee in the most positive way. But they use these 

expenences in their most positive light now. For the most part, they focus on positively 

treating people as they have been positively treated in the past. Even when their 

expenences in the past were less than adequate, they approach the use of these 

expenences from a strength base. In those cases, they Say their learning is what to do. 

The women are aware of the theory on different types of power (French & Raven, 

1959) and make note that they use many different srpes of power, depending on what 

type of situation they are in. However, in general, they snive to use their own power to 

create power for others. They believe that being powerful means giving that power to 

others by encouraging them to do their jobs autonomously, asking if they need help rather 

than forcing people to accept help, asking their supervisee for assistance and advice, and 

sharing their own vulnerabilities with their supervisees. The resuits of this use of power 

were described by the women as mutuaiiy agreeable. They told stones about watching 

and hearing about the changes their supervisees expenenced because of their work with 

them. In retum, they described changes and a sense of fbEIhent  and satisfaction for 
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themselves. Jordan (1 99 1) and Surrey (1 99 1) wodd cal1 this the experience of mutuality, 

manifested as munial empowermem mutual engagement and mutual empathy (Miller & 

Stiver. 1993, p. 426). 

The women's descriptions of using power are similar to the descriptions of what 

Klenke (1996) calls the "other face of powerZ'- empowerment (p. 154). This is evident in 

the definition by Leong, Snodgrass and Gardner (1 992) which is cLdeveloping power over 

oneself' (as cited in Klenke, p. 1 54). They speak about empowerment as "joint agreement 

on the seps we are taking," "1 share the success." "encouraging staff to understand," and 

"how I problern soive with people." The ideas of the women of this study about power 

are M e r  reinforced by Rothschild (1 976) who says that women de fine power "as 

energy, potential, cornpetence of oneself rather than power over others (as cited in 

Kienke, p. 155). For example, the women feel that they need to educate their supervisees 

about power and how to use it, and that means that theîr new-found and newly- 

understood power will eventudy get used against them. But this is al1 part, they feel, of 

how people learn. They remember a time when lack of codidence meant lack of power, 

. - 
and ultimately, a loss of the inevitable double-edged sword of challenges. "At one tirne 1 

dodt  think 1 had confidence in people. And confidence in myself, 1 guess. to let people 

run with it." 

Wornen will seek to achieve and maintain such power through personalized and 

cooperative means" (p. 6).  This description by Burns (1978) aiso emphasizes a similar 

interpretation of power in human relationships: 
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Our main hope for disenthralling ourselves fiom the emphasis on power 

lies . . . in seeing that the most powerful influences consist of deeply 

human relationships in which ~ w o  or more persons engage with one 

another. It Iies in a more realistic. a more sophisticated understanding of 

power and of the often far more consequential exercise of mutual 

persuasion, exchange, elevation and transformation - in short, of 

leadership @. 1 1 ). 

Leadership Power 

The women of this strdy talked about being a leader in the same breath as they 

spoke about being a supervisor. They defïned the "being" of a leader as a way of being in 

al1 aspects of their Iives. SupeMsion was one of the elements of leadership; one way of 

being a Ieader. The women heId many different types of leadership positions (e-g., unit 

supervisor, Executive Director, orner) in different settings (govemment, nonprofit 

agency and pnvate enterprise) and they were aware that these contexts determined their 

ability to lead, the influence they had as a leader and their own sense of steering the ship. 

In the literature on leadership, various authors note that women's ways of leading 

are related to the particular qualities that women possess because of sex-role socialization 

(Chemesky & Bombyk, 1988; Gilligan, 1982; Grant, 1988; Helgesen? 1990; Rosener, 

1990). "There is a growing consensus today that the preferred leadership style is no 

longer the traditional autocratic or controlling approach but one that is supportive and 

relationship-orÏented" (ChernesQ, 1995, p. 73). This particular type of leadership style, 

even though it goes by many names such as empowering @Io&, 1987), total quaIity 



management (Deming, 1986) and De Pree's (1 998) leadership without power. is 

genedy  regarded to be based on similar qualities that the women of this study bring to 

their organizations. 

Chernesky's (1995) chapter on feminist administration is one of the few 

discussions of women in social work and leadership. She created two tables that show 

feminist administrative qualities (p. 82) and a cornparison of feminist and nonfeminist 

styles of administration (p. 8 1) as a way to explain how women lead. Some examples of 

her descriptions of feminist administrative qualities are: 

Atiend to the 'person' who is worker. 

Create a climate in which diverse opinions and experiences can be expressed and 

valued. 

Mode1 consensus decision making. 

Value process as weil as outcome, especially group process. 

Encourage workers to use one another to share information, coilaborate and get 

feedback . 

Transfer power and authority to those who are traditionally denied it.@. 82) 

These tables very adequately capture the descriptions the women of this study gave about 

their own leadership practices. Leadership is also focussed on the fiture and outside itself 

(Manf?edi. 1998). The women of this study concur with this statement. Leadership takes 

time and is necessary in today's world for the success of orgmizations and to meet the 

increasing demands of working collaborativel y with other organizations. S ometimes, they 

felt, the time for leadership took up precious tune £kom supervision with their staff and 

this concerned them. 



Finaily, the women described their leadership as a "behind the scenes," 

straightforward and collective activity. This description is evocative of (Fider, 1995)'s 

-. 
simple and yet provocative three secrets of leadership success: "1. Humbly show up, 2. 

Tell the mth mith compassion, and 3. Give up trying to control the outcorne" (p. L42). It 

is dso reminiscent of the interview detail of He1gesen7s five interviews with women in 

leadership positions (Helgesen, 1995). 

The power the women of this research study must balance is multi-layered. They 

balance traditional ideas of power with their new dehitions. ïhey balance the power 

structures of the profession with the needs of people. They balance the effects of gender, 

time and context - both positive and negative and they balance the need for "big picture" 

leadership with the important tirne it takes for one-to-one supervisory comection. The 

balance of it d l  is what makes the connections. 

The Content of Supervision 

This third section of the discussion addresses how the wornen use their own skills, 

knowledge and experience of the practice of social work to teach, guide, counsel and 

direct their supervisees. As stated previousiy, the women who were in te~ewed for this 

study were trained to do direct service or "in the field" work with clients. This section of 

the chapter discusses the importance of this work to the supervisory practice of these 

women This topic is addressed fiom two perspectives: the use of stories and examples 

gleaned fiom being in the field and developing metaphors for leaming fiom this same 

past expenence. 
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Beine In the Field 

As a result of being trained to deal with clients, the wornen use the same skills in 

their supervisory practice. The way they tak to their s u p e ~ s e e s  is the ~uay they were 

taught to behave in the therapeutic interview. For example, they know and use the power 

of listening well (Johnson, 1992), 'Yooking at the old as if ne+ (Middleman & Wood, 

1990), asking open-ended and curious questions (Hepworth & Larson, 1992) and 

focussing on quick resolution (Weakiand, Fisch, Watzlavick & Bodin, 1974). AU of these 

strategies or approaches can be found in basic social work casework texts or the newer 

work on particula. rypes of client interventions. 

As was mentioned previously, all of the women have a keen interest in the doing 

of the work and in actuai face-to-face involvement with clients. Many of them spend a 

good percentage of their day with clients and al1 of them are available in emergencies, to 

give assistance or consultation9 or to hear client complaints. Being connected with clients 

is important to them because they value the work and enjoy the people. Being connected 

is also important to establish their own credibility, showing that they can actudy do the 

work and know what they are tallung about. They also keep thek hand "in the field" as a 

way to make connections with their staff on a supportive levei and to see for themselves 

what is happening "out there." Other professions rnight have to read the latest joumals to 

keep current but social workers, in addition to reading the professional literature, need to 

be with the melee because that is where societal change begins f i s t  Surprisingly, the 

importance of hands-on work as comected to supe~s ion  is not addressed in the 

literature. 



Stories from the Field 

All of the women told stones, gave examples, presented scenarios or used 

metaphors in supervisory practice. They utilized their own expenences, the experiences 

of others, events 6om an hour ago or a year ago or imaginary scenes with reai 

experiences embedded within them. They told st0r-k~ that other people told them, thought 

up metaphors to explain somethùig and spoke as ifthey were painting a picture of an 

event or an interaction so the other person wouid "see" ît. They told me stories about 

their stoqtelling to explain to me how and why they used them. They gave examples and 

metaphoncd descriptions about many concepts and details of supervision without even 

real-g they were doing so. The women told stones with embedded lessons. They gave 

examples of their own past experiences where t5ey made mistalces, behaved badly or 

struggled to accept something. They told success stones and stories about how other 

people think, feel or understand. They presented scenarios and waked through the 

actions in those descriptions like a play. They made unusual connections between words 

and events to inspire another person's thinking and get them rnoving in a different 

direction. They told stories about the past in order to show another person that they had 

"been there." The women used stories, examples, scenarios and metaphors aIl the time 

and they took their use of them mostiy for granted. 

To me, social work is a story-making profession. Every day, social workers listen 

to Life stories, ask questions and create interesting reading in document form about their 

h d h g s  and c d  this taking a social history. They repeat their understanding of the 

client's story when they are in supervision or asking for a case consultation. They divulge 

the events of a very painful or upsetting day to fi-iends, family and colleagues and cal1 it 
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debnefmg. Social workers leam to listen to how people stmggle to make themselves 

understood. The working day of a social worker ofien reads like a mystery, an adventure 

book or a good drama. However, even with this day-to-day focus on a wealth of narrative 

input, there is a paucity of literature on stories and storytelling, exampIes and metaphor in 

social work specifically (fox? 1979). However. other disciplines have written about the 

value of this form of communication. We are told that storymaking and storytelling are 

ancient arts by Breneman and Breneman (1 983), PeIIowski (1 977), Rohrïch and Weinker- 

Piepho (1990), and Sawyer(I962). These authors and others tell us that stories go by 

many names. such as: tales. fables, folklore, proverbs, parables and legends. As well, they 

offer guides to potential story creators and storytellers about how to create alI of these 

genres and how best to tell them. Benjamin (1955) wrote a classic text on what might be 

best described as a philosophy of storytelling in which he gives an explanation of the 

power of story. A storyteller: according to Benjamin, relates experience and in doing so 

gives counsel interwoven with wisdom and companionship to hÏs or her listeners. He 

States his concem that storytelluig is dying and with it the advice and the connections 

delivered to us through a story and its telling. We are, instead, caught up in acquiring 

information. He explains: 

Actually it is half the art of s torytehg to keep a story £kee from 

explanation as one reproduces it . . .The most extraordinary things, 

marvelous things are reIated with the greatest accuracy but the 

psychologicai connection of the events is not forced on the reader. It is lefi 

up to him to interpret things the way he understands them and thus the 

narrative achieves an amplitude that information lacks. (p. 88). 
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The women of this study would reassure Benjamin that they both understand and use the 

interpretive qualities of a story, just as he suggests. 

Psychology and education also relate the use and power of stories in ways that 

reinforce what the women of this study described about their use of stones. Witherell and 

Noddings (1 99 1 ) list a variety of uses for story, some of which are: making the abstract 

concrete and accessible, reminders of our fdlibility, a 1earniLlg tool, and a way to 

motivate and to convince @p. 279-280). Research on the moral developrnent of women 

presented narratives of moral codict  "that provide(d) snapshots of people acting in the 

world of relationships, a world where people are vulnerable. where they can wound 

themselves and others, where something of value is at stake"(Gilligan, Brown & Rogers, 

1990, p. 94). As well, stones are used in family therapy (Lankton & Lankton, 1986; 

Parry & Doan, 1995) a s  a method of creating new family connections and understandings 

of the past. Carter (1993) writes about how stories have a place in both teaching the 

teacher how to teach and in the teaching process itself. There is even a book called The 

Supe~sor 's  Script Book that a c W y  gives pages of examples of potential conversations 

that supe~sor s  might flnd themselves within - offering acnial scripts as suggestions for 

how to hande each issue (Dreyfack, 1996). 

The use of stories in the management literature is broad-based. Stones are used to 

keep audiences interested (Zemke, 1 WO), to perpetuate organiziitional culture and 

interpret agency history (Hansen & Kahnweiler, 1997, Martin, Feldman, Hatch & Sitkin, 

1983), to enhance relationships (Hansen & Kahnweiler? 1993). Stories are also used to 

give a message about how organizations deal with problems or ongoing changes and how 

they enjoy successes (B yers, 1997). Stories are used as value staternents or the suggestion 
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of change via gentie encouragement to accept the expectations (Neuhauser. 1993). The 

women of this study have examples of their own in al1 of these areas. 

Makinr Metaphors 

A metaphor is another indirect way of sending a message - much like the vehicle 

of a story. "Metaphors provide a shortcut to hidden material" (Fox, 1989, p. 233)). 

Metaphors are nch in description. Metaphor "condenses complex and even opposite 

feelings, needs wishes. fears and expenences. It does so with great economy and apparent 

simplicity" (p. 233). The women of this study do exactly that They use metaphor 

substantially and some of the women know they are skilled in its usage. For some of the 

women, the creation and elucidation of metaphon is simply a part of how they 

communkate now. They take the expansiveness of their descriptions for granted. 

The use of metaphor has not always been as popular as it is today. Within the 

psychotherapeutic literature, it increased with the advent of the work of Milton Enckson 

and many others who foiiowed him (Barker, 1985, Zeig, 1985). Some of the women are 

practiced in this clinical area and learned about metaphorical communication in this way. 

Others, as Morgan (1980) and Black (1962) outline, use metaphors to assist others how to 

understand a phenornenon by o f f e ~ g  another or as a way to generate new meaniog. 

The women of this study practice both social work and supervision. They 

combine the skiils r e q h d  of both to do both better. This section of the discussion shows 

that the women do this by continuhg to have face-to-face interactions with clients and 

fïnding creative ways to use their own leaming and mistake-making history to encourage 

others to continue to grow, change and work effectively. 
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The Connections of Supervision 

In this fourth section of the discussion, the thread weaving throughout the body of 

this work - that of relationship and connection - is singled out and examined. The 

women of this study talked about how they deliberately create connections between 

themseIves and their supervisees and then remain vigilant with regard to the maintenance 

of these connections. In some cases, this connection is a one-to-one relationship between 

supervisor and supervisee. In other cases, the connection might be the creation of a team 

or a mentoring relationship. The women remind us that none of these connections exists 

without context. The layers or pardiels of interaction that are embedded in or surround 

these connections can, in fact complicate connection. Nevertheless, these layers are just 

as important as the relationships themselves because they too fill the spaces between us. 

Thus, relationship, building a team, mentorship and parailels of process are addressed in 

this next section. 

Relationships 

Josselson (1992) described the place where connection between people occurs as 

''the space between us." The women of this study believe that a lot happens in this space. 

Relationships are at the core of what the women in this study are doing in supervision. 

Relationship supports al1 of the other day-to-day events that occur in their workplaces. 

Their descriptions of what a relationship lookç like, how they create relationships and 

why relationships are important, parallels the work done by many researches who 

investigate wornen's development (Belenky et al., 1986; Miller, 1976) and the behaviour 

of women leaders in the workplace (Chemesky, 1995, Klenke, 1996). The women also 
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understand what it takes to create and maintain relationships with supervisees. Eariier in 

this chapter. connection was named one of the major principles uncovered in this study 

for this very reason. The place of contact is where all of the topics discussed earlier are 

drawn into the process of relationship-building- The women pay attention to issues of 

power. rnethods of communication and an understanding of what social work means to 

their supervisees and to themselves. 

Relarionship in social work practice has been important since the profession's 

early beginnings (Periman, 1979) and it is addressed in social work practice texts as the 

client-worker relationship or the therapeutic relationship (Compton & Galaway, 1984; 

Hepworth & Larson, 1992). In the classical supervisory texts, relationship in supervision 

is described in terms of fiuictions and particdm situations or embedded in the intention of 

ail supervisory interactions (Kadushh, 1992, Munson, 1993). However, the topic is not 

addressed in depth. Outlining the specinc details or development of relationship in social 

work supervision is a more recent phenornenon FOX, 1989; Kaiser, 1997). Fox outlines a 

five-stage development of s u p e ~ s o r y  relationships and Kaiser dissects relationship into 

parts of power. authorïty and dual relationships, shared rneaning and honesty, shame and 

trust. The concepts of power and trust have aiready been discussed. The idea of duai 

relationships was referred to by the women of the study when they taked about thek 

supervisees bringing issues of a personal nature to the supervision table. Instead of the 

term "shared meaning," which describes the creating of a new meaning between the 

realities of two people, the women of this study used descriptions like "shared purpose" 

and "shared process" to descnbe assisting the person to do the best job they can do and 

being a partner with responsibility so that action happens in a successfbl marner. They 
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spoke not just about honesty but how to be honest - with a direct, compassionate and 

intuitive manner- Like Kaiser: they understood the value of shame in the form of making 

mistakes. They saw themselves as important role models who were fallible and leamed 

from their mistakes and then told their s u p e ~ s e e s  about it to encourage them to do the 

same. The wornen of thk study told stories about many different people in their 

supe~so ry  practice. Some of the women were new to social work and new to 

supervision and others were experienced - people they had been working with for years. 

The descriptions of these important aspects of the supervisory relationship differed, based 

on these different perspectives as much as on their different personalities. 

Building a Team 

The collective nature of these women was very evident in their descriptions of 

working with groups of people who reported to them. They were responsible for ninning 

units, areas or businesses where many people worked together. They had relationships 

with each individual person and with the group as a whole. The same values and 

strategies applied to the creation of a group connection as to a one-to-one relationship. In 

the supe~s ion  literature, group and peer supervision and consultation are presented as 

methods of supervision in organizations (Powell, 1996; Richard & Rodway, 1992). 

Although some of the women talked about these types of supervision, none of these 

formats seemed to be used exclusively as a method of supenision. The women adapted 

their s u p e ~ s i o n  methods to the needs of their s u p e ~ s e e s  and in most cases, they 

offered many different kinds of supervision (group, on-the-spot, individual, Live) at one 

time. 
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Kahn (1 998) descnbes the concept of the "anchoring relationship" that he 

beiieves addts require in the workplace. He describes these relationships as ones that 

"create a temporary space for relational work to occur" (p. 42). Within the fhnework of 

an anchoring relationship, other tasks are put aside and time is spent on developing 

attachments that bind people together. These types of relationships are created in either 

caregiving or care receiving positions and are important for both. Tne women of this 

study describe these types of relationships when they tak about the creating of a 

supportive team or the culture diey are attempting to create in their workplace. They are 

also intent upon developing an organizational climate of fun, quality work and enjoyment 

of each other's company. The management and hurnan seMce administration literature 

and the Iiterature on feminist organizattions discusses these same topics under the 

headings of the development of orga-tional culture (Schein, 1 992), the managing of 

constant change (VaiIl, i 989), the inclusion of many in planning and change (Helgesen. 

1990) and the importance of consensus-building and listening to the voices of many as 

opposed to one (IannelIo, 1992). Ali of these processes are done within a collective and 

are reIated to the notion of people working together for a common purpose. 

One topic related to the above interests that was not addressed during the 

unfolding of this research was the issue of diversity and how the women managed an 

increasingly diverse worlcforce. No questions were asked about the cultural backgrounds 

of any of the people who worked with them or the nature of diversity in the 

o r g k t i o n a l  culture they were creating in their unif their department or agency. 

However, references on diversity question and encourage change in many of the same 

areas that the women of this study note as important such as understanding differences in 
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communication styles (White, 1998), accepting and leamhg fiom others about cultural 

differences at the same rime as gerting the job done, and understanding the values 

embedded in the culturai contexts of organizations (Becket & Dungee-Anderson. 1998)- 

Concerns and obstacles faced by fernale social work supervisors who are, themselves, in 

a minonty in a woman's profession is a strangely paradoxical issue of diversity that 

forms the basis of this research. This is of note because issues for minority groups in the 

workplace are noted as  similar to issues for women - "the g l a s  ceiling in many 

corporations has been a barrïer to promotion and upward mobility for women and people 

fiom nondaminant cultures" (Neuberne, 1996 as  cited in English 62 Ross-Sheriff, 1998, p. 

23). As well, the language and suggestions used to encourage dominant cultures to 

consider other ways of doing business are similar to both the language used and noted 

earlier in this work by the women in this study and the referential language of women's 

management styles that speaks about "being" rather than "doing" and a cultural focus of 

"harmony-with" as opposed to "dominance-over" (Beckett& Dungee-Anderson, 1 998, 

p. 1%) and "comdtation circles" - a way to access team consultation (Kuechler, 1998, 

pp. 253-264.). 

Mentorship 

Another way the women of this study made connections was through mentorship. 

They descnbed mentoring as something that could be done outside of s u p e ~ s i o n  and 

could also be done inside the supervisory process with s u p e ~ s e e s  who were experienced 

and confident. Theu experience with mentorship came fiom being mentored and by 

mentoring others - students and social workers entering the field. They mentored both 
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men and women and were rnentored successfully by both genders. No specific gender 

difference \vas noted. 

The literature on mentoring and women has already been described in Chapter 

Two and sùnilar to that literature, the wornen of this study felt that mentorship was very 

important to women in social work. Most of the women found their mentors 

serendipitously. Some mentors were outside of the work environment completely and 

others were found withh a s u p e ~ s o r y  relationship. ïhere was no pattern to the reports. 

One wornan was given a "gifto' of a mentor as a way to learn about particular 

management responsibilities. She saw t h i s  gesture as helpful and dso  as having the 

deeper meaning of encouragement of her success. The women also felt that mentoring 

others was a way to repay the mentoring and supervision that had been given to them 

over the years. There was no evidence, as is stated in the literature, that these women 

were disinterested in being mentors because of the potential of perceived cornpetition or 

jealousy between women. 

ParaIIels of Process 

Pardel  process in social work supervision is described by Kadushin (1 992) as 

o c c ~ g  within the function of educational s u p e ~ s i o n  (p. 217). Definitions of this 

term, firom the Iiterature, can be found in Chapter One. Some of those writers describe 

paralIel process as potentially problematic, detrimental and something to be avoided. 

Reiner (1997) notes that this is not necessarily so. Although the concept appears to be 

similar to the title of this section, parallel process is ody one smalt part of the six 

parallels of process descnbed by the women of this study. 
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The title of this section - parailels of process - cornes fiom our common-sense 

knowledge that in any relationship, at any one tirne, many interactions and dynarnics are 

happening. In a professional relationship that occurs in the context of a human service 

organization. one's home Iife and work Iife are ofien mixed together with the [ives of 

clients and the expectations of cornrnunities and society as a whole. This is because it is 

an exnotional business, so Say the women of this study . It & a balancing act; a juggling of 

roles and responsibilities that demands a steady eye and cIarity of thinking. At the sarne 

tirne, people need to be heard and more often than not, they have sornething to Say. 

The women of this study "dance" in and out of different parts of people's lives as 

information is brought to them. Sometimes, that information has nothing to do with the 

work at hand, and other times it just looks Iike it doesn't but it really is in disguise. It 

seems to me that the literature on parailel process, relationships and sociai work in 

general does not t d y  capture what the women are trying to convey here. It is possible to 

fïnd references that emphasize the importance of complete separation of therapy and 

supervision (Eckstein & Wderstein, 1972; Kadushin, 1992) because the supervisor is 

foremost a knowledge-builder and skill developer. Other authors recornrnend a 

combination of the two (Broverman, 1982; T o m ,  1993). Itzhaky and Itzhaky (1996) 

suggest that a 'Gwatchtower" is needed that signais supervison to keep neither too close a 

comection or too distant a position when supervising. These authors believe that a 

s u p e ~ s o r  needs to balance the two roles - teacher and therapist - in which she was 

trained and she needs to do this balancing with thoughtful consideration. Williams (1997) 

notes that in "process-centered supervision" (p.43 1) where the focus is upon interaction 

between people, pardel  process is inevitable and an understanding of the dynamics can 



335 

assist the supervisor to handle the experience within supervision and for the client. Social 

action and social casework parailels are addressed in the literature on the history of the 

profession's development (Franklin. 1986, Hepworth & Larson, 1992). The inevitability 

of layers of lives intenveaving is also addressed in the literature on dual relationships 

(I3rovmlee & Taylor, 1995). However, most of this information tells us stories about 

problems to be avoided and difncult decisions that need to be made- 

The wornen of this study are ever-so-clear that their s u p e ~ s e e s  are not their 

clients. However, it is my sense that if 1 asked ail of them to mark their place of balance 

between therapy and supervision on a continuum - one end being supervision and the 

other being therapy - they would al1 mark a different place. The message here is that the 

iines between where work life ends and home life begins are bluny and these women are 

doing their best to see in the fog. Their relationships with the people they work with are 

deep and strong. In fact, they demand this powerfkl connection of themselves. They 

relate that they have both seen and expenenced the power of a committed and knowing 

relationship with another penon who is a guide. And they intend to be that person to 

someone else. 

This fourth part of the discussion addressed relationships - the common thead 

that fïnds its way into dl of the other sections. The women of this study descnbed 

relationship as a singuiar event, within a team, in mentorship and in layers. Each of these 

descriptions was examined in this section. 



Means and Ends: Towards a Defmition of the Process of SociaI Work Supervision 

One final note; in the beginning phases of the interview stage of this research, it 

became clear early on that the meanings of words could not be taken for granted. The 

meanings of words Like social work s u p e ~ s i o n  and process were not as simple to define 

and understand as they appeared. Even though these are regularly used words with 

assumed universal meaning, they are actually words in which the true meaning is 

embedded in the tlaining, experience, standpoint and depth of understanding of each 

person denning them. We have a tendency to think that we are talkhg about the same 

thing and that our meanings are the same. too. 

There are many definitions of supenision and social work supervision in the 

Iiterature. A selection of these definitions was presented in Chapter One. There are also 

some definitions of process in the same chapter. However, the process of social work 

supervision performed by women is a new concept and asking what this concept meant 

was a new question. The women of this snidy stniggled to define cleariy what they did so 

easily and the resuIts of their struggle are present here in this thesis. Although they did 

not create a neat, concise deTutioq they did create a place to start and a rich description 

of possibility. For these women, the process of social work s u p e ~ s i o n  is both a means 

and an end. It is a particular "wayl of interacting and accornplishing tasks. This "way" 

has a foundational framework of eIements that the women named - having a shared 

purpose, making space, ensuring accountability, leaming, and assisting others to be the 

best they can possibly be. These elements formed the foundation of their work. They 

described their process as "steps" that were wide open to interpretation. These steps 

mi@ be forward, backward or even taken while standing in one spot. They might be 
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m b l i n g  or hesitant, determined and facing in one clear direction. These are the means. 

Within these sreps and using the above-named elements, they used the joining powers of 

relationship and an understanding of the multiple realities we bring to any interaction to 

connect them to their work, to their organizationai culture and values and to others. After 

the joining the process of social work s u p e ~ s i o n  is reinforced with the strength of 

stones told over and over, the embellishment of metaphor and the threads of caring and 

humanity in relationship. ïhe  end result of rhe process of social work supervision is 

experienced as a multi-patterned creation: the pieces of which depend upon the raw 

materials and the chosen emphasis in combination. For social work, this end result could 

mean the client well served, justice done- attention paid, time spent, a document of 

excellence created or a moment of universai connection. The possibilities are endless. 

The Implications for Research and Practice 

This research sets the stage for other investigation opportunities in the areas of 

supervisory practice, education and research. Since many of the suggestions overlap with 

each other. they will be not be described in any particular category even though the focus 

of suggestion may be in one area more than another. 

The women of this research study wanted to give a message to social work 

educators that "one of the biggest disservices we do is not training our supervisos. For 

heaven's sake! They're the glue and to some extent the buffer." These women became 

supervisors very early in their professional careers and felt they were not weU prepared 

for their management, admin i~ t ive  and supervisory duties. They recommend that al l  

social workers take a course in s u p e ~ s i o n  as they felt that there were many skiiis 
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Iearned in ùiis arena that were highly transferable to others. Some of these areas were 

how ro deal w i h  conflict, manage groups of people and handle dual relationships and 

paraIlel processes with sensitivity and clarity. Another suggestion was that a practicum in 

supervision be offered for those in the management stream. 

The women of this snidy worked in governme- nonprofit agencies and ran their 

own businesses. They show how human service work is perfomed in a varieây of 

setruigs. Each s e b g  can be very different froom the others and yet, they all need to work 

together. The social service climate of the new millenium is one in which partnerships, 

collaborations and sharing services is the nom, not the exception. Social workers need to 

understand how aii of these setthgs operate and be prepared for the inevitability of 

working in ail of them and perhaps between them at some point in theîr carees. 

Academic institutions can play an important role here by offering courses about these 

new ways of dohg business. The changing face of non-profits, partnerships between 

govemment and business and the effects of privatization on human services are a few 

examples. Sociai workers complete their education being well prepared for dealing with 

clients with some very senous problems. But most of them are unaware of how to 

manage large or s m d  budgets, create fund raising and marketing strategies, manage 

volunteers or handie the media even though al1 of these responsibilities may one day be 

placed squareiy in fiont of them. 

This sampling of wornen has been supervising for an average of 17 years. They 

are about 40 years old an4 by the sounds of things, they intend to keep working. It is 

possible that they will continue to work in supervisory or management positions. They 

are eager to leam more about supervision and they are keen to teach others. n i e  
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prhciples of human senice management are at the forefi-ont in the management of 

businesses al1 across the country. Here is an opportunity for social work educationd 

institutions to initiate posr graduate or certificate programming in human service 

management, perhaps in conjunction with faculties of management. Together, ongoing 

training couId be offered to practicing supe~sors  in areas of greater skill complexity. 

These same professionals - fkom aU the organizational sectors - could be members of the 

teaching faculty - Ieaming by teaching - while at the same tirne forging stronger 

co~~l~llUIUty retationships between educational and "in the field" operations. 

Although the women of this study balanced the two streams of social work focus 

- social casework and social action - they were concemed that the latter did not receive 

as much focus in social work education. As supervisors, they are conf?onted with the 

dichotomy of power-powerlessness every day. They have to manage their own 

expenence of this cod ic t  as well as assist others to manage it and advocate for them at 

the same time. Both the agency and the educational facilities need to better prepare new 

social workers for the inevitability of this stmggie and offer mategies for the battle. 

These supe~sors  have, with years of experience flying by the seat of their pants, figured 

out how to manipulate larger systems to notice the plight of clients and make big 

changes. Many others can learn f?om their stories. 

The theme of care was a powerful one in this research. Al1 of the women spoke 

about being directeci by a responsibility to care for others - their supervisees as well as 

their clients. A number of writes echo this cal1 when they suggest the creation of an ethic 

of care that outhes both an obligation and a disposition to care for others (Baines, 199 1). 

Others suggest an ethic of responsibifity be added to the Social Work Code of Ethics. The 
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women of this study see both as important. yet neither of these directives is found in the 

philosophy, values or practice principles of the profession. 1s it t h e  to review this? 

Understanding how the concept of care evolved out of both the history and philosophy of 

social work and how it parailels feminist principles is another place where education can 

play a part, right fiom the beginnings of social work education and practice. Even though 

this suggestion may seem, at first thought, particularly gender-biased, it should be noted 

that the women involved in this study accepted the female base of the profession as a fact 

to be built upon and not a problem. 

lmpiications for other research in this area begin with the obvious fact that this 

research is only about women social workers' process of supervision. It wouId be very 

interesting to discover if men attach the same meanings to their process of social work 

supervision. It wouid aiso be interesting to compare the process of s u p e ~ s i o n  as 

undertaken by both genders with each other. Also, the women of this study wondered 

aioud if their supervisees experïenced their process of s u p e ~ s i o n  the way it was 

intended. This is a time of interest in outcome measures of many different types of 

interventions. Does it work? And are we getting our money's worth? These are the 

questions that are being asked. Research that measures the process of social work 

supe~s ion  and its delivery would be apropos as there are always questions about the 

need for supeMsion in social work and how cost effective it is. 

As the women of this study made the meaning of their process of social work 

supervision clearer, many other issues arose that could be investigated in a more in-depth 

manner based on these beginning discoveries. Some of these are the paraIlel process in 

supervision and the many diverse measurements of balance between therapy and 



supervision: the importance of relationship in supervisory interactions and the use of 

story and storytelling. Perhaps the long-standing fhctions of supervision need to be 

expanded upon, just as Pritchard (1995) noted, by adding mediation and evaluation to the 

original three functions of supervision - administration, education and support. 

One other potential new area of investigation is the potential impact of technology 

upon supervisory practice. Two of the women in this study used e-mail to communicate 

with their supervisees. They used e-mail to pass on detailed information to a number of 

peopIe al1 at once, to access feedback fiom many and to set the stage for further 

discussion They found that it saved t h e  and although they did not c d  it supervision by 

e-mail, it did occur to me that the future might entai1 work being done this way. (The use 

of video tape is another type of technology used increasingly in distance education.) What 

would be the implications of these types of arms-Iength connection? 

There are parailels between good supervision and good leadership. The women of 

this study only touched on these and yet, the importance of leadership in today s business 

climate, as we develop leamhg communities and organizations, cannot be emphasized 

enough. Social work leaders are often required or asked to advertise their work and their 

convictions about human care and change. This is important for society. We should be 

encouraging social workers to develop their leadership qualities and advertise the power 

of the profession as well as advocating for change for clients. We should also encourage 

researchers and writers to investigate leadership in social work so that we l e m  more 

about what it is and how to do it, 
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One fmal suggestion is made to the Aiberta Association of Registered Social 

Workers and to the Canadian Association of Social Workers. At the time this study was 

undertaken. social workers in Alberta were not required to be registered. At the time of 

writing this document, mandatory registration for registered social workers (except those 

employed by the government) is in process. This might be an opportune t h e  to collect 

data on the number of social workers in supervisory, administrative and management 

positions - keeping in mind that the dehitions of these words are foggy and wodd need 

to be carefidly clarifïed. Gibelman and Schervish (1993a) produced an excellent resource 

about social workers in the United States that gives a concise snapshot about the state of 

social work and offers opportunïty for many different types of cornparisons such as 

gender and rype of work, place of employment, numbers of years practicing, educationai 

qualifications. Information like this for Alberta and Canada wodd coalesce our numbered 

strength and emphasize connections that we, as social workers, have with others in our 

profession- regardless of how far away fiom us they Live and work and the variety of 

merences in our working tasks. 

The Limitations of the Research 

The first limitation of this research was language. The words that social workers 

use to descnbe supervision, management, administration and process are open-ended, full 

of potential meaning and thus, potentiaily Limiting to what we reaily want to Say. For 

instance, the distinctions between clhical and administrative supervision are wide open 

to interpretation based upon experience. The definitions of direct or indirect supervisio~ 

aithough somewhat more clear, are similady foggy. Concepts of parallel process and 
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style also needed to be defined and re-defmed within each interview. Wherever possible' 

1 asked for clarification fiom the women about what they meant when they used a 

particdar description but 1 fully expect that 1 misunderstood descriptions at some points. 

Problems with the tape recorder also created another limitation. This problem 

happened three times. For two of the incidences, it was impossible to capture exactly 

what was saià the first tirne- as so much of the recording was lost. In both those cases, 1 

could only go back to the last known question and try to work my way forward. The 

nature of ail of the conversational interviews was such that one answer to a question set 

the stage for the next question to be asked; and then the next ones &er that. Having 

problems with the taping meant that the "moment" of those first interviews with the two 

women was, in a sense, cornpletely lost, even though some of the information may have 

successfüily been repeated. 1 was able to ascertain the question last asked in the third 

interview and therefore, had the chance to ask it once again. Although her answer 

sounded familiar to me, once again, the information that she gave me the first time 

around could not be replicated exactly. 

Another limitation for this study is that at the time the i n t e ~ e w i n g  of these 

women occurred, social workers in Alberta were not requÏred to be registered. Records 

fiom the Association showed that 1663 social workers were, at that t h e ,  registered but 

the number of social workers who did not belong to the Association and yet were 

working as social workers was unknown. 1 uîilized the Alberta Association of Registered 

Sociai Workers to access participants with full knowledge that not all practicing social 

workers would be reached and that the resulting sample would be limited by this 

decision. Also, in Alberta at the time that this study was undertaken, many social s e ~ c e  
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innitutions were undergohg changes in their management and governance structures. 

Some of the women who worked in govemment departrnents at the Ume of being 

h t e ~ e w e d  are, at the time of writhg this docurnen~ now working for "authorities" that 

are administered via a Board of Directors. These changes could also prove to be a 

limitation to the future generalizability of these resuits. 

It is also important to note that the number of women who work in social work 

supervisory positions in Alberta is not known because social workers are not expected to 

register. Also, the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers (AARSW) does not 

coliect that information in a comprehensive way. The AARSW surveys its membership 

each year when fees are coilected; asking about types of employment, interests and any 

demographic changes. But, the categones are not clearly defined; a respondent can fil1 

out more than one category and category names are open to interpretation. As well, the 

information is requested, not cornpulsory, so the information rehimed is far fkom 

comprehensive. Using the Amencan statistics previously reported in Chapter One and in 

Gibelman and Schervish (1993a), that iden* the number of women in supervisory, 

management or administrative position as small, the sample fkom which to draw from 

was most likely, small in Alberta as well. The sample was also dependent upon their 

registration in the Association or xord of mouth. It was also dependent upon their interest 

in a topic that has not been widely addressed. 

This particula. research set five parameters for its investigation beyond the gender 

of the participants. The first was that dl participants wouid have a degree or diploma in 

social work. The second was that they wouid be working at the present time as a 

supenisor and third, supenising a minimum of one supervisee. Fourth, they would have 
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been supewising for more than five years. The fifth parameter was that they would be 

working in a human service agency or department. This research is limited by these 

parameters as it did not address the experiences of other populations such as new 

supervisos, women who used to be social work s u p e ~ s o r s  in the past or women social 

work s u p e ~ s o r s  who work in other types of business. 

The research is also limited geographicdly. It was conducted in Alberta and the 

majority of respondents lived in Caigary. Although initial response fiom interested 

parties came fiom across the province of Alberta, the resulting sample came ikom 

Calgary, Red Deer and Edmonton. As well, these numbers were not equally distnbuted. 

Issues of diversity were not addressed in this research. I did not ask any of  the 

women about their culturaI background and as a result, I cannot assume that they are 

either fiom different cultures or al1 European Canadians. The workplace of the new 

millenium will be more diverse by gender: race and culture. Although this research 

addresses the issue of sociological minority for women supervisors in a "woman's 

profession." It does not address the other two topics and so, it could be that the future 

generalizability of its kdings are limited. 

This research addressed the understanding of process of social work s u p e ~ s i o n  

fiom the standpoint of women in supenisory positions only. The supervisees of these 

supenrisors were not asked any questions about their satisfaction with supervision nor 

their perception of this process to determine if the process, as described by the supervisor 

was, in fact, experienced We do not know if the intents behind the processes of 

s u p e ~ s i o n  are, in fact, transferred to the work with the supe~see .  Supervision, Like any 

other form of social work practice, intends to make a ciifference and in order to discover 
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the difference it makes, there needs to be a way to determine if the intentions were clear 

and the outcornes were achieved. This research did not address the nature of supenisory 

outcorne. This could be the topic of another study. 

Only interviews were conducted with the women of this study. No other 

questionnaire, observation of work or diary method (as used by Mintzberg,) was utilized 

as a data collection method. One limitation of o d y  interviews for this research was that 

the culture of the unif department or agency could not be investigated although the 

women spoke about their interest in creating a s i -dcan t  cdture. 1 was dependent upon 

their descriptions. As well, the women emphasized the importance of relationship and 

these relationships were not observed or queried through another medium such as 

requesting that s u p e ~ s e e s  complete a form that asked questions about those issues or 

accompanying the supervisor through one of her work days. Expansion of the data 

col1ection process into these secondary reporting arenas would have added to the results 

of this study. Without this information, the results are limited to the perspectives of the 

women supervisors aione. One other limitation of note is that not ail of the thirteen 

women who participated in this research gave equal amounts of information. Some spoke 

at length about their work and their experiences while others were more reserved. 

The hermeneutic phenomenological research design of this study is descriptive 

and interpretive in nature and as such is Iimited by this focus. Benner (1994) notes the 

importance of c1-g and elaborating upon personal biases and standpoints of the 

researcher as part of negotiathg the limitations of the research. My interest in this topic, 

my years of experience as a supervisor, and being supervised are obvious 

"preunderstandings." My enthusiasm about supervision, as weil as being the power 
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behind this study- is also a bias. 1 am working in an upper-level management position in a 

Calgary human service agency and this too, is bias. The fact that the paths of the 

participants and rnyseIf crossed on a regular basis as we al1 performed the tasks of our 

work might also be seen as a form of bias. 

One finai note is that the research, because it was performed with solely women, 

is not generalizable to men. 

Conclusion 

This hermeneutic phenomenological research study investigated the process of 

social work supervision as it is performed by women. Since this topic had not been 

addressed in the literature previously, the research was necessarily exploratory and 

descriptive. This focus is consistent with the methodology as welI. The factors that the 

women of this snidy determined to be the most important in provïding the foundation for 

their work were four-fold: their past experience and the context, the content and the 

connections that they created in the here and now and by which they were influenced. 

The important experiences of the women were how they became a supervisor and how 

they defined themselves within that position presently. The contexts were the rneanings 

of social work that they attached to the breadth of their work and their sense of being in 

charge. The content of their process of social work supervision encompassed stories, 

examples and metaphors that onginated with p s t  experience and ultimately, now they 

used these and got their point across. Their connections to the human elements of the 

work and the work itselfwas the thread that held the whole of their work and this 

research together. 



The Story Quilt: The Dynarnic Connection of Parts and Whoie 

A story quilt emerged out of this research process. As well as being fashioned in 

similar ways (patchwo- applique and stitching) as a iraditional quilt* a ~ o r y  quilt is a 

q d t  that has a meaning. It tells a story about something. It could be made to represent 

one event, a way to mark a year in one's Me or be created to depict the breadth of 

experiences and emotions in the Life of one person, a family, a c o m m e  or a country. 

Story quilts, like traditionai or art quilts, are made for a multitude of reasons depending 

upon the quiltmaker, her ski& interest or desire to learn about quilting and the inspiration 

of the story she has to tell (Mashuta, 1992). The NAMES Projecc - AIDS Mernoriai Quilt 

is an example of a story quilt that tells thousands of stories about individual people who 

were affected by AIDSEW. But the quilt is aiso a story about a disease and its effect on 

the whole world. With the creation of this quilf the power of quilts was brought back into 

public consciousness (Shaw. 1995). The inspiration for this quiIt came when Cleve Jones, 

the originator of the NAMES project, noticed that placards AIDS activists had attached to 

the side of a Washington building fkom a distance remindeci him of a patchwork quilt and 

his own, positive and cornforhg childhood mernories of that symbol (as cited in Mueller, 

1995, p. 6).  

In îh is  research study, a story quilt was f ~ s t  seen as a way to understand the 

research methodology of hermeneutics and put it into tangible form. Grasping the essence 

of hermeneutics with its dense philosophical base is a challenge to a fist-tirne researcher. 

To me, hermeneutics meant the "making of meaning" and a stop quilt seemed like one 
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way to materially -'rnake9 meaning and perhaps also make hermeneutics make sense. It 

started as a metaphorid "quilt" as designs fashioned in my mind and then. over t h e ,  the 

quilt became red. 1 began the quilt nith the story 1 was making - a very penonai 

depiction of my thesis experience- But soon after beginiiing the qtdt, I realized that the 

real "storyo' within the quilt was the understanding of what the women as a group were 

saying about supervision and about themselves. 

As a resdt, the quilt became a metaphor for the research format and for the results 

of the research itself. Fox (1989) defines a metaphor as literally 'khange bearing." He 

goes on to Say; "Metaphors are comparisons. Cornparisons express sensations and States 

of mind in specific and meanin@ ways because much is said in Mie. Comparisons 

make concrete and tangible what is vague or abstract because they stimulate the senses" 

@. 234). The meanings of the process of social work s u p e ~ s i o n  were transferred onto 

the many qudities and meanings of a quilt because the latter was more tangible and could 

thus help with the understanding of  the former. Buî, more specincdy, the quilt was the 

metaphor of choice because the lan-page of the women, of the hermeneuric research 

process and the descriptions of process sounded like the meanings of a quilt. A story quilt 

was chosen, as opposed to another type of quilt because the processes of social work 

supervision of these women have stories ernbedded within them. 

The women of this study conmbuted to the quilt metaphor of this research 

through their words and the time they generously gave to me and to the quilt itself with 

their careful consideration of a symbol. 1, the researcher was charged with making sense 

of both and 1 can only hope that 1 did justice to it dl. 
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In this epilogue. I suggest that the story qui16 as described. is a metatheme (Tesch' 

1987) that complements the resuits of this research. Tesch aiso uses the concepts of parts 

and whole to understand the creation of a metatheme (p. 3). She defines metathemes as 

"more abstracted entities (than themes). At the sarne t h e  they are larger than the 

individual themes. They can't be compressed into a short phrase" @. 4). The metatheme 

of the story quilt captures the themes of this research in its parts and patterns. In order to 

assist the reader to understand the connection between the quiit and the research, 1 WU 

present a short history of quilts, quilt symbols and meanings followed by an expianation 

of the story quilt of this research. 

A Short History of QuiIts 

Quilts and their construction are the domah of women. The history of quilts, 

quilting and the quiltmakers in North America is a thread that weaves through the history 

of women as they adapted and thrived in the New World (Hechtlinger, 1974; McKendry, 

1979, 1997; Orlofsky, 1974). The quilt history that is avaiIable to us today is replete with 

stones of women's creativity in designing and fashioning q d t s  of both necessity and 

function, women's connections to each other as they worked together on quilts and the 

meanings that quiltmaking and the quilt itself had upon their lives. At the same t h e ,  

other references point out that quiItmaking and other types of needlework and stitchery 

were powerfid symbols of the c h a h  that bound women to domesticity, a limiting sense 

of femininity and ulthate powerlessness (Behuniak-Long, 1 997, p. 4; Clark, 1 994, p. 1 3). 

It is interesting that women's activities and the society in which they ïived over one 
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hundred years ago have the potential to be interpreted in two such diverse ways: strength 

and adaptability on the one hand, oppression on the other. 

A quilt is a simple structure. It is a 'Yextile sandwich" (Grubbs. 1995, p. 34) of 

three layers held together by threads that is used for warmth and protection as clothing or 

covering. It is a form that is centuries old. However, the simplicity of the quilt is 

deceiving. A quilt is actually a forrn with multiple meanbgs. These meanings are layered 

much like the quilt itself, built upon each other in paraliel tiers and uirertwined. The quilt 

as a syrnbol makes meaning of thoughts and feelings and has the ability to relay abundant 

messages. 

Eark Quilts 

Quilts are made of cloth and thus, do not 1 s t  long enough to tell the very 

beginning stories of their creation and function. Actmi quilted items that have withstood 

the test of time are few and far between. The ccearliest known example of a quiIted 

garrnent is on a c m e d  ivory figure of a Pharaoh of the Egyptian First Dyasty,  c. 3400 

BC. It appears to be wrapped closeiy around the figure as if it had been needed for 

warmth (Orlofsky, 1974, p. 1-2)." A quilted carpet fiom the second century AD, found in 

a Mongolian tomb in 1924, and a fourteenth cenimy Sicilian bedcovering (p.2) are 

examples of quilts that have surprisingly sunrived. 

Quilts made in the early setdement days of North Amenca were made fkom 

precious cloth that was most likely weil used already. They often had a shorî Me. As 

well, these creations were rarely dated or signed by their creator as their purpose was 

judged to be solely utditarian. Hence, our knowledge about quilts is pieced together fiom 
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bits of information and joined together to form a whole understanding - much iike the 

quilt itself. We know that the early settlee of North America needed blankets to keep 

wann during harsh winters. " 'Quilting for cover' literally making coverings to keep the 

famiIy warm on cold winter nights was a necessity, not an option. And everything, every 

scrap of fabric was put to use; wom-out or out-grown dresses conaibuted patches as did 

old overails and tvool trousers" (Peterson, 1997, p. 1). 

Ouilting Bees 

We also know that quilring was an activity done by women late at night after their 

other work was done. Very often, quilting \vas done in a gathering of women at events 

cailed "quilting bees." The quilting bee \vas an exchange of sewing and quilting labour 

(Atkins, 1994, p. 7) where women worked on quilts not their own in return for a 

reciprocai arrangement at another time. The quilting bee was a necessity as quilts were 

needed by everyone. In those days, it was one of the few acceptable ways for women to 

socialize. Women also used these events as  a place to exchange information, news and 

fabrics, teach others how to quilt or share a new design and "deal with the very real 

problerns and concems of their daily lives in an acceptable manner. Issues of child care, 

housekeeping, marital relations and crises of every order codd be brought into the open, 

reviewed, discussed and decisions made with the support of a peer group" (Atkins, 1994, 

p. 1 5). This gathering of wornen took pIace around a quilting kame that might be as 

simple an arrangement as four sticks joined together in a square. Women sat around the 

qdting h e  and worked on a particular part of the quilt with a needle and thread for 

many hours. Elizabeth Wells, a quilt historian, descnbes a quilting bee: 



353 

When the twelve women-arranged three on a side of the quilt fiame- 

started out to quilt, they were wide apart: indeed, they were nine feet apart. 

But as the sides were rolled up, they carne doser and closer together until' 

when the quilt was nnished they were face to face. The conversation 

would be very general when the quilt started - the crops and the weather 

were safe subject, also politics which, as we see, actually entered into the 

names of the quilts. At first the talk was loud enough to be heard by all but 

as the quilters came closer and closer together, the conversation became 

correspondingly more intimate (Elsley, 1996, p. 53). 

Earlv Ouilt Patterns. Desi-s and Meaning~ 

We know that the quilt types, patterns and designs that exist today began as ideas 

fkom many of these early women. Their ideas came fiom real Iife experiences and rituais 

of importance. Often these events were aansformed by their emotional connection to an 

individual and by the message that they wanted to convey into a symbolic representation 

(McKendry, 1997, Orlofslq, 1994). OAen, supenations were attached to particular 

designs or the actual quilting. For example, "the Amish and Mennonites are said to have 

put a deliberate mistake into every quilt to avoid rivaling God's perfection" (Miller, 

1994, p. 15). Quilts were made as keepsakes or _@S. For example, fiiendship quilts or 

album quilts were often made when a niend moved away or to mark a rite of passage. 

Memory quilts were quilts made fkom pieces of clothing of a departed loved one 

(Gutcheo~ 1973, p. 47). The design chosen for the quilt would have meaning as well and 

"in general, the subjects of nineteenth century quilts reflect the daily experiences of the 
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women who made them" (McKendry, 1 997' p. 59). Some of the names of these quilt 

patterns are self-explanatory, others are interpretive or had mords or lessons ùnbedded 

within. Examples of these are: Log Cabin, Diamond and Square. Tumbiing Blocks, 

Jacob's Ladde. Robbing Peter to Pay Paul, Dninkard's Path and Duck's Foot-in-the- 

Mud. 

History also teiis us that rnost quilters were women. But this did not mean that 

men were excluded hom the quilting processes. Men were ofien hired to trace a 

compiïcated design (McKendry, 1997, p. 1 1) in prepmtion for quilting, or assist when 

more hands were needed (Hechlinger, 1974, p. 48) at a quilting bee or at home. Holstein 

(1972) teiis us that although men did design and make quilts, they were more involved in 

the planning of a quilted piece than in the actuai sewing (p. 12). 

Ouilts: the Present Ray 

As the twentieth century dawned, quilting was less of an absolute necessity. 

Inexpensive blankets could be easily purchased. Homes were heared and heavy quilts 

were not required for warmth. Fabric and time were both more avaiiable and the eiectric 

sewing machine changed handwork forever. As a result, quiits became more decorative 

and ornate. Pictoriai or story quilts began as a way to make a political statement, raise 

money for a cause or tell a story about a moment in time. " C r q "  quilts utilized odd 

scraps of beautifid s i k  and velvets in wild overali designs. Nthough there were penods 

of time during the nrst half of the century when quilting was needed (the Depression 

yean) and places (such as rurai areas) genemlly, less quilting was done (Gutcheon, 

1973). 
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In the 1970s. quilting interen renimed with the advent of the quilt as an art form 

(Grubbs. 1995' p. 11). As well as revisiting the skills and creativiry of previous decades 

of quilmiaking, fabric was being used Like paint and pencils to creare quilted pictures. 

Books and plays were written that used the quilt as a major descriptive symbol (Atwood, 

1996; Newman & Damashek 1986 ). Many began to challenge the Iimits of what fabnc 

and thread could do. This creativity and renewed interest in quilts and quiltmaking has 

continued for over 25 years. Today, 15.5 million Americans quilt. Few do so for thrift or 

necessity. Two-thirds of quilters have college educations. Their average family incorne is 

$62,400. The majority of these contemporary quiltmakers are women (Crispell, 1995, p. 

143. 

Quilts and Their iMeanings 

Resurgence of diis renewed interest in quiltmaking goes hand-in-hand with 

substantiai debate and discussion about the meanings of quilts and quiltmakllig as 

symbols. Bemick (1 997) tells us there are three quilt cultures: the art quilt culture, the 

traditiond quilt culture and the feminist quilt culture. She posits that each culture has its 

own standpoint and interprets the present day interest in quilts differently. resulting in 

substantid argument between them. Sommers (1 997) uses quilting as a metaphor to 

describe her research process using i n t e ~ e w s  with two Amish quilmiakers with dif5erent 

perspectives on quiltmaking to encourage the appreciation of merence  between 

quantitative and qualitative research methods. Sagaria (1989) used the quilt metaphor to 

elaborate on women and their careen, suggesting that employment counsellors and 

researchers could use this metaphor to reinterpret wornen's expenence as positive and 
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strong. Behuniak-Long (1997) explores how quilting has adapted to the pressures and the 

benefirs of technolog and pet still remains constant as a muiti-layered symbol. Elsley 

(1 996) analyzes the use of quilts in contemporary literature to outline her premise that a 

quilt is both a textile and a text. She also investigates the roots of power of the AIDS 

quilt marveling at the impact of such a simple form. In the last decade, the use of the 

quilt as a "signZcant symbol" to make both a political and an emotional statement, via 

the NAMES quilt project (Mueller, 1995, p. 3), is one that has a universal appeal. This 

project raised and in fact, created greater public awareness of AIDS and put a human face 

to the disease. It demanded that the world Iook beyond any form of discrimination. The 

AIDS quilt also reminded us of the power of the quilt symbol to evoke emotion, give a 

message when words are lacking and pull thousands of people together- Individually, 

each square of the AIDS quilt has profound meaning. Each one stands alone as a 

representation of one person's connections to the world. And in each one there are stones 

- of a Me, of relationships and of the square's creation. Altogether, there are 37,472 three 

by six-foot panels (Lewis & Fraser, 1996, p. 433) that represent not just the number of 

people who have died fkom AIDS/HN but also a multitude of other meanings as well. 

Elsley (1996) describes the effect that of al1 these individual voices c o ~ e c t e d  to 

each other have as parallekg Bakhtin's description of the "heteroglossia7~ of the novel. 

She descnbes ttiis well when she writes "individual voices are heard in the context of 

community, not in cornpetition with each other, not necessarÏly in harmonious concert, 

but jostling together in a celebration of separate voices" (p. 46). Each part of a quilt is 

important to the overall product and as well, the whole of the quilt is dependent upon al1 

of its parts. 
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The Parts 

A quilt has three layers: a top, a bottom and a middle section that is called batting 

or filling. These layers are held together by stitches. 

The top of a quilt is the decorated layer. Often. the top is created fkom small 

pieces of fabric that are sewn together to form one large piece. This "sewing together" is 

cailed patchwork or piecework Patchwork rnay follow a pattern that repeats 

throughout the qua changes withui the quilt or is created as the quiltmaker goes dong. 

There are many other ways to create a q d t  top such as applique (at tacbg cut out 

designs to the top of the quilt)? whole cloth (the design is created only by stitching and 

not by patchwork), and trapunto (stuffing parts of the quilt with batting). Many cultures 

have adapted quilimaking and created particular q l e s  (Hawaiian and mola fÏom 

Guatemal- for example) m e s ,  1992). 

QuiIting is the process of stitching the layers together. This can be done by 

machine or by hand. It cm be done as an intricate design using a template to trace out 

the sewing Iines on the fabnc. Or it may be just a simple tying of the squares together. 

The needles that are used for hand quiltïng are short and sharp. They are called 

'betweens (Orlofsb, p. 152). 

The quïiting frame stretches the quilt taut so that the Iayers are smooth and the 

sides are even. Sewing can be done with ease using a quilting kame whether or not one is 

quilting alone or in a group. A quilting M e  is like a large picture kame whose sides can 

be rolled and unrolled as quilting progresses. 
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The Whole 

A quilt is a metaphor for Iife. One way a q d t  is a metaphor for life is in 

the way that it represents transformation. It is like nzinsforming the 

fragments of our [ives into a meaningful whole . . .(Yano, 1997. "the 

quilters" sermon, p. 8). 

A quilt is both an end and a means. There is a finished product but "as resplendent 

as a quilt may be, ofien its red  distinction is in the unseen process of its fabrication" 

(Warren, 1996, p. 1). The finished product does not tell us how the quiltmaker chose her 

fabric or the reasons for her choice of pattern and design or how long and how difficult 

the quilt was to make. Nor does it tell us the reason for the quilt's existence - the 

comection between the quilt and the quiltmaker; the stories imbedded in the stitches, the 

fabncs, the pattern and the tirne and space it took. It does not show us the connection and 

the camaraderie of working with others to complete the work. But the nnished product is 

a çymbol of all of those things. It is rich with meaning. 

How we make sense of what things mean to us is dependent upon our "lived 

expenence." As individuals, we might be quiltmakers or we might not; we might own a 

quiit or we rnight have no persona1 experience with quiits. As a member of a society in 

which quilts exist, we put meaning into the idea of a quilt based upon the multitude of our 

individual expenences and also based upon our collective consciousness. The 6'whole" of 

a quilt has many meanings. Most simply, it represents warmth, comfort and protection. 

Quilts grace our beds and keep us wann. Quilted clothing is wom in winter. Quilts are 

often given to children (and others) for comfort and a sense of protection. 
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A quilt is a message. At its most basic, a quilt symbolizes love and caring for 

another. But quilts are sometimes made wirh a message within them as in the children's 

story of the f i c a n  Arnerican slave child who made a quilt with a map of the 

underground railroad embedded within it (Hodgkinson 1993). A quilt c m  tell a story of a 

life. It remembers for us (Lewis & Fraser, 1996; Mazade, 1997, p. 8). A quilt can paint a 

picture. A quilt challenges us to be creative. 

A quirt is a symbol of shared activiw. Many hands do make lighter work when 

quiltmakers corne together to accomplish something. A quilt stands for relationship, 

comection and communication. "The modem (quilting) guild is an updated version of the 

nineteenth c e n w  quilting bee. The confinnation of shared values reaffirms social weli- 

being and consequently authenticates a personal expression of fernale experience" 

(Cerny, Eicher & DeLong, 1993, p. 20). "Quilts are built fiom women's experience, in 

incorporating bits of clothuig, in refiecting intimate co~ect ions  between the hand and 

the needle . . ." (Weilman, 1994, p. 1). 

The pieces of a quilt are, in some cases, useless on their o \ n .  But. when joined 

together, the pieces become both strong and useful. A quilt is an outlet of expression 

when a voice is silenced (Hedges & Wendt, 1980; Parker;1989). A quilt makes a 

statement about social issues such as those depicted with the ALDS quilt and the Boise 

Peace Quilts (Adcins, p. 83-83; Elsley, pp. 65-73). 

Last but far fiom least, a quilt is a technical challenge in the detail of its patterns, 

designs and stitching. 
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The Quiit as a Research Metaphor for the Process of Social Work Supervision 

"Like a good drama, a quilt has. as it were, a beginning a middle and an end" 

(Orlofsky, 1974. p. 75). These are the basic steps in the quiltmaking process. In the 

beginning, the quiltmaker has an ides a pattern or a design in mind. In the middle, the 

quiltmaker creates the quilt; cuttuig, piecing, layering, qudting and finishing. The 

tangible end result is a nnished product. But a quilt is not just one good drarna Rather, a 

quilt is layers of dramas, built on top of each other, embedded within each other. The 

completed product is not just the "end": it exists Iong before it is created and long after 

the last stitch is made. In fact, a quilt takes many months or even years of planning and 

can exist in memory or story form long after it has physicaliy disappeared- For instance, 

the quilt at the moment of completion is just begùining its own process of providing 

warmth, decoration and memory. It is a process that codd last at least a century before 

the fabric disintegrates. The quiltmaker may begin the construction of a new quilt, now 

that she has finished this one, building upon what she Iearned making this last one. She 

makes M e r  steps towards her goai of doing excellent quaiity work. And finally, if the 

quiltmaking is done in a group, the process of beginning, strengthening or ending 

relationships is also underway. Within each of these parameters there are d s o  many 

smaller steps that are taken determined by choice, style, creativity, mistakes, skills and 

plain and simple personal preference. Then there is the use of the parts or the raw 

materials of quiitrnaking - the fabric, the paaem, the piecework, the layering, and the 

stitching together. 

As a resuit, the many layes of drama seem to interconnect, circhg and spiraling 

around and through each other. Each step is dependent on the one previous and each 
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detemiines n-hat is yet to be created- The creation in its entirety is a composite of ail of 

the steps and reflects back upon each of them. This experience of understanding each and 

all of these meanings is embodied in the metaphor of the hermeneutic circle. The parts 

and the whole of something are interdependent (-Dilthey, l9OO/l976, p. 259). 

Understanding thus consists of circular and spiral relationships between 

whole and parts, between what is known and what is unknown, between 

the phenornenon itself and its wider context, between the knower and what 

is known. This is a dialectic process which is in theory infinite, although 

we may rest for a time at some acceptabie point of intersubjective validity 

(Rowan & Reason, 1981, p. 135). 

A qudt can aiso be interpreted as similar to Gadamer's fusion of horizons. In fact, 

the image of two pieces of fabric sandwiching its inner core even Iooks iike what 1 

imagine this symbol to be. This symbol is mdtivocal in that on the one hand it stands for 

the fusion of two perspectives - the perspective of each one of thirteen women's process 

of social work supervision and then my perspective of each as the researcher. On the 

other hand, the patchwork top - the sum of the parts is also fused with the context of this 

research and the iarger place and time in which it exists. The search is for the meaning 

made in the places, or the "spaces" where ail these parts meet. 

A quilt is a text. It speaks its maker' s desires and beliefs, hopes and fears, 

sornetimes in a language any reader can understand, but often in an 

obscure language available only to the initiated. Quilts and texts are 

inseparable (Eisley, 1 996, Introduction). 
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Human beings are dependent upon language to make sense of things. But words and their 

meanings often fail or mislead us. We ofien need symbols to grab us at a visceral level 

and guide us to understanding. The quilt as metaphor intends to do just that. 

The Supervision Quiiting Bee 

A quiit begins with an idea. The quiltmaker can see the end result in her mind's 

eye and she works toward that end piece by piece and stitch by stitch. She puts her idea 

into form. What she detennines this form to be and where this end point is located is 

completely up to her, as are the choices she makes with fabric, pattern, stitching and the 

finishing details. Her quiltmaking is influenced by her experience and particdar skill at 

the craft. Her intent in making the quilt and the meaning behind the quilt guides i t  Each 

decision in the quiltmaking process is a step toward the finished product and each step is 

dso a process in itself - a step that innuences al1 of the others before it and al1 of the 

others following. The finished quilt is the whole and yet it is made up of many conuected 

parts - dependent upon and enhancing each other. This description also captures the 

process of writing this thesis. 

The quilt of this research is a quilt of my imagination - made part by part by the 

women of this study who, again in my imagination, might corne to put the quilt together 

at a quilting bee. In rny minds eye, each woman uses her own fabric, cutting pieces to 

forin the pattern, design and colour of her own choosing. Her choice of themes for quilt 

blocks wouid be her own as well. This quilt and the making of it both represent the 

process of socid work supervision. This is because a quilt and the process of supervision 

are simdtaneously a means and au end. These fabric raw materials are metaphors for the 
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raw materials of her supeMsory process; her years of supervisory expenence, her 

impressions of herseif as being in charge, her "in the field" training and her stories. 

Piecing the fabric parts together. choosing what goes with what and what shape fits 

where is a creative process and for each of the women. the blocks of the quilt would look 

different. This description is a metaphor for the mdtiplicity of process steps and how the 

choice is made for inclusion, 

Once the individual fabric quilt blocks are completed, the women would corne 

together to join them to form the top of the quilt. Then they would stretch the quiit top 

within a quilting frame and anchor the top with its layers of baning and backing. The 

quilting kame that surrounds the quilt is a metaphor for the fiamework that surrounds the 

activity of the process of social work supervision. Each one of the four sides of the fiame 

stands for an influence - the meaning of social work, gender. the contexts in which the 

women work and Ieadership. This is because each woman is infIuenced by the many 

meanings of social work, the fact that she is a woman in a woman's profession, a leader 

and workhg in a human service organization. Together, these elements exert pressure on 

the quilt, keeping it taut for the upcoming stitchùig and the layers flat and mrumpled. 

The layers stand for the parallels of process and power. This is because both of these 

phenornenon are under the surface and yet so important to the finished product. 

Then, the thiaeen women would sit at the quilring fiame and begin to stitch. They 

would thread their needles - the betweens - with the threads of responsibility, connection 

and caring and with these threads they would make the quilt strong and solid as well as 

decorated with a beautifüi design. While they sew, they wodd taik and make connections 

with each other, just as women have done for many generations before them. The quilt 
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would then be finished off with bindings of mentorship. This is because mentoring is 

seen by the women as a hisbing touch as well as a way to contribute to solideing the 

values of the profession. 

In my imagination, the women in this research study were making a quilt when 

they taked with me and answered my questions. It also seemed that the hermeneutic 

research methodology invited me to make a quilt too. 

So, 1 did. 

1 fashioned a quilt of 63 quilt blocks or squares - each one nine inches on each 

side. They were sewn and sashed and bound and anchored together. Each quilt square 

captures a component of the research - both the hdings and the process. There are 26 

quilt blocks that portray the words and meanings of each of the thirteen women- The 

designs for 13 of these blocks are depictions of the descriptions given by the women in 

the second conversationd i n t e ~ e w .  Another 13 designs illustrate rny interpretations of 

each particular i n t e ~ e w  theme. There are dso 12 squares, forming the outside edge of 

the quilt that represent my personal research joumey since 1994. A centre core of nine 

Uustrates one central theme of the entire research and eight other smounding themes. 

The first woman 1 interviewed asked, at the end of our second meeting, if it would 

be possible for al1 of the women of this study to meet together and see the nnished quilt 

when it was completed. 1 wondered if all 13 women would have an interest in this idea, 

so 1 asked each participant when next 1 saw them, and they responded unanimously - 

"Yes". This future meeting was referred to by one woman - just last month (December, 

1998). We met, unexpectedly, at a meeting outside both our offices. She quietly said to 
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me "Have you had your quilting party yet?". This "coming together" will occur in the 

sprïng of 1999. 

Tying Up the Loose Ends 

The process of social work supervision as it is performed by women is, to me, like 

a quilt - a comucopia of parts that work best when comected together. The quilt 

represents experience and the ability to tell about this experience in rich narrative form; 

the passion these women feel for the social work profession; a cornmitment to 

relationship and concern for others and a clear-eyed vision of what it means to be in 

charge. These are the pieces of fabnc and thread they bring to the quilting table. How 

they are configured is a creative process of grear dimension and how the nnished product 

is used - just like a quilt - has a weaith of possibilities. 

Women in supervisory positions are potentiaiiy powerfut change masters of the 

profession of social work and of agencies in which the work of social work is performed. 

Their responsibilities for the lives of others are profound and yet, there is an underlying 

sense that these responsibiiities are not burdens of concern but rather vehicIes of care. 

These women show us a path into the firture of social work and its base of connection. A 

voice from the past sums this up best: 

How much piecin' a quilt is like Evio' a We! You see to make a quilt you 

start with jest so much caliker: you don? go to the store and pick it out and 

buy it, but the neighbours give you a piece here and there and you'il £ind 

you have a piece left over every Ume you've cut out a dress, and you jest 

take whatever happens to corne. 
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But when it cornes to cuttin' out the qui l~  why, you're fiee to choose your 

own paneni. You give the same kind of pieces to two perçons and one'll 

make a 'Nine-Patch' and the other one'll make a 'Wild-Goose-Chase' and 

so there'll be two quilts made of the same kind of pieces but jest as 

different as can be. That's the way of iivin'. There's a heap more in the 

cuttin' out and setvin' than there is in the caliker. 

(Hall, 1907, Aunt Jane of Kentucky) 
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APPENDICES 



ALBERTA AND CANADIAN DATA ON NUMBERS OF S O C W  WORKERS 
March 1998 

This information came from the Alberta Association of Registered Social Workers 
Head Office in Edmonton, Aiberta. The information was given over the telephone 

in answer to my request for statistics about social workers in Alberta. 

Number of "Registered Social Workers in Alberta: 1663 

Number of Female Registered Social Workers in AIberta: 1245 

Percentage (MF): 25.1% M 74.9% F 

**Number of Registered Social Workers in Management, Supervisory or 
Administrative positions in Mberta: 159 

**Number of Female Registered Social Workers in Management, Supervisory and 
Administrative positions in Alberta: 95 

*No te: Registration is not mandatory for social workers in Alberta. 

**No te: On the questionnaire that gathers this information, there is no Listing for 
"supewisoryo'. Also, not aJ.i registered social workers answer these 
questions. 

The following information came from a simiiar telephone caU to the Canadian 
Association of Social Workers in Ottawa, Ontario in March, 1998. 

No other information was avafiable. 

Number of Sociai Workers in Canada: 14,672* 

Canadian Association of Social Worken (CAS W) Information: March 2, 1998. 
Again. social work registsation is not mandatory in many provinces. As weU, in 
Ontario. Prince Edward Island and British Columbia, there are other sociai work 
associations that register social workers. CAS W does not keep that information. 
CASW does not keep statistical information based on gender or on type of work. 



RESEARCH PAEtTICIPANTS SOUGHT 

For a study on social work supenision 

Very little attention has been paid to s u p e ~ s i o n  as it is undertaken by women in 
social work and yet, s u p e ~ s i o n  is an important and vibrant component of social work 
practice. A social work doctoral student who is about to be-@n her research on the 
experiences of women performing social work supervision is looking for participants 
who wodd be interested in being part of a study on the process of supervisory practice. 

Participants would be women with a degree in social work who have been in 
supewisory or management positions for a minimum of five years. The cornmitment 
requested for this research is one or two, 1 !4 hour interviews. 

hterested individuals should contact Iane Matheson. MS W, RS W in Calgary at: 

15 Cromwell Avenue N. W. 
Calgary, Alberta T2L 0M6 
(403) 270-1 704 or (403) 282-3056 for more information 

If anyone has any questions about the study, please do not hesitate to cdl. Thank 
you very much to anyone who night potentially consider this request. Your h e  and 
enthusiasm in this topic would be very much appreciated. 



PREPARATORY QUESTIONS 

What is supervision? 

What is the meaning of supervision? 

What is the nature of supervision as meaninefully experienced? 

What is it like to be a supervisor? 

What is it like to be in a supervisory position? 

What is the supervisory experience like? 

What is it Like for a s u p e ~ s o r  to supervise? 

What does it mean to be a s u p e ~ s o r ?  

What does the process of supervision mean to you? 

What is your experience of the supervisory process? 

M a t  is the essence of the process as you perform it, as you are in the midde of 
it? 

How does the process feel? 

How do you supervise someone else? What are the things you do and what ways 
do you do them? 

How does supenision occur when you perform it? 

What happens in supervision? How do you know it works? How does it feel 
when you do it? 

What is it about your relation to these supervisees that makes you a supe~so r?  

What does this supenisee mean to you and what do you mean to this supe~see?  

What is it about supervision that makes it possible for it to be what it is? (its' 
essence) 



What is it about supervision that gives it its' si-gificance? 

How is this supervision? 

What is your sense of the structure and the essence of the experience of 
supervision for the people you supervise? 

What are the conditions under which supervision took place that makes it possible 
to interpret its meaning? 

The process of s u p e ~ s i o n  is the road upon which a journey is undertaken. M a t  
is the destination of this process? 

If you put yourself in the place of your supeMseeo how would you descnbe the 
lived expenence of your supervision? 

What does the term supervision mean to you? 

What does it mean to supervise someone? 

How do you supervise another person? 

What is the structure and essence of your supervisory process? 

How does supe~s ion  occur when you perform it? 

If someone was to write a poem or a story about your supervision of another 
person, how would they describe the rich detail of its structure and process? 

If you and 1 went to see a movie about your process of s u p e ~ s i o n .  what wodd 
we see on the screen? 



Address 
Albert. Canada 

Dear m: 

Thank you again for your patience with me while 1 have been organizing the details of 
my research. It is my hope that you are stifl interested in being one of my research 
participants. 

The papers enclosed are as follows: 
A consent form that explains the research intentions and the process 
A second document that is a copy of the abstract sent to the Social Sciences and 

Research Council when 1 applied for a gram This also elaborates on the research. 
The yellow sheet is a short questionnaire that confirrns a number of points related 

to the research. 
The original advertisement for participants is aiso included. 

1 will cal1 you next week and we can discuss an opportune time for us to meet. Thanks 
very much. 1 am looking forward to talking with you. 

Jane Matheson MS W RS W 



RESEARCH PARTlClPANT INFORMATiON SHEET 

THE PROCESS OF SUPERVlSlON 
UNDERTAKEN BY WOMEN IN SOCIAL WORK 

N a m  Chosen for Idenüfication: Date: 

Address: I 
L 

Telephone: (dayl 1 (evening) 
Fax: 1 €-Mail: 



APPENDIX #6 

CONSENT FORM 

Research Project Title Women's Ways of Working: A Hermeneutic PhenomenologicaI 
Study of the Process of Social Work Supenrision 

Investigator Jane E. Matheson MSW RSW 

Department Faculty of Social Work, University of Calgary 

This consent form, a copy of  which has been given to you, is only part of  the process of informed 
consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about and what your 
participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something mentioned here, or 
information not included here. please ask. Please take the time to read this fonn carehlly and ta 
understand any accompanying information. 

1. The purpose of this study is to investigaie the details of the process of social work 
supervision as it is experienced and performed by women who are social work 
supervisors. The intent of this project is to explore the way in which supervision happens 
with female social work supervisors who undertake this supervision and have been in 
their supervisory position for a minimum of five years. 

Supervision is an important part of the social work profession but there h a  been Iittle 
research in this area and even less research specifically related to wornen. Social work is 
a profession that is nurnerically dominated by women. However, their numbers are 
seriously Iacking at supervisory or management levels. The exploration and description 
of the supervisory process of women social workers may reveal information about the 
supervisory process, women's roles in social work management and the future of the 
profession. 

You have been chosen as a participant in this research because ?ou have been in a 
supervisory position for a minimum of £ive years and because ?ou are female and have a 
social work degree. Your supervisory positions have been in either a human service 
organization or in a section of an organization or Company that is related to human 
services. 

2. This research study is expIoratory in nature. As such, the intent is to discover M e r  
information about the process of supervision and to describe the information as clearly as 
possible. An interview wiIL be conducted with you and an audio tape will be made of the 
interview. This interview may take one to one-and-a-half hours of your t h e .  The 
interview would be conducted at your place of work, unless you request otherwise. 



A preliminary series of questions wiI1 be asked. You wiil be told about these questions 
before the interview. Other questions may evolve out of our discussion, You are free to 
refuse to answer any question ?ou wish at any tirne. 

A second interview rnay be requested for the purpose of gathering more information. 
You rnay also be asked to fi11 out a short questionnaire. The reasons for both this second 
interview and the questiomau.? wiI1 be  made clear, if they are required. 

Transcriptions wili be made of the interviews and you will be given a Ietter that details 
the salient topics of discussion. Your own words wilI be used whenever possible. You 
wiIl be asked to read the précis of the transcription and comment on the descriptions in a 
critical manner so that the essence of îhe description is as clear as possibie, 

It is not expected that any of the questions asked will cause discornfort or concern but if 
this does occur, you will be requested to advise the interviewer. 

Maintaining confidentiality is very important. In order that this be so, you will choose a 
pseudonym at the begiming of the research. ïhis pseudonym will be the name that you 
wiII be called on tape and in transcription. The agency will be described by nurnber or 
alphabetical Ietter. Ail tapes and transcriptions wi11 be stored in a Iocked drawer in my 
office. Al1 personal information (age, position, number of years in position, salary, etc. 
will be maintained under the pseudonym. No one else wilf have access to the data except 
for the researcher. 

5. There are no financial costs that wiI1 be incurred as a result of being a participant in this 
study . 

6 .  Periodically, you will receive a letter fiorn the researcher detailing the progress of the 
research and informing you of the steps that will unfold as time goes on. 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a subject. In 
no way does this waive your IegaI rights nor release the ïnvestipators, sponsors or involved 
institutions fiom their Iegal and professional responsibilities. You are fiee to withdraw fiom the 
study at any t h e .  Your continued participation should be as informed as your initiai consent, so 
you should feei free to ask for clarification or new information throughout your participation. If 
you have firther questions concerning matters related to this research, please contact: 

Jane Matheson MS W RS W 
(403 )282-3056 or (403) 270-1704 

If you have any questions concerning o u r  participation in this project please cal1 the 
aforementioned individuai's advisor and supervisor of this research, Dr. Margaret Rodway at 
(403) 220-6710. You may also contact the Offke of the Vice-President (Research) and ask for 
Karen McDermid, 220-3 3 8 1. 



A copy of this consent fonn has been given to you to keep for your records and reference 

Participant Date 

~nvesti~atori~ikess (optional) Date 



THE UNIVERSITY OF 

CALGARY 
Faculty of Social Worlc 

CERTIFICATE OF APPROVAL 

by the 

RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
FACULTY OF SOCIAL WORK 

THE UNTVERSITY OF CALGARY 

The DISSERTATION entitled: 

Women 's Ways of Workirrg: An Inrerpretive InquUy of the Process of 
Social Work Supervision 

of Jane Matheson 

in the judgment of this Committee has met The University of Calgary's ethical 

requirements for research with human subjects., 

Director, Research Unit 
Faculty of Social Work 

2500 Universd'y Drive N.W., Calgary, Alberta T2N 1 N4 
Telephone: (403) 220-5942 Fax: (403) 282-7269 



APPENDIX #7 

Jane Matheson 
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXAve 

Calgary AB 
XXX-XXXX 

November -, 1997 

Dear - 
You may recall back in August when we met to talk about supervision that I said I would be 
writing you a letter. It has taken me awhile but the letter that you hold in your hands now is that 
document I would have sent this letter by mail to the address you gave to me on the 
questionnaire but because of the postal strïke, I decided to hand deliver the last few letters to 
each participants' workplace- I hope this is OK with you. 

The intent of mis Ietter is to encapsulate both your actual words from the tape and the 
transcription and the meaning you hoped to convey. I have about 35 pages of transcription that 1 
have tned to condense into a readable document and yet keep ail the salient points. This was 
done, of course, through my own interpretation of your words and an attempt at consolidating that 
meaning. I want to make sure that 1 have responsibly represented your ideas and thoughts 
about supervision ami for this reason would ask that you read this letter carefully and critically 
with the following questions in mind: 

Can you hear yourself in the descriptions? 
Have I captured your meanings adequately? 
Are there descriptions that you wourd iike to alter, elaborate upon or 

disregard completely? 

Twelve other tapes and transcriptions of other participants have also been Iistened to and read 
before this letter was written- From this wide collection of thoughts some other questions or ideas 
have arisen. You may find that some of these thoughts and questions are formulated as 
questions that 1 would like to ask you. Or perhaps you will have questions or suggestions that 
you would like to either ask me or offer. In about a week, I will telephone you and if we could 
have a short conversation in person about the Ietter and any further comments you might have, I 
would very much appreciate it. 

Throughout the document, the words in quotation are your own voice as heard on the tape and 
then transcribed. Sentences and words not in quotation are my paraphrasings or interpretations. 

The topic of this research is the process of social work supervision as performed by female social 
work supervisors who have been supewising for a substantial period of  time. You might be 
interested to know that l interviewed 13 wornen. Their mean age is 45.2 years and the mean 
number of years that they have been supervising is 17.2- AI1 of the women interviewed were in 
mid - to - upper Ievel management positions 



THEMES ARlSING FROM THE FIRST CONVERSATIONAL INTERVIEWS 

ParaIIel Process 

S tories/StorytelIing 

Leadership 

Context 

Power 

Ferninist Practice and Principles 

Spending T h e  in the Field 

Mentorship 

Are you a good supervisor? 

How did you get to be a supervisor? 

Sty le/Process 

Why did you do this research? 

Supervisees 
numbers 

Who 
Years of experience 

Directfindirect 



QUILT SYMBOLS 

LEE 
Hands overlapping over a book wodd be what 1 see. This represents my interest in stories 
and the idea of giving a hand to people. 

JO 
In the Cree culture, 1 have a nickname. It is "Musqua" which means a sort of ccbull in a 
china shop." Literaily translate4 it means a bear chasing honey. That is the way 1 see 
rnyself and what I do in supenision. 

Ebw 
1 guess what we have been taiking about lm most captures what my contribution to 
social work and I guess to the world is - i f s  my concem for people but also bringing in 
the hope that we cm make a better world I think that it is not always so obvious - the 
global structures are really impacthg individuals in a negative way right now. 1 sort of 
see my contribution as educating in a broader focus than people have when looking at 
individual troubles. I'm thinking about a globe. 

SAM 1 
The words that corne to mind are empowerment and engagement in a political process. 
Capture that on a quilt! Its bnght, bnght colours. Green, 1 suppose and pink and it's vivid 
. . . a kind of coming together - not zigzags because that's too conf?ontational. Pink and 
green flowing into each other. So, it's the ends kind of flowing in. Like two streams 
meeting. 

BONNIE 
1 like the part where you talked about the metaphors because 1 thiok your perception am 
correct. That is not something ba t  I kind of admitted to myself. To look at. 1 don? play 
music anymore but as you asked that question there was a score of music. An unnamed 
score of music that popped into my head and that's the picture. And 1 don't know what 
meaning that has. 1 haven't played music since high school. I tried f?om the time 1 was 
sut on to play the piano and 1 don't have the coordination to do it. 1 can't read and play at 
the same time. Then I played the clari.net through high school and 1 enjoyed it. But again, 
I had to memorize my music. It was easier because you only had one key. 1 have a 
coordination problem that 1 leamed about when taking music - that 1 can't do two things 
at once. But it is always sornething that I've loved to do. I don? know why the sound of 
music . . . 



JUDY 
Somethine to do with kids. I guess I'd like to see them happy. Maybe a playgound- ring- 
around-a-iosv. - . blowing bubbles. things Like that. 1 think that's our goal - to see kids make 
it. So that's hope to me. 

MARG 
I'd Like it to bs two people standing together evenly holding hands, side by side. It's like 
we're going out to face the wortd together. The two people wirlking together, it 
symbolizes that we are doing it together. I'm not better than you; you're not better than 
me. We're going through this together. We're going to walk this waik together. I would 
like the sun. 1 always see the sun in my Me. It is always there. Maybe the clouds might 
obscure it some days, however, 1 always know it's there. It always provides me with lots 
of hope and lots of energy and enthusiasm - other' s always a sun. And the scales of 
justice - the balance is dways trying to k d  a balance between my personal side and my 
professional side. I keep those in balance generally aU the thne because I h d  when one 
is out of whack then my whole Iife is out of whack. So 1 always have to keep that in 
balance. It's very significant for me. How much room do we have? And one single rose 
and it would have to be a yellow rose. Because 1 always Say to people let's stop and smell 
the flowers and I've ofien said to people, "I'U show you how to do that" because they Say 
they don't know how to do that. ''1'11 show you how to smell the flowers dong the way." 
So a yeliow rose would be quite signif~cant. 

BROOKE 
To descnbe me is . . . I'm never on top. Meaning I'm never like the boss. 1 would see 
clouds because 1 think that everything should be "nice" and you know, white. So why 
cm't it just be OK? It's not ail that hard. Forgiving and accepting. There is hand-in-hand 
because 1 can't do it without your agreement or support or understanding or buy-in - 
whatever the word is. Life is hand-in-hand and always uphill. Meaning life is not flat or 
backwards. Clouds and tears. But 1 think that's i t  1 think it is worbg together. 1 think it 
is going fonvard which is always a bit uphill - not flat. If you're flat, you're missing 
something. Like sunsbiny clouds, sunshine and maybe some fl owers. I think 1 am a bit 
airy-faj., maybe a bit of a cireamer. 1 dream of people being able to communicate 
without defensiveness and 1 want that, I try and demonstrate that. 

JANETTE EDMUND 
1 Iike colours - bright, vivid colours. Clean colours without being rnuddied by gray. I 
doesn't have to be ngid or actual shapes - but colourful bleeding into each other and 
connected. Not things that stand alone but joined. I like people. So people kinds of things. 
Something rhat expresses excitement and joy and movement. That's really how 1 see this 
profession aç being. It's too good entertainment value that you couldn't f k d  in any other 
profession - 1 don't think. It's just the perfect place to be. Becoming connected to people 
and people and the environment. It's just such a simple profession that's so extremely 
powemil. Psychology looks at people and environmental design looks at the environment 
but we're looking at the "and" between the 1 and 1 parts. I think it is such a generative 
type of thing. People can spend their lifetirne in this career and come out of it not feeling 



nui down and not drained but being energized. And still uili be. There is never a part 
where you're gonna say that 1 know, now 1 can build a bridge or 1 can build that. Because 
people change, situations change, and it is always sornething different. 1 love that. 
Anythmg like that would make me happy. 

DENISE LEGRAND 
One of my favorite flowers is the tiger lily. 1 know that it's sornetimes called the prairie 
liiy as well. But to me that says something about me. 1 Iike that expression - tiger - as in 
there's a certain tenacity. Not afkid to go out and put an end to the wilderness and fend 
for yourself. There's also a gentleness, a beauty, a dekateness to what we're doing and 1 
kind of like that. 

SAM II 
If1 thought about images, the kinds of things that come to mind are a yardstick or elastic 
- where you are stretched. You could see where you were going up on the yardstick each 
time so you are expanding people. The yardstick is a belief that if you continue stretchùig 
people - you know - like the way they want to be stretched. (But this next one is more 
like me) . . . When I think of my job, #1,1 think of fog. Probably the most important and 
meaningfiil times have been fog. And that makes me really work. And then probably 
clouds aftenvards, when it opens . . . And even if you couldn't portray both of them . . . 
but 1 ceaainly thuik the one that makes me work the hardest is the fog one. It's the one, 
you know where there's some anxiety in my iife and it's not because I'm wondering what 
is going on. 1 am in this cloud and then 1 really get it. And afier that, doing something 
about it. It's nice and bright - beautifid, light and bright. 

TORTUIE: 
Flopsy-Mopsy, the tortoise-shell cat that had cerebral paisy. Her name was Gertrude. She 
had cerebrai paisy. She just ffopped ail over the place. The doctor said she wodd not last 
long but she lasted six years. She was just a riot. She'd go dashing around the room and 
everything would come unglued. Thump, thump. She'd get up and shake herself off and 
o f f  she' d go again. We called her Flopsy-Mopsy and spazz and klutz. She just sort of 
smiled at us and carried on. She didn't know she was being insulted. 

FAYE 
This is definitely the hardest question you've asked. When would anybody have thought 
of that? I'd be curious to b o w  how 1 would respond if I thought about it longer - on a 
different day. But the thing that cornes to mind is when 1 meditate or do relaxation; 1 have 
a certain picture that' s always there. And it doesn't have to be literal like a photograph 
kind of thUig. But it is a woman with long hair and sort of a long flowing dress next to a 
Stream. So that picture just cornes to mind. 1 love bright colours, yeiiow, blue. And 1 
don't even know what her face looks like. It never rnattered. Some might Say she's my 
spirit gaide but she's certainly a constant. 
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