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ABSTRACT 

 

Background:  Reflective supervision is widely accepted as an essential component of child 

and family social work, but it has proved challenging to implement.  This thesis examines a 

‘Change Project’ designed to support the development of reflective supervision in children and 

families social work in England.  

 

Change Projects are an example of participatory action research (PAR) with underlying 

principles of participation, reflection, knowledge sharing, an ethos of empowerment and a step-

by-step process to promote change through action.   

 

Methods:    The objectives were to provide a critical analysis of the project and to explore the 

practicalities and benefits of implementing the resources developed.  Different research 

methods were adopted at each phase based on their suitability and relevance.  They included 

reflections from key participants, including the researcher, on the process of the project; piloting 

of the resources by supervisors and evaluation using surveys and semi-structured interviews; 

and analysis of feedback on the published resource handbook.  

 

Findings:  There was strong commitment to reflective supervision from organisations and 

individuals.  The Change Project closely resembled other models of action research in structure 

and sequence, and promoted empowerment and collaboration.  Key benefits were peer 

support, networking and knowledge-exchange.    

 

Most supervisors found the resource pack easy to use, and believed the tools strengthened 

workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills.  The tools also increased supervisors’ confidence 

in providing personal aspects of reflective supervision, thereby promoting workers’ emotional 

resilience.  General workload pressure was a common barrier to their use.   

 

Conclusions:  The Change Project reflected existing principles of PAR, and further 

examination of the process supported the development of a new conceptual model of PAR.  A 

reflexive analysis of the lessons learnt highlighted the unique role of action researchers and 

suggestions for future outcomes-focused research.  The project had benefits for the group 

which developed the resources, and the supervisors who used them in the pilot.  The Reflective 

Supervision Resource Pack produced by the project was highly valued by local authorities, and 

helped to support their implementation of reflective supervision in practice. 

 

 

 

Key words: Reflective Supervision, Child and Family Social Work, Participatory Action 
Research 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

 

“Supervision is an integral element of social work practice not an add-on” 

(DCSF, 2009:29) 

 

1.1   THE RESEARCH ‘PROBLEM’ IN CONTEXT: 

 

Increasingly, the overarching socio-political context in which social work operates has become focused 

on compliance, with organisational and government expectations dominating the landscape (Baines, 

Charlesworth, Turner and O’Neill (2014).  In the context of these bureaucratic demands, it can be 

difficult for supervision to provide a sufficiently reflective space to support social workers to develop 

their practice.  Instead, supervision can be reduced to surveillance of supervisee’s work and micro-

management of decision making (Rankine, Beddoe, O’Brien and Fouché, 2018).   

 

Nevertheless, reflective supervision is widely accepted, by professionals and academics alike, as being 

a necessary component of safe social work practice.  For example, Rankine et al (2018:428) note that 

“reflective supervision is essential to counter the perceived negative impacts of managerialism”, and 

Clayton, a principal social worker and commentator, argues that reflective supervision can help 

practitioners “find a way through any ‘paralysis analysis’, to develop… practice knowledge, skills and 

wisdom; make difficult decisions and… keep children safe” (Clayton, 2017: unpaginated).   

 

The importance of supervision, particularly that of reflective supervision, has also been acknowledged 

at a political level in recent years.  For example, in a comprehensive review of frontline social work 

practice conducted under the New Labour Government in 2009, the Social Work Task Force proposed 

the introduction of a clear and binding standard for employers governing social work supervision, with 

an emphasis on reflection –  

 

“Through supervision, social workers review their practice and deal with the challenges and 

stresses arising from their work… high quality reflective supervision is essential to achieving a 

fair and balanced workload” (DCSF, 2009: 31)  

 

The change to a Conservative-led Coalition Government in 2010 did not detract from this policy focus 

on reflective supervision.  The Local Government Association (LGA) Standards for Employers of Social 

Workers in England promotes ‘regular and appropriate’ supervision which “should challenge social 
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workers to reflect critically on their cases and should foster an inquisitive approach to social work” 

(LGA, 2014: Standard 5).  More recent policy imperatives include the Knowledge and Skills Statements 

for Child and Family Social Work (DfE, 2018a), alongside the significance Ofsted continue to attach to 

reflective supervision in their local authority inspections (Wilkins, 2017).  The requirement for social 

workers to receive and utilise supervision is also set out in the current standards governing the 

profession (Social Work England, 2020). 

 

1.2   WHAT CAN BE DONE TO PROMOTE REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION?  

 

Despite policy makers extolling the virtues of reflective supervision, attempts to improve provision in this 

area are unlikely to be straight forward.  Recent research suggests that individual attempts to adopt 

more reflective supervisory techniques may well be hampered by the wider organisational context.  For 

example, the available time and space which individuals can use to develop new supervisory 

approaches within a predominantly risk averse, bureaucratic environment has been highlighted as a 

key barrier (Turney and Ruch, 2018; Wilkins, Forrester and Grant, 2017).  Further, the ‘surprisingly 

weak’ evidence base for social work supervision  (Carpenter, Webb and Bostock, 2013) compounds 

these difficulties, as organisations are unable to target their limited resources effectively if they cannot 

draw firm conclusions from the research about the overall impact of supervision, or the benefits of one 

supervisory technique over another. 

 

In an effort to address the wider organisational barriers and lack of clear, outcomes-focused research 

studies, the organisation Research in Practice (hereafter RiP) elected to engage with a number of 

partner local authorities to support them to develop some specific practical strategies to assist 

supervisors in delivering reflective supervision to the children’s social work and social care workforce.  

A key focus of RiP’s work is to bridge the gap between research and practice by helping other 

agencies, teams and individuals to access, understand and apply evidence in their work with children, 

young people and families - it was therefore fitting that they should seek to support local authority 

organisations in this way.   

 

To achieve this, RiP began a ‘Change Project’ focused on reflective supervision in children’s social care 

services in England.  Change Projects are used by RiP to explore key topics (where the evidence base 

is weak) by bringing together academic subject experts and practitioners who develop and pilot 

resources linked to the topic area.  RiP claim that the Change Project method is rooted in an action 

research approach (Earle, Fox, Webb and Bowyer 2017), and this premise is explored in more detail in 
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Chapter 3.  Change Projects are based on the principle that both individual commitment and a shift in 

organisational thinking and culture are often required to embed new practice approaches and 

techniques.  In the past, these Change Projects have proved an effective method for engaging 

academic and professional experience to explore pressing practice issues, and are an example of 

evidence-informed practice in action.  For instance, RiP successfully used this method to focus on 

‘Analysis and Critical Thinking in Assessment’ (Brown, Moore and Turney, 2012; Brown and Turney, 

2014).  

 

1.3   MY INTEREST IN THE CHANGE PROJECT: 

 

Having worked as a social worker in the field of child protection for several years, I was acutely aware 

of the importance of reflective supervision in practice.  I had been fortunate to receive some high quality 

supervision during my time as a practitioner, which not only assisted me with my day-to-day case 

decision making but also encouraged me to reflect on the personal values and attributes that I brought 

to the social work role, and supported me to maintain my emotional wellbeing.  However, I also 

experienced supervision which did not attend to all of these aspects, and this dichotomy served to 

highlight the importance of receiving holistic supervisory support both from a professional as well as a 

personal perspective.  It is certainly true that I found the social work role more personally challenging 

when my supervision was focused solely on case management tasks and didn’t attend to my emotional 

wellbeing, but I suspect my practice was probably less effective too as I wasn’t supported to reflect 

upon and analyse my work to the same extent; I was never able to truly test this hypothesis however. 

 

Due to my supervisory experiences as a social work practitioner and the subsequent value which I 

came to place on supervision, this topic became a key research interest of mine whilst undertaking my 

MSc in Social Work Research Methods at the University of Bristol.  As part of the MSc programme, I 

completed a dissertation which explored the impact of supervision on compassion fatigue and 

resilience in children and families social workers (Webb, 2013).  This specific focus enabled me to 

research the impact of supervision on workers’ emotional wellbeing, an association which I had 

recognised first-hand as a social worker.  This topic also complemented my existing research interest in 

the retention of social workers (Webb and Carpenter, 2012). 

 

Whilst I was completing this dissertation under the supervision of Professor John Carpenter, he was 

contacted by RiP and asked if he would be willing to offer his expert academic advice and experience in 

relation to a Change Project focusing on reflective supervision.  RiP described Professor Carpenter as 
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a ‘stand out’ person in the supervision field, and we had recently collaborated on a systematic review 

into supervision commissioned by the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE) (Carpenter, Webb, 

Bostock and Coomber, 2012b).  Professor Carpenter agreed to get involved and asked me if I would be 

interested in joining the research partnership with RiP, where I could use the project as the basis of a 

PhD research study in social work.  This opportunity arrived at a perfect time, as I had just been offered 

a PhD studentship at the University and I fully intended to focus on social work supervision as my topic 

area.  The RiP Change Project therefore enabled me to continue to pursue my research interest in 

supervision, but also allowed me to be part of an innovative project where I believed that I could make a 

significant contribution to the development of social work practice; it is for these reasons that I was very 

keen to be involved. 

 

1.4   MY ROLE WITHIN THE CHANGE PROJECT: 

 

As noted above, Professor John Carpenter (my primary PhD supervisor) and I were invited by RiP to be 

part of the Change Project team to offer our expert academic and research knowledge on the topic 

area.  We joined the team during its early conception stages, and remained involved throughout the life 

span of the project. 

 

In line with the underlying philosophy of action research, my own researcher role within this Change 

Project was highly collaborative in that I acted as both an active group participant as well as co-

facilitator and researcher throughout the course of the project.  For example, I successfully applied my 

academic knowledge to summarise the existing research evidence and co-facilitate the group meetings, 

my social work practice experience to support the group as an active participant in designing reflective 

supervision tools for the resource pack, and my research expertise to design and carry out a mixed 

methods evaluation of a selection of these tools for reflective supervision.   

 

Additionally, I was a co-author of the Change Project’s Reflective Supervision Resource Pack (Earle et 

al, 2017) which was comprised of a handbook (where I made significant contributions to many of the 

chapters) and a suite of reflective tools.  The handbook summarised the current research evidence on 

reflective supervision and provided useful guidance for organisations looking to develop and 

consolidate their reflective supervisory provision in child and family services; the tools were intended to 

be used in supervision to promote and develop reflective practice. 
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1.5   RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES: 

 

This research aims to examine both the process and outcomes of a change/action research project 

designed to assist in the development of reflective supervision within the children’s social care/social 

work workforce.  The research objectives are: 

 

(i) To provide a critical analysis of a change/action research project designed to assist 

organisations in developing their (reflective) supervisory practice within the children’s social 

care/social work workforce  

(ii) To explore the practicalities and benefits of implementing the outputs of the change/action 

research project (i.e. the tools which may be used in supervision to promote reflective practice) 

to the children’s social care/social work workforce  

 

1.6   THESIS FORMAT: 

 

A detailed description and evaluation of this change/action research project forms the basis of this PhD 

thesis, which is presented over nine chapters and is structured as follows –  

 

 Chapter 2 provides a summary of the social work supervision literature, exploring the existing 

evidence base and underpinning theoretical foundations.  It offers a specific focus on reflective 

supervision in practice, including the benefits and potential outcomes of this type of 

supervision, as well as a commentary on key concepts such as reflexivity and relationship 

based practice.   

 Chapter 3 offers an introduction to action research approaches, with a specific focus on 

participatory action research (PAR), to contextualise this study in the research literature.  The 

findings from a comprehensive literature review on the use of PAR approaches for practice 

development in a social work setting are also presented. 

 Chapter 4 outlines my study’s aim, objectives and research questions.  It provides an overview 

of the specific research methodology and design employed within this study, including the key 

strengths and limitations of the chosen research methods, as well as issues pertaining to 

research ethics.  A discussion on researcher reflexivity, and the underpinning philosophical 

research paradigm of this study, is also provided. 
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 Chapters 5, 6 and 7 present the data collected throughout this change/action research project 

in order to answer the research questions set out in Chapter 4.  Each chapter is structured so 

that the findings are presented sequentially in relation to the three distinct phases of the 

Change Project cycle – the development phase, the piloting and evaluation phase and the 

production, launch and dissemination of resources (final phase). 

 Chapter 8 offers a discussion of the ways in which my research findings add to the existing 

literature on reflective supervision and PAR, and therefore represent a distinct contribution to 

empirical knowledge.  Conceptually, this chapter proposes a new model of PAR and considers 

the similarities between action research approaches and reflective supervision.  

 Chapter 9 concludes this thesis by summarising my contributions to knowledge, and detailing 

the implications of my findings for policy, practice, academia and future research.  This chapter 

also examines the limitations of my research and the key lessons learnt in relation to the 

Change Project, presenting a reflexive discussion on and what I might have done differently in 

hindsight.   
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CHAPTER 2 – SUPERVISION IN CHILDREN AND FAMILIES SETTINGS 

 

The aim of this chapter is to offer an overview of the literature on supervision in children and families 

social work, with a specific focus on reflective supervision.  I will begin by considering the definitions 

and key concepts of supervision, before summarising the current policy context and theoretical 

perspectives.  I will also consider the current research literature to highlight what we know already and 

identify any shortcomings or gaps in our knowledge.  This chapter will then consider reflective 

supervision specifically, making links to models of reflection and the underpinning concepts of reflective 

and reflexive practice, and relationship-based approaches; this will be followed by a discussion of the 

likely benefits of this type of supervision as well as potential barriers to its implementation.  I will 

conclude by highlighting the gaps in the existing literature, to show how my research has the potential 

to advance our knowledge by examining the possible outcomes of reflective supervision in social work 

practice.   

 

2.1   SUMMARY OF THE SUPERVISION LITERATURE: 

 

This section will summarise the literature on social work supervision.  It will outline key definitions, 

concepts and the current policy context, as well as offer a theoretical perspective to augment our 

understanding of the ways in which supervision works in practice; a detailed review and summary of the 

current evidence base is also presented. 

 

2.1.1   Definitions and Concepts: 

 

Whilst much has been written about the topic of supervision, it is important to recognise that a universal 

definition of ‘supervision’ does not exist, and it may well mean different things to different professionals 

within health and social care. Within the social work profession, the British Association of Social 

Workers (BASW, 2011:7) stated that an important function of supervision is supporting workers to 

ensure ‘quality of service’ for those who are in receipt of them.  Carpenter et al (2012b) suggested that 

organisations can hope to achieve this by ensuring that their staff are skilled, knowledgeable, clear 

about their job roles, and offered practical assistance from a supervisor in the form of job-related advice 

and emotional support.  Indeed, organisations have a duty of care to their employees and providing 

high quality supervision will help to ensure workers’ wellbeing and job satisfaction and may mean they 

are more likely to remain in their jobs. 
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Whilst there may be no universal definition, there are however several key functions of supervision that 

are consistently identified within the literature.  Carpenter et al (2012b) summarised these as: 

administrative/case management; professional development; personal support; mediation (the 

supervisor acts as a ‘bridge’ between worker and organisation); and reflecting on and learning from 

practice.  These functions are also incorporated in Morrison’s (2005) 4x4x4 model of supervision, and 

this model provides a useful framework for considering the different aspects of supervision in practice. 

 

2.1.2   The Current Policy Context:  

 

Bruce and Austin (2004) argued that providing the workforce with high quality supervision is integral to 

the development of the social work profession. Supervision which is inadequate and inconsistent is not 

only associated with detrimental effects on workers but is also highlighted as a significant factor in 

reviews of child deaths from abuse (Brandon, Belderson, Warren, Howe, Gardner, Dodsworth and 

Black, 2008; Laming, 2003); supervision has therefore been coined the ‘cornerstone’ of safe practice 

(Laming, 2003:211). 

 

The UK social work registration and regulatory framework for social work education and management 

has long recognised the value of professional supervision.  In 2007, the Children’s Workforce 

Development Council (CWDC)/Skills for Care issued the first national policy statement regarding the 

importance of robust supervision arrangements for organisations in England (CWDC, 2007).  In recent 

years, effective supervision arrangements have continued to be promoted by policy makers, for 

example by providing newly-qualified social workers (NQSWs) with regular, reflective supervision 

(Carpenter, Shardlow, Patsios and Wood, 2015).   

 

A review of frontline social work practice conducted by the Social Work Task Force (SWTF) (DCSF, 

2009) subsequently developed a proposed set of standards and overarching framework for employers 

in relation to their supervisory provision (DfE, 2010).  Further policy initiatives linked to supervision 

include the:  

 

 British Association of Social Workers’ Supervision Policy Statement (BASW, 2011) 

 Professional Capabilities Framework (BASW, 2018)  

 Professional Standards for Social Work (Social Work England, 2020: Standards 3.2 and 4.2)   
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 Local Government Association Standards for Employers of Social Workers in England (LGA, 

2014: Standard 5) 

 

The importance of ensuring that social workers have access to regular supervision is also embedded 

within the recent Knowledge and Skills Statements for Child and Family Social Work (DfE, 2018a), 

which require practice supervisors to ‘promote reflective thinking’.  These statements form the 

foundation of a national assessment and accreditation system for three levels of professional practice: 

Approved Child and Family Practitioner, Practice Supervisor, and Practice Leader (first published in 

2014 and updated in 2018; DfE, 2018a).  Additionally, the significance which Ofsted continue to attach 

to supervision in their local authority inspections (Wilkins, 2017) provides further evidence of the 

ongoing political importance assigned to social work supervision.   

 

2.1.3   Understanding Supervision – Applying a Theoretical Perspective: 

 

Carpenter et al (2013) noted that although research into supervision is typically ‘atheoretical’, a number 

of theoretical perspectives can be applied to aid our understanding of the way in which supervision 

mediates the relationships between the worker, the supervisor and the organisation.  A useful structure 

for examining the underpinning theoretical frameworks is Morrison’s (2005) 4x4x4 model, which 

summarises the four core functions of supervision – management, development, support and 

mediation. 

 

The management function of supervision addresses aspects such as case planning and decision 

making, understanding the social work/social care role, performance management and staff appraisal, 

and it generally ensures that workers are meeting the necessary professional standards and 

responsibilities as well as completing other necessary administrative tasks.  Dual Processing Theory, 

such as the Cognitive Continuum Theory (CCT) framework proposed by Hammond, Hamm, Grassia 

and Pearson (1987), can be applied here to support our theoretical understanding of this supervisory 

function; the CCT model of human judgement and decision making processes has been influential in 

recent years to help illustrate the underlying processes involved in clinical decision making (e.g. Parker-

Tomlin, Boschen, Morrissey and Glendon, 2017).  Hammond et al (1987) argued that different forms of 

thinking (analysis and intuition) are not ‘rival’ approaches but rather interconnected and complementary 

functions in the brain that form a continuum of cognition.  Supervision can help workers to integrate 

these different types of cognition so that their cognitive processes match the specific task requirements, 

thereby promoting effective planning and decision making. 
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The development function of supervision includes assessing workers’ training needs and offering 

feedback on their performance, which provides staff with an opportunity for learning new skills.  

Tannenbaum (1997) suggested that learning is optimised when learners link together their previous 

learning episodes, and supervision can support this process. The ‘novice to expert’ model of skill 

acquisition (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1980) is another useful theoretical model to consider in relation to this 

supervisory function, as it offers a structure which supervisors can use to tailor learning to an 

individual's specific needs at different stages of their professional development.  

 

The support function of supervision addresses the emotional impact of the work, and can help workers 

to deal with job-related stress, develop strategies for promoting and maintaining their wellbeing, and 

support them to better understand and integrate the professional and personal self.  Relationship-based 

approaches to social work are emphasised in this function of supervision: from a theoretical 

perspective, Kadushin and Harkness (2002) believed that the effectiveness of supervision is tempered 

by the quality of the supervisory relationship, whilst Mena and Bailey (2007) explored this concept 

further by drawing on Bordin's (1979) conceptualisation of the therapeutic ‘working alliance’ (comprising 

a combination of goals, tasks and bonds) to assess whether a ‘supervisory working alliance’ affected 

worker outcomes. 

 

Finally, the mediation function of supervision refers to way in which supervision facilitates a link 

between the worker and the broader organisation.  The relationship between supervisors and frontline 

staff is also significant in this function as supervision may be best thought of as a ‘relational 

inducement’ (March and Simon, 1958), and the theoretical literature can help to explain the importance 

of this relationship in more detail.  For example ‘Social Exchange Theory’ (Miller, 1996) stated that 

when employees perceive supervisors to be supportive they become more committed to the supervisor 

and in turn the organisation; this occurs because workers make a cognitive appraisal of the support 

they receive and an employee’s perception of organisational support is the basis for ‘social exchange’ 

(Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchison and Sowa, 1986).  Social Capital Theory (e.g. Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal, 1998; Putnam, 2000) may also be relevant when considering this function of supervision, as 

this recognises the importance of social networks and examines the nature, structure, and resources 

embedded in an individual’s network of relationships.   
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2.1.4   Reviewing the Evidence Base: 

 

When considering the evidence base relating to supervision in a children and families context, three 

key review studies are worth mentioning.  The first is a meta-analysis by Mor Barak, Travis, Pyun and 

Xie (2009) which, as I noted previously (Webb, 2013), developed a framework for categorising 

supervisory outcomes for social workers, child welfare and mental health workers into three dimensions 

- task assistance (defined as the supervisor's ability to provide tangible, work-related guidance) social 

and emotional support (i.e. responding to emotional needs such as stress), and interpersonal 

interaction (the supervisee's perceptions of the quality of the supervisory relationship and the extent to 

which this has helped them be more effective in their work).  They concluded that these three 

dimensions of supervision were all positively and significantly statistically associated with beneficial 

outcomes for workers, and negatively associated with detrimental outcomes. 

 

A second noteworthy paper is that of O’Donoghue and Tsui (2013), who published a narrative review of 

86 peer-reviewed English-language articles published between 1970 and 2010.  They reported that 

over this forty year period there has been a general increase in the number of studies researching 

supervision, an overall improvement in the supervision knowledge base in terms of what supervision 

involves and how it is practised (although the quality of these papers was not assessed), and a growing 

awareness of the importance of supervision within child welfare to manage risk and ensure child safety.  

They note the links between the supervisory relationship and worker satisfaction, and discuss the 

evolution of supervisory provision from single-relationship supervision provided by an organisational 

line manager to multi-relationship supervision that can include an (external) ‘professional’ element.  

Interestingly, they also present supervision as an intervention that is intended to promote positive 

outcomes for children and families, whilst highlighting the paucity of literature into the links between 

supervision and service user/client outcomes; in line with other reviews, the general lack of empirically 

supported evidence examining supervision practice models is also noted. 

 

The final review in this area is a systematic review of the literature by Carpenter et al (2013), which 

developed from a previous ‘Research Briefing’ by the same authors, published by the Social Care 

Institute for Excellence (SCIE) (Carpenter et al, 2012b).  As one of the authors of this paper, the 

methods and findings from this review are presented in further detail below. 
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2.1.5   Summarising the Evidence Base:  

 

(i)   Findings from Carpenter, Webb and Bostock (2013) 

 

Although the benefits of supervision are widely reported, Carpenter et al (2013:1843) noted that the 

evidence base for supervision within a children and families context is “surprisingly weak”.  This 

(somewhat provocative) conclusion emerged following a rigorous systematic review of the supervision 

literature in English-language peer-reviewed journals from 2000 to 2012, which I completed with my 

colleagues and subsequently published in the US journal Children and Youth Services Review.   

 

In our review, only intervention studies or those which reported on associations between the provision 

of supervision and outcomes for service users, workers or organisations were sought. Experimental and 

quasi-experimental studies were included, but reviews, studies solely presenting models of supervision, 

or studies which only considered the relationship between supervisor and supervisee were excluded.  

Finally, we only considered studies which reported findings from a country with a developed service 

infrastructure. 

 

A total of 690 unique studies were identified and subjected to initial screening.  Thirty-one met the 

inclusion criteria and proceeded to the critical appraisal stage using the Weight of Evidence approach 

(developed at the EPPI Centre, London; Gough, 2007) which rates studies on three aspects - 

trustworthiness, appropriateness of study design and topic relevance - using a rating system of low, 

medium or high.  Nine studies were excluded at this stage because they were rated as ‘low’ following 

quality appraisal, leaving 22 studies included in the final review.  Of these included studies, almost all 

were cross-sectional, and they primarily examined associations between supervision and outcomes for 

workers and organisations.  After detailed data extraction, a number of themes were identified.  

 

Firstly, from the limited information available within the studies, we1 found that supervision was 

commonly used as a means of exercising power and authority, and is delivered via a one-to-one 

meeting with a supervisor.  I have previously argued (Webb, 2013:9) that within a children and families 

context: 

 

                                                 
1 The term “we” refers to my colleagues and I conducting this review  
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“Supervision primarily consists of administrative/case management functions designed to 

assess the performance of the employee in line with the organisation’s duties and 

responsibilities.  This contrasts with ‘introspective’ models of supervision which are often group-

based and focus on the reflective or clinical functions [although] reflective supervision can also 

occur outside of a group setting.”  

 

In terms of outcomes for workers, our study showed that the quality of supervision is consistently 

associated with: 

 

• organisational commitment (Landsman, 2008)  

• an employee’s intention to stay working for that organisation (Chenot, Benton and Kim, 2009; 

Smith, 2005) and conversely their intention to leave (Jacquet, Clark, Morazes and Withers, 

2008) 

• job satisfaction (Barth, Lloyd, Christ, Chapman, and Dickinson, 2008; Lee, Weaver and 

Hrostowski, 2011; Renner, Porter and Preister, 2009) 

• stress, burnout and role-conflict (Mena and Bailey, 2007) 

• and self-efficacy and empowerment (Cearley, 2004; Lee et al, 2011) 

 

Subsequent research carried out by Manthorpe, Moriarty, Hussein, Stevens and Sharpe, 2015) into 

NQSWs in England supports these findings, and reports that those workers who did not receive 

frequent supervision were more likely to experience working conditions as being poorer, more likely to 

state that they had an unmanageable workload and more likely to be disengaged with their job. 

 

In relation to the organisational benefits of supervision, we found that the quality of supervisory 

provision was associated with:   

 

• improved case analysis and planning (quality is emphasised over quantity; Leitz, 2008) 

• increased workload management (Juby and Scannapieco, 2007) 

• improved job performance (although the evidence is limited) 

• higher levels of perceived organisational support (Collins-Camargo and Royse, 2010; 

Landsman, 2008) 

• and lower turnover and improved retention (Dickinson and Perry, 2002; Maertz, Griffeth, 

Campbell and Allen, 2007) 
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This growing interest in the impact of supervision for organisations may reflect both current pressures 

on agencies to ensure that services are cost effective, as well as a desire by researchers to better 

understand social work organisations and the staff who work there (Yoo, 2002).   

 

Our review also identified very little research on the impact of supervision on outcomes for service 

users (similarly to O’Donoghue and Tsui, 2013).  Of the studies we examined, there was some limited 

evidence to show that supervision may reduce complaints and increase positive feedback, as well as 

promote service user empowerment and participation (Collins-Camargo and Millar, 2010).  Yoo (2002) 

also highlighted that supervision may be linked to improved placement safety and family functioning. 

 

Finally, very few studies offered an economic evaluation of supervision, i.e. attempted to identify, 

measure and compare the costs and outcomes of alternative interventions.  The distinct lack of 

research focusing on cost effectiveness is a significant gap in the evidence base, especially given that 

staff retention is associated with good quality supervision while high levels of turnover are linked to 

increased organisational costs, reduced effectiveness, and poorer outcomes for service users (Webb 

and Carpenter, 2012).  

 

(ii)   Key Research Following Carpenter, Webb & Bostock’s (2013) Review 

 

For the purposes of this dissertation chapter, I updated the original review outlined above to include a 

particular focus on reflective supervision and supervisory outcomes in children and families social work 

using a number of strategies.  This process involved tracking 90 citations to our original review paper 

via Google Scholar, subscribing to the contents lists for key journals (e.g. Child and Family Social Work, 

British Journal of Social Work, Practice, and Children and Youth Services Review) and reading the 

titles, abstracts and contents of relevant papers; running a keyword search using a combination of 

terms through Google Scholar (as this includes a wider range of potentially relevant literature than other 

citation indices); tracking the recent publications of key authors (e.g. Beddoe; Carpenter; Kinman and 

Grant; Manthorpe; Ruch; Turney) and lastly ensuring that I read subsequent systematic and narrative 

reviews on the topic (e.g. Karpetis, 2019 and Watkins, 2019) and followed up any relevant papers 

which they identified.  

 

This process demonstrated that there are still concerns about the weak empirical foundation and lack of 

outcomes studies in relation to supervision.  This observation was recently shared by Beddoe and 

Wilkins (2019), who posit that repeating our 2013 review now would be unlikely to lead to different 
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conclusions, as well as other more recent review studies into supervision.  Watkins (2019) for example, 

reviews the literature on clinical supervision over the last 25 years and concludes that evidence-based 

supervision still appears to be more of a “hope and dream” than reality (Ibid:190). Further, Davys, May, 

Burns and O'Connell (2017) note the absence of an overarching organisational or professional culture 

seeking to evaluate social work supervision provision, which they state tends to be more ‘individualised’ 

and ‘ad-hoc’.  

 

However whilst the evidence is still arguably ‘weak’, increasing efforts are being made to address the 

gaps.  For example Beddoe, Karvinen-Niinikoski, Ruch and Tsui (2016) sought to establish an 

international consensus on the agenda for research and development of supervision in social work, and 

a study by Akesson and Canavera (2018) helped to illuminate supervision practices on a global level by 

examining strategies for strengthening the social services workforce – they noted that most experts 

strongly agree on the importance of access to high quality supervision.  In the UK, recent research has 

strived to be far more explicit about the type of supervision being provided as well attempting to 

evaluate supervisory outcomes, e.g. Bostock, Forrester, Patrizo, Godfrey, Zonouzi, Antonopoulou, Bird 

and Tinarwo (2017), Turney and Ruch (2018) and Wilkins, Lynch and  Antonopoulou (2018).   This 

research has also identified some potential barriers to implementing new supervisory approaches within 

a social work context (e.g. Turney and Ruch, 2018) which may help to explain the dearth of outcomes-

focused research thus far (these barriers are discussed in section 2.3.4 below).  

 

2.1.6   Supervision in Practice – Conclusions and Recommendations: 

 

Whilst the literature suggests that the provision of good supervision is associated with a number of 

positive worker and organisational outcomes, our systematic review argued that the usefulness of the 

research was significantly hampered by the lack of detail provided on the nature, quality and regularity 

of supervision.  We also highlighted that the correlational and cross-sectional research design 

employed by most of the studies meant that causal inferences could not be drawn about the impact of 

supervision, as well as the fact that the majority may not be applicable to the UK context having 

originated from the US. This led to our conclusion that “given the insubstantial theoretical foundations, 

the lack of clearly defined models and the paucity of good evidence, ‘supervision’ has a long way to go 

to prove itself as an evidence-based practice” (Carpenter et al, 2013:1852).   

 

We therefore recommended that future research was needed in order to build up the evidence base, 

and we suggested that this should specifically pay attention to the supervisory process as well as 
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outcomes, so that we can better understand the mechanisms of effective supervision.  Although some 

attempts have been made in recent years to address the gaps in the supervision literature (e.g. Bostock 

et al, 2017; Turney and Ruch, 2018; Wilkins et al, 2018) a comprehensive evidence base clearly 

depicting both the process and outcomes of supervision still does not exist (Beddoe and Wilkins, 2019). 

 

Thus in this study, I attempted to address the shortcomings highlighted within our systematic review by 

carrying out a thorough and detailed mixed methods evaluation of both the process and outcomes of a 

supervisory intervention in a UK children and families context.  This intervention involved providing a 

specific type of social work supervision - that of reflective supervision - to the social work and social 

care workforce, and the next section of this chapter seeks to explore this type of supervision, and the 

underpinning theoretical frameworks, in more detail.   

 

2.2   UNDERSTANDING REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION AND THE LINKS TO REFLECTION AND 

REFLEXIVITY: 

 

This section seeks to explore the theoretical underpinnings of reflective supervision.  I will begin by 

examining the concept of reflection, focusing on definitions and key models, before moving onto 

explore the concept of reflexivity; I will then discuss how both concepts relate to reflective supervision.  

 

2.2.1   What is meant by ‘Reflection’? 

 

Finlay and Gough (2003) claim that reflection is ‘thinking about’ something after the event.  The act of 

reflection is relevant to all aspects of life, and is based on the idea that we can deepen our learning and 

understanding through the act of reflecting.  A number of definitions of the term ‘reflection’ exist (e.g. 

Boud, Keogh and Walker, 1985; Dewey, 1933; Moon, 1999) which all emphasise slightly different 

features.  For example, Dewey (1933:9) defines reflection as the “active, persistent and careful 

consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and 

the further conclusion to which it tends’’ thereby focusing on the conscious and critical aspect.  Boud et 

al (1985:19) define reflection as ‘‘a generic term for those intellectual and affective activities in which 

individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to a new understanding and 

appreciation’’, thus stressing the emotional aspect involved in reflection (Mann, Gordon and MacLeod, 

2009).   
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As well as these variations in terminology, a variety of reflective models also exists within the literature 

conceptualising this reflective process.  The most influential models are presented below to further 

illustrate this concept and explore the interrelationship between reflection and reflective supervision: 

 

(i)   Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle 

 
Figure 2.1 - The Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Cycle is arguably one of the most well known reflective models.  

The cycle demonstrates how experience leads to learning via four stages, consisting of concrete 

experience (doing/having an experience), reflective observation (reflecting on the experience), abstract 

conceptualisation (learning form the experience) and active experimentation (trying out what you have 

learned).  Whilst a person can enter the cycle at any point, Kolb asserts that effective learning will only 

occur once all four stages have been successfully completed in sequence (Ibid).  This model places a 

strong emphasis on the role of reflection in order to ensure that learning takes place, assuming that 

experience alone is not sufficient.   

 

Other authors built on this model and applied it to specific professional contexts.  For example Morrison 

(2005) looked at how this model could be used to promote critical reflection and learning from 

experience in social work settings, and proposed that supervisors can help to guide practitioners 

through the cycle and support reflection and analysis using focused questioning techniques.  Table 2.1 

below (based on the work of Davys and Beddoe, 2010) shows how this model can be applied to social 

work supervision, and details a number of prompts which supervisors could use to guide workers 

through each stage of Kolb’s cycle:  
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Table 2.1: Using Kolb’s Cycle in Supervision to Promote Learning (Davys and Beddoe, 2010) 

STAGES OF KOLB’S 
CYCLE 

USING SUPERVISION TO PROMOTE LEARNING 

EXPERIENCE 

In this stage supervisors could ask practitioners to: 
 
Provide the context 
Describe the event/tell the story 
Clarify the issue/goal for supervision 

REFLECTION 

In this stage supervisors could ask practitioners to: 
 
Explore their feelings, beliefs, values  
Identify the extent to which intuition is guiding their behaviour 
Identify any patterns of behaviour or transference 

ANALYSIS 

In this stage supervisors could ask practitioners to: 
 
Discuss relevant theory, policy and protocol  
Consider the wider organisational, social and political context 
Explore professional practice standards and values 
Apply practice wisdom 

PLANNING  

In this stage supervisors could ask practitioners to: 
 
Consider what has been learnt by reflecting/identify how practice may change  
Review the strengths and weaknesses of the plan 
Evaluate whether the issue has been addressed 
Review the supervision session 

 

(ii)   Schön’s Theories of Reflection  

 

Another highly influential author on reflection is Schön.  Schön is well known for his work on reflective 

practice and learning systems within organisations, and together with Argyris is responsible for 

developing the concepts of reflection in action, reflection on action and their theory of action (depicted 

in figures 2.2 and 2.3 below).    

 

• Reflection in Action and Reflection on Action (Schön, 1983) 

 

The concepts of reflection in action and reflection on action are central to Schön’s work.  Reflection in 

action refers to the way in which practitioners ‘think on their feet’, and considers a worker’s feelings and 

decision making at the time of an event – i.e. it is a ‘real time’ analysis of the situation.  Conversely, 

reflection on action refers to the examination of an event after it has passed, to support practitioners to 

understand what has occurred and to consider what might be done differently next time.  It is suggested 

that if supervisors support practitioners to regularly reflect on action, they will also develop their skills at 
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reflecting in action and thereby create an ‘internal supervisor’ so that the worker develops the capacity 

to analyse and critique their own practice. 

 
Figure 2.2 – Reflection in Action and Reflection on Action (adapted from Schön, 1983) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Double-Loop Learning (Argyris and Schön, 1996) 

 

In collaboration with Argyris, Schön developed the concepts of ‘single-loop’ learning vs. ‘double-loop’ 

learning as part of their theory of action.  Single-loop learning refers to the process by which 

organisations (or individuals) examine a situation which did not go to plan, and adapt their behaviour to 

avoid or fix a mistake in an effort to prevent its reoccurrence.  Whilst this demonstrates some level of 

reflection, this type of learning can result in a perpetual cycle of trying a new strategy to achieve a 

desired outcome without ever actually succeeding – essentially just removing the symptoms but not 

addressing the root cause of the problem. 

 

In contrast double-loop learning involves a far deeper level of learning, where our existing assumptions 

and beliefs behind the behaviour are critiqued and challenged.  This additional learning loop allows us 

to recognise that our values and beliefs are deeply rooted in our cultural background, so that the way in 

which a problem is defined may actually be a problem in itself.  This approach contributes to greater 

organisational learning as the root cause of the problem is effectively being addressed.  Within social 

work supervision, double-loop learning can be encouraged if supervisors support practitioners to reflect 

on and question their personal value and belief systems, as well as the wider organisational and 

political expectations on service delivery (i.e. the socio-cultural environment) (Rankine et al, 2018). 
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Figure 2.3 - Single vs. Double-Loop Learning (Argyris and Schön, 1996; reproduced from Earle et al, 
2017) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(iii)   Ruch’s (2000) ‘Onion’ Model of Reflection 

 

The final model which is considered here is Ruch’s ‘Onion’ Model of Reflection (2000).   Ruch identified 

four different levels or modes of reflection, each one offering a deeper form of reflection in turn, similar 

to peeling back the layers of an onion – technical reflection, practical reflection, process reflection and 

critical reflection.  In social work supervision, supervisors may support practitioners to focus on one or 

all of these levels based on the experience of the practitioner and/or the complexity of the case in 

question; Table 2.2 below describes these reflective levels in more detail, mapping these modes of 

reflection against the relevant supervisory functions described by Morrison (2005).   
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Table 2.2: Levels of Reflection in Relation to Supervisory Function 

LEVEL OF REFLECTION  
(RUCH, 2000) 

SUPERVISORY FUNCTION  
(MORRISON, 2005) 

TECHNICAL 
REFLECTION  

This level of reflection involves looking 
at performance in relation to standards, 
policies, procedures etc in order to 
identify the ‘correct’ form of action 

MANAGEMENT 
FUNCTION  

This can be mapped to the 
management function of supervision 
which focuses primarily on performance 
management and managerial oversight 

PRACTICAL 
REFLECTION  

This level of reflection is to provide 
practitioners with a frame of reference 
they can adapt to specific 
circumstances; here reflection builds 
on practitioners’ ability to reflect in 
action and on action 

DEVELOPMENT 
FUNCTION 

This can be mapped to the 
development function of supervision 
which assesses workers’ training needs 
and facilitates them learning new skills  

PROCESS 
REFLECTION  

This level of reflection is based on 
psychodynamic theory and refers to 
reflecting on how practitioners’ 
thoughts and emotional responses 
(feelings) shape their judgments and 
decision making; this aspect may help 
to improve workers’ self awareness 

SUPPORT  
FUNCTION 

This can be mapped to the support 
function of supervision which 
addresses the emotional impact of the 
work - it can help workers to develop 
strategies for maintaining their 
emotional wellbeing and integrating 
their professional and personal values 

CRITICAL 
REFLECTION 

This level is the deepest form of 
reflection and includes a focus on 
power along with the wider social and 
public contexts; the term ‘reflexivity’ 
often refers to this type of reflection 
which may also include a consideration 
of the use of ‘self’ in a given situation 

DEVELOPMENT 
FUNCTION 

This can be mapped to the 
development function of supervision, 
but here it facilitates a deeper level of 
feedback on their performance and use 
of ‘self’, as well as supporting them to 
see the ‘bigger picture’ regarding social 
policy 

 

2.2.2   What is meant by ‘Reflexivity’?  

 

The reflective models described above demonstrate that reflection can occur both during an event and 

following it, and each are important for social work practice.  However, not all of these reflective models 

take account of the way in which a worker’s own identify and practice may also be affecting the 

situation (this is a limitation of Schön’s reflective model for example).  It is this additional step which 

distinguishes reflexivity from reflection, and the concept of reflexivity is equally significant in supporting 

our understanding of the processes underpinning reflective supervision.   
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D’Cruz, Gillingham and Melendez (2007) published an essential review on the topic of reflexivity, which 

I will use to examine this concept further.  The authors noted that contemporary social work educators, 

researchers and practitioners are increasingly interested in drawing on social work practice as a 

valuable source of theory and knowledge, to complement or enhance more formal theories and 

procedures, and a growing focus and interest in the concept of reflexivity forms part of this agenda.  

However, they cautioned that there is no commonly agreed definition of reflexivity within social work.  

This may be partially attributable to the fact that the literature spans many broad fields (such as 

education, professional learning, organisational learning) and disciplines (e.g. social work, healthcare, 

management) (Fook and Gardner, 2007), and partly because the application of these concepts to social 

work is relatively new, and so it may take some time before common definitions are agreed (D’Cruz et 

al, 2007).   

 

Having reviewed the literature, D’Cruz et al (2007) suggested that there are in fact three main variations 

in the way this term is applied.  These variations are explored in more detail below, where I will also 

clarify the specific definitions I adopted for the purposes of my study to prevent any potential confusion. 

  

The first definition of reflexivity D’Cruz et al (2007) found to occur within the literature is focused at an 

individual level, whereby reflexivity is used by individuals as a means of self-development and 

exploration of future life choices.  When viewed through this lens, the authors cite Elliot’s (2001:37) 

definition of reflexivity which suggests that it can be applied as a “self-defining process that depends on 

monitoring of and reflection upon, psychological and social information about possible trajectories of 

life”.  Whilst this definition is potentially empowering because it implies individuals can use reflexivity as 

a way of achieving emancipation and self-actualisation, it has also been criticised for downplaying the 

social structures underpinning an individual’s problems (D’cruz et al, 2007). 

 

The second definition of reflexivity identified by D’Cruz et al (2007) is where the term is used to mean “a 

critical approach to professional practice that questions how knowledge is generated and, further, how 

relations of power influence the processes of knowledge generation” (Ibid:77).  Reflexivity which is 

conceptualised in this way is concerned with improving practice, challenging the more technical or 

managerial paradigms (Gibbs, Dwyer and Vivekananda, 2014).  Knowledge is therefore not seen 

simply a resource for workers to deploy, but is something which should be subject to scrutiny in its own 

right (Taylor and White, 2000).  Although this form of reflexivity can be used to achieve many positive 

outcomes, D’Cruz et al (2007) caution that there is also the potential for misuse to occur, as it can also 
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be applied as another device to legitimise the knowledge claims of professionals (Gill, 1995; White, 

2001).   

 

This second variation of reflexivity extends beyond direct practice to also include taking a critical 

approach to research, whereby researchers adopt reflexivity to achieve more ethical and intellectually 

sound research by critiquing the concept of objectivity, and subjecting their participation, choice of 

methodologies, analysis and documentation to scrutiny (D’Cruz et al, 2007).  This is the form of 

reflexivity which I have applied within my study, and in Chapter 4 I explore the concept of researcher 

reflexivity in more detail, situating my reflexive stance as a researcher and highlighting the ways in 

which I considered the personal impact I may have had on my research. 

 

The final variation of reflexivity within the literature reported by D’Cruz et al (2007) is similarly based on 

a critical awareness of the factors influencing knowledge creation, but with the additional 

acknowledgment of the relationship between thoughts and feelings in order to consider why certain 

situations may elicit emotional responses from practitioners or researchers (Ibid).  The authors note that 

historically the emotional responses of practitioners have been viewed as problematic, and workers 

have been encouraged to control these responses and to manage their anxiety.  In contrast, reflexivity 

in this context takes “a different stance in relation to the place of emotion in practice, as being inherent 

to professional knowledge and professional power and to be recognised rather than avoided or 

repressed” (Ibid:80). 

 

2.2.3 Understanding Reflective Supervision – the Links to Reflection and Reflexivity:  

 

The concepts of reflection and reflexivity are core processes underpinning reflective supervision, and 

are therefore useful for supporting our understanding of this approach.  This next section will draw on 

these concepts further to examine reflective supervision in more detail, and highlight the ways in which 

it differs from other types of supervisory provision. 

 

Skills for Care (2014:5) defined reflective supervision as a “regular collaborative reflection between a 

service provider… and supervisor that builds on the supervisees’… thoughts, feelings, and values”.  

Similarly, Wonnacott (2014) suggested that in reflective supervision, the supervisor engages with the 

supervisee to reflect on and explore their practice and any factors that may be influencing their 

responses, develop a shared understanding of the knowledge base to inform their analysis and 

recognise potential limitations of their thinking, and lastly use this understanding to plan next steps.  In 
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the context of the RiP project, participants identified six core principles to develop a definition of 

reflective supervision (Earle et al, 2017).  These are: 

  

1. To deepen and broaden workers’ knowledge and critical analysis skills 

2. To enable confident, competent, creative and independent decision making 

3. To help workers build clear plans that seek to enable positive change for children and families 

4. To develop a relationship that helps staff feel valued, supported and motivated 

5. To support the development of workers’ emotional resilience and self-awareness 

6. To promote the development of a learning culture within the organisation. 

 

A common thread across these definitions of reflective supervision is the notion that the supervisor and 

supervisee work collaboratively to develop a shared understanding of the issue, whilst taking into 

account workers’ thoughts, feelings and values to develop a greater awareness of how this may 

influence their practice.  Essentially, in reflective supervision, participants are being supported to look 

outwards to analysis the situation (utilise reflection) and inwards to understand the impact of ‘self’ on 

their practice (reflexivity). 

 

In terms of looking outwards and utilising reflection, a key premise underpinning reflective supervision is 

that to achieve professional competence workers need both theoretical knowledge alongside skills in 

thinking, reflection and experimentation in practice.  Whilst theoretical knowledge can be enhanced by 

formal teaching and reading, these latter more intuitive skills are essentially derived from experience, 

yet experience alone is insufficient for learning to occur (Kolb, 1984).  Reflective supervision thus 

provides workers with an opportunity to reflect on their professional experiences in order to learn and 

develop their practice; reflective supervision supports this in a way in which case management 

supervision does not, by encouraging critical analysis of decision making and reducing the potential for 

perception biases.  

 

In this way, reflective supervision can be seen to develop a worker’s reflection on action skills, which in 

turn helps workers to develop their own reflection in action skills where they internalise this supervision 

process – i.e. it can help to create an internal supervisor within the worker who becomes able to critique 

their own practice.  Reflective supervision also helps workers to develop ‘helicopter vision’ (where they 

better understand the relationship between parts and whole) and can promote double-loop learning 

(Argyris and Schön, 1996) by allowing workers to test out innovative ideas and hypotheses that may 

challenge standard organisational ways of doing things.   
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In terms of reflexivity, this concept underpins reflective supervision in several ways.  Firstly, reflective 

supervision can support workers to examine the knowledge they are employing in their practice, so that 

they can better understand and close the gap between what is espoused (theories they say that they 

work to) and what is actually enacted (theories they use in practice) (Healey, 2005).  By encouraging 

workers to take this critically reflexive stance, reflective supervision may improve workers’ 

accountability and ensure more ethical ways of working (Maclean, 2010).   

 

Secondly, reflective supervision utilises reflexivity to improve the relationships that exist between 

professionals and service users (Fook and Gardner, 2007), as it allows workers to self-monitor their 

professional practice and consider the ways in which power relations may manifest themselves with 

individuals, groups and communities and within different practice methods (D’Cruz et al, 2007).  This is 

highly beneficial for social work practice as it provides opportunities for workers to adopt a more 

emancipatory and empowering approach to practice, which both accepts and welcomes diversity (Ibid).   

 

Lastly, reflective supervision supports practitioners to explore their emotional responses and how these 

may affect their practice and the knowledge they create, in line with the third variation of reflexivity 

identified by D’Cruz et al (2007).  This is the opposite of traditional, case-management focused, 

supervision which conceptualises workers’ emotional responses as ‘problematic’ and encourages 

workers to develop objectivity in relation to their values, needs and biases and distance themselves 

from their experience of working with service users.  Attending to workers’ emotional responses in 

supervision is important, due to the potential influence they can exert on practice – for example, Ruch 

(2002) considered that anxiety is a common obstacle to reflection, and an inability to reflect may 

negatively affect workers’ practice.  

 

2.3   REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION IN PRACTICE: 

 

This section explores reflective supervision in social work practice, situating it within the current policy 

context and summarising some key benefits and challenges of implementing this approach.   

 

2.3.1   The Emergence of Reflective Supervision - Examining the Links to Clinical Supervision 

and Relationship Based Practice:  

 

Reflective supervision has its roots in mental health practice, as professionals within this setting see 

supervision as central to good therapeutic practice and professional growth (Tomlin, Weatherston and 
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Pavkov, 2014).  Here, the term ‘clinical supervision’ is often used to refer to supervision which 

contributes to clinicians’ professional development, and achieves organisations' accountability for 

ethical and effective practice (Bogo, Paterson, Tufford and King, 2011).  This type of supervision 

focuses specifically on the interaction between the client’s situation and the workers’ interventions 

(Bogo and McKnight, 2006) - it considers how a worker's personal dynamics may affect their 

professional practice (by attending to issues such as transference and counter-transference) along with 

the impact of a worker’s personal history and value base on the worker/client relationship.   

 

Although reflective supervision and clinical supervision are separate models and should not be 

confused with one another - clinical supervision can be a requirement for some mental health 

professionals and it is often provided by someone unconnected to the agency itself - it is important to 

recognise that there are a number of similarities between the two which attest to the origins of reflective 

supervision.  For example, the idea that supervision can contribute to workers’ professional 

development and the notion that workers’ personal experiences may impact on their case work are key 

similarities.   

 

Reflective supervision is also aligned with relationship based approaches to social work practice, as 

relationships are a cornerstone of this supervisory approach.   Ward, Ruch and Turney (2018) remind 

us that social work processes always begin and end with a human encounter, and the social worker 

must use their skills to ensure this encounter, and the relationship which develops from it, facilitates 

and supports the social work task - the relationships which social workers form with service users can 

be an important intervention in their own right.  Indeed relationships are “at the heart of good (social 

work) practice – and very often when practice goes wrong, it emerges that… there was not a solid 

helping relationship in place” (Ruch, 2018:22).  Reflective supervision promotes and enables the 

development of these collaborative, meaningful relationships with service users which help to effect 

change. 

 

Similarly, the relationships which social workers develop with their supervisors are also central for 

effective practice – a positive supervisory relationship can help the worker to feel understood and 

supported, whilst a negative relationship can exert the opposite effect (Simmonds, 2018).  This is 

especially important as social work is a highly emotionally charged profession where workers are likely 

to encounter people in the midst of significant crises (Ruch, 2018).  The situations which service users 

often find themselves in can be quite distressing and provoke considerable anxiety in workers, and if 

this anxiety is not effectively understood and addressed then workers’ responses and judgement may 
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be distorted.  However, if workers receive supervision where they feel supported and safe to discuss 

and explore their feelings and emotional responses to the social work role, as occurs in reflective 

supervision, then they may be better able to manage this anxiety and minimise any potentially negative 

impact on their practice.   

 

2.3.2   Reflective Supervision - The Current Policy Context: 

 

Amongst the majority of academics and professionals lies the fundamental belief that reflective 

supervision is a necessity for social work practice, (with perhaps only the notable exception of Wilkins 

[2017] who queried whether reflective supervision has a place in local authority child and family social 

work).  Rankine et al (2018:428) noted that “reflective supervision is essential to counter the perceived 

negative impacts of mangerialism”, whilst Hingley-Jones and Ruch (2016) argued that supportive 

(reflective) supervision helps workers to ‘digest’ their emotional responses to the anxiety-provoking 

experiences they encounter in their day to day practice.  This point was echoed by Brandon, 

Sidebotham, Bailey, Belderson, Hawley, Ellis and Megson (2012), who noted that many serious case 

reviews often highlight the lack of opportunity for workers to recognise and work with the impact of 

emotions on practice - a key feature of reflective supervision.   

 

This underlying belief in the importance of reflective supervision is also reflected within the current 

policy context.  Indeed Skills for Care (2014:2) has an “expectation that all social workers will have 

access to reflective supervision”, BASW (2011:7) says supervision “must provide an… environment for 

reflecting on practice”, and the Department for Education (DfE, 2018a:4) says that supervisors should 

“facilitate constant reflective thinking”.   

 

Furthermore, as Wilkins (2017) noted, while Ofsted’s framework for inspecting local authority services 

makes surprisingly few references to supervision, an examination of their inspection reports shows that 

they believe in and promote the importance of reflection in supervision even though this may not be 

explicitly defined or described  (e.g. Ofsted, 2015:34; Ofsted, 2016:37; Ofsted, 2017:2,7,24,27).  A 

recent report by Johnson, Coburn, Sanders-Earley, Felton, Winterbotham, McLaughlin, Pollock, Scholar 

and McCaughan (2019), also explored the links between Ofsted inspection ratings and reflective 

supervision, noting that local authorities with higher Ofsted ratings delivered reflective supervision more 

frequently than their counterparts with lower Ofsted ratings.  
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2.3.3   The Benefits of Reflective Supervision:  

 

As well as the benefits of supervision outlined above (section 2.1.5), many authors extol the merits of 

reflective supervision specifically.  For example, Davys and Beddoe (2010) believed that reflective 

supervision may actually improve worker’s confidence and reduce stress, foster professional 

development, promote self awareness, and help to create a more ‘collaborative’ organisational culture 

which acknowledges anxieties and uncertainties.  Similarly, Baines et al (2014) posited that supportive 

supervision, which provides workers with opportunities for reflection, can act as a buffer against funding 

and resourcing cutbacks.  It is also clear that workers themselves strongly believe in the value of 

reflective supervision and request that this type of support is provided more frequently (e.g. Ballantyne, 

Beddoe, Hay, Maidment, Walker and Mayhew, 2019; Benton, Dill and Williams, 2017), and that the 

value workers place on this provision may increase over time as they gain more professional practice 

and experience (Kinman and Grant, 2017).    

 

Yet given the paucity of evidence in relation to the outcomes of clinical supervision (Watkins, 2019), it is 

not surprising that there is also limited research evidence to support the perceived benefits of reflective 

supervision given their similarities (see section 2.3.1).  There are, however, a handful of studies which 

indicate that there are two key areas where reflective supervision may benefit workers, the first occurs 

in relation to increased emotional resilience and the second is via improved analysis and critical 

thinking skills; both of these benefits are explored in further detail below.   

(i)   Reflective Supervision and Practitioners’ Emotional Resilience 

Resilience has been defined as the extent to which an individual can ‘bounce back’ and overcome 

adversities which would be expected to have negative consequences (Kinman and Grant, 2011; Rutter, 

2007).  I have previously explained (Webb, 2013) that resilience was historically defined as an 

individual personality trait associated with cognitive ability (Fayombo, 2010; Lam and McBride-Chang, 

2007), but subsequent research has highlighted the additional influence of environmental factors on a 

person’s resilience, and the potential interplay between the two (Masten, 2014; Luthar, 2003).   

These environmental factors can be classed as either protective ‘assets’, helping to compensate for the 

effects of other adversities, or negative ‘risks’.  The extent to which these environmental factors might 

influence an individual’s resilience is the subject of academic debate, and increasingly researchers are 

recognising that a disproportionate exposure to negative environmental ‘risks’ may increase an 

individual’s vulnerability to adversity.  Traynor (2018) distinguishes between two different sources of 
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adversity for workers, one being intrinsic to the work itself and the other an external result of political 

decisions, under-resourcing, poor management and high turnover; although Traynor was writing for a 

nursing audience, his argument is equally applicable to other professions.  Traynor (2018:6) continues 

that failure to for organisations to acknowledge the impact of these external environmental factors may 

leave staff feeling personally responsible for organisational failures.   

In the context of social work, the emotionally demanding nature of the job has often been implicated in 

the high levels of stress experienced by workers (Collins, 2008; Grant & Kinman, 2011) and this can be 

conceptualised as a negative environmental ‘risk’ which leaves social workers more vulnerable to 

experiencing adversity.  As our understanding of resilience develops and the impact of environmental 

factors is better understood, organisations are recognising that they can proactively take steps to 

support their workforce to become more emotionally resilient.  Indeed, the benefits of promoting a 

worker’s resilience are widely acknowledged within the social work literature as factors such as stress, 

poor job satisfaction and emotional exhaustion are linked to poor workforce retention which may in turn 

affect service delivery and, ultimately, outcomes for service users (Carpenter et al, 2012b).  One way 

organisations can promote workers’ resilience is to ensure that their workforce receive high quality 

supervision, as this is a key factor within a social worker’s immediate environment that may act as a 

protective ‘asset’.   

Increasingly, research findings highlight the relationship between organisational support and 

employee’s resilience, as the significant impact of environmental factors on an individual’s wellbeing is 

recognised (Crutchley, 2020).  For example, Jack and Donnellan (2010) assert that a lack of 

supervision and poor managerial support can negatively affect social work students’ ability to develop 

skills for resilience, whilst Ferguson (2011:205) argues that “workers’ state of mind… is directly related 

to the quality of support, care and attention they themselves receive from supervision, managers and 

peers”.   A systematic review of individual and organisational factors associated with the resilience (or 

burnout) of social workers in child protection also identified an association between social support and 

supervision, and worker resilience (McFadden, Campbell and Taylor, 2015).  This is in line with 

previous research which highlighted a direct link between a lack of supervisory support and vicarious 

trauma symptoms in workers (Ullman and Townsend, 2007), as well as associations between burnout 

and workers’ perceptions of their supervisory relationship and support (Mena and Bailey, 2007).   

Two recent research studies explore the resilience-supervision relationship in more detail.  Rose and 

Palattiyil (2020) considered the concept of resilience within social work, using data from semi-structured 

interviews with 13 social workers in one local authority in Scotland, to explore how workers 
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conceptualised emotional resilience in the context of their profession.  They reported that participants 

viewed supervision as providing a ‘formal forum’ for emotional support, which could enhance resilience 

by allowing them to understand and express their feelings and emotional responses to the job role.  

Specifically, the participants suggested that supervision could enhance resilience by supporting them to 

reflect on their practice and develop a greater sense of self awareness regarding their emotional 

responses to the task, thus finding “the elusive state of equilibrium between empathy and wellbeing” 

(Rose and Palattiyil, 2020:35).  However, they noted that the quality of the supervision these workers 

actually received in practice was variable and was often described as procedural, task-based and 

‘business-like’.   

A study by Kinman and Grant (2017) reported on an intervention intended to enhance the emotional 

resilience and wellbeing of a group of 25 newly qualified social workers in their first (assessed) year of 

practice in England.  The intervention was designed to provide these workers with additional support 

and guidance (which included a specific focus on reflective supervision), and it was found to be 

successful both in increasing some personal resources associated with resilience as well as benefiting 

workers’ psychological wellbeing more generally.  Whilst it should be acknowledged that reflective 

supervision was only one aspect of this multi-modal intervention, Kinman and Grant’s (2017) study still 

provides support for the potential links between reflective supervision and resilience.  

Consequently, as the research evidence grows to support the links between organisational support and 

an employee’s resilience, the importance of this relationship is also being increasingly reflected in 

government policy.  The notion that supervision may promote workers’ resilience is explicit within the 

DfE ‘Knowledge and Skills Statements’ for Practice Supervisors (DfE, 2018a) which expect supervisors 

to support their workers to build professional resilience.  

An examination of the underlying mechanisms linking (reflective) supervision to resilience lends further 

support to the idea that supervision is a key environmental ‘asset’ that can be used to address 

adversities and promote resilience in the workforce.  One way in which supervision might do this is 

through the process of helping workers to better understand themselves and their experiences in 

relation to society, by examining the political and policy forces impacting on their working life.  This is in 

line with the deepest level of reflection depicted in Ruch’s (2000) Onion Model, that of ‘Critical 

Reflection’, which includes a focus on the wider social and public contexts impacting on the social work 

role.  Supervision can facilitate this ‘critical reflection’ by highlighting the existence of negative 

environmental ‘risks’, and where organisations acknowledge these negative environmental influences 

staff may be discouraged from taking personal responsibility for systemic failures, something which 
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Traynor (2018) cautioned against.  Traynor (2018) terms this ‘critical resilience’, and suggests that this 

process is a direct alternative to the more traditional, individualistic and ‘submissive’ concepts of 

resilience which historically dominated the literature.  

 

Another way in reflective supervision might positively act on practitioners’ resilience is via the 

relationship between supervisor and supervisee.  Similar to the therapeutic alliance (e.g. the 

relationship between therapist and client; Zetzel, 1956), this aspect of reflective supervision is reflected 

in Mena and Bailey’s (2007) concept of a ‘supervisory working alliance’.  As I have previously noted 

(Webb, 2013), researchers have explored the professional supervisory relationship in the context of 

clinical supervision and suggested that it may help to normalise the feelings and experiences of 

workers, help in the identification of transference and counter-transference issues, reveal feelings or 

symptoms associated with trauma and provide support and information about traumatic reactions 

(Pearlman and Saakvitne, 1995; Rosenbloom, Pratt and Pearlman, 1999; Slattery and Goodman, 

2009).   

 

Other authors have highlighted a link between resilience and the social and emotional competencies of 

workers (Kinman and Grant, 2011). Reflective supervision might help workers to develop their 

communication skills or empathetic abilities and so in turn their resilience; this is something which may 

be particularly important for workers who are just beginning their career (Ibid).  Furthermore, reflective 

supervision may also offer a useful forum for supervisors to support workers to recognise the value and 

efficacy of social work practice, which may help to reduce the likelihood of workers reporting distress.  It 

has previously been argued that a worker’s intrinsic values, such as their personal sense of meaning 

and reward, can moderate their experiences of stress (Adamson, Beddoe and Davys, 2014; Stalker, 

Mandell, Frensch, Harvey and Wright, 2007).   Adamson et al (2014) also suggested that reflective 

supervision might positively affect a worker’s feelings of empowerment and autonomy within an 

organisation, which would in turn improve their perception of, and response to, these organisational 

pressures.  

 

(ii)   Reflective Supervision and Practitioners’ Analysis and Critical Thinking Skills 

 

The second potential benefit of reflective supervision concerns improvements in workers’ analysis and 

critical thinking skills.  Brown and Turney (2014:112) defined analysis as breaking something down into 

its component parts and exploring the relationship between those parts – within social work it involves 

“working carefully and logically through a mass of often complex, confusing or incomplete information 
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and trying to make sense of it”.  They suggested that critical thinking could be defined as “weighing up 

the different options and possible interpretations in an open-minded way, being clear and explicit about 

why one interpretation might be chosen over another” (Ibid:112). 

Within the literature, the importance of social workers making well-reasoned judgements about complex 

situations, and providing a robust, good quality assessment of children and families is at the centre of 

effective social work intervention and improved outcomes for children (Munro, 1996).  Indeed, a lack of 

detailed analysis and critical thinking within assessments has consistently been highlighted as a 

concern in inspection reports, family court proceedings, and serious case reviews and inquiries into 

child deaths (Brown and Turney, 2014).  Without a sound assessment, social work practice lacks a 

sense of focus and purpose, which may result in a vulnerable child’s needs being overlooked or 

misunderstood, with serious consequences for their wellbeing (Ibid).  

A social worker’s ability to think critically and analytically about the families they work with cannot be 

easily separated from the relationships they develop with their service users however, as this 

relationship is vital for enabling workers to fully understand the complexities of their client’s lives and 

determine how best to provide support and guidance.  Where workers are supported to engage more 

meaningfully with clients, these relationships are likely to facilitate enhanced practice and enable 

workers to form sound professional judgements about the families with whom they are working.  The 

provision of reflective supervision may help to provide these conditions, and the expectation that 

supervisors will facilitate this process is again embedded within the recent Knowledge and Skills 

Statements for Practice Supervisors (DfE, 2018a).   

 

As well as being promoted in policy, recent research studies also support the link between supervision 

(particularly that which is reflective in nature) and workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills.  Two 

noteworthy empirical studies have shown promising findings in demonstrating this link: Bostock et al 

(2017) and Wilkins et al (2018).  Firstly, Bostock et al (2017) present the findings from a recent DfE 

programme which aimed to embed the Reclaiming Social Work (RSW) model within five local authority 

areas.  This model is a whole-system reform that strives to deliver systemic practice in children’s 

services in order to improve risk assessment and decision making, and provide more effective support 

for children and families; key elements of this model include in-depth training, group systemic case 

discussions, reduced bureaucracy and devolved decision making.   
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Adopting a mixed methods approach, Bostock et al (2017) collected data from a large number of staff 

and service users via surveys and interviews, as well as from structured observations of systemic 

(supervisory) case discussions and direct practice with families.  Using an established social work 

communication skills coding framework (which examined practice aspects such as collaboration, 

empathy and child focus) they reported that the quality of direct practice was significantly higher in units 

using the RSW model compared to those providing ‘service as usual’.  Families also rated the RSW 

practice positively, believing workers to be empathetic and respectful as well as skilled at involving 

them in the process so that they became part of the solution to solving their own difficulties.   

 

Secondly, Wilkins et al (2018) explored the link or ‘golden thread’ between supervision, practice, and 

engagement in one south-east local authority, with a specific focus on outcomes for families (as 

opposed to outcomes for workers).  Using paired observations of group supervision and family 

meetings, alongside interviews with parents, they found significant associations between supervision 

sessions which were characterised by a sense of curiosity about practice and a shared responsibility for 

achieving good outcomes (termed practice-focused sessions), and more skilful social work practice in 

relation to social workers’ ‘good authority practice skills’ (e.g. purposefulness, clarity about risk); they 

also reported higher levels of parental engagement and goal agreement when supervision was 

‘practice-focused’.   

 

Although it must be noted that both of these authors do not specifically use the term ‘reflective 

supervision’, they are examining the effects of supervision which supports workers to be curious and 

actively reflect on their practice, as opposed to supervision where the focus is solely on accountability 

and managerial oversight.  Thus arguably what Bostock et al (2017) and Wilkins et al (2018) are 

describing is supervision that is reflective in nature, and the significant findings they report suggest that 

reflective supervision can successfully support practitioners to develop more sophisticated analysis and 

critical thinking skills in relation to their work with children and families. 

 

To better understand the mechanisms in which reflective supervision can support workers’ analysis and 

critical thinking skills, it is important to explore the concepts of knowledge and thinking from a 

theoretical perspective so that the potential impact of this supervisory approach can be seen.  In 

section 2.2 I introduced the concept of reflexivity, and I explained that the way in which knowledge is 

created and conceptualised is moving away from traditional positivist approaches and narrow 

definitions.  Increasingly, social work practice is being seen as a valuable source of inductive practice-

based theory and knowledge which can complement or enhance more formal theories and procedures 
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(D’Cruz et al, 2007).  Reflective supervision enhances practitioners’ skills in reflexivity and reflection, 

and thus promotes analysis and critical thinking by supporting workers to recognise the value of their 

own practice experience and utilise this as an additional source of knowledge to draw upon in their 

decision making.   

 

To further explore the application of practitioner’s experience as a source of social work knowledge, a 

useful framework to consider is that of dual processing theory.  Traditionally, dual processing theory 

drew a distinction between two modes of cognition - analysis and intuition - which were often presented 

as being in direct opposition with each other; analysis was viewed as the more accurate and superior 

approach.  However, Hammond et al’s (1987) Cognitive Continuum Theory (CCT) framework proposed 

a more balanced approach to understanding cognition, whereby these two types of thinking were not in 

fact seen as dichotomous concepts but rather interconnected and complimentary functions in the brain 

that form a continuum of judgement styles. 

 

Indeed, Hammond et al’s (1987) research suggested that intuition may be the more effective form of 

thinking for situations where workers are presented with a great deal of information in a limited time 

frame, and where there is a high degree of uncertainty involved – exactly the type of context in which 

children and families social workers operate.  In this environment, intuition can help to prevent us from 

becoming overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information or cues being presented in unison, and 

where more explicit analysis would simply not be possible at the time (Helm, 2011). 

 

Reflective supervision may therefore be able to support practitioners to improve their analysis and 

critical thinking by providing them with a supportive forum in which they can successfully navigate this 

thinking continuum.  Specifically, reflective supervision might allow workers to become more 

consciously aware of what type of thinking they are employing in their practice, and also allow them to 

recognise the valuable role which intuition can play in assessment and decision making.  This would 

ensure that a more balanced approach to assessment is being taken, which actively incorporates 

intuitive reasoning arising from practice experience so that workers do not settle for the ‘illusion of 

certainty’.  Indeed, some researchers suggest that over-simplifying the human cognition process might 

in fact be detrimental to the incorporation of service users’ views and explanations within assessment, 

as professionals strive instead for objectivity (Helm, 2011).   

 

As well as considering the creation of knowledge and the cognitive processes involved in professional 

judgement and decision making, the mechanisms involved in the relational aspect of reflective 
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supervision also deserve attention.  A useful theoretical framework developed by Heard and Lake 

(1997) can be applied to assist our understanding of the synergies between reflective supervision and 

relationship based practice.  In this model, which was born out of attachment theory to explore the 

nature of human relationships and relating, Heard and Lake (1997) describe two opposing styles of 

relating – ‘supportive and companionable’ versus ‘dominating and submissive’.  The former style 

concerns a protective and exploratory form of relating, where conflict is resolved through negotiation 

and compromise; this relational approach is in line with core social work values such as warmth, 

empathy, compassion and a non-judgemental attitude (Simmonds, 2018).  In contrast to these 

principles, the second style of relating forces others to follow the decisions of a controlling leader, and 

where individuals challenge this status quo they may be shamed and humiliated into submission.   

 

Simmonds (2018) argues that organisations founded on a managerial and bureaucratic ‘audit’ culture 

are more likely to pull individuals into this ‘dominating and submissive’ relational approach, even where 

individuals might try to adopt the alternative supportive stance.  Supervision within this environment 

could inhibit workers’ critical thinking skills, if they are discouraged from thinking for themselves and are 

expected to merely follow the decisions of others.  This may be further exacerbated where 

organisations adopt a narrow focus to the social work task and prioritise measurable outcomes that 

‘prove’ economic efficiency and effectiveness over forming meaningful social work relationships (Ruch, 

2018).  Alternatively, a supervisory approach based on a ‘supportive and companionable’ relational 

style (i.e. reflective supervision) may promote workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills.  With this 

approach in place, supervisors are attuned to worker’s feelings of anxiety or distress and workers are 

better able to form more effective relationships with service users and develop a deep level of 

understanding about the families they serve and gain a more complete picture of their client’s lives 

(Ruch, 2018).  

(iii)   The Interrelationship between Resilience and Analysis and Critical Thinking 

As the research indicates that workers’ emotional resilience and their analysis and critical thinking skills 

are likely to improve as a result of receiving reflective supervision, it may be helpful to briefly examine 

the relationship between these two concepts in more detail.  Earle et al (2017) suggested that 

resilience and critical thinking and analysis are interrelated concepts, as in order for workers to think 

critically and analytically, they firstly need to be supported to contain their anxieties and slow down their 

thinking so that they can more easily absorb new knowledge and skills.   
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Ruch (2002) considered that anxiety is the most common obstacle to reflection, and by ‘containing’ a 

worker’s anxieties we are facilitating their ability to reflect; the term containment refers to the process 

by which one individual helps another to manage their anxiety.  This term was originally developed by 

Bion (1962), who argued that as individuals we all feel anxious or ‘uncontained’ at times and we need 

the help of others to soothe our anxiety.  Often thought of in terms of the parent-child relationship 

(whereby a parent comforts and soothes an infant’s tears), containment also plays a key role in 

relationship-based professional practice, where the manager or supervisor takes on the ‘parent’ role 

and contains the workers’ anxieties to prevent them from becoming overwhelmed (Ruch, 2007).   This 

type of containment occurs within reflective supervision, and by supporting workers to better manage 

their own emotions they can begin to think more critically and reflectively.  In turn, they may also be 

better able to contain the emotions of the families they are working with – in essence a parallel process 

is occurring between the dyads of supervisor/worker and worker/family. 

 

The work of Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist and Target (2002) helps to illustrate the inter-relationship between 

workers’ emotional resilience and their analysis and critical thinking skills further.  Fonagy et al 

developed a theoretical, attachment-rooted framework on ‘mentalisation’, to explain the way that 

individuals develop representations in their mind of their own subjective experiences (both of self and 

of others); it also recognises that it can be difficult to identify mental states as they change over time 

(Simmonds, 2018).  This framework suggests that if individuals do not develop effective skills in 

mentalisation, the quality of relationships they are able to form with others will be severely impacted as 

they may incorrectly attribute meanings to others’ behaviour and respond defensively (Ibid).  This could 

lead to workers experiencing higher levels of anxiety and job-related stress, as well as an inability to 

develop effective professional relationships with service users – both of these would negatively impact 

on workers’ skills in analysis and critical thinking. 

 

Reflective supervision may support this mentalisation process by promoting reflection and reflexivity, so 

that workers can better understand the thoughts and feelings of themselves and others.  In doing so, 

workers are less likely to become emotionally overwhelmed (i.e. they become more resilient), and in 

turn they can use their analysis and critical thinking skills more effectively.  Mentalisation may also help 

workers to give more accurate meaning to the facts and information they collect (Simmonds, 2018), 

which is crucial if they are to produce high quality social work assessments based on thorough and 

considered analyses.   
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2.3.4   Potential Barriers to Implementing Reflective Supervision: 

 

Despite the likely benefits of providing reflective supervision to the social work/social care workforce, 

the literature suggests that there are a number of barriers which can be seen to inhibit the extent to 

which it occurs.  One such barrier may arise because of the very nature of reflexivity itself, as by 

encouraging workers to question the process of knowledge creation it inevitably introduces a level of 

uncertainty to practice (Taylor and White, 2000).  D’Cruz et al (2007:81) caution that this could then 

lead to “endless relativism, introspection and paralysis” which would significantly inhibit practitioners’ 

ability to make decisions and take action on behalf of service users.  They go on to note that “any 

approach to social work practice that introduces uncertainty is likely to be in stark contrast to the 

certainty that bureaucratic organisations strive for through the employment of procedural strategies to 

manage risk in the lives of clients” (Ibid:81). 

 

Similarly Simmonds (2018), in a discussion about the nature of relationships in supervision, argues that 

the desire for certainty to mitigate risk in social work is a direct result of the unremitting scepticism and 

criticism that has occurred in the wake of child deaths and other tragedies.  This has impacted on the 

identity, confidence and status of the profession, and led to the notion that control, accountability and 

increased procedural measures are the solution to prevent these tragedies from reoccurring.  Hingley-

Jones and Ruch (2016) coin this ‘relational austerity’, whereby the increasingly impersonal nature of 

social work erodes relational approaches to practice.  Simmonds (2018:224) continues that there is 

now a “serious clash of cultures between those that identify practice and the supervision of practice as 

a relationship-based activity and the supervision of practice identified as an audit-based activity”.   

 

Viewing supervision through this lens of relationship-based practice helps to further illustrate why there 

may often be difficulties and tensions around organisational attempts to develop reflective supervisory 

approaches. For example, as I noted in Chapter 1, Baines et al (2014) argued that on a global level the 

socio-political context in which social work operates has become increasingly focused on compliance, 

and in the context of these bureaucratic demands supervision becomes reduced to surveillance of 

supervisee’s work and the micro-management of decision making (Rankine et al, 2018).  The increased 

bureaucratisation and proceduralisation of practice has resulted in a rising number of performance 

indicators and audits, so that there now exists a contradiction between the expectation that local 

authorities will provide their staff with reflective supervision (e.g. Ofsted, 2015:34; Ofsted, 2016:37; 

Ofsted, 2017:2,7,24,27), whilst at the same time meeting the increased administrative and procedural 

demands placed upon them.  Organisations are being placed under considerable pressure to achieve 



 

 

 38 

all of these requirements, and “finding a position in supervision that combines warmth, empathy and 

compassion… with the organisation’s demands to achieve targets and remain procedurally compliant 

can be very challenging” (Simmonds 2018:234).   

 

Indeed these competing demands and tensions are evidenced in several recent research studies, 

which show that despite an increasing rhetoric about the value of reflective supervision, practical 

attempts to introduce reflective practices within child and family social work often encounter difficulties.  

Turney and Ruch (2018), reporting on the introduction of a new supervisory approach in two local 

authorities in England (termed the Cognitive and Affective Supervisory Approach or CASA), highlighted 

a significant disjuncture between the alleged importance ascribed to supervision and the actual time 

available for organisations, managers and practitioners to invest in developing their supervisory 

practice - “it is a significant challenge to hold thinking and feeling, process and task together (Turney 

and Ruch, 2018:134).   

 

Turney and Ruch (2018) observed the results of these differing demands in practice within their study, 

as they found a clear contrast between the skills required to deliver their reflective supervisory model 

(the CASA) and those used for the more traditional ‘business as usual’ case management style of 

supervision.    Specifically, supervisors struggled with using active listening techniques and avoiding the 

urge to problem solve, and the authors noted that the act of ‘doing’ was being given precedence over 

thinking and feeling, which are required for more reflective models of supervision.  They concluded that 

in order to provide a reflective approach to supervision, supervisors were required to adopt a significant 

change in mindset which they found very challenging. 

 

Wilkins et al (2017) also reported on this apparent disjuncture between the rhetoric surrounding 

supervision versus the reality of practice.  They analysed the recordings of 34 supervision discussions 

from a ‘Child in Need’ service in one local authority in England and found a similar conundrum, in that 

managers stated that supervision should be child-focused, reflective, analytical, emotionally supportive 

and helpful in terms of practice, yet the supervision they observed contained none of these aspects.  

Instead, it appeared that “case discussions operated primarily as a mechanism for management 

oversight and provided limited opportunity for reflection, emotional support or critical thinking” (Wilkins 

et al, 2017:942).  However as the problem was so widespread, they concluded that this dissonance 

should not be viewed as the result of individual poor practice from supervisors but rather a 

consequence of wider systemic pressures (such as the need to demonstrate accountability to Ofsted) 

and the current political context within which children and families’ social work is operating.   
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This is perhaps best conceptualised as the pervading culture of an organisation, which can either 

actively support or discourage reflective activities.  Within a ‘healthy’ organisational culture we would 

expect reflection to be promoted, for example by ensuring that sufficient time is allocated to facilitate 

learning, that mistakes are viewed as an opportunity to improve rather than scapegoat, that the 

emotional impact of work with children and families is fully recognised, and that supervision is valued 

and supported by staff members at all levels.  In contrast, dysfunctional organisations with an unhealthy 

organisational culture may be bureaucratic and crisis-driven, and allow no time for reflection or the 

introduction of reflective supervisory models (Earle et al, 2017).  Nye (2007) argued that reflection may 

be hampered if an organisational culture promotes independence as desirable and dependence as 

shameful; a point supported by Rose and Palattiyil (2020) who found that some social workers actively 

avoided seeking support for fear of appearing weak or incompetent.  Revell and Burton (2016) suggest 

that the concept of ‘organisational relativism’ can help to explain the development of unhealthy 

organisational cultures, whereby an agency learns to adjust to the bureaucratic demands placed upon 

them and employees at all levels become accustomed to resource shortfalls and target-driven practice.   

 

Finally, it appears that supervisors’ lack of confidence may also be a significant barrier to implementing 

reflective supervision.  Saltiel (2017) found that novice supervisors working in children and families 

social work struggled to acquire the skills necessary to critically challenge practitioner accounts.  

Similarly, Turney and Ruch (2018) noted that many supervisors were unsure of how to take the first 

step to introduce a new supervisory approach for fear of getting it wrong, in spite of support and 

guidance from the researchers.  There appeared to be an underlying anxiety from supervisors that they 

may open up a ‘Pandora’s box’ of emotions in workers, and they questioned whether they would be 

capable of managing the emotional content of what is shared within supervision or able to stop the 

discussion appropriately (Ibid).  Indeed, it may be the case that these bureaucratic systems offer a 

safety net for the workforce, removing the relational aspects of social work and thereby protecting 

workers from the emotionally demanding and distressing dimensions of practice. 

 

2.4   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: 

 

Currently in the UK there is a strong political drive to provide reflective supervision to the social work 

and social care workforce (e.g. DfE, 2018a; Wilkins et al, 2018), as well as an increasing academic 

interest in the topic (Beddoe et al, 2016) and the concept of reflexivity more widely D’Cruz et al (2007).  

Recent research reporting on the provision of reflective interventions offers some initial evidence that 

this type of supervision may have clear benefits for workers, and in turn organisations.  These benefits 



 

 

 40 

centre on workers’ resilience and well-emotional being (e.g. Kinman and Grant, 2017) and their analysis 

and critical thinking skills (e.g. Bostock et al, 2017).  

 

Within this context of increasing political and academic interest in the topic, there exists an ideal 

opportunity to consider the current supervisory provision being offered in the UK, and support 

organisations to develop a more reflective organisational culture whilst avoiding the potential for 

‘endless relativism and introspection’ identified by D’Cruz et al (2007).  However this is far from an easy 

task, and there are a number of barriers limiting the extent to which organisations are able to implement 

reflective supervision.  These barriers arise from a competing culture of practice, essentially the 

‘managerialism of welfare’, which is greatly at odds with a relationship-orientated supervisory approach 

on which reflective supervision is based.  The increased bureaucratisation and proceduralisation of 

practice (Baines et al, 2014; Rankine et al, 2018) has resulted in an overarching desire to minimise 

uncertainty and risk, which may act to inhibit workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills and reduce 

supervisors’ confidence in adopting a reflective approach to supervision (Turney and Ruch, 2018).   

 

It is within this wider context that RiP began their Change Project, with the aim of supporting children’s 

social care services in England in moving towards a more reflective style of supervision and to help 

those already committed to using reflective supervision to consolidate and develop their practice (Earle 

et al. 2017:4).  As I will discuss in the next chapter, the Change Project is an example of an action 

research approach which brings together practitioners, facilitators, and researchers to improve practice, 

develop and test resources and share them with the wider network of RiP partners.  The output 

envisaged was a resource pack comprising a set of ‘reflective tools’ for use by supervisors, together 

with a commentary to help supervisors, supervisees, teams and organisations use them effectively.  

The commentary sets out the research evidence for the benefits of supervision, the influence of 

organisational cultures and helpful conceptual models (Ibid:4).   

 

Through collaboration with a number of partner local authority organisations, the project was intended 

to develop practical strategies that would assist supervisors in overcoming potential barriers to 

implementation, and more effectively deliver reflective supervision to the children’s social work and 

social care workforce.  RiP also hoped that this project would improve our conceptual understanding of 

reflective supervision, which would in turn make a significant contribution to the supervision literature.  

This would be achieved by defining key concepts and models underpinning reflection, by examining 

relevant theoretical frameworks to explore the mechanisms of this supervisory approach, and lastly by 

assessing the potential outcomes of its delivery for the workforce.   
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Thus from my perspective as a researcher, the project offered an opportunity to answer key questions 

about the implementation of reflective supervision in children’s social care as well as to investigate the 

outcomes for practitioners’, particularly in relation to worker’s analysis and critical thinking skills and 

resilience.  This opportunity was important because, as I have shown in this chapter, whilst social work 

supervision is almost universally accepted as being a ‘good thing’, the evidence underpinning 

supervision is weak and there are clear gaps, particularly regarding our understanding of the 

effectiveness and outcomes of supervision for supervisees (Carpenter et al, 2013).  I have also 

highlighted that research into supervision is typically ‘atheoretical’ (Ibid), and thus further efforts need to 

be made to develop our conceptual understanding of reflective supervision and its theoretical 

underpinnings, so that we can better understand exactly what it is and how to do it.  Finally, the 

literature suggests that there may be some significant practical barriers affecting the extent to which 

organisations are able to implement reflective supervision, yet there is a lack of clear guidance for 

organisations on how to address these.   

 

In the light of literature I have reviewed, the first two research questions for my study can be expressed 

as:  

 

 To what extent are supervisors able to implement and utilise resources for facilitating reflection 

in supervision (i.e. the reflective tools as the intended outputs of the project)?  

 

 What are the outcomes for the recipients (i.e. the supervisees) of their supervisors’ use of 

these reflective tools in supervision?  Specifically, supervisee’s analysis and critical thinking 

skills in relation to case planning, resilience, sense of self efficacy, job satisfaction, 

organisational commitment/intention to leave, role clarity/conflict, self-reported stress, and 

perceived supervisor support. 
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CHAPTER 3 – CONCEPTUALISING THE RIP CHANGE PROJECT AS PARTICIPATORY ACTION 

RESEARCH 

The aim of this chapter is to explore the topic of action research, following RiP’s claim that the Change 

Project method is rooted in this approach (Earle et al, 2017), so as to contextualise my study in the 

research literature.  I will begin by considering the definitions and principles of action research, the 

common benefits and challenges, two key models of action research (Armstrong and Moore, 2004; 

Lewin, 1946), and the unique role of the action researcher.  I will go on to explore one particular branch 

of action research in detail, that of participatory action research (PAR), where I will present the findings 

from a comprehensive literature review on the use of PAR approaches for practice development in a 

social work setting; this will allow me to consider examples of the use of PAR and assess the quality of 

the existing evidence.  Finally, drawing on this literature, I will examine the premise that the Change 

Project might be an example of PAR in practice. 

3.1   AN INTRODUCTION TO ACTION RESEARCH:  

This section offers a brief overview of the literature on action research, focusing on the underlying 

concepts and principles, the benefits and challenges and the role of the action researcher; two key 

theoretical models will also be presented. 

 

3.1.1   Definitions and Principles of Action Research: 

 

Action research is a wide and diverse topic, with a number of differing perspectives about what it is and 

how it can be carried out (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006).  Within the literature, a myriad of different 

terms are used to describe different action research approaches: ‘participatory action research’, 

‘practitioner research’, ‘appreciative inquiry’, ‘collaborative inquiry’ and ‘action science’ to name a few 

(Noffke, 1997); these all draw on a range of different methodologies and employ a variety of research 

tools.  Action research can also be found in a multitude of different contexts, including large corporate 

organisations, schools and other educational settings, and local community groups.   

 

Action research is therefore perhaps best conceptualised as a method of inquiry or form of professional 

learning rather than a specific research methodology (Reason and McArdle, 2004).  Indeed, given the 

breadth of its use, it is not surprising that no single definition of action research exists (Cunningham, 

1993) and we must instead consider the four underlying principles to help us understand this approach. 
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The first key principle is that action research is intended to be an empowering research method carried 

out in collaboration with those who have a stake in the research problem, and where participants are 

viewed as ‘co-researchers’ rather than ‘subjects’.  This locally generated knowledge is considered to be 

of equal value to that held by the ‘professional’ researchers, and therefore the traditional power 

relationships between the researcher and those individuals being researched are fundamentally altered 

as the participants take an active role in the research process (Davis, 2008).  In essence, “action 

research is inquiry that is done by or with insiders to an organisation or community, but never to or on 

them” (Herr and Anderson, 2005:3), although, as noted below, this is not always easy to achieve.   

 

A second core principle is that action research follows a clear and systematic action cycle or series of 

stages, consisting of planning, acting, reflecting or evaluating, and then taking further action.  A number 

of models exist to depict this process, and some key examples are described in section 3.1.3 below.   

 

The third principle of action research is that it is a reflective process, and this critical reflection is 

essential for generating knowledge and helping to bridge the gap between theory and practice (Rolfe, 

1996).  This means that the process of action research is just as important as the outcome, and the 

researcher often becomes a resource to the participants as they work together to develop a shared 

understanding and learning about the research ‘problem’ (Ogden, 2008).   

 

Finally, the last principle of action research is that it is intended to elicit organisational or community 

level change through the generation of practical knowledge (Davis, 2008); it can therefore be 

conceptualised as a problem-solving tool which can help to provide practical solutions to issues of 

pressing concern (Reason and Bradbury, 2001).   

 

Alongside these core underlying principles, Noffke (1997; 2009) suggested that there are also three 

interrelated dimensions of action research – the political, the professional, and the personal.  At a 

political level, action research can be seen as a way searching for solutions to social problems, often 

through marginalised groups striving for social change and redressing social inequalities (Noffke, 

2009).  The political aspect of action research can also be seen when examining research which is 

linked to wider government initiatives and agendas (Armstrong and Moore, 2004).  Within the 

professional dimension, action research can be thought of as a way of developing a professional 

knowledge base (both theoretical knowledge and that linked to technical skills). This has occurred 

primarily within the education arena (Noffke, 2009), but is increasingly being seen in social work too 

(McVicar Munn-Giddings and Abu-Helil, 2012).   Finally at a personal level, is the idea that action 
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research will facilitate the individual growth and development of those who engage in it - for example in 

an educational setting, it has been used to explore links between a teacher’s personal beliefs about 

teaching and learning and their professional practice (Ibid). 

 

3.1.2   The Origins of Action Research:  

 

Lewin, a German social psychologist, is usually regarded as the originator of action research.  Lewin 

believed that people would be more motivated in their work if they were more involved in making 

decisions about how the workplace was run (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006).  His research was 

conducted in the era after the Second World War, and focused on using participatory approaches to 

address discrimination against minority groups within organisational settings in the United States 

(O’Brien, 1998).  Lewin first coined the term ‘action research’ in his paper ‘Action Research and Minority 

Problems’ (Lewin, 1946), where he presented it as a radical move away from traditional research 

methodologies (Somekh, 2008).  In this paper, Lewin identified a step-by-step framework or cycle for 

carrying out action research, and this cycle is still commonly used by researchers as an organising 

framework for action research projects (McNiff and Whitehead (2006). 

After Lewin’s death in 1947, action research evolved from organisational settings into other contexts.  

For example in the 1950s, action research became particularly popular within education, and Corey’s 

(1953) book ‘Action Research to Improve School Practices’ became highly influential in the United 

States (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006).  Action research went on to became popular in other countries 

too, such as France, Germany and the United Kingdom (Somekh, 2008), and its reach has extended 

over the years to the fields of health (e.g. Titchen, 2000; Meyer, 1993), social care (e.g. Winter and 

Munn-Giddings, 2001; Hart and Bond, 1995) and community development (e.g. Fals Borda, 1991).   

 

Whilst some authors have criticised action research, arguing that its popularity within so many settings 

has prevented it from evolving into a unified theory (e.g. Peters and Robinson, 1984), others see this 

diversity as a strength, in that it can be adapted to suit the different stances of a wide variety of 

communities or professional groups (Somekh, 2008).  Indeed, action research has gained both 

popularity and credibility in recent years (Noffke, 2009), and there is an increased commitment to 

facilitate true collaboration between researchers and participants to ensure that knowledge generation 

is most relevant to the issues being studied (Reason and McArdle, 2004).   
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3.1.3   Key Models of Action Research: 

 

As I noted above, action research consists of cycles of planning, acting, reflecting or evaluating, and 

then taking further action, however researchers will emphasise different aspects or vary the duration of 

each cycle depending upon the specific purpose of the research (Dickens and Watkins, 1999).  This 

section will present two distinct models of action research, firstly considering Lewin’s (1946) Action 

Research Framework and secondly Armstrong and Moore’s (2004) Model of Action Research, to 

illustrate these different stages of the action research process. 

 

(i)   Lewin’s Action Research Framework (1946) 

 

One of the earliest and most well-known models is Lewin’s (1946) action research framework, 

sometimes referred to as the classical model of action research (Elden and Chisholm, 1993).  This 

model (depicted in figure 3.1 below) consists of a series of steps that need to occur in order to move 

from generating the initial idea to achieving the overall objective.  Each step involves its own ‘spiral’ or 

cycle of planning, executing the idea (acting), reconnaissance (fact finding about the result of the 

action) and evaluation. This four-stage cycle must be completed before progressing to the next step 

where this spiral will begin again until the final objective is reached (this will typically take several 

cycles). 

 

Figure 3.1: Lewin’s (1946) Action Research Framework 
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In recent years, a number of other spiral models depicting the action research process have been 

proposed, for example Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) or Stringer (2007), but these remain broadly 

similar to Lewin’s early model.  Spiral models offer a useful guiding structure for the action research 

process, but they have been criticised for being open to literal interpretation which may lead to ‘correct’ 

rather than ‘good’ practice.  For example, McTaggart (1996) stated that it would be a mistake to think 

that simply following the action research spiral constitutes ‘doing action research’.  Concerns have also 

been raised that Lewin’s model may be too simplistic and place insufficient emphasis on analysis - 

Elliott (1991) asserted that the model allows users to assume that the initial idea can be fixed in 

advance, that the reconnaissance stage is merely ‘fact-finding’, and that the implementation stage is 

straightforward.  It is therefore important to recognise that whilst action research approaches bring a 

number of benefits they are neither a quick nor ‘easy’ option, and an action research project may in fact 

take several years to complete (Jacobs, 2010; McVicar et al, 2012).     

(ii)   Armstrong and Moore’s (2004) Model of Action Research 

 

An alternative action research model to Lewin’s (1946) framework is that of Armstrong and Moore 

(2004), depicted in figure 3.2 below; also a cyclical or spiral model, this was selected as a 

contemporary elaboration of Lewin’s early framework.   

 

Figure 3.2: Armstrong and Moore’s (2004) Action Research Model 
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Whilst still drawing on the traditional action research spiral, this model offers a more detailed depiction 

of the research cycle and places a far greater emphasis on inclusion throughout all phases of research 

design, process and outcomes (Armstrong and Moore, 2004).  The underlying premise is that those 

working within the structures, values, practices and politics of particular settings are likely to have the 

most productive ideas, so it is essential that researchers truly value the perspectives of those directly 

involved in the situation in order to create ‘transformational’ change (Ibid).   

Armstrong and Moore’s model presents action research as a continuous and overlapping process of 

reflection, consultation, planning and change as opposed to a series of distinct stages, and it should be 

viewed as a guiding framework which can be adapted to suit specific circumstances rather than as an 

exact ‘blueprint’ (Armstrong and Moore, 2004).  This model also encourages analysis throughout the 

research process by highlighting different aspects which researchers should consider (e.g. ‘barriers to 

inclusion’ or ‘power relations’) (Ibid).  The emphasis which this model places on reflection and analysis, 

along with the fact that it is not presented as a sequence of segmented activities, can therefore be seen 

to address the concerns raised by Elliott (1996) and McTaggart (1996) about other spiral models of 

action research.   

 

(iii) Models of Reflection versus Models of Action Research: 

 

Both models of action research presented above (Lewin, 1946 and Armstrong and Moore, 2004) place 

a significant emphasis on reflection, and so it is helpful to briefly consider the distinction between 

models of reflection and models of action research to further develop our understanding of the action 

research process.   

 

On the surface there are number of similarities between the two.  For example, Dick (1993:19) notes 

that “the purpose in action research is to learn from your experience, and apply that learning to bringing 

about change” and this is broadly similar to Boud et al’s (1985:19) definition of refection, whereby 

individuals “explore their experiences in order to lead to a new understanding and appreciation”.  

Further, McMahon (1999) compared spiral models of action research (e.g. Lewin, 1946) with Kolb’s 

(1984) Experiential Learning Cycle and suggested that both models highlight the importance of 

reflection on action and experience, and that this reflection is intended to be transformative.  Satariyan 

and Reynolds (2016) explained how Schön’s work on reflection emphasises the importance of the 

relationship between theory and action, and noted that this relationship has been incorporated into 
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some action research models (e.g. Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988) to enhance practitioners’ 

understanding and the rationality of their practice. 

 

However whilst refection is clearly an integral component of the action research process, there are 

some key differences too. McMahon (1999) argued that the focus of the reflective transformation is 

fundamentally different – in Kolb’s (1984) model this is internal to the person in question (i.e. concerned 

with developing their knowledge or attitude), whereas in action research this transformation is external 

and concerned with change in a far wider sense, such as within a group or community context.  

McMahon also noted that action research involves strategic action, and that it is this deliberate and 

planned intent to solve a particular problem which distinguishes it from general models of reflective 

practice - “reflective practice can be used to identify problems, action research can seek to provide 

solutions” (McMahon, 1999:168). 

 

3.1.4   The Benefits/Strengths and Challenges of an Action Research Approach:  

 

Clear benefits of an action research approach are described within the literature, and these can be 

categorised into those associated with the element of action, and those associated with the element of 

research.  Beginning with the action aspect, a key strength of this approach is that it strives to 

challenge structural inequalities and issues of oppression by empowering individuals to confront the 

long-established elements of power and control within society (Huizer, 1989).  Action research also 

aims to promote change and development by offering a clear structure for reform (McVicar et al, 2012), 

and fits well with the current political and policy level expectations about partnership working between 

academics, service providers and service users (DoH, 2006; Joint University Council Social Work 

Education Committee, 2006).  The importance of this type of partnership working was highlighted by 

Watters, Comeau and Restall (2010), who stated that it helps to generate a ‘culture of inquiry’ by 

forming communities to advocate for change, and also provides participants with opportunities for 

professional networking and a source of social support. 

 

Regarding the research element, the strengths of an action research approach are often born out of the 

criticisms of more traditional research methodology (L’Etang and Theron, 2012).  For example, as 

action research is not specifically aligned to any one research method it is inherently flexible and can 

be applied to suit a number of research settings and questions (e.g. Winter and Munn-Giddings, 2001).  

Action research also claims to challenge the conventional power imbalance between researcher and 

research participants, and supports participants to develop their research skills (Watters et al, 2010).  
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The collaborative philosophy of action research encourages participants to recognise the value of their 

personal experiences, by offering an opportunity for the voices of service users and practitioners to be 

heard and for new ideas to be generated (Mertens, 2005), and the act of involving service users in the 

research process may also have a positive impact on service users’ confidence and self-esteem 

(Lockey, Sitzia, Gillingham, Millyard, Miller, Ahmed, Beales, Bennett, Parfoot, Sigrist and Sigrist, 2004).   

 

Whilst this can also be true for more traditional research methods, in action research the participants 

may choose to share their experiences to a greater extent as they begin to see the researcher as a 

relatable person rather than as a detached or distant evaluator (McGinn, 2008).  Indeed, this insider 

knowledge which is generated from the participants in action research studies is an important strength 

of the process as it not only adds credibility to the research findings (this knowledge may often be 

unavailable to an outside researcher), but it also allows for the researcher to adopt the role of student 

so that research becomes a reciprocal learning event – “together, the researcher and participant work 

to come to conclusions, engaging in dialogue and offering each other feedback” (Boylorn, 2008:599).  

Indeed, Bryceson, Manicom and Kassam (1982) argued that action research is distinctive in its attempt 

to combine academic and grassroots knowledge which can be highly transformative for researchers as 

well as participants, enhancing researchers’ skills and professional development (Lykes, 1997).   

 

However, Flanagan (2019) warned that it would be naive to believe that the benefits of action research 

do not come at a cost, and a number of potential challenges to adopting this research approach are 

also identified within the literature.  Similarly, these challenges can be categorised into those 

associated with the aspect of action, and those linked to the element of research.  

 

Beginning with the action element of this approach, a common challenge concerns the development of 

collaborative relationships with the research participants.  For example, there may be an incongruence 

between the philosophy of participation versus institutional constraints which make it hard to agree 

clear roles and hamper the development of trust and respect.  There may also be differences of 

perspective between researchers and research participants in terms of their wider values, beliefs and 

epistemological positions (Flanagan, 2019; Jacobs, 2010).  Some researchers have highlighted that 

participants may be accustomed to the more traditional research hierarchies and thus resistant to an 

equal power dynamic as it is a new and unpredictable experience (Flanagan, 2019; Wimpenny, 2010). 

Maintaining an open dialogue is an important strategy for addressing these potential difficulties 

(Jacobs, 2010), alongside an explicit discussion of the power issues and different benefits involved for 

each of the parties in a project (Maiter, Simich, Jacobson and Wise, 2008). 
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Another common challenge in implementing action research concerns the high levels of participation 

required from the research participants, particularly as there is no clear indication of exactly what 

constitutes ‘participation’ or ‘active involvement’ (L’Etang and Theron, 2012).  Montero (2000) stated 

that it is highly likely that there will be varying levels of interest and involvement from the participants in 

the research as a result of their own needs and motivations for participating, and researchers need to 

be appreciative of this - “certain participants may well wish to remain at the periphery of the inquiry, 

which is an equally valid place to be” (Wimpenny, 2010:96).  Many authors have also highlighted the 

time consuming nature of conducting action research which often occurs over an extended period and 

can prove to be an additional challenge (e.g. Jacobs, 2010; McLaughlin, 2010). McVicar et al (2012) 

reported an average duration of 15 months for the action research projects they reviewed, but noted 

that one lasted for a four year period.  

 

Regarding the research aspect of this approach, common criticisms often include the fact that it lacks 

methodological rigour and technical validity (Tewey, 1997), that it typically consists of small numbers of 

research participants (McVicar et al, 2012), and that the research outcomes cannot be replicated as 

each research context is unique.  In essence, action research is seen as not being sufficiently 

‘scientific’ to produce robust findings which can be adopted by policy makers (Branom, 2012; Lushey 

and Munro, 2015).  Whilst these criticisms may in part reflect our pre-existing conceptions of what 

constitutes good quality research and professional identity (Jacobs, 2010), the potential methodological 

shortcomings of an action research approach should not be overlooked.  However where researchers 

recognise this dichotomy, action research approaches can be successfully combined with more 

conventional research methods to capitalise on the merits of collaborative approaches whilst 

addressing concerns about reliability and rigour (e.g. Teater and Carpenter, 2017). 

 

Thus it is clear that carrying out an action research project is inherently complex, and researchers will 

need to take a flexible approach to both the methodological design and overall research process.  This 

may mean using a combination of research methods to ensure an accurate and balanced presentation 

of the findings, as well as stepping back from their own research agenda to allow participants a far 

greater degree of control (L’Etang and Theron, 2012).  Herr and Anderson (2005:69) refer to this as 

“designing the plane while flying it” - an unfamiliar approach in direct contrast with more traditional 

research which often has a pre-defined, rigid, research design.  For the researcher, this may mean 

reducing the time spent on the initial stages of the research process which could be seen as ‘laborious’ 

by participants, and commencing the action stages sooner (Smith, Bratini, Chambers, Jensen and 

Romero, 2010).  This clear preference for action by participants may also explain why there is little co-
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authorship of action research papers in this arena, which are mostly authored by academics (McVicar 

et al, 2012).   

 

3.1.5   The Unique Role of the Action Researcher: 

 

As this discussion on the benefits and challenges of an action research approach has illustrated, action 

researchers are required to adopt a unique role in the research process which will now be considered in 

more detail.  In any research project, researchers need to undertake a number of roles and 

responsibilities and one way of categorising these is to differentiate between tacit roles and 

interactionist roles.  Tacit roles refer to the commonly understood practices which the researcher brings 

with them to the project (e.g. their specialist knowledge and ability to carry out the necessary 

administrative, managerial and ethical tasks), whilst interactionist roles refer to the way in which the 

researcher frames their relationship with the research participants, and the effect which their presence 

may have on the participants’ thoughts and actions (Leckie, 2008).  It is this latter area which often 

generates a great deal of debate and discussion (Ibid), and elicits specific methodological and ethical 

considerations (McGinn, 2008).   

 

The interactionist aspect of the researcher role is arguably less significant when considering more 

traditional positivist research, as in these studies researchers strive to be detached, objective reporters 

who treat each participant identically in an effort to maximise experimental control and reduce the 

chance of introducing confounding variables.  However within qualitative research, the researcher-

participant relationship is far more collaborative and participative, not least because the data collection 

process is often more prolonged and may require a number of interactions with the research 

participants (McGinn, 2008).  This is particularly true of action research projects, as the research 

participants are seen as co-researchers who actively contribute to defining and shaping the research 

which minimises the traditional power hierarchies (Ibid).   

 

Leckie (2008) further highlighted the distinction between insider versus outsider researcher roles.  

Researchers who are insiders are defined as individuals who have first-hand knowledge or experience 

of the issues being studied, and they are therefore familiar with the concerns, feelings, social norms, 

cultural beliefs and daily activities related to the issue; in contrast researchers who are outsiders may 

have no personal experience of the research topic in question (Ibid).  This insider/outsider dichotomy 

raises a number of dilemmas concerning the impact that this may have on the relationship the 

researcher develops with the research participants, particularly in relation to the participants’ 
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acceptance and trust of the researcher and the inherent power balance between them.  Thus in 

research where this interactionist aspect is emphasised, such as within action research, it is important 

that researchers explicitly acknowledge and consider the implications of their insider or outsider role 

(Ibid). 

 

Baker (2006) proposes a useful framework for conceptualising this interactionist relationship between 

the researcher and research participants in more detail, suggesting that researchers can adopt one of 

six different roles depending on their level of interaction with the participants.  These roles are:  

 

• non-participant -  the researcher has no involvement with the participants and observes them 

only from a distance 

• complete observer - the researcher is physically present with the participants but only to listen 

and observe rather than interact 

• observer as participant - the researcher primarily observes the participants but some brief 

interactions may occur 

• participant as observer - the researcher actively participates in a number of activities with the 

group and so may therefore be identified as a ‘colleague’ 

• complete participant - the researcher studies a group in which they are already an active 

member but does not reveal their research role 

• complete member - the researcher studies a group in which they are an active member and 

does reveal their research role. 

 

In line with Leckie’s (2008) recommendation that qualitative researchers should explicitly consider the 

role they assume in any given research study and the potential implications arising from this, so as to 

increase the integrity of their study and research findings, the specific details of my researcher role 

within this Change Project and my reflections on this are explored throughout this thesis.  Somekh 

(2008:6) asserted that it is particularly important for action researchers to “focus on understanding their 

own subjectivities and how they affect the research process rather than on trying to eliminate them”, 

and I hope that by positioning myself within the action research process and adopting a high level of 

reflexivity, it will add to the depth and quality of the data as well as provide some helpful insights for 

future researchers. 
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3.2   EXAMINING PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH: 

This section explores participatory action research (PAR).  It draws a distinction between PAR and 

action research more generally, and provides a comprehensive review of the current research evidence 

on the use of PAR in a social work context.   

3.2.1   Understanding the Distinction between Action Research and Participatory Action 
Research:  

As I noted at the beginning of this chapter, action research is an umbrella term which encompasses 

multiple action-orientated research approaches; participatory action research is a specific branch of 

‘umbrella’ action research.  Whilst it follows that PAR can also be categorised as generic action 

research, this categorisation does not apply in reverse – i.e. not all action research can be considered 

participatory action research.  To illustrate the nuanced differences between the two approaches, there 

are several key features of participatory action research which set it apart from other action-orientated 

research approaches.  Raelin (1999) offered a useful framework for distinguishing between the 

principles of PAR compared to other types of action research; the aspects considered within this 

framework are: the extent of participant involvement; the purpose of the research; the process of the 

research; the specific role of the facilitator; the evaluation/assessment of the research process; and the 

depth of change elicited.  To help explore these distinctions further, some of these aspects will be 

discussed in turn. 

 

Beginning with the extent of participation, this framework acknowledges that there are potential 

variations in this aspect between the action research approaches, which can help to determine whether 

an action research approach can be correctly classified as PAR or not.  For example, Park (1999:143) 

argued that whilst there is a “general understanding in action-oriented research that the people who are 

to benefit from the research should participate in the research process… this feature is understood 

differently and markedly attenuated in some instances”.   

 

Flanagan (2019) depicted these differences as a ‘pyramid of participation’, ranging from participants as 

passive respondents at one end of the spectrum to participants maintaining full control of the research 

project at the other.   In line with Park (1999), Kemmis (1988) argued that some action researchers 

define ‘involvement’ very broadly, meaning it is possible for participants to only be minimally involved in 

an action research project.  Thus in order for a study to be classed as PAR, researchers must make a 

solid commitment to involving the participants in every stage of the research process - “participatory 
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action research…  serves as an extension of Lewin’s original formulation, which focuses more upon 

involvement than participation” (Dickens and Watkins, 1999:134). 

 

Another important aspect within Raelin’s (1999) framework concerns the underlying purpose of the 

research.  McTaggart (1991) highlighted the emancipatory focus of PAR compared to other action 

research approaches; this can be traced back to its historical origins where it was associated with social 

transformation in the developing world and human rights activism, and is linked to the liberationist ideas 

of Freire (1970) (Reason and McArdle 2004; Wimpenny, 2010).  In recent years this tradition has 

broadened as PAR approaches have been employed in business, education, health, social care, and 

community settings, but it still retains a clear focus on improving the lives of these community groups by 

empowering individuals to construct and use their own knowledge (Reason and McArdle, 2004; 

Wimpenny, 2010).   

 

The process of the research can also be used to determine whether an action research project can be 

deemed to be PAR.  Researchers have noted the use of meetings are a key aspect of PAR as they 

help to identify issues, increase participants self-esteem, and foster a sense of community solidarity 

(Fals Borda and Rahman, 1991; Selener, 1997).  In this sense, PAR may be seen to contain elements 

of collaborative research (Heron, 1996; Reason, 1988) as the participants learn with and from each 

other about themselves and the social conditions affecting them (Park, 1999).   

 

Lastly, the depth of change effected is an important aspect to help distinguish PAR from other 

approaches.  Raelin’s (1999) framework shows that PAR focuses on structural change rather than 

intrapersonal change, as it has the potential to challenge the foundational assumptions of the 

organisation in a way that other action research approaches are less likely to achieve; this makes it 

more likely that the impact of the project will be sustained over time.  The notion that PAR challenges 

pre-existing assumptions in order to create change at a structural level involves what Freire (1970) 

termed ‘problematising’ as opposed to ‘problem solving’, as PAR examines the ways in which the 

prevailing social structures, value systems and ideologies contribute to producing the ‘problems’ which 

affect the group in question (Park, 1999).  

 

A paper by Noel, Rost and Gromer (2013) offers an excellent example of PAR which demonstrates how 

these criteria can be observed in practice.  This health promotion study, published in a children’s social 

work journal, recruited peer facilitators and school staff to develop and deliver a culturally and age-

appropriate depression prevention intervention programme for rural adolescents in the USA.  PAR 
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methods were chosen by the researchers in order to learn about the types of intervention and 

implementation strategies that were likely to be effective in the specific community and education 

setting.  Both the process of developing the programme and the programme’s outcomes were then 

evaluated using a mixed methods design to collect qualitative and quantitative data.  In this way this 

research adheres to the principles of PAR detailed above – participants were involved in all stages of 

the research process and empowered to use their collective knowledge to tackle the issue of 

depression among adolescents; there was also a clear focus on a achieving change at a structural-level 

as the intervention was focused on meeting the specific needs of the community group in question.   

3.2.2   Reviewing the Literature - Participatory Action Research in Practice: 

Having drawn a distinction between action research and PAR, this section reviews the current research 

evidence on the use of PAR in a social work context to develop our understanding of PAR in this 

setting.  As part of the initial scoping process, I identified a single systemic review of the action 

research literature within social work in the UK – a paper by McVicar et al (2012).  Their inclusion 

criteria were that studies must: be based in practice and not separated from it; be action, and not 

description, orientated; have a research process that aimed to be collaborative, at least in part; and use 

research data to inform each stage and practical step in the research process.  They also stipulated 

that studies should be UK focused and be published between the years 2000 and 2010. 

 

McVicar et al (2012) identified 24 empirical studies that met these criteria.  They categorised the focus 

of change in ten of the studies as ‘practice development’ (the focus of my research study), six on 

educational development, including social work education, and eight were user-focused.  Whilst none of 

these studies were specifically classed by the reviewers as being an example of PAR, in their 

subsequent analysis McVicar et al distinguished between either ‘active’, ‘partially active’ or ‘passive’ 

participation from participants.  They identified that across the 24 included studies with 56 participant 

groups, 62% of these groups had at least some level of active participation.  The authors did not 

include any analysis on whether studies followed a model of action research. 

 

For the purposes of this review, I sought to develop the work of McVicar et al (2012) to include more 

recent studies, both international as well as UK, with a specific focus on PAR rather than action 

research more generally; this approach was intended to identify empirical literature which more closely 

resembled my study.   
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(i)   Search Strategy 

 

I began by completing a scoping search of the ASSIA database, using the terms “participatory action 

research” and “social work”.  This generated 59 papers, however many of these were not wholly 

relevant being discussion papers or user-focused rather than practice-focused.  The search terms were 

subsequently refined as follows: 

 

 Activity Facet – “participatory action research” AND 

 Population/Context Facet – “social work” AND 

 Design Facet – (evaluation OR outcomes OR effectiveness)  

Three databases were searched using these refined terms – ASSIA, Social Care Online and Web of 

Science – and where possible the search was limited to ‘anywhere except full text’ to further maximise 

the relevance of the results.  These databases were selected to include general databases relevant to 

the field of social work, as well as those which covered ‘grey literature’.  The databases were searched 

over several days in October 2020, and all studies were assessed against the inclusion criteria set out 

below in section 3.3.2.   

 

It was recognised that potentially relevant studies may not be included in the selected electronic 

databases, or that they may have been indexed incorrectly and therefore would not be accessible via 

the search strategy.  Additional searches were therefore conducted outside of the electronic 

bibliographic databases to maximise the likelihood of finding relevant literature.  These were completed 

via ‘Google Scholar’ and by subscribing to the contents lists for key journals (e.g. Child and Family Social 

Work, British Journal of Social Work, Practice, and Children and Youth Services Review); any relevant 

studies previously known or identified to the researcher were also considered.  All studies identified in 

this way were also assessed against the inclusion criteria to determine if they could legitimately be 

included in the review. 

 

(ii)   Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

 

Several basic restrictions were imposed during searching - firstly only English Language studies were 

included due to time limitations, although international studies were included; secondly, only those 

studies published from 2010 were included in order to identify more recent literature (this period was 

not covered by McVicar et al’s 2012 review); lastly only peer reviewed literature was selected to 
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maximise the quality of the papers.  These restrictions were applied to each electronic database during 

the initial search process.  Further criteria, relating to both the focus of the study and the methodology, 

were applied to all identified references in order to ensure their relevance to this thesis; these are 

detailed below in table 3.1: 

Table 3.1: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria Applied to the Identified References 

CRITERIA INCLUDED EXCLUDED 

CRITERIA RELATING 
TO THE FOCUS OF 
THE STUDIES 

- Studies focusing on social work practice 
development interventions 
 
- International studies in English language 
 
- Broad focus on social work context (e.g. 
Youth Work or Community Development)  

- Studies which focused on social work 
education or user-focus 
 
- Non English-language studies  
 
- Studies focusing on health promotion 

CRITERIA RELATING 
TO THE 
METHODOLOGY OF 
THE STUDIES   

- Participants are primarily social-work 
qualified professionals  
 
- Evaluation studies (either of intervention 
outcomes or PAR process or both)  
 
- Studies with clearly described PAR methods 
as sole research approach  
 
- Studies reporting qualitative or quantitative 
data 

 

- Participants are service users or other 
professionals in education or health care  
 
- Studies offering a commentary on PAR 
approaches but with no clear intervention or 
evaluation 
 
- Studies referencing PAR but not describing 
the specific PAR methods adopted, or those 
using ‘blended’ methodological approaches 
 

 (iii)   Selection of Studies 

Database searching (as detailed above) elicited the following results: 

Table 3.2: Database Search Results 

NAME OF DATABASE NO. OF STUDIES IDENTIFIED   

Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA) 16 

Social Care Online 13 

Web of Science 19 

Additional Searching 3 

TOTAL  
Including Duplicates N = 51 

Excluding Duplicates N = 39 
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All references identified were stored on Endnote Bibliographic software.  Duplicates were removed, 

from within and between databases, leaving a total of 39 unique references; these were then screened 

in two stages.  In stage one of the process, the abstract of each potentially relevant study was read and 

screened against the selection criteria – if a study appeared to meet the criteria it proceeded to stage 

two (N = 8), if not it was excluded (N = 31).  Stage two involved reading the full texts of these eight 

studies to further assess their eligibility, and at this stage a further five were excluded (N = 36); this left 

just three studies which met the criteria for inclusion as detailed in table 3.3 below. 
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Table 3.3: Details of Stage Two Studies and Reasons for Exclusion (where relevant) 

AUTHORS/TITLE 
 

CONTEXT/PARTICIPANTS 
FOCUS OF 
PRACTICE 
DEVELOPMENT 

REFERENCE 
TO PAR 

FOCUS OF 
EVALUATION 

EMPIRICAL 
METHODS 

INCLUDE/EXCLUDE 

Baker, Warburton, Hodgkin 
and Pascal (2018) 
 
The New Informational Paradigm: 
Developing Practice-Led 
Approaches to the Use of Mobile 
ICT in Social Work 

- Conducted in Australia 
-  Part two of two-stage study  
-  Ps (N = 8) were social workers 
and welfare workers in Assertive 
Outreach Team for Homelessness 
- Completed over 8 month period 

Use of ICT to assist 
day to day social 
work practice 

- No specific PAR 
model identified 
- Three phase 
action/research 
cycle   
 

- Focus on 
outcomes of 
intervention 
- No evaluation of 
PAR process 

- Survey 
- ICT training 
sessions 
- Focus groups  
- Individual semi-
structured 
Interviews 

Include 

Boetto, Bowles, Närhi and 
Powers (2020) 
 
Raising Awareness of 
Transformative Ecosocial Work: 
Participatory Action Research 
with Australian Practitioners 

- Conducted in Australia 
-  Ps (N = 9) were social workers 
in various settings and roles 
(including mental health, children 
and families hospitals) Outreach 
Team for Homelessness 
- Completed over 3 month period 
 

Raising awareness of 
ecosocial work 
approaches to 
improve professional 
practice 
 

- No specific PAR 
model identified 
- Three phase 
action/research 
cycle   
 

- Focus on 
outcomes of 
intervention 
- No evaluation of 
PAR process 

- 3 x workshops 
collecting qualitative 
data on practitioners 
application of 
ecosocial work and 
enablers/barriers to 
its use 

Include 

Kennedy (2018) 
 
How Adults Change from 
Facilitating Youth Participatory 
Action Research: Process and 
Outcomes 

- Conducted in Australia 
- Ps (N = 21) were facilitators of 
youth participatory action research 
(YPAR) 
 

- Did not focus on 
practice development 
(aimed to develop 
conceptual model of 
personal/professional 
transformation of 
adults involved in 
YPAR) 

- Did not use PAR 
directly (study 
used grounded 
theory approach) 
 

- - Exclude: 
 
- Does not focus on 
practice development 
- Does not use PAR 

Mancini (2011)  
 
Understanding Change in 
Community Mental Health 
Practices through Critical 
Discourse Analysis 

- Conducted in USA 
- Ps (N = 6) Mix of service 
providers, administrators and 
service users 
- Completed over 2 month period 
 

- Did not focus on 
practice development 
(formation of 
language committee 
to critically examine 
agency practices 
from a recovery 
orientation) 

- Blended 
approach (mixture 
of PAR and critical 
discourse 
analysis)  
 

- Case study 
example not 
evaluation study 

- Exclude: 
 
- No reference to social 
workers as Ps 
- Does not focus on 
practice development 
- Use of blended 
approach not just PAR 
- Case study example 
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not evaluation 

Mancini and Miner (2013) 

 
Learning and Change in a 
Community Mental 
Health Setting 

- Conducted in USA 
- Completed over 3 year period 
- Ps (N = 24) mix of social work 
qualified and non-SW qualified 
staff 
 

 

- Implemented 
communities of 
practice to promote 
recovery-orientated 
systems of care in 
mental health/ 
substance misuse 
context 

- No specific PAR 
model identified  
- Limited detail on 
methodical 
process 

 

- - Exclude: 
 
- Not clear if 
participants were social 
workers or other 
professionals  
- No details on PAR 
method  

Noel, Rost and Gromer (2013) 
 
A Depression Prevention 
Program for Rural 
Adolescents: Modification and 
Design 

 

- Conducted in USA 
- Ps were peer facilitators and 
education staff 
 
 

Development of 
culturally appropriate 
intervention to reduce 
depression in 
adolescents which 
could be used by 
social workers 
(TALKnTIME 
Curriculum) 

- No specific PAR 
model identified 
- 3 training 
sessions to create 
intervention 
- 12 weekly 
sessions 
delivering 
intervention 
 

- Focus on 
outcomes and 
process 

Qualitative and 
quantitative data 
collected via: 
- Pre/post 
intervention survey 
measures  
– Debriefing 
interviews 

Exclude: 
 
- Participants were not 
social workers  
- Does not focus on 
practice development 
(health promotion) 
 

Westoby, Lathouras and 
Shevellar (2019) 
 
Radicalising Community 
Development within 
Social Work through Popular 
Education - A 
Participatory Action Research 
Project 

- Conducted in Australia 
- Ps (N = 33) 50% social workers 
and 50% from social 
science/education backgrounds 
working in both Government and 
NGO contexts 
- Completed over 6/7 month 
period 
 

- Interventions to 
‘radicalise’ 
Community 
Development 
approaches within 
SW 

- No specific PAR 
model identified 
- Three phase 
action/research 
cycle   
 

- Focus on 
outcomes and 
process but data 
not systematically 
collected 

- Facilitator 
observations 
- Individual 
interviews 
- Focus Group 
- Pre/Post learning 
questionnaire 
 

Include 

Ungar, McGrath, Black, Sketris, 
Whitman and Liebenberg 
(2015) 
 
Contribution of Participatory 
Action Research to Knowledge 
Mobilization in Mental Health 
Services for Children and 
Families 

- Conducted in Canada 
- Case study of ‘YAP programme’ 
(a youth community based 
intervention programme targeting 
gang related activities) 

- Did not focus on 
practice development 
(case study to 
highlight benefits of 
PAR on Knowledge 
Mobilisation) 
 

- Did not use PAR 
directly  
 

- - No evaluation 
(discussion paper 
only) 

Exclude: 
 
- Does not focus on 
practice development 
- Does not use PAR 
- Not an evaluation 
study 
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(iv)   Quality Appraisal of Included Studies 
 
The three papers which met the criteria for inclusion were subject to a quality appraisal process 

whereby they were assessed against specific criteria.  Table 3.4 below details the criteria used 

and the subsequent quality assessment of each study.  

 
Table 3.4:  Quality Appraisal of Included Studies 

NAME OF STUDY 

CLEARLY 

DEFINED 

PAR MODEL 

EVALUATES 

OUTCOMES 

PRE/POST 

INTERVENTION 

COMPARISON 

EVALUATE

S PROCESS 

STRUCTURED 

DISSEMINATION 

OF FINDINGS 

Baker et al (2018) No Yes No No No 

Boetto et al (2020) No Yes No No No 

Westoby et al 

(2019) 
No Yes 

Yes* 

*data not 

reported 

Yes No 

 

As table 3.4 shows, whilst all three studies applied distinct cycles of action and reflection as 

one would expect within PAR, none of the studies made reference to any specific PAR models 

within their discussion of the literature.  All three studies measured and evaluated the outcomes 

of the practice intervention they were reporting on, but only Westoby, Lathouras and Shevellar 

(2019) claimed to have collected data pre/post intervention, although this data was 

subsequently not reported in their paper.  Just one study (Westoby et al, 2019) attempted to 

evaluate the underlying PAR process to shed light on the methodological approach used, and 

no studies reported a specific dissemination stage so it is not clear how they shared their 

findings with the participants who collaborated in the research process, or indeed more widely.  

The small number of PAR studies within a social work context should also be highlighted as a 

significant gap in the literature.   

 

(v)   Summary of Included Studies 

 

This section will now provide an overview of the key findings from each of these studies in 

order to illustrate the use of PAR within a social work context. 

 

Firstly, Baker, Warburton, Hodgkin and Pascal (2018) aimed to explore how social workers 

could integrate the use of ICT into their existing practice, and what the inherent advantages 
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and challenges might be.  They provided eight social work and welfare professionals (based at 

a homelessness support agency) with tablet computers to trial the use of ICT as a way of 

complementing their current face-to-face practice; a separate PAR project concurrently 

explored the use of ICT with service users but this is not reported here as it did not meet the 

inclusion criteria.  Data was collected across three phases of the study - information and goal 

setting, trialling the intervention, and making refinements – using triangulated methods which 

included ICT training sessions, a survey, semi-structured interviews and focus groups.  They 

reported a number of successful outcomes for both service users and workers linked to the 

intervention, such as increased accessibility to key documents, a reduced administrative 

burden and faster access to services and support; practical challenges in relation to privacy 

and confidentiality as a result of an increased reliance on technology were also discussed.  The 

PAR process was not systematically evaluated however the authors did note that a clear 

benefit of the participatory design was the ability to address any challenges or issues as the 

research progressed (Baker et al, 2019).   

 

Boetto, Bowles, Närhi and Powers (2020) described the use of a PAR approach to explore the 

effects on practice of practitioners raising their awareness of ecosocial work; this paper 

reported on the outcomes from the Australian component of a larger international study2.  Nine 

social work practitioners, from a range of contexts and professional roles, met with researchers 

for three action-reflection cycle workshops – in the initial workshop participants were introduced 

to ecosocial work approaches and planned possible interventions, and in workshops two and 

three participants critically reflected on their experiences of trialling the interventions and 

developed new ones as appropriate.  Qualitative data was generated through the group 

discussions and was derived from meeting minutes, brainstorming activities and reflective 

practice exercises.  The authors reported a number of successful ecosocial work interventions 

across three levels of practice - personal, individual and group - but noted these interventions 

did not occur at a community or structural level.  Common barriers and enablers to ecosocial 

work approaches were also discussed, and in both categories organisational influences were 

cited as a key factors, for example by having like-minded colleagues or working within a flexible 

organisational context.  The PAR process was not evaluated in this study, but the authors 

noted the value of collaborative research approaches.  

 

                                                 
2 No further information was provided on this larger study and further searching could not identify any additional 
papers 
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Lastly, Westoby et al (2019) reported on a PAR project designed to ‘radicalise’ community 

development within social work in Australia.  Similarly to the previous studies, they also 

adopted a three-phase project: preparation, intervention and reflection.  This brought together 

33 practitioners to support each other to develop more collectively-orientated, politically-

focused social work practice. The aim was to address what the authors perceived as the wider 

structural marginalisation and disadvantage of the people.  The study adopted a mixed 

methods design collecting data through a pre/post intervention questionnaire, facilitator 

observations, individual interviews and focus groups.  Westoby et al (2019) reported that 

although the project did not fully achieve the original aim of radicalising practice, as 

practitioners were not yet willing to take collective action to challenge their managerial 

workplaces, a number of positive outcomes did arise from the study linked to the PAR process.  

Specifically, it was noted that the participants valued the inherent learning process so much 

they went on to create practitioner-managed support groups to facilitate this learning once the 

project came to a close (subsequently termed the Popular Education Network).  The project 

also facilitated peer support and learning as it provided an opportunity for professional 

networking amongst participants operating within different practice spheres (Westoby et al, 

2019).  

 

(vi)   Participatory Action Research in Practice – Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

This review has served to highlight several key themes in relation to the use of PAR in a social 

work context.  Firstly, it is notable how few studies exist which use PAR to facilitate practice 

development interventions in social work – just three papers met the inclusion criteria for this 

review and none of those were completed in a UK context, indicating a significant gap in the 

current evidence base.   Secondly, although all three studies sought to evaluate the outcomes 

of the practice intervention they were implementing, just one (Westoby et al, 2019) attempted 

to also evaluate the PAR approach, and none of the studies made links to theoretical 

models/frameworks of PAR in their discussion.  This limits the usefulness of the existing 

literature for developing our understanding of PAR approaches in practice, and further research 

is needed to address these shortcomings.    

 

Finally, on a more positive note, despite differences in focus and specific research methods, 

the studies strongly suggest that the participative, collaborative approach inherent in PAR is 

highly congruent with the core social work values of inclusion, empowerment, anti-oppressive 
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ideologies and a strong commitment to social change.  Indeed, other writers have recognised 

and highlighted these synergies within the literature (e.g. Flanagan, 2019; Littlechild, Tanner 

and Hall, 2015) and some have also proposed that the reflective practice skills of social 

workers may be a great advantage when conducting participatory research (e.g. Wagaman and 

Sanchez, 2017).    

 

3.3   CONCEPTUALISING THE CHANGE PROJECT AS AN EXAMPLE OF 
PARTICIPATORY     ACTION RESEARCH: 

When describing the Change Project, RiP noted that the process is rooted in action research 

approaches (Earle et al, 2017), and this statement warrants further examination.  Thus by 

drawing on relevant literature, I will examine the Change Project process through the lens of 

action research to determine whether this project may in fact be an example of action research, 

specifically PAR, in practice.   

3.3.1   Overview of the Change Project Process: 

In Chapter 1, I introduced the RiP Change Project process as a means of investigating key 

practice issues where the evidence base is weak, for example RiP have previously used 

Change Projects to focus on other important social work practice issues, such as ‘Analysis and 

Critical Thinking in Assessment’ (Brown et al, 2012; Brown and Turney, 2014).  Change 

Projects aim to explore the evidence around a particular problem or topic, bring together 

professional knowledge and academic research evidence, improve practice through the 

application of evidence-informed approaches, and share new knowledge and resources with 

other local authority partners (Earle et al, 2017).  In this way, the collaborative focus on practice 

development bears a number of similarities to the PAR studies in social work presented in 

section 3.2.2 above.  The following model depicts the stages of the Change Project cycle in 

more detail. 
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Figure 3.3: The Change Project Cycle (RiP, 2010) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RiP Change Projects are structured into three distinct phases – the development phase, the 

piloting and evaluation phase, and the production launch and dissemination of resources 

phase.  The initial development phase involves setting up the project, sharing existing research 

evidence and professional knowledge, and co-producing some pilot resources (this is 

represented in stages 1 – 5 of the Change Project cycle in figure 3.3 above).  The second 

piloting and evaluation phase of the project involves practitioners in the RiP network of local 

authorities piloting and evaluating the resources which were developed, so that they can be 

critically appraised and any necessary changes made prior to their final publication (this is 

represented in stage 6 in figure 3.3).  The final phase of the project, production, launch and 
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dissemination of resources, marks the end of the Change Project cycle and is depicted in 

stages 7 - 9.  In this phase, RiP publish and distribute the final version of the resources to local 

authority subscribers in their network, and they may also offer ongoing training and support to 

fully embed the learning and resources from the project; this three-phase model is akin to the 

action research cycle, and these similarities are examined in more detail in the following 

section.   

3.3.2   Examining the Similarities between the Change Project and Participatory Action 
Research: 

To examine these potential similarities between the Change Project and action research 

approaches, I will begin by comparing the Change Project model or cycle (depicted in figure 3.3 

above; RiP, 2010) against the model of action research proposed by Armstrong and Moore 

(2004); both approaches share a similar cyclical structure as illustrated in table 3.5 below. 

 

Table 3.5: Mapping the Change Project Cycle (RiP, 2010) to the Armstrong and Moore (2004) 
Action Research Model 

 
RIP CHANGE PROJECT 
CYCLE STAGE  
(RiP, 2010) 

DESCRIPTION OF KEY 
ACTIVITIES  

 
ACTION RESEARCH 
MODEL STAGE  
(Armstrong and Moore, 2004) 

DESCRIPTION OF KEY 
ACTIVITIES 

D
E

V
E

L
O

P
M

E
N

T
 P

H
A

S
E

 

STAGE 1 –  
IDEA 
GENERATION 

- Establish a partnership    
network 
- Establish partnership 
board 
- Recruit staff and 
colleagues 

STAGE 1 –  
GETTING STARTED 

- Identifying issues 
- Talking to others 
- Raising questions  
- Developing ideas 

STAGE 2 – 
SCOPING STUDY 

- Establish what is known 
- Scope the current 
evidence 
- Make links to existing 
(RiP) Projects 

STAGE 1 –  
GETTING STARTED 

- Talking to others 
- Reading/critical thinking 
- Developing ideas 

STAGE 3 –  
KNOWLEDGE 
EXCHANGE 

Formulating discussion 
with: 
- Researchers  
- Policy leads 
- Practice experts 

STAGE 2 – 
ESTABLISHING 
CONSULTATION 

- Identify particular focus of 
change through consultation 
- Consolidating group 
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RIP CHANGE PROJECT 
CYCLE STAGE  
(RiP, 2010) 

DESCRIPTION OF KEY 
ACTIVITIES  

 
ACTION RESEARCH 
MODEL STAGE  
(Armstrong and Moore, 2004) 

DESCRIPTION OF KEY 
ACTIVITIES 

STAGE 4 –  
DEVELOPMENT 
GROUP 

- Create a Development 
Group with partner agency 
staff and expert facilitators 

STAGE 3 –  
WORKING TOGETHER  

Work collaboratively to plan: 
- Intervention 
- Timetable 
- Monitoring and evaluation of 
research process 
- Monitoring and evaluation of 
change   

 
STAGE 5 –  
PRODUCE PILOT 
RESOURCES 

Use the Development 
Group to: 
- Collate knowledge 
- Develop innovative 
materials/resources (e.g. 
films, tools, books) 

STAGE 4 – CHANGING 
TOGETHER  

Consult with the group and 
other key stakeholders 
- Critical reflection 
- Raising questions 
- Recording process/ 
outcomes 
- Reassess situation 

P
IL

O
T

IN
G

 A
N

D
 

E
V

A
L

U
A

T
IO

N
 

P
H

A
S

E
 STAGE 6 – 

LAUNCH PILOT 
AND EVALUATE 
RESOURCES 

- Trial and test resources 
- Collect feedback 

ALTERNATING 
BETWEEN STAGE 3 AND 
STAGE 4  

Activities as above 

P
R

O
D

U
C

T
IO

N
, L

A
U

N
C

H
, A

N
D

 D
IS

S
E

M
IN

A
T

IO
N

 O
F

 R
E

S
O

U
R

C
E

S
 

(F
IN

A
L

 P
H

A
S

E
) 

STAGE 7 - 
LAUNCH FINAL 
RESOURCES 

- Incorporate feedback 
- Plan dissemination  
- Re-draft resources 

ALTERNATING 
BETWEEN STAGE 3 AND 
STAGE 4  

Activities as above 

STAGE 8 –  
PRODUCE FINAL 
RESOURCES 

Launch final resources to: 
 
- Network 
- Distribute resources 
- Ensure national coverage 

ALTERNATING 
BETWEEN STAGE 3 AND 
STAGE 4  

Activities as above 

STAGE 9 - 
PROMOTE AND 
SUPPORT LONG 
TERM USE 

- Embed locally 
- Network discussion 
- Continued feedback 

STAGE 5 –  
DEEP 
TRANSFORMATION 

This is the intended outcome 
of the action research cycle 

 

As table 3.5 shows, the stages of the Change Project are very similar to those occurring within 

action research, involving clear phases of consultation, working together and evaluating 

change.  The only noteworthy difference is the emphasis placed on the dissemination of the 

resources (stages 6, 7 and 8) in the Change Project cycle - whilst some dissemination activities 
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can be seen in Armstrong and Moore’s (2004) model, such as monitoring and evaluating the 

change or consultation with group and others affected, the Change Project process places a far 

greater focus specifically on dissemination.  This is perhaps indicative of RiP’s specific 

organisational priorities, in that they place a significant emphasis on the political and 

professional dimensions of action research (e.g. responding to government agendas and 

initiatives supporting the development of a professional knowledge base) alongside the more 

personal dimensions (Noffke, 2009). 

 

As well as the similarities in structure between the Change Project cycle and models of action 

research, there are also similarities in the underpinning principles of these two approaches - 

Change Projects can be seen to adhere to the wider principles of action research in that they 

are collaborative, reflective, and seek to effect change.  More specifically, drawing on Raelin’s 

(1999) framework of PAR principles presented in section 3.2.1, the Change Project appears to 

fall with the PAR category of action research due to the extent of participant collaboration which 

the Change Project seeks to achieve, the desire to empower groups and communities to tackle 

practice issues at an organisational level, and the emphasis placed on evaluation.  In Chapter 

8, I will seek to provide a critical analysis of the Change Project process against these 

distinguishing PAR features in order to determine whether my early observations of the 

conceptual similarities between the RiP Change Project and PAR stand up to further scrutiny 

after the project’s completion.  

3.4   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS:  

In this chapter I have introduced the topic of action research, outlining the historical origins of 

this approach, definitions and principles, common benefits and challenges, and the unique role 

of the action researcher; two theoretical models of action research were also examined to 

illustrate the action research process in more detail (Armstrong and Moore, 2004; Lewin, 1946).  

Having shown that action research is a broad and diverse subject, one particular branch of 

action research – that of participatory action research – was examined in detail, and a 

comprehensive literature review on the use of PAR approaches for practice development in a 

social work setting was completed.   

This review highlighted that although PAR approaches are congruent with the core social work 

values of inclusion and empowerment, there is a distinct lack of research in this area, as well 

as significant methodological shortcomings in the few studies which do exist: none of the 
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included studies reported quantitative data; just one claimed to have attempted to measure 

outcomes using a pre/post intervention design (Westoby et al, 2019) but this data was not 

reported in the paper; and only one study made an attempt to examine the PAR process (Ibid), 

but this was not conducted in a rigorous manner and the evaluation was not based on 

theoretical models/frameworks of PAR.  Finally, I went on to examine the premise that the RiP 

Change Project may be an example of PAR in practice, and I showed that in principle the 

Change Project can be conceptualised in this way.  This is important for developing an 

understanding of PAR given the significant gaps in the literature.     

Thus as well as addressing questions on the use and outcomes of reflective supervision, this 

project simultaneously afforded me a chance to answer key questions about the process of 

utilising action research approaches to promote practice development within social work.  As I 

have demonstrated, few studies offer a rigorous evaluation of PAR methods or report on 

pre/post intervention outcomes when adopting this research approach, and so this represented 

a valuable research opportunity.  In view of the literature reviewed within this chapter, my final 

two research questions can be expressed as: 

 

 To what extent does this change/action project reflect existing principles and models of 

action research?      

 What are participants’ reflections of the process of the change/action research project?   
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CHAPTER 4 – METHODOLOGY 

 

In the previous chapter I examined the topic action research as an overarching research 

approach, and presented the findings from a literature review focusing specifically on 

participatory action research (PAR), to examine the extent of its use within a social work 

context.  I went on to consider the premise that the RiP Change Project may be an example of 

PAR in practice, and I showed that in principle the Change Project can be conceptualised in 

this way.  In this current chapter, I will provide a detailed examination of the specific research 

methodology employed in this PAR study.  I will begin by outlining my study’s aim, objectives 

and research questions, before considering the core ‘building blocks’ of the research (Griz, 

2010) – the philosophical paradigm, the methodology (strategy) adopted, and the particular 

research design used within each phase of the project.  I will also include a discussion on 

researcher reflexivity to show how I applied this within my study, along with a consideration of 

research ethics. 

4.1   RESEARCH AIMS AND OBJECTIVES: 

The aim of my research was to examine the process and outcomes of a change/action 

research project designed to assist in the development of reflective supervision within the 

children’s social care/social work workforce. 

 

The following research objectives were employed to facilitate an examination of both the 

process of the RiP change/action research project, as well as the outcomes: 

 

(i) To provide a critical analysis of a change/action research project designed to assist 

organisations in developing their (reflective) supervisory practice within the children’s 

social care/social work workforce  

(ii) To explore the practicalities and benefits of implementing the outputs of the 

change/action research project (i.e. the tools which may be used in supervision to 

promote reflective practice) to the children’s social care/social work workforce  

 

In line with these objectives, I will attempt to answer the following four research questions – the 

first two questions focus on the process of the Change Project, and the latter two consider the 
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outputs of the project (i.e. the tools for reflective supervision) and the associated outcomes for 

the recipients: 

 

(i) To what extent does this change/action project reflect existing principles and models of 

action research?      

(ii) What are participants’ reflections on the process of the change/action research 

project?   

(iii) To what extent are supervisors able to implement and utilise resources for facilitating 

reflection in supervision (i.e. the reflective tools as the intended outputs of the project)?  

(iv) What are the outcomes for the recipients (i.e. the supervisees) of their supervisors’ use 

of these reflective tools in supervision?  Specifically, supervisee’s analysis and critical 

thinking skills in relation to case planning, resilience, sense of self efficacy, job 

satisfaction, organisational commitment/intention to leave, role clarity/conflict, self-

reported stress, and perceived supervisor support 

4.2   RESEARCH PARADIGM: 

This section examines the research paradigm employed in my study, i.e. the core philosophical 

beliefs, values and concepts underpinning the research.  Carr (2000) reminds us that very little 

research carried out in a social or educational context can be classed as ‘value-free’, and the 

way in which a researcher approaches a research study, known as their ‘positionality’, can 

influence both how the research is conducted and the results (Rowe, 2014).  To help to 

promote an objective and unbiased stance, Hertz (1997) argues that researchers must 

explicitly situate themselves within their research and fully acknowledge their own positions and 

interests in order to produce less distorted accounts of the social world.  In other words, they 

must demonstrate researcher reflexivity to develop a conscious awareness of the impact that 

their values and beliefs can exert on the research process.    

 

When planning and carrying out this research study, my positionality as a researcher was 

something which I thus needed to give due consideration to, and this is set out below.  I will 

begin with a discussion on researcher reflexivity, summarising the relevant literature and 

examining the specific ways in which I demonstrated my reflexivity throughout this study to 

promote transparent and ethical research.  This reflexive process helped me to articulate my 

researcher positionality, and I will present the philosophical framework employed in my study, 
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showing how this links to the research questions and my underpinning beliefs; I will conclude 

this section by examining the overarching research methodology used. 

 

4.2.1 Researcher Reflexivity:  

 

In Chapter 2, I introduced the concept of reflexivity and drew on the work of D’Cruz et al (2007) 

to highlight three definitional variations of the term: reflexivity by individuals as a means of self-

development; professional reflexivity to improve practice; and reflexivity focusing on thoughts 

and feelings and their role in the creation of knowledge.  Researcher reflexivity falls under the 

professional reflexivity category, and this is an important process in qualitative research.  It 

enables researchers to recognise their unique role in actively constructing meaning from the 

data, enhancing our understanding of the research question(s) being considered and ensuring 

a more ethical and intellectually sound research process (D’Cruz et al, 2007).  Reflexivity is 

therefore a “necessary prerequisite and an ongoing process for the researcher to be able to 

identify, construct, critique, and articulate their positionality” (Holmes, 2020:2). 

 

However, whilst all qualitative researchers should strive to utilise reflexive techniques, the way 

in which they seek to achieve this can vary.  Finlay (2002:227) argued that “it is the task of 

each researcher, based on our research aims, values and the logic of the methodology 

involved, to decide how best to exploit the reflexive potential of our research”.  Finlay went on 

to describe five types or variants of researcher reflexivity: introspection; intersubjective 

reflection; mutual collaboration; social critique; and ironic deconstruction.  This categorisation 

provides a useful framework for examining the different reflexive positions of researchers (Ibid).  

To illustrate the diverse ways in which reflexivity can occur in research, I will explore each 

variant in turn, and demonstrate specifically how I applied it within my study to help me to 

conceptualise my positionality. 

 

The first variant of researcher reflexivity is that of introspection (Finlay, 2002), which typically 

occurs where the research question(s) stem from researchers’ own interest in the subject.  This 

form of reflexivity begins with researchers’ examining their own personal experiences as a 

source of data, which in turn contributes to a more generalised understanding about the topic, 

and provides useful information about the social and emotional world of the participants being 

studied (Ibid).  This form of reflexivity was prevalent within my research, as my interest in 

reflective supervision was born out of my professional practice experiences as a child 
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protection social worker.  Throughout the RiP Change Project, these personal experiences 

helped to further develop my understanding of reflective supervision in practice, as I was better 

able to relate to the experiences of the participants and engage in the collaborative process of 

finding meaningful solutions to common practice issues.  For example, I drew on these 

personal experiences when I worked with a small group of participants to develop a recording 

tool for reflective supervision; Chapters 5, 6 and 7 offer further details of my role in each phase 

of the project, as well as my personal reflections as appropriate. 

 

Next, Finlay (2002) describes intersubjective reflection as a form of reflexivity.  This focuses on 

the meanings involved in the research relationship and moves beyond individual introspection 

to encompass the dynamics between the self and others.  Researchers employing this form of 

reflexivity often turn a critical gaze at the relationships they have developed to highlight shared 

meanings, interaction and discourse with the research participants; researchers’ emotional 

responses can also be an important element.  Within my research study, my use of 

intersubjective reflection is particularly apparent when I consider the nature of the relationship I 

formed with RiP and reflect on the tensions which occurred as a result of our sometimes 

opposing objectives: RiP’s primary focus was to provide practical support and solutions to local 

authorities struggling to implement reflective supervisory approaches, whereas I was keen to 

address the gaps in the current academic research evidence.  These differences were 

particularly apparent when designing and setting up the evaluation phase of the study, and my 

reflections on this are discussed in more detail in Chapter 6).   

 

A third type of researcher reflexivity is mutual collaboration (Finlay, 2002).  Within this category, 

researchers recognise the reflexive capabilities of the participants, and so strive to involve them 

as co-researchers and facilitate a reflexive dialogue throughout the research process.  Whilst 

the exact extent of this collaboration will depend on the specific methods being employed, the 

core premise is that by encouraging this dialogue members can “move beyond their 

preconceived theories and subjective understandings towards representing multiple voices” 

(Ibid:12).  As has been noted elsewhere, the design of this Change Project was inherently 

collaborative, and the reflexivity of research participants was encouraged throughout each 

stage of the process helping to create meaningful research relationships.  For example, in the 

initial Development Phase of the project, it was intended for participants to work together to co-

produce a reflective supervision resource pack, as we recognised the wealth of professional 

knowledge and experience they possessed in relation to this topic; it was also hoped that 
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participants would share professional learning and best practice with one another.  These 

meetings are described in more detail in Chapter 5, alongside the data derived from these 

reflexive activities.   

 

The last two types of researcher reflexivity described by Finlay (2002) are those of social 

critique and ironic deconstruction.  The former is defined as reflexivity which illustrates the 

power imbalance between researcher and participants, acknowledging the tensions which arise 

from different social positions in a bid to offer a voice for the ‘unheard’.  Reflexivity as ironic 

deconstruction extends this element of social critique, by analysing the specific language used 

and its rhetorical functions, enabling the researcher to challenge the concept of a single ‘voice 

of authority’ by deconstructing established meanings and enabling multiple voices to be heard 

(Ibid).  The collaborative participatory approach at the centre of this research study challenged 

the traditional power relations between researcher and participants, and the act of co-producing 

the reflective supervision resource pack offered a clear mechanism for participants’ voices to 

emerge.  Co-production is not always straightforward however, and there were a number of 

tensions arising from these differing positions of power throughout this project.  This occurred 

mainly in relation to finding a realistic and appropriate balance where participants were able to 

contribute to producing the reflective supervision resource pack in the context of a busy and 

demanding workload; my reflections on this aspect of the research process are presented in 

Chapter 5. 

 

Finlay (2002) concludes that reflexivity is a valuable tool, which can be used to promote rich 

insight by examining the interpersonal dynamics and personal responses occurring within the 

research, identify motivations and biases in the researcher’s approach, support the evaluation 

of the research process, methods and outcomes, and facilitate increased scrutiny in the 

integrity of the research study.  However, she cautions that in the process of explicitly situating 

themselves in the research process, researchers may unwittingly claim more authority than the 

research participants or shift attention away from the focus of the research.  Consequently, 

there is no ‘correct’ way to approach reflexivity, as each carries opportunities and costs (Ibid).  I 

have therefore taken a conscious and deliberate approach to reflexivity in my research, and 

used this reflexive analysis to help me conceptualise my researcher positionality.   
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4.2.2 Philosophical Framework: 

Researcher reflexivity allows us to develop an awareness of the way in which our values and 

beliefs might influence the research process, and to articulate our researcher positionality.  In 

any research study, our positionality “can be seen to affect the totality of the research process” 

(Holmes, 2020:3).  This is because, as Killam (2013:6) reminds us, “different types of research 

are based on different sets of beliefs; to understand research one must examine the philosophy 

behind it”.   

 

When seeking to understand the philosophy of research, there are two crucial concepts to 

consider - ontology and epistemology.  Grix (2010:57) contends that ontology and 

epistemology “are to research what ‘footings’ are to a house: they form the foundations of the 

whole edifice”.  It is these core beliefs that inform a researcher’s choice of questions, 

methodology, and the specific research methods which are used.  As researchers, it is crucial 

that we truly understand the foundations upon which we are building our research study and 

recognise how it may differ from other approaches; my efforts at researcher reflexivity detailed 

above have greatly supported my understanding of my overarching positionality. 

 

Ontology has been described as the “starting point of all research” (Grix, 2010:59).  Killam 

(2013) defines ontology as a researcher’s beliefs about the nature of reality - is there a single 

reality which can be studied and understood as an objective ‘truth’ (the positivist paradigm), or 

is reality constructed by individuals themselves, so that there are multiple, mental constructions 

of reality relative to how people experience it (the interpretivist paradigm)?  Within the positivist 

category, researchers will be primarily concerned with illustrating a certain ‘truth’, whilst seeking 

to minimise their influence on the research process to ensure objectivity (Bryman, 2012).  In 

contrast, the key premise of interpretivist research is that “people, unlike particles, think” 

(Moses and Knutsen, 2007:146), and advocates of this approach believe that in order to reflect 

the distinctiveness of humans as research subjects, the study of the social world requires a 

fundamentally different research procedure to that used in the natural sciences (Bryman, 

2012).   

 

The next philosophical building block underpinning research is epistemology.  Although related 

to the concept of ontology, this is a separate branch of philosophy specifically concerned with 

the theory of knowledge – simply put, “if ontology is about what we may know, then 



 

 

 76 

epistemology is about how we come to know what we know” (Grix, 2010:63).  Epistemology 

influences how researchers frame their study and choose a methodological approach (Ibid): 

interpretivist researchers typically collect qualitative data to explore the way in which people 

construct their social world, whereas positivist researchers normally collect quantitative data in 

order to test or prove a theory.  The epistemological differences between these two paradigms 

can perhaps best be understood by the notion that positivists focus on making predictions, 

whilst interpretivists seek to develop our understanding.   

 

In terms of my researcher positionality, I subscribe to the premise that the subject matter of the 

social sciences (i.e. humans) requires a fundamentally different approach to that of the natural 

sciences: I believe that reality is a matter of individual perspective, and that the phenomena we 

research are socially constructed.  The influence of these beliefs is evident within my research 

questions, which sought to explore participants’ reflections and experiences of the 

change/action research project process and the tools for reflective supervision – I was not 

seeking to measure a single reality as a positivist researcher might, but rather to explore 

individual participant’s perspectives.   

 

In keeping with this position, I was also conscious of the notion that as researchers, our own 

accounts of the social world should be viewed as a constructed, rather than an objective, reality 

(Bryman, 2012), and that we ourselves exert an influence on the research process.  By taking 

an introspective reflexive stance (Finlay, 2002), I was able to recognise how my personal 

experiences of supervision could allow me to develop a more generalised understanding about 

the topic, as well as provide useful data about the social and emotional world of the participants 

being studied; this recognition helped to promote a more transparent and ethical research 

process.   

 

However, whist I am unquestionably more aligned to an interpretivist rather than positivist 

perspective, I also believe that research needs to take account of the wider power structures 

affecting individuals, and the interpretivist paradigm has been criticised for failing to consider 

the structural features of society constraining our lives (Webb, 1989).  To address this 

shortcoming, many researchers are increasingly examining the wider political and societal 

context underpinning their research, and a comparatively new research philosophy has 

emerged known as the transformative paradigm (Mertens, 2009).  Researchers within the 

transformative paradigm (also termed critical theory; Killam, 2013) share the interpretivist 
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epistemological perspective of subjectivity, but they expand on this to argue that the 

perceptions and experiences influencing individuals are manipulated by power structures, such 

as politics, culture, race, gender, and the media (Howell, 2013).  Consequently, the 

transformative paradigm asserts that research should be used to confront social oppression, 

and researchers in this category are actively seeking to improve the lives of participants and 

the institutions in which they work or live, providing them with a voice to address issues of 

oppression and marginalisation (Creswell, 2014) and to inspire positive social change (Finley, 

2008).   

 

Consistent with the transformative paradigm, I believe that the wider political context 

influencing social work and social care significantly affects the way in which social work 

supervision is conceptualised and delivered in practice.  Throughout this thesis I have strived to 

reflect on the influence of these wider structures, and the participatory approach used in this 

project empowered participants to confront these practice issues at an organisational level and 

achieve meaningful change – something which was not always easy.  However, I would not 

describe my researcher positionality as transformative in the purest sense, as I was also 

interested in collecting quantitative data to measure the outcomes of supervision for 

participants, in a manner more aligned to positivist research (see section 4.3 below).   

 

Given this apparent contradiction, my philosophical position might therefore be better described 

as pragmatic – a research approach which circumvents the argument between positivism and 

interpretivism, advocating instead for some flexibility in researchers’ stance and permitting the 

use of multiple approaches to answer the specific research question(s).  Morgan (2014), 

arguing the case for pragmatism in action research, points out that this approach has become 

increasingly allied to a social justice agenda; pragmatism is therefore fitting for research with a 

strong collaborative and emancipatory focus, as occurred in my study.  The concept of axiology 

may help to explain my pragmatic positionality further. 

 

Alongside the philosophical concepts of ontology and epistemology lies axiology, which is the 

philosophy of values.  Killam (2013:6) defines axiology in a research context as simply being 

“what the researcher believes is valuable and ethical”.  Axiology is based on the premise that 

values cannot be ignored in relation to research, as the purpose of any research inquiry is 

influenced both by what the researcher deems to be important as well as what they consider 

ethical.  The attention to values in a research context emerged initially from qualitative 
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researchers (e.g. Heron and Reason, 1997), who proposed that a researcher’s values need to 

be made explicit and should be critically explored as part of any discussion on research 

paradigms (Hiles, 2008).   

 

In this research study, I believed that it was important to develop our understanding of the 

outcomes for recipients of reflective supervision, as I had previously identified this to be a 

significant gap in the current research evidence (see Chapter 2).  I was therefore keen to 

undertake a study which addressed these shortfalls in the literature, as producing research 

which offered a distinct contribution to knowledge was a core motivating factor for me (as I note 

in Chapter 6, my academic perspective on the project was sometimes at odds with RiP’s more 

practical focus).  I consequently adopted a mixed methods approach to data collection as I 

deemed this to be the most appropriate way to answer the research questions, demonstrating 

my pragmatic axiological perspective.  By collecting quantitative rather than qualitative data on 

the supervisory outcomes, I aimed to measure these in a more specific and statistically robust 

manner, providing me with a common language for comparison with other research studies. 

 

4.2.3   Research Methodology – An Evaluation Study in the Social Sciences: 

 

Following on from the philosophical aspects, the next ‘building block’ in the research process is 

that of methodology or the choice of research strategy adopted by the researcher (Grix, 2010).  

In my study, the research methodology I adopted was evaluative in nature, as this approach 

was congruent with the aim of examining the process and outcomes of the Change Project. 

 

Kelly (2008) noted that evaluation research aims to produce knowledge that will contribute to a 

greater understanding of the effect of a defined activity.  Evaluation research studies are 

therefore often used when these activities or interventions are first being initiated (such as in 

this project), as the findings help us to learn what does or does not work and what lessons can 

be applied in future.  Kelly continued that there are no specific methods which define an 

‘evaluation’ study, as it draws on the same pool of techniques and procedures that other forms 

of research rely on; rather, it is the context of its use that sets which apart from other 

approaches.    

 

Within the social sciences, evaluation research has begun to recognise the importance of 

examining the underpinning processes as well as the outcomes of an intervention (Kelly, 2008).  
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This has led to evaluations becoming more theory-driven rather than data-driven, as they 

attend to both how an intervention works as well as if it works, and focus on the wider social 

context in which the intervention is operating (Ibid).  For example, Pawson and Tilley’s (1997) 

Realistic Evaluation model attends to the outputs and outcomes of an intervention, as well as 

the underlying context and mechanisms in which the intervention is occurring; this holistic focus 

can identify and explain why interventions work differently in different settings.  The goal of 

Realistic Evaluation is to develop programme theory to identify how things work in practice in 

order to inform wider policy and processes – it thereby shifts the evaluation question from ‘does 

this work?’ to ‘who does this work for and in what circumstances?’  

 

The present study was designed within the paradigm of action research rather than Realistic 

Evaluation, but there are clear parallels.  For example, the Change Project brought together 

research experts alongside practitioners and supervisors with professional knowledge about 

the context of children’s social care and social work in England, in order to co-create the 

output, a pilot reflective supervision resource pack.  This resource pack included research 

evidence, a description of the theoretical models underpinning reflective supervision, and a set 

of tools (the mechanisms) for supporting the delivery of reflective supervision; the outcomes 

were changes in practitioners’ (supervisees’) perceptions of their attitudes, skills and abilities 

following the receipt of reflective supervision aligned to particular supervisory functions.  

Section 4.3 details the data collection methods in each phase of this project, but in a similar 

manner to Realistic Evaluation a variety of data was collected to develop our understanding of: 

 

 The Context in which the project was occurring (i.e. what were people’s reasons for 

joining the project, what professional tensions were organisations experiencing) 

 The Mechanisms (i.e. what were participant’s experiences of using the tools in practice 

and how were they used) 

 The Outcomes (i.e. how did the tools impact on supervisee’s professional attitudes, 

skills and abilities) 

 

In addition, this evaluation also examined the process of the Change Project, as the act of 

engagement with both academic and professional research partners was viewed as equally 

important to the production and outcomes of any resources.  Similar to the Realistic Evaluation 

model, I was careful to consider the experiences of the participants so that an equal emphasis 

was placed on the evaluation of the research process at each stage of the project.  However, 
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unlike Realistic Evaluation, my research makes no claim to be a theory-based evaluation in the 

truest sense - it is not seeking to test or generate any theory about how the tools for reflective 

supervision work in practice.  Rather, it offers a practice-based evaluation of a complex social 

intervention conducted in a real-world setting, where both process and outcomes receive equal 

attention.   

 

As a practice-based evaluation study, it should be acknowledged the findings might be affected 

by a wide variety of extraneous variables, such as organisational factors in the different local 

authorities or differences in the delivery of supervision between different supervisors.  

However, these variables may serve to enhance the relevance of the findings by ensuring high 

ecological validity, i.e. extent to which the experimental measures and research findings are 

representative of everyday life (Brewer, 2000).  Similarly, the unique role of researchers within 

action research (as discussed in Chapter 3) has meant that I have not approached this 

evaluation as an objective outsider; instead I have employed a number of reflexive techniques 

to recognise and articulate my influence on the research process, and this narrative is 

incorporated throughout this thesis where appropriate.   

 

I also ensured that I worked collaboratively with RiP (as the key stakeholder) to negotiate and 

agree the evaluation goals and keep them abreast of any emerging findings.  As Kelly (2008) 

noted, evaluation research in the social sciences is not ‘ivory tower’ research, but often entails 

a high level of responsibility to funders and other stakeholders who have an interest in the 

conduct and outcomes of the study.  Throughout this Change Project, I was mindful of the need 

to balance positive working relationships with RiP and the project’s participants, as well as to 

ensure that I met my academic responsibilities and produced robust and independent research.  

At times this was challenging, and my reflections on these challenges and how I sought to 

overcome them are included within Chapters 5, 6, and 7 where I detail the research findings. 

4.3   RESEARCH DESIGN:  

In Chapter 3, I examined the premise put forward by Earle et al (2017) that the Change Project 

method is rooted in an action research approach.  I concluded that this project appears to fall 

within the PAR branch of action research, due to the extent of participant collaboration which 

the Change Project seeks to achieve, the desire to empower groups and communities to tackle 

practice issues at an organisational level, and the emphasis placed on evaluation (see Section 
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3.3).  Using the Change Project cycle as a framework to facilitate the evaluation of the process 

as well as the outcomes, this section will present a detailed account of the research design 

employed (i.e. the methodological sampling techniques, research procedure, data collection 

process and subsequent data analysis) at each stage of the project; I will also show how this 

design was intended to answer the research questions set. 

 

It should be noted that the Change Project cycle was not specific to this particular project, but 

has previously been used by RiP in other Change Projects investigating a number of different 

research topics.  RiP Change Projects are structured into three separate phases, and this 

project began in the summer of 2014 and lasted for nearly three years until the publication and 

dissemination of the final Reflective Supervision Resource Pack in April 2017.  For the purpose 

of evaluation, a variety of research methods were adopted at different phases of the project 

based on their suitability and relevance, and these are presented sequentially below.     

 

4.3.1   Phase One – Development: 

 

This initial phase involved setting up the Change Project, sharing existing research evidence 

and professional knowledge, and co-producing a pilot reflective supervision resource pack.  

Within this thesis, information regarding the recruitment of the participants and procedure in 

this phase of the project is considered part of the PAR process and is therefore presented in 

detail within Chapter 5: Findings Phase One (Development).  However, a brief summary is 

included below, alongside full details on the data collection measures and methods of analysis.  

 

(i)  Sample 

 

Representatives from eleven local authorities participated in this first phase of the project.  

They were recruited by RiP to form the ‘Development Group’, and they worked alongside three 

project facilitators - a RiP project coordinator, an external trainer/facilitator, and myself.  In 

addition, my PhD supervisor Professor John Carpenter offered his expert knowledge and 

experience of social work supervision throughout, whilst a senior RiP Research and 

Development Manager was appointed as the ‘Change Project Lead’ to maintain overall 

oversight of the process.   
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(ii)   Procedure 

 

The Development Group met for six, one-day workshop-style meetings between October 2014 

and April 2015.  The purpose of these sessions was to share research evidence and 

professional knowledge, and co-produce a reflective supervision resource pack which would be 

piloted and evaluated in the next phase of the project.  Further details on the content of these 

sessions are included within Chapter 5: Findings Phase One (Development). 

 

(iii)   Measures and Data Collection 

 

To explore and evaluate this phase of the project in line with the research questions, data were 

collected via semi-structured telephone interviews as well as through my own reflections on the 

process.   

 

Eleven semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with eight local authority 

representatives, and the three project facilitators who had participated in this stage of the 

project.  Consideration was given to alternative data collection methods (such as focus groups), 

but I believed that participants would feel more comfortable sharing their experiences in a one-

to-one setting.  A topic guide was created to help focus the interview, and this used a number 

of prompts and probes to stimulate topics of interest (Legard, Keegan and Ward, 2003).  In this 

phase, the interview questions included aspects such as the participant’s reasons for joining 

the project and their experiences of the project process (e.g. benefits and barriers); the 

interview topic guides are included within Appendix 9. 

 

A digital recorder was used to record each interview.  This facilitated later analysis by ensuring 

reliable playback and avoided note-taking interruptions during the interview (Flick, 1998); the 

interviews lasted between thirty minutes and one hour.  All participants were contacted via 

email prior to the interviews and provided with an information sheet and consent form.  This 

detailed the research aim, how the research findings would be used, participants’ right to 

withdraw from the study, and the potential limitations to their anonymity (a copy of this 

information is also included in Appendix 9).   

 

As well as collecting data via these semi-structured interviews, I also regularly reflected on the 

Change Project process through discussions with the other project facilitators as well as my 
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primary PhD supervisor at the time.  These reflections formed an important part of the 

planning-action-reflection cycle inherent in action research approaches.   

 

The discussions with the other facilitators typically occurred immediately at the end of each 

session.  These reflections were practical in focus, and allowed me to work with them to plan 

future sessions based on what had been covered in the group so far, and to consider what 

aspects were working well and what may need to be altered or improved as the project 

progressed.  For example, after the first couple of meetings we discussed and reviewed the 

content of the sessions, recognising that the participants enjoyed hearing about best practice 

examples in other local authority organisations.  We therefore reflected on how best to balance 

the academic and practical aspects to ensure future sessions contained both elements, and we 

opted to begin each session with a knowledge-based component, followed by these more 

practical examples later in the day.    

 

The discussions with my supervisor took place in my monthly supervision sessions, and these 

reflections generated useful additional data about the Change Project process overall.  For 

example, in supervision I considered participants’ reasons for taking part in the project and how 

we could ensure that the project met their specific needs and expectations; Chapter 5 includes 

data from these reflective discussions to complement the interview data obtained from the 

participants and further explore the research questions.  Additionally, in line with the underlying 

philosophy of PAR, my own researcher role within this Change Project was highly collaborative 

and this enabled me to reflect on the research process in a way that I might not have been able 

to achieve if I had been less involved.  For example, I regularly considered whether my own 

experiences about key aspects of the project were in line with participants’ experiences, and 

reflected on what these potential differences or similarities may tell us about the process 

overall.   

 

(iv)   Data Analysis  

The ‘Framework Analysis’ approach described by Ritchie and Spencer (1994) guided the data 

analysis process in my study.  This technique uses a five-step method comprising of: 

familiarisation, identifying a thematic framework, indexing, charting, and mapping and 

interpretation.  To fully familiarise myself with the data I began by transcribing all of the 

telephone interviews as this enabled me to immerse myself in the content.  I then sorted the 
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data into broad categories, such as the reasons why local authorities chose to participate in the 

Change Project, which helped me to identify a thematic framework.  Within each broad 

category more specific themes emerged, for instance participants’ reasons for involvement 

often included factors such as their belief in the value of reflective supervision, or because 

there was a wider organisational commitment to reforming supervision occurring within their 

agency at the time.  To explore and analyse these themes in more detail, I indexed each theme 

and the data relating to that particular theme within the overarching category.  The findings 

were then described and interpreted in relation to the initial research questions. 

(v)   Links to Research Questions 

The data gathered in relation to this phase of the project were used to explore the following 

research questions: 

Table 4.1: Phase One: Research Questions and Data Collection Methods/Sampling Source 

DATA COLLECTION 
METHOD 

SAMPLING SOURCE RESEARCH QUESTION 

SEMI-STRUCTURED 
INTERVIEWS 

LA Representatives (N=8) 
RiP Representatives/Project 
Facilitators (N=3) 

What are participants’ reflections on 
the process of the change/action 
research project?   
 

RESEARCHER/PARTICIPANT 
REFLECTIONS 

Myself  

What are participants’ reflections on 
the process of the change/action 
research project?   
 
To what extent does this 
change/action project reflect existing 
principles and models of action 
research?   

 

4.3.2   Phase Two - Piloting and Evaluation: 

The second phase of the project was concerned with piloting and evaluating a selection of the 

tools for reflective supervision which accompanied the resource pack developed in phase one.  

Information regarding the recruitment of the participants and procedure in this phase of the 

project is considered part of the overall PAR process and is therefore presented in detail within 

Chapter 6: Findings Phase Two (Piloting and Evaluation).  However, a brief summary is 

included below, alongside full details on the data collection measures and analysis.   
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(i)   Sample 

 

Representatives from twelve local authorities were recruited by RiP to form the ‘Evaluation 

Group’ in this second phase - three of these local authorities had previously been involved in 

phase one, while the remaining organisations were new to the Change Project.  This group 

worked alongside the same project facilitators as before (a RiP project coordinator, an external 

trainer/facilitator, and myself), whilst Professor John Carpenter and a senior RiP Research and 

Development Manager continued to offer their advice and oversight.   

 

(ii)   Procedure: 

 

As occurred in phase one, members of the Evaluation Group met for a series of one-day 

workshop-style meetings; these were held between January 2016 and June 2016 (three in 

total).  The purpose of these sessions was to provide the participants with a general overview 

of the Change Project, the structure and purpose of the evaluation, and to offer ongoing 

support and guidance in implementing the tools for reflective supervision; further details on the 

content of these sessions are included within Chapter 6: Findings Phase Two (Piloting and 

Evaluation). 

 

In this phase, I allocated each of the twelve participating local authorities to one of three groups 

targeting a different function of supervision, which I had previously identified from the wider 

literature - either the management, development, or support functions (Morrison, 2005).  Each 

of these three function groups was provided with a different set of reflective supervision tools 

(details of the reflective tools used are included in table 6.1).   

 

Each local authority representative was then asked to nominate three supervisors who would 

use the reflective tools in supervision sessions with their supervisees, but neither the 

supervisors nor supervisees were required to attend any group meetings.  Instead, a 

standardised information sheet was prepared for the attending local authority representatives to 

give to the supervisors explaining the purpose and structure of the evaluation (this can be 

found in Appendix 8). 
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(iii)   Measures and Data Collection 

 

To explore and evaluate this phase of the project in line with the research questions, data were 

collected in several ways – an online survey measure, semi-structured telephone interviews, 

and through my own reflections on the research process in the same manner as occurred in 

phase one.   

 

Two online surveys were developed to collect (mainly) quantitative data during this phase – 

one was intended for the supervisors trialling the tools, whilst the other was sent to the 

supervisees.  Participation in the surveys was voluntary; they were hosted on ‘Survey Monkey’ 

and were estimated to take approximately 15 minutes to complete.   

 

The first online survey was used to collect data from the supervisees who were exposed to the 

reflective tools within their supervision sessions.  It was intended that the survey would be 

completed twice, once at the start of the intervention period (T1), and again a second time four 

months later once the reflective tools had been used (T2); a copy of these surveys is included 

in Appendix 7.  Each local authority representative in the Evaluation Group was asked to send 

all supervisees who would be ‘receiving’ the reflective tools an information sheet describing the 

purpose of this research, along with an explanatory email and link to the online survey; it was 

planned that they would complete this prior to any tools being used at T1.  A similar email was 

sent again at T2 following the intervention, and copies of these documents are also included in 

Appendix 7.  Where necessary, reminder emails were also sent to local authority 

representatives to encourage a higher response rate from the supervisees. 

 

The surveys were available online during February/March 2016 (for T1) and again in June/July 

2016 (for T2) - the exact date was dependant on when each local authority organisation had 

begun using the reflective tools to ensure a full four month intervention period.  To facilitate 

comparison between responses at both time points, participants were assigned a unique 

identifier code that comprised of the first two letters of their first name, the last two letters of 

their surname, and the day and month of their birth (e.g. my unique code would be CAEB1306).   

 

The online surveys were intended to measure outcomes associated with the specific tools 

being trialled in each local authority, and as such three different survey measures were 

designed to correspond with the three different supervisory function groups (management, 
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development and support).  Each survey contained a number of questions to collect general 

demographic and baseline data on participants’ supervisory arrangements and experiences 

(termed ‘level 3’ data), as well as a number of validated outcome measures derived from the 

wider literature on supervision; these were further classified as either generic measures (‘level 

2’ data) or measures specifically aligned to each of the supervisory functions (‘level 1’ data).   

 

The generic measures collected data on outcomes which all of the reflective tools were 

anticipated to influence, for example (increased) self-efficacy, (increased) job satisfaction and 

resilience (combined measure), and (reduced) intention to leave.  The tool-specific measures 

(‘level 1’ data) assessed outcomes such as workers’ role clarity and improved analysis and 

case planning skills (thought likely to be enhanced by tools focusing specifically on the 

management function of supervision), or workers’ resilience, stress and perceived supervisor 

support (thought likely to be positively affected by tools specifically intended to offer greater 

supervisory support).  Table 4.2 details these different levels of data and the measures used for 

each of the three supervisee surveys:   
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Table 4.2: Summary Table of Levels of Data and Outcome Measures for Each Supervisee Survey  

LEVEL OF DATA DESCRIPTION 
OUTCOMES/ 
VARIABLES MEASURED  

DEMOGRAPHIC 
DATA  

This refers to data 
concerning participant’s 
demographics, current job 
role, experience etc.   

Gender 
Ethnicity 
Age 
Current job role 
Employment status 
Professional experience 

LEVEL 3 - 
BASELINE DATA 

This refers to data relating to 
the supervisory process 
itself, such as frequency of 
supervision etc.   

Quantity of supervision 
Supervisor details (e.g. who delivers supervision) 
Focus of supervision sessions 
Mode of supervision (e.g. group, 1-2-1) 
Perceived quality of supervision (including opportunities 
to reflect and having needs met) 

LEVEL 2 - 
GENERIC 
OUTCOMES 

This refers to data that 
relates to more general 
supervisory outcomes 
irrespective of the function 
group, for example workers 
intention to leave their job. 

Self-Efficacy in child and family social work (a shortened 
6 item version of a 12 item measure developed by 
Carpenter, Patsios, Wood, Platt, Shardlow, McLaughlin, 
Scholar, Haines, Wong, & Blewett, 2012a) 
Job Satisfaction and Resilience (a combined measure 
using 8 questions from an anglicised version of the Human 
Caring Inventory – Social Work scale (HCI-SW) derived from 
Ellett, 2009 and renamed the Personal Characteristics and 
Behaviour Scale (PCBS); I previously utilised this measure 
in my Masters dissertation: Webb, 2013). 
Intention to Leave (2 item measure; Carpenter et al, 2012a) 

LEVEL 1 - 
FUNCTION 
OUTCOMES 
 
 
 
 

This refers to data that is 
likely to be linked to a 
specific supervisory function 
(e.g. management, 
development or support) 
 

MANAGEMENT FUNCTION: 
 
Role Clarity/Conflict (a 14 item measure from Rizzo, 
House and Lirtzman, 1970)  
Analysis & Case Planning (comprised of two elements –  
(i) a shortened measure of self-efficacy (Referral, 
Assessment, Planning and Review items) from Carpenter et 
al (2012a)  
(ii) a measure of perceived supervisor support assessed 
using four items from Zinn, 2015) 

DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION: 
 
Organisational Commitment (Organizational Commitment 
Questionnaire or OCQ; Meyer and Allen, 1997) 
Self-Efficacy (a 12 item measure previously developed by 
Carpenter et al, 2012a) 

SUPPORT FUNCTION: 
 
Resilience (an abridged version of Wagnild and Young’s 
1993 measure, courtesy of Kinman and Grant) 
Stress (The GHQ-12; Goldberg, 1992) 
Perceived Supervisor Support (an abridged measure 
using 4 items from the survey of perceived organisational 
support in the manner of Rhoades, Eisenberger and Armeli, 
2001) 

 

Within each function group the surveys at T1 and T2 were mostly identical, except that the T2 

follow-up survey included some additional questions which related to the reflective tools that 
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had been used (for instance enquiring how often the tools were used or asking participants to 

rate the usefulness of each tool). 

 

The other online survey was designed to collect data from the supervisors who had been using 

the reflective tools with their teams, and local authority representatives were asked to send an 

explanatory email and information sheet containing a link to the online survey to all participating 

supervisors (copies of these documents are included in Appendix 8).  Follow up reminder 

emails were also sent to local authority representatives, as necessary, to encourage a higher 

response rate from supervisors. 

 

The supervisor survey was intended to be completed only once, at the end of the intervention 

period.  It contained a number of (mostly quantitative) questions to collect data on participant’s 

demographics, their current role and professional experience, and their experiences of using 

the reflective tools within supervision (for example which tools they had used and how easy or 

difficult they had found them); a copy of this survey is also included in Appendix 8.  A final 

question was included to ask participants whether they would be willing to participate in a 

follow-up interview, and those who agreed were contacted via email with further information on 

how to proceed.   

 

As well as the online survey measures, twenty semi-structured telephone interviews were 

conducted with nine local authority representatives, eight supervisors and the three project 

facilitators who had participated in this phase of the project.  Interviews with the local authority 

representatives used the same topic guide and questions as occurred in phase one.  A 

separate interview topic guide was developed for the supervisors, and this included questions 

which focused on their implementation and perceived impact of the tools (all of the interview 

topic guides used in my study are included in Appendix 9).  Three local authorities 

subsequently withdrew from this phase of the project, and two additional interviews were 

conducted with representatives from one of these organisations to discuss their reasons for this 

in a bid to generate learning for future projects.  Like the first phase of the project, each 

interview was digitally recorded for analysis and participants were sent an information sheet 

and consent form via email prior to the interviews taking place (see Appendix 9).   

 

Lastly, additional data were collected through reflective discussions with my supervisor and 

other project facilitators, and this is presented in Chapter 6.  These discussions were primarily 
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concerned with keeping the local authorities involved and ‘on track’, as many were balancing a 

variety of competing responsibilities and tensions; we also reflected on the fact that the 

response rate from the T2 survey of practitioners was much lower than anticipated.  This was 

both frustrating and anxiety inducing, and I used my supervision sessions to discuss possible 

ways to encourage a stronger response rate, as well as how I might ensure that I still answered 

the research questions without this data.  I also liaised with RiP, and drew on their experience 

of working with local authority organisations to try to improve the response rate from these 

participants; my efforts to address these difficulties are discussed further in Chapter 6.  Finally, 

I continued to maintain a highly collaborative relationship with the participants in this phase of 

the project, and my reflections arising from this unique researcher position are also presented 

in Chapter 6 where appropriate, alongside the participants’ data, to further explore the research 

questions. 

 

(iv)   Data Analysis 

 

My research study adopted methodological triangulation, which meant that the different types 

of data needed to be analysed in different ways; the techniques I used for data analysis are 

detailed below. 

 

It had initially been envisaged that analysis of the quantitative data would entail descriptive and 

inferential statistics, including t-tests (assuming the criteria was met for parametric tests) and 

tests of association (i.e. correlation), in order to ascertain whether the intervention (the 

reflective tools) had made a statistically significant impact on the outcome measures described 

in table 4.2.  Unfortunately, the T2 follow-up survey received a very poor response and was 

subsequently discounted.  This meant that it was not possible to carry out the planned 

inferential statistics, and instead only descriptive statistics were completed where the data were 

sufficient (e.g. on the ‘level 3’ and ‘level 2’ data which had been collected for all supervisees at 

T1; n=138).  Quantitative data from the supervisor’s survey were also analysed descriptively. 

The qualitative interview data were analysed using the Framework Approach, as in phase one 

of the project. 
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(v)  Links to Research Questions 

The data gathered in relation to this phase of the project were used to explore the following 

research questions: 

Table 4.3: Phase Two - Research Questions and Data Collection Methods/Sampling Source 

DATA COLLECTION 
METHOD 

SAMPLING SOURCE RESEARCH QUESTION 

ONLINE SURVEY  
Supervisees (N=138) 
Supervisors (N=13) 

To what extent are supervisors able to 
implement and utilise resources for 
facilitating reflection in supervision (i.e. 
the reflective tools as the intended 
outputs of the project)?  
 
What are the outcomes for the 
recipients (i.e. the supervisees) of their 
supervisors’ use of these reflective 
tools in supervision?   

SEMI-STRUCTURED 
INTERVIEWS 

LA Representatives (N=9) 
RiP Representatives/Project 
Facilitators (N=3) 
Supervisors (N=8) 

What are participants’ reflections on 
the process of the change/action 
research project?   
 
To what extent are supervisors able to 
implement and utilise resources for 
facilitating reflection in supervision (i.e. 
the reflective tools as the intended 
outputs of the project)?  
 
What are the outcomes for the 
recipients (i.e. the supervisees) of their 
supervisors’ use of these reflective 
tools in supervision?   

RESEARCHER/PARTICIPANT 
REFLECTIONS 

Myself  

What are participants’ reflections on 
the process of the change/action 
research project?   
 
To what extent does this 
change/action project reflect existing 
principles and models of action 
research?   

 

4.3.3   Phase Three – Production, Launch and Dissemination of Resources (Final Phase): 

 

This phase marked the end of the Change Project cycle and was where RiP published and 

distributed the final reflective supervision resource pack to all local authority subscribers in their 

network.  Following publication, RiP went on to provide a series of two-day workshop sessions 

led by the practice-expert facilitator, which offered tailored support and guidance on 

implementing the tools to further promote reflective supervision and help to embed these 

resources.  In this phase, I was concerned with collecting data on the legacy and impact of the 
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project, and these findings are presented within Chapter 7: Findings Phase Three (Production, 

Launch and Dissemination of Resources). 

 

(i)   Sample 

 

The sample in this phase of the project consisted of representatives from the eleven local 

authorities who formed the ‘Development Group’, combined with representatives from the 

twelve local authorities who made up the ‘Evaluation Group’ (n=20 as three local authorities 

participated in both groups so there was some overlap).  The three project facilitators (a RiP 

project coordinator, an external trainer/facilitator and myself) offered additional reflections and 

insights.  

 

(ii)   Procedure  

 

No further meetings or sessions occurred during this phase of the project as the focus was on 

publishing and distributing the final resource pack to all local authority partners in the RiP 

network – this final version was published in April 2017.  I collected data from the local authority 

representatives and supervisors who had participated in both preceding phases regarding the 

ongoing legacy/impact of the project, the extent to which it contributed to creating an 

organisational learning culture, and any useful lessons learnt. 

 

(iii)   Measures and Data Collection 

 

To explore and evaluate this phase of the project in line with the research questions, data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews and my own reflections on the research process.   

 

Semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with the local authority representatives 

across both phases of the project (N=15), as well as with the supervisors who had been 

involved in trialling the tools for reflective supervision in phase two (N=8).  As all of the 

interviews were conducted once the reflective tools had been trialled, questions about the 

ongoing legacy/impact of the project were able to be incorporated into a single topic guide, and 

this meant that just one interview which reflected on the project in its entirety was completed 

with each participant; data were also gathered from the three project facilitators (again on 

completion of the project).  The topic guides for all interviews are included in Appendix 9.   
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As before, a digital recorder was used to record each interview and participants were sent an 

information sheet and consent form via email prior to the interviews taking place (Appendix 9).   

 

Lastly, supplementary data in this phase of the project were collected through my reflective 

discussions with my supervisor and other project facilitators; these discussions were focused 

on evaluating the Change Project process and considering ways in which the design might be 

improved upon.  Like the previous phases, qualitative data from my reflections are presented 

alongside the participants’ data in Chapter 7 to further explore the research questions where 

appropriate. 

 

(iv)   Data Analysis 

 

Qualitative interview data were analysed in the same way as occurred in the previous two 

phases of the project. 

 

(v)   Links to Research Questions 

The data gathered in relation to this phase of the project were used to explore the following 

research questions: 

Table 4.4: Phase Three - Research Questions and Data Collection Methods/Sampling Source 

DATA COLLECTION 
METHOD 

SAMPLING SOURCE RESEARCH QUESTION 

SEMI-STRUCTURED 
INTERVIEWS 

LA Representatives (N=15*) 
RiP Representatives/Project Facilitators 
(N=3) 
Supervisors (N=8) 

What are participants’ reflections on the 
process of the change/action research 
project?   
 
What are the outcomes for the recipients 
(i.e. the supervisees) of their 
supervisors’ use of these reflective tools 
in supervision?   

RESEARCHER/PARTICIPANT 
REFLECTIONS 

Myself  

What are participants’ reflections on the 
process of the change/action research 
project?   
 
To what extent does this change/action 
project reflect existing principles and 
models of action research?   

* N=15 (not 17) as two of these representatives participated in both phases of the project. 
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4.4   STRENGTHS, LIMITATIONS AND ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS:  

 

The following section outlines the potential strengths and limitations of the research 

methodology and design employed, as well as demonstrating how I adhered to the ethical 

considerations inherent in carrying out research.   

 

4.4.1   Strengths and Limitations of the Research Approach/Methodology: 

The collaborative approach inherent in PAR is highly congruent with the inclusive, strengths-

based values of social work as it empowers practitioners to become equal partners in the 

research process.  However, it is important to acknowledge that as well as a number of 

benefits, this methodological approach also has some particular challenges associated with its 

use; it was anticipated that these might include the following: 

(i)   A ‘Lack’ of Experimental Control 

 

My research study evaluated the use of a change/action research project intended to assist in 

the development of reflective supervision within the children’s social care/social work 

workforce.  One way that action research is fundamentally different to traditional experimental 

research is the reduced ‘control’ researchers have over the research process.  Yet this does 

not automatically undermine the reliability or validity of the research findings - what action 

research approaches might lack in terms of experimental control, they make up for through a 

wealth of highly relevant data directly linked to the practice setting. 

 

Some authors have thus suggested that it may be necessary to adopt a different approach to 

viewing and extrapolating research findings for studies that do not employ a scientific research 

methodology, and they propose that transferability is a more useful concept than 

generalisability for these studies (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Maxwell and Mittapalli, 2008).  

Jensen (2008) explained that transferability is where researchers invite the reader to make their 

own connections between the research findings and other similar contexts, rather than directly 

seeking to apply the findings to a wider context themselves; techniques such as thick 

description and purposeful sampling can support readers to determine the transferability of the 

research findings (ibid).  
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Within my study, it was recognised that there was likely to be some variation in the ways in 

which the tools were used by each of the different local authorities.  This was because the 

supervisors were allowed to choose which supervisees they would trial the tools with (including 

workers who were non social-work qualified as well as social work qualified); which context 

they would use them in (e.g. one-to-one or group supervision); how often they would use the 

tools (they were just asked to use them as much as possible); and whether they used them in 

their entirety or adapted them in any way.  Where any variation was found to occur this was 

viewed as an inherent aspect of a more ‘naturalistic’ practice-based research process that may 

offer useful data in and of itself, helping to ensure high ecological validity in this research.   

 

(ii)   The Collaborative Nature of the Research Process/Researcher Roles 

 

Another distinct aspect of a PAR approach concerns the unique role of the researcher.  In 

Chapter 3 I discussed the different categories of researcher roles, and explained that within 

action research (particularly PAR), researchers are required to develop highly collaborative 

working relationships with the participants who are viewed as equal co-researchers and not 

research ‘subjects’ (McGinn, 2008).  However, some authors have noted that developing these 

collaborative working relationships can prove challenging, due to differences of perspective as 

well as various institutional constraints, and this can reduce the effectiveness of these 

interactions (e.g. Jacobs, 2010). 

 

Within my study I strived to adopt a high level of researcher reflexivity at all times, as I was 

conscious that my values, beliefs and previous experiences may influence the way in which I 

conducted the study and interpreted the data (Flick, 2009).  Thus I was careful to recognise the 

uniqueness of my role, that of an active participant as well as researcher, and to be mindful of 

and reflect on this duality throughout the research process.  I was also careful to ensure that I 

was fully transparent with participants regarding my own professional experiences of social 

work supervision, although I hoped that this shared (insider) experience would assist me in 

developing some trust and credibility with the research participants (Leckie, 2008).  

 

4.4.2   Strengths and Limitations of the Research Design: 

I adopted a mixed methods research design to collect quantitative and qualitative data, as this 

pragmatic approach allowed me to select the most appropriate methods for answering each of 
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the research questions.  Methodological triangulation recognises the complementary nature of 

the different research designs, and has the potential to capitalise on the strengths of a wide 

variety of data collection methods (Punch, 1998); the strengths and limitations of the specific 

methods employed in my research are discussed in detail below. 

(i)   Data Collection Measures 

I used an online survey to collect quantitative data to answer the research questions.  Surveys 

are one of the most commonly used methodologies within social science research as they are 

both time and cost effective, and interviewer effects (such as social desirability bias) can be 

greatly reduced (Bryman, 2004; Julien, 2008).  Surveys can also be useful for identifying 

potential interview participants (Ibid), and so I included a final survey question enquiring 

whether respondents would be interested in participating in a follow-up interview.   

There are, however, a number of important issues associated with the use of online surveys 

which researchers need to consider; these include the wording and sequencing of questions, 

as well as the potential for low response rates and missing data (Bryman, 2004; Julien, 2008).  

In my research, I sought to address these potential concerns by using established outcome 

measures which have been successfully used in previous studies, and by carefully monitoring 

the response rates and sending regular reminder emails to participants in an effort to 

encourage higher participation. 

To collect qualitative data, semi-structured telephone interviews were chosen as a cost and 

time efficient method (Flick, 1998), and because it was felt these would be more appropriate 

than focus groups.  Semi-structured interviews enable the researcher to maintain some control 

over the ordering and emphasis of the questions, whilst also affording a degree of flexibility 

(Bryman, 2004); Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000) noted that the flexibility in the sequencing 

and phrasing of questions might make the data analysis stage more difficult however. 

(ii)    Measuring Outcomes 

As well as examining the process of this Change Project, I also intended to measure specific 

outcomes associated with the reflective tools being trialled.  This was an important aspect of 

the research design because the majority of research studies focusing on social work 

supervision are correlational and cross-sectional in nature, meaning that causal inferences 
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about the impact of supervision cannot be drawn; my research attempted to address these 

shortcomings by evaluating an ‘intervention’ at two distinct time points.   

However, it was recognised that participant attrition is often a significant limitation within 

longitudinal research studies that seek to examine an intervention over an extended period of 

time.  This may be further compounded when the participants are recruited from a context 

where there are already significant concerns about employee retention rates, such as in social 

work (e.g. Webb and Carpenter, 2012).  Within my study, I sought to address participant 

attrition by ensuring that the online survey would not take too long for participants to complete 

(approximately 15 minutes), by using previously validated outcome measures shown to be 

successful in other studies, and by sending regular reminder emails in a bid to improve 

response rates. 

4.4.3   Ethical Considerations: 

 

I applied to the School for Policy Studies Research Ethics Committee for the University of 

Bristol for ethical approval, which was subsequently granted (Appendix 1).  Throughout my 

research study I adhered to the guiding ethical principles proposed by Israel and Hay (2006), 

detailed below:   

 

(i)   Non-Maleficence 

 

As participants were professional workers or supervisors they were not considered to be 

especially vulnerable or at risk of harm.  Further, all data (qualitative and quantitative) were 

anonymised to protect each participant’s identity - e.g. the online surveys were designed to 

generate a unique identifier code (rather than use a participant’s name) to enable comparison 

of the pre/post intervention responses.  As a final protective strategy, it was recognised that for 

some staff their personal experience of supervision may be an emotive topic (for example if 

they do not have a positive supervisory relationship), and so, where necessary, participants 

would be directed to additional support services. 
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(ii)   Beneficence 

 

The potential implications for workers and service users of inadequate or ineffective 

supervision have already been highlighted (e.g. Laming, 2003).  Thus, this research was not 

completed solely for the purposes of satisfying my PhD thesis requirements, but because it is 

an important research topic in its own right - it sought to address the shortcomings in the 

literature and provide practical support to local authorities in delivering reflective supervision to 

the workforce. 

 

(iii)   Autonomy 

 

For each method of data collection, participants were given detailed information sheets and 

asked to provide written consent that they had understood the information and were happy to 

take part (copies of these are available in Appendices 7, 8 and 9).  It was, however, recognised 

that supervisors (and in turn their supervisees) may feel some degree of ‘obligation’ to take part 

in this research if their local authority was part of the Change Project.  Therefore whilst 

supervisors may have been asked by their organisation to utilise the reflective tools within 

supervision, it was stressed that neither supervisors nor supervisees were under any obligation 

to participate further in this research study - it was possible for them to ‘opt-out’ by not 

completing the online survey measure. 

 

Furthermore, the subsequent telephone interviews were only carried out with those participants 

who volunteered to do so, and a two-stage consent process was employed.  This required 

participants to consent prior to participating in the interview, as well providing them with an 

opportunity to withdraw their consent once the interview was complete (they had up to one 

week following the interview to request their data be deleted). 

 

(iv)   Justice 

 

Throughout this research, I strived to ensure that participants were treated fairly.  For example, 

I clearly communicated the purpose of this research to the participants and I stressed that they 

were in no way obligated to participate.  I also explained why there were some potential 

limitations to their confidentiality and anonymity (for example if they disclosed anything which 
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suggested they or a service user were at risk of harm), and I allowed participants plenty of 

opportunities to ask questions and seek further clarification as appropriate. 

 

As with any research, it was also important to consider my personal safety as the researcher.  

In practice, no potential risks were identified as at each stage of this project all face-to-face 

meetings took place with social work/social care professionals at public venues, and were 

completed alongside at least one representative from RiP.  Further, the subsequent interviews 

with the research participants were conducted over the telephone, and therefore did not raise 

any direct safeguarding issues or concerns. 

 

4.5   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: 

 

Whereas Chapter 3 presented a general overview of action research approaches and 

summarised the findings of a literature review on the use of PAR in a social work context, this 

chapter has offered a detailed description of the research methodology employed in my 

research study.  I have outlined the study’s aim and objectives to evaluate the RiP Change 

Project focusing on reflective supervision, and discussed the notion of researcher reflexivity 

and the manner in which I applied it within this research.  I have also explored my researcher 

positionality and the philosophical paradigm of my research: a pragmatic approach aligned to a 

transformative paradigm.  The overall research strategy/methodology adopted (an evaluation 

study in the social sciences), and the precise research design and methods used within each 

phase of the project have been detailed to show how I sought to answer the specific research 

questions.  Finally, I have concluded by examining how the study adheres to the ethical 

guidelines for conducting research.   

 

In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, I will present the findings of my research, structured sequentially so 

that each chapter considers the findings relevant to the three distinct phases of the Change 

Project cycle. 
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CHAPTER 5 – FINDINGS: PHASE ONE (DEVELOPMENT) 

 

What RiP are trying to do is to get a group of people who clearly are the experts, which are the 

people on the ground, to come together and offer insight into a topic area 

(Joy, Project Facilitator: Practice Expert). 

 

The following three chapters present the data collected during the RiP Change Project on 

reflective supervision, in order to answer the research questions outlined in Chapter 4.  The 

findings are presented sequentially to follow the three distinct phases of the Change Project 

cycle – the development phase, the piloting and evaluation phase, and the production, launch 

and dissemination of resources (final phase); each chapter presents one phase of this three-

phase project.   

 

This first chapter presents all of the findings relating to the development phase, from the initial 

stages of setting up the project through to completing the pilot reflective supervision resource 

pack.  Figure 5.1 shows the RiP Change Project cycle (RiP, 2010) – the yellow segments of the 

cycle detail the specific stages of this development phase whilst the grey segments depict the 

second and third phases of the project (these are reported in Chapters 6 and 7 respectively).  

 

Throughout this chapter, qualitative data are presented to illustrate the research findings 

relating to the initial development phase.  The findings are organised to follow the process in a 

logical fashion: firstly summarising who participated in the project and why they were 

interested, secondly how they took part, and lastly what the project produced.  The data were 

generated from a number of research interviews carried out with the local authority 

representatives and the Change Project facilitators/RiP Research and Development Manager; 

this was complemented by my own reflections on the research process.  A small amount of 

quantitative data is also included, which was collected via a short feedback form devised by 

RiP.  This chapter ends with a brief analysis and summary of the key findings from this phase 

of the project; Chapters 8 and 9 discuss these findings in relation to the research questions and 

present the key learning from this research. 
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Figure 5.1: The Change Project Cycle (RiP, 2010) Phase One – Development 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1   SETTING UP THE CHANGE PROJECT: 

This section provides an overview of the processes involved in setting up the Change Project.  

It details the beginning stages of the project, which entailed generating the idea and shaping 

some preliminary research questions, and explains how the project’s facilitators and 

Development Group participants were recruited.  Participants’ interest in the project and 

reasons for joining are also explored. 
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5.1.1   Idea Generation and Expert Knowledge Exchange: 

 

The project began by RiP formulating the initial idea, which was they wanted to complete a 

Change Project focusing on reflective supervision as they recognised that local authorities were 

experiencing challenges in delivering this form of supervision.  In a subsequent telephone 

interview with a Research and Development Manager from RiP (Sandra), she explained that 

they chose the topic of reflective supervision as it had become clear from consultation with their 

network of partners that local authorities were requesting literature and support on this; RiP 

also felt that the topic fitted well with current national policy initiatives focusing on developing 

reflective practice in a social work context.  Although RiP had initially considered completing a 

research review on reflective supervision to provide local authorities with an overview of the 

literature on this topic area, a decision was made to complete a Change Project instead as they 

felt that this would have more practical benefits.  Specifically, RiP believed that a Change 

Project would facilitate learning from practice and develop specific strategies to assist 

supervisors in effectively delivering reflective supervision, as well as support a greater 

understanding of the research evidence by answering questions such as ‘what is reflective 

supervision?’, ‘what does it do?’ and ‘how can local authorities make time for it amongst all 

their other competing demands?’. 

 

My supervisor, Professor John Carpenter, was contacted by RiP and asked if he would be 

willing to offer his expert academic advice and experience in the Change Project; he agreed 

and I also joined the team to form the research partnership with RiP.  Together we participated 

in a number of initial discussions setting up the project, and these involved drawing on our 

knowledge of the supervision literature to help generate the research questions.  For example, 

we considered what the specific outcomes might be for the recipients (i.e. the supervisees) of 

their supervisors’ use of these reflective tools in supervision, and how these might be 

effectively evaluated. 

 

5.1.2   Forming the Development Group: 

 

The next step was to establish a group of participants (termed the Development Group) who 

would engage with this first phase of the Change Project process to share their professional 

knowledge (both practical and research-based) and co-produce a pilot resource pack of tools to 

be used in reflective supervision.  This would be achieved through a series of meetings, and 
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the group was to consist of local authority representatives and three project facilitators (a RiP 

project coordinator, an external facilitator, and myself). 

 

Having successfully secured Professor Carpenter’s and my academic expertise on the project, 

RiP needed to recruit an external facilitator to assume overall responsibility for running the 

meetings.  RiP approached a well-known practice expert to undertake this role, and she was 

supported by a RiP project coordinator who took responsibility for the administrative aspects of 

running the group.  Professor Carpenter and I shared the relevant research evidence and 

academic knowledge, and a senior RiP Research and Development Manager maintained 

overall oversight of the project. 

 

Once the facilitator team was in place, RiP then began recruiting the local authority 

representatives.  The project was advertised to the RiP network of partners, and any local 

authority organisations that were interested in participating were asked to apply in the first 

instance directly to RiP (a copy of the project brief and application form can be found in 

Appendix 2).  Applicants were selected based on a number of factors, including their 

experience in conducting reflective supervision, commitment from senior management to 

practice and prioritise reflective supervision throughout the project process, and their Ofsted 

ratings which RiP used to determine the overall ‘health’ of the children and families service.  In 

total, eleven local authorities were selected to make up the Development Group, and each 

organisation nominated a number of representatives (typically two; n=22) to attend the group 

meetings.  Table 5.1 below provides further details of the development group members and 

their role within the local authority organisations. 
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Table 5.1: Details of the Group Members in Phase One - Development 

LOCAL 
AUTHORITY 

NAME OF PARTICIPANT¹ JOB TITLE/ORGANISATIONAL ROLE  

1 

Eva  Team Manager (Family Support) 

Louise Team Manager (Family Support) 

Maureen Consultant/Expert Social Worker 

2 
Doreen Team Manager* 

Vanessa Consultant/Expert Social Worker 

3 
Lisa Team Manager* 

Tess Head of Service (Children’s Residential) 

4 
 

Jeremy Principal Social Worker  

Sarah Team Manager (Early Help) 

5 
Sophie Principal Social Worker 

Winnie Consultant/Expert Social Worker 

6 
Jane Team Manager (Safeguarding) 

Lucy Team Manager (Family Support) 

7 
Amanda Head of Service (Early Help) 

Luke Head of Service (Children in Need)  

8 
Emily Team Manager* 

Patricia Team Manager (Learning and Development) 

9 
Katherine Assistant Team Manager* 

Sylvia Assistant Team Manager* 

10 Jessica Assistant Team Manager (Safeguarding) 

11 
Laura Team Manager (Family Support) 

Natalie Team Manager* 

  ¹ All names have been changed to ensure anonymity  
  * Participant did not provide details of specific service area 

 

5.1.3   Understanding Participants’ Reasons for Taking Part: 

 

As well as knowing who took part in the project, it is helpful to also understand why these local 

authorities and project facilitators were keen to be involved.  This is something which I regularly 
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reflected on and discussed in my supervision sessions with Professor Carpenter, in an effort to 

ensure that the project met their specific needs and expectations.  To explore participant’s 

initial interest in the project and their reasons for participating, qualitative data were generated 

through semi-structured interviews with eight representatives from six of the local authorities 

(not every local authority elected to participate in these interviews), as well as the Change 

Project facilitators/RiP Research and Development Manager.   

 

It was found that the majority of local authority representatives (five) were nominated by senior 

management to participate in the project (often because they had prior expertise and 

involvement in supervision within their local authority), whilst just three volunteered themselves.  

However, all eight interviewees were keen to stress that they were happy to participate due to 

the high value and importance they personally placed on reflective supervision, and 

participants’ belief in reflective supervision was a common theme within the data, even where 

they had been nominated to participate. 

 

For example, Jeremy, a Principal Social Worker3, noted that “we all recognise that reflective 

supervision is the foundation of good quality social work intervention”.  Another group member, 

Katherine (Assistant Team Manager), explained that supervision practice had always been a 

specific area of interest for her, as she believed it was particularly valuable for supporting the 

learning and development of staff.  Sophie, another Principal Social Worker, agreed with this 

sentiment, stating that: 

 

For me, good reflective supervision is critical in terms of improving and providing good 

social work practice, and this job is all about good practice (Sophie, Principal Social 

Worker). 

 

She later added: 

 

I think reflective supervision is important in helping people think about their 

relationships, both with their colleagues and the people they’re working with (Sophie, 

Principal Social Worker). 

 

                                                 
3 The Principal Social Worker role is a professional lead who advises on social work policy and practice  
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The commitment to and excitement for reflective supervision which these participants felt was 

aptly summarised by Laura (Team Manager: Family Support), who stated:  

 

When I was offered the opportunity I was absolutely thrilled, because for me to be 

talking about how reflection improves practice and how I’ve developed over the years 

by being reflective was just an opportunity I couldn’t miss (Laura, Team Manager: 

Family Support). 

 

She believed that the benefits of reflective supervision are not just felt amongst the workforce, 

but also extend to the children and families who are in receipt of the services: 

 

It’s powerful for us as a practitioner, but also for the benefit of the families that we work 

with.  For quality provision for families, and to really truly be able to think about 

outcomes and how we can achieve those outcomes with families… supervision is 

really critical (Laura, Team Manager: Family Support). 

 

This strong belief and commitment to reflective supervision was also evident amongst the 

project facilitators in the Development Group.  For example, Joy noted that her current interest 

in supervision originated from her own personal experiences as a social worker and supervisor, 

as she had learnt to value the importance of giving workers space and time to reflect: 

 

You could encourage them to learn much better and to become better practitioners, so 

reflective supervision made a lot of sense to me in a very very busy organisation where 

sometimes we were more ‘thoughtless’ than we should have been (Joy, Project 

Facilitator: Practice Expert). 

 

Although this was the first Change Project that Joy had been involved in, she explained that 

she had worked with RiP for a number of years teaching various topic areas; her own 

organisation also teaches a programme designed to strengthen workers’ practice which 

incorporates a number of reflective elements.   She stated that she was therefore very keen to 

participate when RiP initially approached her:  
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Being involved in a Change Project as a facilitator in my opinion is quite a privilege, 

and I’m very interested in it for its own sake and not just as a paid job (Joy, Project 

Facilitator: Practice Expert). 

 

For my part, I was also very excited to be involved in this Change Project.  As well as my 

academic knowledge of the benefits of reflective supervision, my previous professional 

experience as a social work practitioner meant that I also recognised the value of reflection in 

practice, as well as some of the inherent challenges and difficulties that existed when trying to 

implement this.  I was therefore keen to be involved in a project that supported organisations 

and supervisors to overcome these barriers and adopt reflective supervisory approaches, and I 

hoped that I could offer a valuable contribution to the process. 

 

The importance and value attached to reflective supervision was also apparent at a wider 

organisational level, and this was often cited as a reason for getting involved in the project by 

the local authority representatives interviewed.  In one local authority, the desire to reform their 

supervisory provision appeared to be the direct result of a recent Ofsted inspection which had 

highlighted this as an area they needed to develop: 

 

We had an Ofsted inspection, and the inspection picked us up on our supervision… 

talking about not enough narrative, not being able to see the child’s journey and not 

enough reflection. It was soon after that RiP contacted [us] to see if we would be 

involved in this (Patricia, Team Manager: Learning and Development). 

 

Three other group members also talked about the commitment which their organisation had to 

improving the reflective supervision being delivered, striving to ensure consistency of practice 

and quality assurance across a number of social work/social care teams. For example, 

Amanda (a Head of Service in Early Help) noted that the timing of the project coincided with 

wider changes that her local authority was making in delivering reflective supervision.  These 

changes had been very positive so far, and she believed this project would be a great 

opportunity to continue to build on this:   

 

Information was shared with the Director regarding the Change Project on supervision, 

and at the same time we were just going through the process of looking at our 

supervisions around best practice… so I, along with another colleague, was given the 
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task of being part of the Change Project to see how the learning and lessons could be 

implemented here (Amanda, Head of Service: Early Help). 

 

Linked to a general organisational commitment to improve the supervisory provision being 

offered, another theme that emerged as a reason why these local authorities elected to 

participate in the Change Project was to help their organisation at a practical level by 

developing specific strategies for implementing reflective supervision to the workforce.  As 

Sophie summarised: 

 

People become line managers because they were good social workers, but 

supervising people and being a good manager and a good leader, I think, requires 

quite a lot of different skill sets (Sophie, Principal Social Worker). 

  

Jeremy explained that he was particularly keen on improving the recording aspect of reflective 

supervision, which he felt was a specific challenge both locally and nationally: 

 

We are reflective enough to know that we don’t always get it quite right, and there’s a 

dilemma or dichotomy between what we think we do and what we write down.  So that 

challenge with what happens in the meeting room might be reflective, but what actually 

gets recorded is perhaps not as reflective… that’s a bit of a national challenge 

(Jeremy, Principal Social Worker). 

 

Having an opportunity to network with others and share good practice was another theme 

which emerged from the data, and three participants highlighted this as a reason for their 

involvement in the project:  

 

What spurred me to be part of it is that notion of being involved in something which is 

outside your own local authority, so it’s a coming together of a collective group of 

minds all trying to work towards something (Jeremy, Principal Social Worker).   

 

This was echoed by Winnie (a Consultant/Expert Social Worker), who stated that she was keen 

to get ideas from other local authorities and practitioners and transfer that learning to her own 

organisation.  
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Lastly, a final theme that emerged as a reason for taking part in this project was participants’ 

desire to engage with and work alongside RiP as an organisation; two group members 

specifically commented on this: 

 

I was excited at being involved in a RiP programme, I’d heard about them but never 

been involved in one before so when the opportunity came my way I jumped at it 

(Amanda, Head of Service: Early Help). 

 

Similarly, Sophie noted that she had always valued the resources and handbooks published by 

RiP, and so she wanted to be part of producing something that she knows other workers will 

also benefit from – creating a tangible product was very important to her.   

 

5.2   THE DEVELOPMENT GROUP PROCESS: 

 

Having established who and why participants joined the Change Project, this section describes 

the Development Group process in more detail by explaining how and when the group met and 

what these sessions focused on.  Participants’ reflections on the group process are also 

explored, along with the specific details of my (collaborative) researcher role to ensure full 

transparency.   

 

5.2.1   The Development Group Meetings:  

 

The Development Group participants met together face-to-face six times over a six-month 

period (for approximately six hours per meeting) beginning in October 2014; table 5.2 details 

the location and content of these meetings.  The group’s task was to contribute to designing a 

pilot set of resources (tools to support the delivery of reflective supervision) which could then 

be circulated to the wider RiP network of partners and piloted in the second phase of the 

project.  The exact format of the pilot resources was left open to the discretion of the 

participants, but it was made clear that the project facilitators would offer full support throughout 

and assume ultimate responsibility for production.  
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Table 5.2: Details of the Six Group Meetings in Phase One - Development 

MEETING LOCATION  BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITIES 

MEETING 1: 
22nd October 2014 

London 

At this session the Development Group met together for the first time.  
They were provided with a general introduction to the Change Project 
process and overall timeline for the project, as well as an overview of 
the current research evidence on supervision. 

MEETING 2: 
20th November 2014 

London  

This session aimed to develop the Development Group’s 
understanding of reflective supervision (e.g. definitions, experiences, 
skills needed etc).  Participants devised what they believed to be the 
six key ‘principles’ of reflective supervision (presented in Chapter 2), 
which were subsequently included in the pilot resources. 

MEETING 3: 
22nd January 2015 
 

Liverpool 

At this session the Development Group were provided with an overview 
of the research evidence on reflective supervision.  They also began to 
collate and develop resources in preparation for producing the pilot 
resource pack, focusing on key areas: analysis and critical thinking, 
recording of supervision, group supervision, emotional resilience and 
auditing. 

MEETING 4:  
23rd February 2015 
 

York 

This session aimed to develop the Development Group’s 
understanding of the research relating to emotional resilience in social 
work.  Some participants also delivered presentations detailing their 
organisation’s supervision policies/arrangements to facilitate group 
learning and knowledge transfer, as well as share potential resources 
for the resource pack.   

MEETING 5: 
12th March 2015 
 

Lincoln 

The session focused on the recording of reflective supervision.  The 
Development Group discussed their experiences of Ofsted’s 
requirements in this area, and shared examples of best practice within 
their organisation.  

MEETING 6:  
23rd April 2015 
 

London 

This was the final meeting of the Development Group, which 
summarised what had been covered so far and detailed the next phase 
of the project - piloting and evaluating the draft reflective supervision 
resource pack.  Members of the Development Group also trialled a tool 
to promote reflective supervision in a group setting, and this was 
recorded and subsequently published on the RiP website.  

 

5.2.2   My Role within the Development Group: 

 

My role was highly collaborative throughout this initial phase, and I adopted an insider 

participative role (Leckie, 2008) due to my own extensive personal experience of social work 

supervision and previous academic knowledge of the subject.  I attended all six of the 

Development Group’s meetings as a co-facilitator, where I designed and delivered a number of 

presentations summarising the existing research evidence on key topics (e.g. resilience and 

reflective supervision).  I also participated in a variety of group activities in the researcher role 

of complete member (Baker, 2006), and my previous professional experience as a social 
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worker afforded me the ability to effectively contribute in this way.  Table 5.3 provides specific 

details of my role at each of the six group meetings. 

 

Table 5.3: My Role within the Six Group Meetings in Phase One – Development 

MEETING BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF MY ROLE  

MEETING 1 

My role in this session was to deliver an introductory overview of the existing research 
on supervision.  In this presentation, I highlighted the lack of causal research into the 
outcomes of supervision, and developed the group’s understanding of the 
underpinning theoretical frameworks. 

MEETING 2 
In this session my role was to support the group to consider the principles of reflective 
supervision; I also worked with the other facilitators to develop the structure and 
content of future group sessions.   

MEETING 3  
In this session I delivered an overview of the research on reflective supervision; this 
covered topics such as definitions, underlying assumptions, principles of reflection, 
and models of reflective practice. 

MEETING 4  
 

My role in this session was to deliver an overview of the research on resilience in 
social work, exploring the different factors that affect workers’ resilience and offering 
suggestions for supervisors that might help to promote emotional wellbeing in the 
workforce. 

MEETING 5 
 

In this session I worked with a smaller subgroup of participants to develop a recording 
tool for reflective supervision, to be included in the subsequent pilot resource pack. 

MEETING 6  

My role in this final session was to discuss the second piloting and evaluation phase 
of the project, and ascertain whether any existing members of the Development Group 
would be interested in participating in the structured evaluation of some of the 
reflective tools which I would be running (see Chapter 6).  I was also involved in a 
video recorded interview (along with the external facilitator) where we discussed our 
experiences of this Change Project; this interview was subsequently published on the 
RiP website as part of their promotional material. 
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5.2.3   Participants’ Reflections on the Development Group Meetings:  

 

During the subsequent semi-structured interviews with eight local authority representatives and 

the Change Project facilitators/RiP Research and Development Manager, participants were 

asked to reflect on their experiences of the group meetings and the overall process of the 

Change Project during this initial phase.  Their feedback is presented below, grouped into three 

themes focusing on the overall design and structure of the meetings, the key benefits of 

participating in the development phase of the project, and the key barriers to participating; this 

feedback is expanded upon within Chapter 9: Conclusions to identify what can be learnt from 

this phase of the project. 

 

A theme which participants frequently discussed concerned the overall design of the meetings; 

this included aspects such as the length, structure and frequency of the sessions and generally 

their feedback was positive.  Five local authority representatives in this stage of the project 

commented on the overall length of the project itself, which spanned a six-month period.  No 

participants felt that there should have been more than six sessions, and four felt that the six-

week interval in between meetings worked well.  The two project facilitators also believed that 

six sessions were an appropriate number, as did I, because it would be difficult to expect local 

authority participants to attend for more than this given the other demands on their time.  

Sandra, a Research and Development Manager from RiP, echoed this sentiment, stating that in 

her experience Change Projects need some kind of ‘containment’, as they have previously 

found it to be difficult for participants to commit to more than six meetings. 

 

All of the local authority representatives from the Development Group also commented on the 

structure of the sessions and the quality of the facilitation.  Three group members gave positive 

feedback on the session structure, stating that they felt a good balance of activities was 

provided, which included understanding the theoretical/research evidence as well completing 

more practical tasks: 

 

I think it had a good mixture really of presentations and then the group work as well 

(Katherine, Assistant Team Manager).  

 

Jeremy stated that he believed both elements (research and practice) are important and should 

therefore be given equal weight, whilst Laura noted that she really valued the research 
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evidence as it explains why reflective supervision is important and has helped to ‘sell’ the 

benefits to other staff within their service.   

 

Sandra (RiP Research and Development Manager) spoke about the benefits of co-facilitation 

as a way of integrating these different aspects.  She noted that co-facilitation is a central 

feature of the Change Project method, and highlighted that many previous projects have also 

successfully used this ‘triad’ of an internal project coordinator, an external practice expert and 

an academic; however she stressed that no two Change Projects are the same, as both the 

facilitators and group members create a unique working ‘dynamic’.   

 

In terms of the quality of the facilitation that was offered, Sandra believed that Joy (the external 

practice expert they had recruited as a project facilitator) greatly helped the Development 

Group to establish trusting working relationships by allowing them to quickly feel comfortable in 

sharing their practice experience.  Additionally, four participants from the Development Group 

also gave very positive feedback on the quality of support offered by Joy, stating that she 

seemed genuinely interested in the project, was respectful and approachable, and had a wealth 

of practical experience to share with the group:  

 

I thought she was brilliant, she was great to listen to, very knowledgeable (Natalie, 

Team Manager).   

 

Sophie reflected on how the people involved in a project can exert a strong influence on its 

overall success, and stated that good facilitation was crucial for her: 

 

I really like (Joy) and how she delivers things… she’s really good at facilitation (Sophie, 

Principal Social Worker).   

 

She continued to offer very positive feedback about RiP in general, describing RiP as a:  

 

Well organised machine, the people are very approachable, you never feel stupid and 

they don’t make you feel like you can’t ask something if you’re not clear… I think 

there’s a lot to be said for that (Sophie, Principal Social Worker).    
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However, although the co-facilitation of the sessions was a valuable aspect of the Change 

Project process, it was not without some challenges.  Indeed, Joy described the early stages of 

the Change Project as ‘bumpy’ as we were all trying to define our individual roles and get to 

grips with the methodology.  When I reflect on this stage of the project, I too felt that the later 

sessions were more organised and productive as we were less concerned about ‘stepping on 

each other’s toes’.  Yet despite these inherent tensions, Joy and I both agreed that we would 

greatly value an opportunity to be involved in another Change Project in the future, as we each 

felt that we would have a far better understanding of the process to draw on second time 

around.   

 

Four group members commented on the length of the sessions which were approximately six 

hours long.  Most participants (three) felt that this was an appropriate length of time to stay 

focused on the project tasks as it can be more difficult to sustain concentration for longer 

sessions, especially if they had needed to travel a long way prior to the session starting.   The 

benefit of having this space away from the ‘day job’ to focus on the project was reflected by 

Laura, who stated that:  

 

To actually have the space [to] just be focused on that was really enjoyable and 

beneficial, and then to actually come back and be able to see that develop within our 

own service has been really exciting as well (Laura, Team Manager: Family Support). 

 

Concerning the second theme of the perceived benefits of the group meetings, participants 

reported that a key benefit centred around the fact that the sessions facilitated professional 

networking and peer support with individuals from similar organisations.  This was also cited by 

group members as a reason for joining the project at the outset, and it is clear that this was an 

important outcome of the Change Project.  Quantitative data gathered by RiP at the end of the 

Development Group meetings (via short feedback forms) showed that all participants believed 

that the project positively contributed to their professional development, helping them to 

engage in new and rewarding professional networks.  A copy of RiP’s feedback form is 

included in Appendix 3, and a summary of the data is presented in table 5.4: 
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Table 5.4: Participants’ Feedback on the Development Phase of the Change Project  

FEEDBACK FORM QUESTION PARTICIPANTS’ RATING (N = 14) 

Through participating in the 
Change Project I have become 
engaged in new and 
rewarding professional 
networks 

Strongly 
Agree 

Agree 
Neither 
Agree or 
Disagree 

Disagree 
Strongly 
Disagree 

6 8 - - - 

How would you rate your 
participation in this Change 
Project in terms of its 
contribution to your 
professional development? 

Excellent Good 
No 
Difference 
to CPD 

Poor Very Poor 

3 11 - - - 

 

Qualitative data gathered from the Development Group members support these quantitative 

findings, as all eight individuals who were interviewed spoke about the overwhelming benefits 

of having an opportunity to network with other local authorities and receive peer support.  For 

example, Amanda stated:  

 

RiP gave me a forum to work with some fantastic people, some great individuals who 

had some ideas and models of practice, and I took some stuff away from that 

(Amanda, Head of Service: Early Help). 

 

Whilst Katherine commented: 

 

It was useful to hear how everybody else does it and how different it can be (Katherine, 

Assistant Team Manager).  

 

This was echoed by a Natalie (Team Manager) who stated that in her day to day work it was 

rare to have opportunities to meet with other local authorities like this, but she felt it was really 

useful to see where other local authorities are on their ‘journey’ to develop reflective 

supervision.  Similarly, Katherine noted that she felt she would have been very unlikely to have 

had the opportunity to meet with other local authorities if they had not been part of the Change 

Project, whilst Sophie added that social work can be quite ‘insular’.  Being able to see that 

other organisations experienced similar challenges with regard to implementing reflective 

supervision reassured Jeremy that there is not necessarily a ‘right’ answer, whilst Laura saw 

this networking aspect of the project as highly valuable to her professional development.   
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As well as the peer support that occurred directly within the sessions, two participants also 

talked about the more informal support that occurred outside of the sessions, such as during 

break or lunch times.   Sophie explained how these conversations extended beyond 

supervision to include other relevant areas of social work practice, including workers’ 

caseloads, support for newly qualified workers, and organisational restructuring arrangements; 

she referred to these valuable networking opportunities as a ‘soft benefit’ of the project: 

 

We had quite a lot of discussion about overall practice, but it facilitated some space to 

do that…  you wouldn’t have got the exposure to the range of people otherwise 

(Sophie, Principal Social Worker).   

 

For Amanda, the networking opportunities extended well beyond the sessions themselves, and 

she explained that she had subsequently visited one of the other participating local authorities 

to share good social work practice, and had also been in contact with a second.  Patricia 

commented that she had seen some of the Development Group members again at another RiP 

event recently, noting how positive it was to have formed those professional links outside of her 

own local authority. 

 

The benefits of peer support and professional networking were also highlighted by Joy (Project 

Facilitator: Practice Expert).  Joy believed that this was one of the best aspects of RiP’s work 

overall, stating that this is not just limited to the Change Projects, but is something which 

occurs in the wide selection of training courses they provide as well.  She explained that she 

feels RiP’s national reach allows people from a number of different local authorities, who all 

possess a similar interest in a particular topic, to come together to share their knowledge and 

practice experience so that they can learn from one another, and that this is an incredibly 

valuable achievement. 

 

The peer support inherent in the Change Project was also discussed in a subsequent interview 

with Sandra, a RIP Research and Development Manager.  She noted that as an organisation, 

RiP greatly values and encourages peer networking and support in every aspect of their work, 

and she believes that this is particularly evident within the Change Projects as they enable 

professional relationships to be formed over time.  She suggested that one reason why workers 

value the networking aspect of the Change Projects so greatly is because the way in which 
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local authorities have been designed and structured can encourage feelings of ‘isolation’, 

something which was identified by some of the group members:  

 

The potential for people being isolated and not having peer support is really massive 

and people get an enormous amount out of that (Sandra, RiP Research and 

Development Manager).  

 

Sandra went on to explain that in general, RiP actively try to promote the development of a 

‘community of practice’ amongst their network of partners, so that they can share evidence-

informed learning and help to encourage wider policy changes within their organisations in a 

similar manner to the Change Project process. 

 

The final theme which emerged in relation to this phase of the project concerned participants’ 

experiences of any potential difficulties or barriers to the Development Group process.  The 

group members offered helpful feedback on this and cited two key challenges – a lack of clear 

expectations about the project, and the geographical location of the meetings. 

 

Five of the eight interviewees reflected on whether the project had been what they were 

expecting overall.  Interestingly, all five stated that they had not started with clear expectations 

and were unsure what to expect from the project during the beginning stages, although they did 

feel that this became clearer over time.  These group members cited factors such as a lack of 

clarity about the overall process (for example one had believed they would automatically stay 

involved in the subsequent phases of the project and thus complete the whole Change Project 

cycle); a slow start to the project with too great a focus on reflection versus action; a 

(perceived) disorganised first day; and a ‘vague’ remit about the final product as all contributing 

to their initial, uncertain expectations.  However, looking back, four of these participants 

reported that they were glad to have been involved in the Change Project: 

 

I was really pleased that I was involved with it, and I learnt a lot and it made me reflect 

(Patricia, Team Manager: Learning and Development). 

 

Similarly to the participants, both Joy (Project Facilitator: Practice Expert) and I also felt that the 

original remit of the project was rather ‘vague’ - although RiP had provided us with a lot of 

literature attempting to explain the Change Project process in more detail, it was still hard to 
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visualise during the early stages and we too had unclear expectations about what it would 

entail.  For example, one aspect which we were both somewhat uncertain about was the 

balance between academic research and participants’ practical experiences, i.e. how much 

weight would be attached to participants’ contributions and how much would need to be 

‘validated’ by other evidence and research at the end of the project.  This was something we 

regularly discussed and reflected upon when subsequently developing the resource pack.   

 

A second barrier to participating in the Change Project, cited by five of the Development Group 

members, concerned the geographical location of the meetings which varied from session to 

session.  Although RiP had been clear in their initial communication that the participants would 

be required to travel to attend the sessions, four local authority representatives noted that this 

proved difficult for them and actually became a barrier to their involvement.  This appeared to 

be because their organisations typically would not fund overnight accommodation, so these 

participants had to travel there and back on the same day which proved very tiring; neither 

were they allowed to recoup the time which they spent travelling back at a later date. 

 

Whilst RiP tried to ensure that the meetings were spread evenly across England so as not to 

favour or disadvantage any one geographical area, three group members felt that coming to 

one central location (e.g. London where three of the six meetings were held) was actually far 

easier and preferable to travelling elsewhere.  Patricia highlighted how the attendance for one 

of the sessions held in the north of England was far lower than for those sessions convened 

further south.  She went on to suggest that thought should also be given to the specific venue 

itself as this was another important consideration, recommending that it should be near a 

mainline station and be a comfortable space conducive to learning.  

 

5.3   PRODUCING THE PILOT RESOURCES (THE REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION PACK):   

 

The task of the Development Group participants was to contribute to designing a pilot set of 

resources (a reflective supervision pack) to support organisations with the delivery of reflective 

supervision in practice; these resources would be circulated to the RiP network of partners and 

piloted in the second phase of the project (see Chapter 6: Findings Phase Two Piloting and 

Evaluation).  This section describes the development of the resources in more detail, explaining 

how they were produced and exploring participants’ reflections on this part of the process. 

 



 

 

 119 

5.3.1   Creating the Reflective Supervision Resource Pack:  

 

At the beginning of the Change Project, the Development Group participants were told they had 

to produce an ‘output’ from the project, in the form of some pilot resources, and advised that 

they had control over the specific format which these would take.  RiP explained that in 

previous projects, a variety of different resource outputs had been produced – these have 

included a website of information which partners could access, a pack of ‘change cards’, and 

several handbook-style publications.  The participants in this Change Project elected to 

produce a reflective supervision resource pack, which was to include a suite of reflective tools 

which supervisors could draw on to support them in delivering reflective supervision to their 

workers, along with an accompanying explanatory handbook.   

 

Throughout the Development Group meetings, the participants contributed to the content of this 

resource pack; Joy summarised this process: 

 

The practice wisdom and experience of the people who are actually ‘doing the doing’ 

drives the acquisition and understanding of the knowledge rather than the other way 

around.  So they’re not being done unto… they are adapting, challenging and finessing 

the knowledge… we weren’t the experts and I thought that was good (Joy, Project 

Facilitator: Practice Expert). 

 

Many representatives shared a number of tools which their organisations currently used to 

support the delivery of reflective supervision, and some offered narrative case study examples 

which were later included in the handbook.  At the end of the six meetings, I worked alongside 

the other two facilitators to build on the initial work of the Development Group to produce a draft 

reflective supervision resource pack for RiP to distribute to their network and pilot in the second 

phase of the project. 

 

It took nearly a year for the pilot resource pack to be produced and published (in March 2016) 

following the final Development Group meeting.  On completion, this resource pack contained a 

set of 21 tools (extended to 25 in the final version) to support supervisors, supervisees and the 

wider organisation to build, develop and consolidate reflective supervision in practice (Fox, 

Webb, Earle and Bowyer, 2016).  These tools were intended to complement existing practice 

frameworks rather than replace them, as RIP recognised that many organisations already used 
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different practice systems, such as ‘Signs of Safety’ or the Family Partnership model.  The tools 

were organised into various themes (e.g. tools to support emotional resilience or tools to aid 

the recording of reflective supervision) and were designed to be used in either one-to-one 

supervision, or group supervision sessions, or both.  The accompanying handbook comprised a 

detailed overview of the literature on supervision, reflective practice, and the potential impact of 

reflective supervision on workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills and emotional resilience.   

 

During a subsequent interview with Sandra (RiP Research and Development Manager), she 

noted that in any Change Project the publication of the pilot resources is often accompanied 

with some degree of anxiety about what material is included, and what may have been missed 

from other local authorities who were not part of the Development Group process.  Sandra 

recognised that a myriad of reflective tools exist which could have been included in the 

resource pack, but that it was necessary to limit the resource in some way so that it addressed 

the key issues relating to the topic.  However, in an effort to maximise the usefulness and 

relevance of their resources, she explained that RiP always ensure that their publications are 

peer reviewed, and she was keen to stress that they should not be considered the definitive 

word on any given topic but instead be viewed as:  

 

A collaboratively produced contribution… other things will emerge from elsewhere… 

it’s not saying this is the model (Sandra, Research and Development Manager).   

 

5.3.2   Participants’ Reflections on the Reflective Supervision Resource Pack: 

 

During the follow-up research interviews, the eight local authority representatives and Change 

Project facilitators/RiP Research and Development Manager were asked to reflect on the 

production of the resource pack.  These reflections elicited several themes concerning 

participants’ overall sense of ownership, the challenges of co-production, and the time taken to 

publish it.  These are discussed in turn below, and suggestions on how this aspect of the 

project might be improved upon in future are presented in more detail within Chapter 9: 

Conclusions. 

 

Whilst the Change Project sought to include all of the local authority participants in the design 

and creation of the pilot resources, participants’ reflections on how successfully this occurred 

and their overall sense of ‘ownership’ were somewhat mixed.  For example, Patricia said that 
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she could clearly see elements of her work incorporated within the pilot resource pack, and felt 

that she had been involved in its production; she added that she valued the fact they had not 

been restricted in choosing the format of these resources as she believed this helped to 

encourage the group to think creatively.  Another participant, Jeremy, also talked positively 

about the pilot resource pack, noting that:  

 

I think it looks a very solid, sensible and helpful tool… I think it’s quite an impressive 

document actually (Jeremy, Principal Social Worker).   

 

However, two other local authority representatives stated that they had not received a copy of 

the pilot resources from RiP and so could not comment on the extent to which they felt they 

‘owned’ the product.  Similarly, despite believing it to be a helpful tool, Jeremy went on to query 

whether the group were equally responsible for co-producing the product as he felt that RiP 

had done the majority of the work.  When this was further explored however, he explained that 

he believed this to be an inevitable consequence of working with a group of busy professionals 

who realistically would have struggled to take on greater responsibility for authorship, and may 

not have used the opportunities they were given to contribute as fully as they might have done.  

He also recognised that it can be hard to achieve an equal balance of responsibility in any 

aspect of co-production, and on reflection he found it difficult to see how this might have been 

managed differently.    

 

Interestingly, Joy also commented on the extent to which she believed the group participants 

had lost their ‘ownership’ of the product.  She suggested that a greater emphasis on 

incorporating practical tools for reflective supervision, along with increased virtual 

demonstrations on how to use them, would have helped to give the participants a clearer voice 

throughout:  

 

Social work is not all about paper and reflective supervision is not all about paper… I 

thought it ended up being too ‘paper heavy’ (Joy, Project Facilitator: Practice Expert). 

 

Joy went on to query whether it may have been better to structure the accompanying handbook 

so that each participating local authority had a chapter dedicated to describing the reflective 

supervision arrangements within their organisation (either written directly by them or achieved 
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through observations of their practice), in order to maximise participants’ voice and sense of 

ownership.   

 

As well as the considering the participants’ sense of ownership, the two group facilitators and I 

also reflected on our experiences of co-authoring this resource pack and the inherent 

challenges which this co-production entailed.  Whilst we all felt that the resource benefitted 

from having several different authors, which helped to ensure a good balance of research 

evidence and practice experience, there were a number of practical difficulties inherent in this 

type of co-production.   

 

A key challenge involved organising for us all to be available to work on the resource pack, as 

Joy had made prior commitments elsewhere and was unavailable for a large proportion of the 

time.  Another challenge was making sure that we each clearly understood our specific 

contributions to the resource, as in practice the nature and extent of our contributions changed 

frequently; these difficulties were later acknowledged by RiP who agreed that future projects 

might benefit from improved planning and a clearer editorial conversation at the outset to clarify 

each of our roles. 

 

A final theme which emerged from the subsequent interviews was the length of time it took to 

produce the reflective supervision resource pack (approximately 11 months).  One 

Development Group member, Jeremy, referred to this gap as a ‘hiatus’, and suggested that it 

would have been useful to know a guideline publication date in advance as he had not been 

expecting such a long delay.  In contrast, when Joy and I reflected on the time taken to co-

produce the resource pack, we had both felt under pressure to achieve this in that timeframe.  

In part, this was because the exact format of the resource pack was not clear at the outset of 

the project, as this was chosen by the Development Group participants as the project evolved, 

and so the time needed to produce such a lengthy document had not been properly factored 

into either of our schedules.   

 

5.4   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: 

 

This chapter has presented the findings from the initial development phase of the Change 

Project, detailing how the project was initially set up, what the Development Group process 

looked like, and how the pilot resources were produced.  Qualitative data have been included 
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throughout to explore participants’ thoughts and experiences on this phase of the Change 

Project, and facilitate a critical analysis of a participatory action research project in practice.  

Overall, the data have shown that the participants viewed the Change Project in a favourable 

light, and that it afforded them a valuable opportunity to share learning and network with other 

liked minded individuals.  Some practical barriers and challenges were also identified during 

this phase, including participant’s initial uncertainty about the remit of the project, as well as 

some challenges relating to the co-production and publication of the pilot resources. 

 

In the next chapter, I will present the findings from the second piloting and evaluation phase of 

the Change Project, which included a structured evaluation element where local authorities 

trialled a selection of the tools from the reflective supervision resource pack.  This allowed me 

to explore the extent to which supervisors were able to implement/utilise these tools in practice, 

as well as to identify any potential outcomes for supervisees as a result of their use. 
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CHAPTER 6 - FINDINGS: PHASE TWO (PILOTING AND EVALUATION) 

 

Everyone talks about supervision as if it is the answer to so much, and yet we don’t really know 

that… and we don’t know what it looks like behind closed doors 

(Joy, Project Facilitator: Practice Expert). 

 

Consistent with action research approaches, the RiP Change Project process included a 

piloting and evaluation phase within the cycle of activities.  This chapter reports on this second 

stage of the project, where the tools from the reflective supervision resource pack (produced 

during phase one) were piloted and evaluated.  The yellow segment in figure 6.1 shows this 

phase in the cycle overall (the grey segments are reported elsewhere in Chapters 5 and 7: 

Findings).  This phase of the project lasted from March 2016 when the draft resource pack was 

first published and distributed, until April 2017 when it was replaced by the final version of the 

resources (the third and final stage of the Change Project began at this point). 

 

Within many of RiP’s previous Change Projects, the piloting and evaluation phase was carried 

out in an ‘informal’ way - RiP would distribute the pilot resources to their network of partners 

and invite them to submit comments, which they would then review and incorporate into the 

final version.  In this Change Project however, alongside this informal method of evaluation led 

by RiP (discussed in more detail in section 6.4 below), a more formal structured evaluation was 

also conducted, led by myself, and the findings from this structured component are reported 

below in sections 6.1 to 6.3). 

  

Throughout this section of the chapter, both qualitative and quantitative data are presented to 

illustrate the research findings.  The findings are organised to firstly consider the process of the 

piloting and evaluation stage - how the structured evaluation component was designed, who 

participated in this phase of the project, why they were interested in taking part, and what their 

experiences of this phase of the project were – and secondly to offer a detailed analysis of the 

practicalities and outcomes of implementing the tools to support the delivery of reflective 

supervision in practice.   

 

As before, the qualitative data were generated from a number of research interviews carried 

out with local authority participants, team supervisors and the Change Project facilitators/RiP 

representative; this was complemented by my own reflections on the research process.  
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Quantitative data were collected via online survey measures completed by supervisors and 

supervisees.  The chapter ends with a brief analysis and summary of the key findings from this 

phase of the project; Chapters 8 and 9 discuss these findings in relation to the research 

questions and present the key learning from this research. 

 

Figure 6.1: The Change Project Cycle (RiP, 2010) Phase Two – Piloting and Evaluation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.1   PLANNING THE STRUCTURED EVALUATION: 

The next section will describe the planning stages of the structured evaluation element of the 

Change Project.  It details how this evaluation was designed and explains how the Evaluation 
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Group participants were recruited; participants’ interest in and reasons for joining this phase of 

the project are also explored. 

6.1.1   Designing the Evaluation: 

The purpose of the structured evaluation element was to explore the practicalities and benefits 

of implementing the outputs of the Change Project (i.e. the tools that can be used in 

supervision to promote reflective practice) to the children’s social care/social work workforce.  

To achieve this, the evaluation sought to assess the extent to which supervisors were able to 

implement/utilise the outputs of the project (the reflective tools), along with the outcomes for the 

recipients (the supervisees) of their supervisors’ use of the reflective tools in supervision in line 

with the research questions detailed in Chapter 4: Methodology. 

As this type of structured evaluation is not a consistent element of RiP’s Change Project 

process (this previously only occurred once before in relation to their Team Based Learning 

project; Clarke, 2017) I was responsible for designing this evaluative element subject to their 

approval.  However, it should be noted that RiP helped me to facilitate the administrative 

aspects of this process, for example by recruiting local authority organisations to participate 

and supporting me to run the group meetings. 

The evaluation was structured to draw on the wider theoretical literature in relation to 

supervision, using carefully selected tools from the pilot resource pack.  These tools were 

chosen on the basis that they clearly aligned with the supervisory functions proposed by 

Morrison (2005) (the mediation function was discounted as none of the tools that had been 

developed in the initial phase of the project strongly addressed this aspect).  I intended to 

collect data on the potential outcomes which the reflective tools were anticipated to impact on 

using a number of validated measures derived from the wider literature on supervision.  

Specifically, I would measure supervisee’s analysis and critical thinking skills in relation to case 

planning, resilience, sense of self efficacy, job satisfaction, organisational commitment/intention 

to leave, role clarity/conflict, self-reported stress, and perceived supervisor support.  These 

were further classified as either generic outcome measures (level 2 data) or measures 

specifically aligned to each of the supervisory functions (level 1 data). 
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Table 6.1 summarises the outcome measures and reflective tools chosen to align with each 

supervisory function; further information on the design and specific outcomes measures that 

were selected is included in Chapter 4: Methodology (Section 4.3.2).   

 
Table 6.1: Description of the Supervisory Function, Outcome Measures and Tools Selected 

SUPERVISORY FUNCTION 
AND OUTCOME MEASURES 

TOOL 1 TOOL 2 TOOL 3 

M
A

N
A

G
E

M
E

N
T

 F
U

N
C

T
IO

N
 

Generic Outcomes: 

• Self-efficacy  

• Job Satisfaction and 

Resilience  
• Intention to Leave 
 
Function Outcomes: 
• Role Clarity/Conflict   

• Case Planning 

Wonnacott’s 
Discrepancy Matrix 
(Wonnacott, 2014) 

De Bono’s Decision 
Making Hats  
(De Bono, 1985) 

RiP’s Anchor 
Principles (Brown and 
Turney, 2014) 

The aim of this tool is 
to help practitioners to 
think critically about 
the information upon 
which they are basing 
their decision making.  
Can be used in either 
one-to-one or group 
supervision. 

The aim of this tool is 
to help practitioners 
understand the effect 
of different thinking 
styles on decision 
making.  Can be used 
in either one-to-one or 
group supervision. 

The aim of this tool is 
to encourage analytical 
thinking.  Can be used 
in either one-to-one or 
group supervision. 
 

D
E

V
E

L
O

P
M

E
N

T
 F

U
N

C
T

IO
N

 

Generic Outcomes: 

• Self-efficacy  

• Job Satisfaction and 

Resilience  
• Intention to Leave  
 

Function Outcomes: 

• Organisational 

Commitment  
• Self-efficacy (full 

measure) 

PCF Reflective 
Questions  
(In Earle et al, 2017) 

Journal Club Tool 
(RiP for Adults, 2013) 

Systemic Reflective 
Space Tool 
(Anderson, 1987) 

The aim of this tool is 
to support practitioners 
to think about the 
knowledge, skills and 
values necessary for 
effective social work 
practice.  Can be used 
in either one-to-one or 
group supervision. 

The aim of this tool is 
to support practitioners 
to think about and 
appraise a piece of 
research on a key 
topic, and then transfer 
and embed this 
learning into their 
practice.  Works best 
in group supervision 
sessions. 

The aim of this tool is 
to support practitioners 
in developing their 
professional practice 
by creating a 
collaborative ‘reflective 
space’ where they can 
explore practice 
issues.  Works best in 
group supervision 
sessions. 

S
U

P
P

O
R

T
 F

U
N

C
T

IO
N

 

Generic Outcomes: 

• Self-efficacy  

• Job Satisfaction and 

Resilience  
• Intention to Leave  
 

Function Outcomes: 

• Resilience  

• Stress  

• Perceived Supervisor 

Support 

Seven Learnable 
Skills of Resilience  
(Reivich and Shatté, 
2002; Jackson and 
Watkins, 2004)  

Self Help Audit Plan 
(Gibbs et al, 2014) 

Reflecting on 
Challenging 
Experiences  
(Dwyer and 
Vivekananda, 2002)  

The aim of this tool is 
to encourage 
practitioners to think 
about and reflect on 
their own resilience 
skills to support their 
wellbeing.  Works best 
in one-to-one 
supervision sessions. 

 

The aim of this tool is 
to support practitioners 
to reflect on the 
importance of self-care 
and to develop 
appropriate self-care 
strategies to promote 
their emotional 
wellbeing.  Works best 
in one-to-one 
supervision sessions. 

The aim of this tool is 
to support practitioners 
to reflect on both the 
aspects of the 
professional role which 
they find challenging, 
along with their 
personal strengths and 
qualities which they 
are able to draw on.  
Can be used in either 
one-to-one or group 
supervision. 
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6.1.2   Forming the Evaluation Group: 

 

Having established a design for the evaluation that was firmly rooted in the wider supervision 

literature, the next step was to create an Evaluation Group who would be willing to pilot these 

tools for reflective supervision.    

 

A decision was made to use the same group facilitators who had been involved in the initial 

development phase of the project - I led the evaluation component and provided relevant 

academic expertise, the external project facilitator/practice expert supported me in running the 

sessions, and the same RiP project coordinator took responsibility for the administrative 

aspects of the process and provided some facilitation support during the sessions.  Professor 

Carpenter and the senior RiP Research and Development Manager continued to offer their 

expertise and guidance throughout this phase, but did not attend any of the Evaluation Group 

meetings. 

 

As with the initial development phase of the project, the opportunity to participate in this 

structured evaluation component was advertised to the RiP network of partners, and any local 

authorities that were interested were asked to apply directly to RiP who were in charge of the 

recruitment process.  Although the organisations within the previous Development Group were 

also invited to participate in this phase of the project, it was intended that the majority of the 

participating local authority organisations would be new to the Change Project in an attempt to 

ensure a balanced and objective evaluation of the reflective tools.   

 

Twelve local authorities applied to join this structured evaluation, three of which had also 

participated in the previous development phase.  Each local authority was asked to provide two 

representatives to form the project’s ‘Evaluation Group’; of the three local authorities who had 

previously participated in the project, two sent different representatives to attend the group 

meetings.  Table 6.2 provides further details of the evaluation group members and their role in 

their local authority organisation. 
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Table 6.2: Details of the Group Members in Phase Two – Piloting and Evaluation 

LOCAL 
AUTHORITY 

NAME OF PARTICIPANT¹  ORGANISATIONAL ROLE  

1 
Liam  Team Manager* 

Katie  Team Manager (Safeguarding) 

2 
Sam  Head of Service (Children in Need) 

Sally Children’s Centre Worker 

3** 
 

John Team Manager* 

Stacey Team Manager* 

4 
Andi Principal Social Worker 

Martha Principal Social Worker 

5***  
 

Jade Consultant/Expert Social Worker 

Steph Team Manager* 

6***  
 

Tiffany  Head of Service (Safeguarding) 

Lisa  Head of Service (Safeguarding) 

7*** 
 

Sophie Principal Social Worker 

Winnie  Consultant/Expert Social Worker 

8  
Amy  Team Manager (Fostering) 

Sharon Team Manager (Learning and Development) 

9  
Chloe Children’s Centre Manager 

Carrie  Consultant/Expert Social Worker 

10** 
 

Hattie Learning & Development Worker 

Eloise Team Manager (Family Support) 

11** 
  

Lily Team Manager (Family Support)  

Melissa  Head of Service* 

12  
Gracie Team Manager (Family Support) 

Sara  Learning & Development Worker 

  ¹ All names have been changed to ensure anonymity 
  *     Participant did not provide details of specific service area 
  **   Did not proceed with the evaluation 
  *** Also participated in Phase One – Development 
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6.1.3   Understanding Participants’ Reasons for Taking Part: 

 

As well as knowing who took part in the structured evaluation and how it was designed, it is 

also interesting to understand why these local authorities were keen to participate.  Qualitative 

data were collected to explore participants’ interest in the project and reasons for joining, 

generated through semi-structured interviews with 11 representatives from some of these local 

authorities (not every local authority elected to participate in these interviews), as well as the 

Change Project facilitators. 

 

The themes that emerged were very similar to those reported in Chapter 5 in relation to the 

development phase of the Change Project.  For instance, similarly to the initial phase, four 

participants from the Evaluation Group reported that they had been nominated by senior 

management to join (one because she had participated in research before).  However their 

strong commitment to reflective supervision was evident, and all interviewees stressed that 

they had been happy to take part.  For example, Jade stated that:  

 

For me supervision is a key part of how we support and develop practice amongst our 

social workers (Jade, Consultant/Expert Social Worker).   

 

She went on to explain that she had heard about the project when she had been working for a 

previous local authority but had not been directly involved, so she was pleased when she was 

nominated to join by her new organisation for this second phase.   

 

Having this strong personal interest in supervision was echoed from other participants too, and 

it is clear that the importance and value placed on reflective supervision was a common theme 

throughout all phases of the project:  

 

I feel very passionate about giving good quality supervision that includes the reflective 

element (Sharon, Team Manager: Learning and Development).  

 

I think supervision is the most crucial thing in social work practice… in terms of looking 

after the wellbeing of staff and in terms of promoting… the wellbeing of children – I 

think that supervision is key to both of those (Martha, Principal Social Worker). 
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Secondly, the importance and value attached to reflective supervision was again apparent at a 

wider organisational level in this phase of the project, and many of the Evaluation Group 

members cited this as a reason for their organisation becoming involved.  For example, Martha 

noted that supervision was central to wider changes occurring within her organisation:  

 

It’s part of our whole reform/moving forward plan… supervision features really highly in 

our transformation journey during the past five years (Martha, Principal Social Worker). 

 

She went on to explain that her role was to promote and improve supervisory practice in her 

local authority, and strategies had already included the creation of extra posts to increase the 

frequency and quality of supervision being offered to staff, as well as working with an external 

agency to deliver a consistent model of supervision amongst all supervisors and supervisees 

(Morrison’s 4x4x4 model, 2005).  For Martha, participating in this phase of the Change Project 

offered another opportunity to develop and strengthen the supervisory provision available. 

 

Sharon shared similar reasons for her organisation’s involvement, explaining that the project 

fitted very well with her job role which focused on reforming practice: 

 

I’m part of the Academy [a professional development centre for social workers] which is 

looking at improving practice, so it felt like it would fit very well with what we’re doing 

here (Sharon, Team Manager: Learning and Development). 

 

A third theme regarding organisations’ reasons for taking part was that these local authorities 

elected to join the Evaluation Group to develop clear, practical strategies for implementing 

reflective supervision to the social work and social care workforce; this theme was also evident 

in relation to the initial development phase of the Change Project.  Four interviewees explained 

that this was a central reason why their organisation chose to participate, often commenting on 

the ‘perfect timing’ of the project or stating that it fitted well with existing models and 

approaches being used within their agency (e.g. ‘Signs of Safety’).  For example, Sally (a 

Children’s Centre Worker) stated that her local authority was working to introduce group 

supervision, and having already offered their supervisors some training on this they were now 

looking for a specific suite of tools that would build on and better strengthen their provision.   
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Sam (Head of Service: Children in Need), talked about how her organisation was keen to 

incorporate reflective supervision into the early help services they offered, as they felt that this 

group of workers were dealing with increasingly complex cases.  Thus this Change Project 

provided an opportunity to assist with that:  

 

We were quite excited really to take part in something that would give us something 

practical to hang people’s learning off a bit, and to give people an opportunity just to 

start thinking about reflection, particularly about reflection in supervision and how that 

might impact on practice (Sam, Head of Service: Children in Need). 

 

A further local authority representative, Gracie, explained that her local authority joined the 

Change Project to strengthen a new drive within her organisation to offer reflective supervision 

in schools:  

 

We’ve had some money to employ some school support advisors to offer schools 

some reflective supervision sessions for their child protection cases… and to help 

schools navigate the process of children’s services… so I think the notification from 

RiP came through at a time when that was just happening so that’s how we got 

involved (Gracie, Team Manager: Family Support).   

 

One participant, Martha, expressed her desire to engage with and work alongside RiP when 

asked why she had chosen to participate in the structured evaluation:  

 

Because it’s Research in Practice, and they are a well known and respected 

organisation and so to be involved in that with them was another driver behind us 

deciding to do this (Martha, Principal Social Worker). 

 

For Joy and myself facilitating this Change Project, the process of evaluation was a key reason 

for our continued involvement as we both believed that critically examining the evidence helps 

to prevent us from adhering to practice approaches based on hearsay alone: 

 

I passionately believe in evaluation, I really think it matters! Bringing thoughtfulness 

back to centre stage is really important… having a forensic look at stuff in social care is 

good, but I think it’s hard to do (Joy, Project Facilitator: Practice Expert). 
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We also both reflected on the fact that we would have valued an opportunity to observe some 

of the reflective supervision sessions being delivered in the participating local authorities as 

part of the evaluation process, but unfortunately, this was not within the scope of the project: 

  

I would like to see a really good ethnographic study.  I would have liked to have gone 

in and observed in situ… I do think there is a real role for ethnography in social work 

evaluations.  If I did a Change Project again, I would like to see both the empirical 

method and an ethnographical methodology put together to come up with a robust 

story (Joy, Project Facilitator: Practice Expert). 

 

6.2   THE STRUCTURED EVALUATION PROCESS: 

 

Having established who the participants were and why they joined the Change Project in this 

second phase, this next section describes the structured evaluation process in more detail, 

explaining how and when the group met and the focus of these sessions.  Participants’ 

reflections on the Evaluation Group process are also explored, along with the specific details of 

my researcher role to ensure full transparency.  

 

6.2.1   Implementing the Structured Evaluation: 

 

The structured evaluation process began in January 2016 and ran for nine months until 

September; this included a four month intervention period where supervisors trialled the 

reflective tools with their supervisees.  I allocated each of the twelve participating local 

authorities to one of three groups, and each group focused on addressing a different 

supervisory function as proposed by Morrison (2005) – either management, development or 

support.  Each of these three function groups was provided with a different set of three tools 

selected from the reflective supervision pilot resource pack; details of the tools provided to 

each group are included in table 6.1.  

 

Each participating local authority representative in the Evaluation Group was then asked to 

nominate three supervisors who would trial the reflective tools with their supervisees, but 

neither the supervisors nor supervisees were required to attend any of the group meetings.  

Instead, a standardised information sheet was prepared for the attending local authority 
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representatives to give to their nominated supervisors, and this explained the purpose and 

structure of the evaluation (the information sheet is included in Appendix 8).   

 

At the point of allocation to one of these three function groups, each local authority was asked 

to confirm whether they currently offered group supervision sessions within their organisation; 

this was because two of the reflective tools specifically lent themselves to being used within a 

group supervision context - the Journal Club tool (RiP for Adults, 2013) and the Systemic 

Reflective Space tool (Anderson, 1987), both found within the development function group.  

Local authorities who already offered group supervision were allocated to this function group so 

that these tools could be used in a group setting where possible; this was the only aspect of the 

allocation process that was controlled for.   

 

Each local authority was required to use the reflective tools as directed over the four-month 

intervention period.  The Evaluation Group members were asked to provide their nominated 

supervisors with the set of three tools, the standardised explanatory correspondence regarding 

the purpose of the evaluation (Appendix 8), and some brief guidance sheets summarising the 

aim and benefits of each tool along with suggestions for their use (Appendix 5).   

 

As well as receiving these initial guidance sheets on the tools, the local authorities also 

received ongoing practical support in using them at the three Evaluation Group meetings, and 

the practice expert facilitator (Joy) offered two additional ‘telephone surgeries’ during the 

intervention period to address any practical implementation issues that might arise; these were 

convened in February and in April.  I was also available throughout this time period to answer 

any queries specifically linked to the research or structured evaluation process.  

 

Although we provided support and guidance, supervisors were given a high degree of control 

over exactly how they chose to implement the reflective tools with their workers.  In practice, 

the way in which the tools were employed is likely to have varied considerably both within and 

between each local authority, in terms of the specific frequency of their use, whether they were 

used with non social-work qualified staff as well as qualified social workers, and whether they 

were used in group supervision as well as one-to-one supervision sessions.   
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6.2.2   Structured Evaluation Timeline: 

 

In the same manner as phase one of the Change Project, members of the Evaluation Group 

met for a series of one-day workshop-style meetings between January 2016 and June 2016; 

there were three meetings in total during this phase.  The purpose of these meetings was to 

provide participants with a general overview of the Change Project process, as well as to 

explain the structure and purpose of this evaluation component and offer ongoing support and 

guidance in its implementation.  A timeline of the structured evaluation process, including 

details of the Evaluation Group meetings, is presented in table 6.3. 

 

Table 6.3: Structured Evaluation Timeline and Description of Activities in Phase Two – Piloting 
and Evaluation 

DATE BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITIES 

JANUARY 2016 
 

The Evaluation Group met together for the first of three meetings on 21st January in 
Birmingham, where they were introduced to the three facilitators (the practice expert, 
the RiP project coordinator and myself) as well as the other participant members of 
the group.  A brief summary of the initial development phase of the Change Project 
was provided to participants as most had not had any prior involvement with the 
project, along with an overview of the structure and purpose of this evaluation.   
 
During this meeting, the local authorities were allocated to one of the three function 
groups and provided with their set of tools to promote reflective supervision.  The 
group was also given an opportunity to ask questions, and participants were 
particularly interested in learning more about the initial stages of the Change Project.   
 
After this meeting, the supervisors within the participating local authorities began 
trialling the reflective tools provided to them within their supervision sessions, and T1 
data collection began; this was regarded as month 0 for data collection purposes.   

FEBRUARY 2016 

A ‘telephone surgery’ was hosted on 17th February by Joy (the practice expert 
facilitator).  This was open to either the local authority representatives from the 
Evaluation Group or the nominated supervisors, and was intended to provide a forum 
where they could raise any queries they had regarding the practical implementation 
of the tools; I did not take part in this support session and it was reported that no 
queries were received.  The local authority representatives within the Evaluation 
Group continued supporting their supervisors in trialling the reflective tools with their 
supervisees.   
 
This was regarded as month 1 for data collection purposes.   

MARCH 2016 

The Evaluation Group met together for the second of three meetings on 17th March in 
Walsall, West Midlands.  The purpose of this meeting was to discuss the evaluation 
process so far, and to share any strategies which the group may have developed for 
implementing the reflective supervision tools along with any difficulties they might 
have experienced; the practice expert facilitator, Joy, was available to offer support 
and guidance in using the tools throughout.   
 
The group were also given an opportunity to try out some of the other reflective tools 
they may not be familiar with, and two local authorities delivered a presentation to the 
group on the general supervision approaches/tools which they use in their 
organisation.  This was regarded as month 2 for data collection purposes.   
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DATE BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITIES 

APRIL 2016 

The local authority representatives within the Evaluation Group continued supporting 
their supervisors to trial the reflective tools with their supervisees.  Joy (practice 
expert facilitator) was available to answer any queries regarding the practical 
implementation of the tools during the second telephone surgery, offered on 20 and 
21st April; I did not take part in this support session and it was reported that no 
queries were received.  
 
This was regarded as month 3 for data collection purposes.   

MAY 2016 
The local authority representatives within the Evaluation Group continued supporting 
their supervisors in trialling the reflective tools with their supervisees; this was 
regarded as month 4 for data collection purposes.   

JUNE 2016 

The Evaluation Group met together for the final group meeting on the 16th June in 
Stevenage, Hertfordshire; the practice expert facilitator, Joy, was unavailable to 
attend.  The purpose of this meeting was to reflect on the overall evaluation process 
and share any learning to inform similar evaluations in the future; two further local 
authorities also delivered presentations to the group on the general supervision 
approaches/tools which they use in their organisation. 
 
This month marked the end of the structured evaluation/intervention period and 
quantitative data collection for the supervisees (T2) and supervisors began; data 
collection was delayed until July for some local authorities who were slightly late in 
starting to trial the tools in order to ensure that they completed the full four-month 
intervention period.     

JULY – SEPTEMBER 

The collection of quantitative data following the intervention period continued.  A 
series of (voluntary) semi-structured interviews were also completed with some local 
authority representatives from the Evaluation Group as well as some supervisors who 
had been trialling the tools which generated additional qualitative data. 

 

6.2.3   My Role within the Structured Evaluation Process: 

 

Within this phase of the Change Project I continued to maintain a highly collaborative 

relationship with the research participants in line with a participatory action research approach, 

and I acted as the lead facilitator for all three Evaluation Group meetings.  However, whilst in 

the initial development phase of the project I had adopted the researcher role of complete 

member, in this second phase my role would be better described as participant as observer 

(Baker, 2006) as I was responsible for leading the structured evaluation and so did not 

participate in the group activities to the same extent.  Table 6.4 offers specific details of my role 

throughout this structured evaluation element. 
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Table 6.4: My Role in the Structured Evaluation Process in Phase Two – Piloting and Evaluation 

DATE BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITIES 

JANUARY 2016 
 

I was responsible for leading the initial meeting of the Evaluation Group and providing 
a general overview of the structure and purpose of this evaluation component.  I was 
also responsible for allocating each local authority into their function groups, and 
providing them with a copy of the reflective tools which they would be trialling.  I also 
explained how the representatives should distribute these tools to their nominated 
supervisors so that they could begin trialling them with their supervisees, and I 
described the data collection process ready for T1 data collection. 
 
I advised the group that I would be available throughout the evaluation period to 
answer any queries specifically linked to this research/evaluation process, whilst the 
practice expert facilitator, Joy, was available for the duration of the evaluation to 
answer any queries regarding the practical implementation of the tools; in practice no 
participant queries were received. 

FEBRUARY 2016 
My role throughout this month was to continue to be available to answer any queries 
specifically linked to this research/evaluation process (no queries were received). 

MARCH 2016 

I was responsible for leading the second meeting of the Evaluation Group where I 
summarised the progress of the evaluation so far, and asked the local authority 
representatives to ensure that their supervisors continued trialling the tools within 
supervision sessions. 
 
I also remained available throughout this month to answer any queries specifically 
linked to this research/evaluation process, whilst Joy (practice expert facilitator) was 
available to answer any queries regarding the practical implementation of the tools; 
no participant queries were received. 

APRIL 2016 
My role throughout this month was to continue to be available to answer any queries 
specifically linked to this research/evaluation process (no queries were received). 

MAY 2016 
My role throughout this month was to continue to be available to answer any queries 
specifically linked to this research/evaluation process (no queries were received). 

JUNE 2016 

I led the last meeting of the Evaluation Group, where I explained the final stages of 
the evaluation process prior to the next stage of data collection beginning; I also 
supported the group to reflect on their experiences of the process and share any 
learning which could inform future evaluations. 

JULY – SEPTEMBER 

My role during this period was to facilitate and promote data collection.  This involved 
sending a number of reminder emails to supervisors and supervisees to complete the 
online survey measures (T2 for the supervisees), and to conduct all of the semi-
structured telephone interviews with the local authority representatives and 
supervisors who agreed to participate. 

 

6.2.4   Participants’ Reflections on the Structured Evaluation Process: 

 

During the follow-up interviews with 11 local authority representatives and the Change Project 

facilitators/RiP Research and Development Manager, participants were asked to reflect on their 

experiences of the Evaluation Group meetings and overall process of this structured evaluation 

component.  Their feedback is presented below and grouped into emerging themes which 

address participants’ ability to contribute to the evaluation process, the key benefits of 

participating, and the key barriers to participating (Chapters 8 and 9 discuss these findings in 

relation to the research questions and present the key learning from this research). 
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Three Evaluation Group members commented on the extent to which they felt involved and 

able to contribute to the sessions, since they joined the project in phase two after the initial 

development work had already been completed.  All three participants reported feeling very 

involved in the process and able to participate fully as group members, stating that they were 

clear about the remit of the structured evaluation and had no unanswered questions or 

difficulties; some even thought it had been beneficial to join the project once the reflective tools 

had already been developed:  

 

I felt very involved and able to contribute… I appreciate the first stage was done before 

I became involved but that didn’t give me a problem, it was fine (Sharon, Team 

Manager: Learning and Development).   

 

It was really quite good joining at stage two because the was work there, we just 

needed to implement that in practice… and see how it worked within group supervision 

and individual supervision and what tools fitted us (Sally, Children’s Centre Worker). 

 

Another group member, Sam, was particularly interested to hear about the earlier stages of the 

project and how the tools had developed:  

 

I think it was really interesting some of the input from those areas who had been part of 

phase one because it was interesting to hear the journey that people had been on and 

the learning that had taken place, and I think actually including that in the work we all 

did together was useful (Sam, Head of Service: Children in Need). 

 

However despite recognising the benefits of joining the project in this phase, Sally also noted 

that she would have liked to have had greater input into developing the resources:  

 

We haven’t necessarily felt like we have fully been able to shape the tools [but] we 

have contributed ideas and suggestions at different meetings… [however] they were 

really high quality tools… so any suggestions we have made have been small tweaks 

really (Sally, Children’s Centre Worker). 

 

Participants were also asked to reflect on what they perceived to be some of the benefits of the 

Evaluation Group meetings, and a key theme which emerged concerned the fact that the 
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sessions facilitated professional networking and peer support with individuals from other local 

authority organisations.  Similarly to the initial development phase of the project, all local 

authority representatives who were interviewed stated that they really valued this rare 

opportunity to network with other professionals and share good practice amongst their peers at 

a national level.  For example, Jade and Lisa noted that: 

 

We are always trying to reinvent the wheel in social work, where there is good practice 

out there and good resources and good tools we should be sharing them - we all deal 

with the same types of issues and dilemmas, if something’s working let’s all benefit 

from it (Jade, Consultant/Expert Social Worker).    

 

I think any opportunity to hear what’s going on elsewhere is good… we don’t want to 

reinvent the wheel if something is working somewhere else then we would all want to 

share good practice and ideas (Lisa, Head of Service: Safeguarding). 

 

Another two participants from the Evaluation Group, Gracie and Sharon, reflected on the 

benefits of mixing participants from an early help context with those from statutory social work 

teams; whilst they noted that the information was not always relevant to an early help setting, 

they appreciated having this combined focus:  

 

There were different disciplines there so it was useful to hear not just from social 

work… it was useful to see it across a broader spectrum because we’re meant to be 

working more and more in partnership (Sharon, Team Manager: Learning and 

Development). 

 

Interestingly, as well as benefiting from the ideas and expertise of others, Lisa explained that 

she saw the networking opportunities as working both ways - i.e. she was keen to publicise her 

organisation’s achievements to other local authorities in order to share good practice which 

would benefit children and families in different geographical areas: 

 

We’re very proud of what we’re doing and what we’re taking forward… some of the 

results that we’re seeing are really positive… so it is an opportunity to share ideas and 

get the word out (Lisa, Head of Service: Safeguarding). 
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It should be noted however that for some participants, the peer support and networking aspect 

in the second phase of the project could have been improved upon.  Winnie, who had been 

involved in both the initial Development Group and the subsequent Evaluation Group, believed 

that the first group ‘gelled’ more fully and showed a greater commitment to the Change Project 

overall.  Martha commented that they felt a low attendance rate at some of the Evaluation 

Group meetings negatively impacted on the peer support available: 

 

I think it had its limited use because of the ‘buy-in’ from other authorities because there 

were so few of us… but that having been said, when you’ve an opportunity to get 

together and talk about something like that there are always some benefits to it 

(Martha, Principal Social Worker). 

 

Joy (Project Facilitator: Practice Expert) also felt the piloting and evaluation phase of the 

Change Project was not as ‘joined up’ as the initial development phase.  This supported my 

own observations as I too felt that there was a stronger sense of peer support and group 

identity amongst the participants in the Development Group, perhaps because they had all 

been working towards a common goal.  Further reflections on the design and cohesiveness of 

the project are discussed in Chapter 9: Conclusions.    

 

Another aspect which was discussed in the interviews concerned members’ experiences of any 

potential difficulties or barriers to their participation in the Evaluation Group process.  The 

interviewees offered helpful feedback on this, and commonly cited the impact of external 

organisational factors as a barrier to their participation.  For example, Gracie raised the issue of 

staffing difficulties and explained how this had inhibited her organisations’ participation in the 

project.  She noted that she had planned to trial the tools with a specialist project team that was 

being developed within her organisation to provide reflective supervision in a school setting, but 

as not all of the supervisors were in post at the start of the evaluation period this made it far 

harder to use the tools within the timeframe available:  

 

If the project were starting now most of the team are in place, and I could have even 

utilised it with a staff member myself… because I have missed practicing the tools 

myself and seeing them in action (Gracie, Team Manager: Family Support).   
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Jade explained that she had only recently begun working for her local authority, and she felt 

that this may have negatively affected her ability to promote the project.  She reflected on the 

fact that she had not yet achieved the same degree of credibility or status that she had 

possessed in her previous organisation, and felt that she lacked the internal links she needed 

to drive the project forward and embed good supervision practice:  

 

I didn’t have the same networks that I would have had in my previous local authority as 

I was there 25 years… I needed to have other people behind me and actually they 

weren’t there (Jade, Consultant/Expert Social Worker).   

 

She went on to explain that she believed it was important to target those individuals who are 

already enthusiastic about reflective supervision so that they can act as “champions” and 

“ambassadors” to promote the project more widely, but she did not yet know her new 

colleagues well enough to determine this.  Sophie, a participant from both the Development 

and Evaluation Group, echoed the importance of having strong internal networks, stating that 

she had worked for her local authority for many years and so knew exactly who to contact to 

get the support or action she needed. 

 

For one local authority who initially signed up to join the Evaluation Group, these organisational 

factors were so significant that they were not able to proceed with the project after all.  In a 

subsequent telephone interview conducted with two representatives from this organisation, one 

explained that:  

 

It was just really hard to do other than the very most important priority things to keep 

‘the show on the road’.  It was an unfortunate collision of timing and events that meant 

we didn’t contribute and participate in the way we really wanted to (Lily, Team 

Manager: Family Support). 

 

The other representative, Melissa, noted that it had proved very difficult to get supervisors to 

trial the tools:  

 

They sound very keen, but it’s almost as if back in the office and all the other pressing 

matters they couldn’t find the value of utilising it… in the bigger scheme of things it 

sadly goes to the bottom of the priority list (Melissa, Head of Service). 
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Interestingly, Melissa went on to explain that there were a high number of workers within her 

organisation who were employed on an agency or locum basis.  She believed that this group of 

supervisors have a tendency to focus on work relating only to day-to-day practice, and do not 

always share the wider ethos of the local authority or support the development of staff. 

 

This theme of external organisational pressures acting as a barrier to participation also 

emerged during a subsequent interview with Sandra (RiP Research and Development 

Manager), as she noted that similar difficulties had occurred in other projects they had run.  For 

example, attempts to complete a formal evaluation of a previous Change Project (the Team 

Based Learning project; Clarke, 2017) had been greatly hampered by poor attrition; she 

suggested that there is a common tension between meeting academic expectations in carrying 

out a robust evaluation, compared to what is actually achievable in practice: 

 

This kind of evaluation activity has to be informed by real-world pressures as well.  It’s 

no good academics coming in with aspirations that are going to be impossible for 

people to meet in the kind of high-pressured and low-resourced practice context in 

which people are working (Sandra, RiP Research and Development Manager). 

 

It was certainly true that I experienced a number of challenges in collecting the intended data 

on the outcomes of the tools during this evaluation phase (what this meant in terms of the 

planned analysis is discussed in section 6.3).  These difficulties were something which I 

frequently reflected on in my PhD supervision sessions, and I also worked closely with RiP 

throughout to draw on their experience of working with local authorities.  In my efforts to 

develop strategies for encouraging greater response rates, I was mindful of the need to find a 

balance between regularly communicating with participants to remind them about submitting 

data, whist ensuring that I didn’t ‘overload’ them with email correspondence. 

 

6.3.   ANALYSIS OF DATA FROM THE STRUCTURED EVALUATION:   

 

This section presents the data gathered from the supervisors and supervisees during the 

structured evaluation component within this second phase of the Change Project.  Both 

qualitative and quantitative data were collected to answer the research questions about the 

extent to which the supervisors were able to implement/utilise the resources for facilitating 
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reflection in supervision (the tools), as well as to ascertain the outcomes for the supervisees of 

their supervisors’ use of these tools in supervision.   

 

To explore the supervisors use of the tools, quantitative data were collected via an online 

survey at the end of the four-month intervention period and analysed descriptively; additional 

qualitative data were also gathered through semi-structured interviews with a selection of these 

supervisors who agreed to participate.  To examine the outcomes for the supervisees, 

quantitative data on the measures described in Chapter 4 (table 4.2) were collected once prior 

to the supervisors using the tools for reflective supervision (T1), and again following the four-

month intervention period (T2).  It was envisaged that analysis of this data would entail 

descriptive and inferential statistics, including t-tests (assuming the criteria was met for 

parametric tests) and tests of association (i.e. correlation), in order to ascertain whether the 

reflective tools (the 'intervention') had made a statistically significant impact on these 

measures.   

 

Unfortunately however, the follow-up supervisee survey (T2) received a very poor response 

rate; some potential reasons for this are discussed in Chapter 9: Conclusions.  This meant that 

it was not possible to carry out the planned inferential statistics, and instead only descriptive 

statistics were able to be completed where the supervisee data were sufficient, e.g. on the 

baseline (level 3) data and generic (level 2) outcomes data as this had been completed by all 

supervisees at T1 (n=138).  Consequently, this data has been amalgamated into a single 

supervisee group as it was no longer necessary to maintain the separate focus of the 

management, development or support supervisory functions; data relating to the (level 1) 

function outcomes were discarded from further analysis as the number of responses were 

considered too small to report.   

 

Of the 12 local authorities who applied to participate in this structured evaluation, two 

subsequently withdrew during the intervention period - one of these organisations explained 

that there were unable to proceed because of wider organisational pressures and the other was 

unable to be contacted.  A further third organisation used a different selection of reflective tools 

to the ones that were being trialled as part of this evaluation, and so only certain elements of 

their data could be included where relevant.  Table 6.5 details the numbers of responses from 

the supervisors and supervisees at these different time points; it was not possible to generate a 
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percentage response rate for the survey data as information was not collected on how many 

supervisors and supervisees from each local authority trialled the tools. 

 

Table 6.5: Summary of Responses from Supervisors and Supervisees 

SUPERVISORY 
FUNCTION GROUP 

SUPERVISOR 
SURVEY  

SUPERVISOR 
INTERVIEWS  

SUPERVISEE SURVEY 

n = Response 
Rate  

n = Interviews 
Completed 

n = Response 
Rate at T1 

n = Response 
Rate at T2 

MANAGEMENT GROUP 5 3 38 2 

DEVELOPMENT GROUP 0 1 25 0 

SUPPORT GROUP 8 4 75 2 

TOTAL 13 8 138 4* 

* Data excluded from further analysis due to limited numbers 

 

6.3.1   The Supervisors and Supervisees Participating in the Structured Evaluation: 

 

As well as knowing the number of responses overall, it is also interesting to know more about 

the participating supervisors and supervisees who trialled the tools so that the context for this 

data can be better understood. 

 

As detailed in table 6.5, a total of 13 supervisors across the remaining nine local authorities 

completed the online survey measure. Although each organisation had been asked to nominate 

three different supervisors to trial the tools, in practice there was some variation in the number 

of supervisors each local authority selected - some only put forward one supervisor/team to 

participate, whilst others trialled the tools across as many as four different teams.  Further 

details of the number and type of teams that were involved in the structured evaluation from 

each local authority are included in Appendix 6. 

 

Of the 13 supervisors who returned the online survey, the vast majority of respondents were 

female (n=12) and all recorded their ethnicity as ‘white'.  The age range of participants was 

evenly spread between ages 31 to 51+, with just one supervisor aged 30 or below.  Eight 

supervisors stated that they were social work qualified, and many of these (n=6) had been 

qualified for 10 years or more (no supervisors had been qualified for less than six years); most 

(n=5) gained their qualification at undergraduate level.  All respondents were employed on 

permanent contracts, with some variation in the length of time they had worked in their current 
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position.  Approximately half worked in a generic safeguarding team (such as child protection, 

child in need or 'long term' social work) (n=6), whilst the remainder worked within a non-

statutory context, for example in early help or children’s centre teams (n=7).  Full details of the 

demographic data, practice experience, and employment context for these respondents are 

included in Appendix 10. 

 

Of the 138 supervisees who completed the online survey, again the vast majority of 

respondents were female (n=122) and most recorded their ethnicity as 'white' (n=124).  The 

age range of participants was evenly spread between ages 21 to 51+.  Two thirds of 

participants stated that they were social work qualified (n=95), and 60% of these had gained 

their qualification at undergraduate level; the length of time participants had been qualified 

varied considerably.  The vast majority of respondents were employed on permanent contracts 

(n=127), but there was a large variation in the length of time participants had worked in their 

current position. Approximately a third of supervisees worked within a generic safeguarding 

team (n=86), whilst the remainder worked either within a non-statutory context (e.g. an early 

help setting) or in more specialist social work teams (e.g. fostering and adoption or social work 

with children with disabilities).  Full details of the demographic data, practice experience, and 

employment context for these supervisees are also included in Appendix 10. 

 

6.3.2   Supervisees’ Existing Supervisory Provision:  

 

Within the online survey, the supervisees were asked about their supervisory experiences 

using similar questions to those previously employed in my Masters dissertation (Webb, 2013).  

These questions were intended to provide a context to the type and quality of supervision 

available to the social workers and social care workers at the time this Change Project was 

being carried out, and the data are summarised in table 6.6.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 146 

Table 6.6: Supervision Profile of Supervisees (n = 138 unless specified) 

CHARACTERISTIC OF SUPERVISORY PROVISION* 
PERCENTAGE/ 

FREQUENCY 

Who provides your individual supervision?  

Line Manager 119 (86%) 

Senior SW/Advanced Practitioner 10 (7%) 

External Consultant 1 (1%) 

Other 8 (6%) 

What is the focus of your individual supervision 
sessions? (not mutually exclusive) 

Case Management 127 (92%) 

Professional Development 102 (74%) 

Reflective 88 (64%) 

Educational 38 (28%) 

Emotional Support 80 (58%) 

Other 11 (8%) 

How many hours of individual supervision do you 
receive per month on average?  

0 Minutes 1 (1%) 

Less than 30 Minutes 6 (4%) 

30-60 Minutes 17 (12%) 

1-2 Hours 60 (44%) 

More than 2 Hours 54 (39%) 

How would you rate the quality of the individual 
supervision you receive?  

Excellent 18 (13%) 

Very Good 47 (34%) 

Good  51 (37%) 

Adequate 18 (13%) 

Poor 3 (2%) 

Very Poor 1 (1%) 

Do you have adequate opportunities to reflect 
during your supervision sessions?  

Yes 103 (75%) 

No 35 (25%) 

Do you feel that your individual supervision 
sessions meet all of your needs?  

Yes 97 (70%) 

No 41 (30%) 

As well as individual supervision do you also 
receive group supervision?  

Yes 66 (48%) 

No 72 (52%) 

If you also receive group supervision, which type 
of supervision do you find most useful in terms of 
helping you make case decisions and manage 
your workload from day to day? (n=65**) 

Individual 29 (45%) 

Group 4 (6%) 

Both  32 (49%) 

If you also receive group supervision, which type 
of supervision do you find most useful in terms of 
helping you reflect on your practice and learning 
new skills** (n=64**) 

Individual 17 (27%) 

Group 20 (31%) 

Both  25 (39%) 

Neither 2 (3%) 

*  The average (mode) for each response is indicated in bold font 
** Some missing data 
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Supervision was provided by supervisees’ line managers for the majority of the respondents 

(86%), while for the remaining 14% of workers, supervision sessions were provided by 

someone other than their line manager (e.g. an external consultant or advanced/senior social 

work practitioner).  Encouragingly, all bar one respondent stated that they received some 

individual supervision, and (using a 6-point Likert scale) most rated this as either 'excellent', 

'very good' or 'good' (84%); just one supervisee rated their supervision provision as being 'very 

poor'.  Most workers (83%) said that they received at least one hour of supervision per month, 

with many 39% receiving over two hours. 

 

Case management supervision was provided to almost all respondents (92%), and many 

reported that their supervision also included additional aspects like professional development 

(74%) or reflection (64%).  However despite this variation in supervisory focus, nearly one third 

of workers (30%) still felt that supervision did not meet all of their needs, whilst a quarter (25%) 

believed that they did not have adequate opportunities to reflect during their supervision 

sessions; this suggests that there are improvements which could be made to the quality of 

supervision provided for these supervisees. 

 

Just under half of the supervisees (48%) reported that they also took part in group supervision 

sessions, and these participants were then asked to consider which type of supervision (either 

one-to-one or group) they found most useful for helping them to make case decisions and 

manage their day-to-day workload.  Of the supervisees who were able to make this 

comparison, half (49%) felt that both types were equally useful, whilst 45% considered one-to-

one supervision to be the most useful in this respect; just four respondents believed group 

supervision was the most helpful.  Similarly, these supervisees were asked to consider which 

type of supervision they found most beneficial for helping them to reflect on their practice and 

learn new skills.  Here responses were more evenly spread, with 27% believing individual 

supervision was the most useful, 31% favouring group supervision, and 39% stating that both 

were important; just two participants felt that neither type of supervision assisted in this aspect.  

These findings are depicted in figure 6.2. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 148 

Figure 6.2: Supervisees’ Ratings of the Usefulness of Supervision by Type 
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6.3.3   Supervisees’ Attitudes to their Social Work Profession: 

 

Data were also collected in relation to all supervisees’ experiences of, and attitudes to, their 

social work profession, using measures which focused on participant's self-efficacy, intention to 

leave their job and overall satisfaction with their work.  These outcomes were termed generic 

(level 2) outcomes, and an analysis of this data is presented below. 

  

(i)   Supervisees’ Self-Efficacy Ratings 

 

The first generic outcome concerned supervisees’ self-efficacy ratings, and this was assessed 

using a shortened version of a self-efficacy measure previously developed for a large-scale DfE 

research project into the Newly Qualified Social Worker (NQSW) Programme (Carpenter et al, 

2012a).  This measure examined supervisees’ confidence in their ability to accomplish the 

tasks set out in six ‘outcomes statements’, which covered three distinct areas of social work 

practice: direct work with children, young people, their families and carers; working with others 

to provide co-ordinated services; and professional development.  Table 6.7 shows participants’ 

scores for each of these six scales. 
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Table 6.7: Supervisees’ Scores on the Self-Efficacy Outcome Measure  

SCALE ITEM N 
PARTICIPANTS’ CONFIDENCE RATING (low > high) 

MEAN  SD 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

ASSESSMENT 138 0 1 3 6 14 24 30 27 23 10 7.12 1.74 

PLANNING 138 0 1 3 12 9 23 31 27 25 7 7.03 1.77 

REVIEW 138 0 2 3 7 17 27 30 31 14 7 6.83 1.71 

RELATIONSHIPS 138 0 0 0 2 6 9 29 36 41 15 7.99 1.36 

MULTI-AGENCY 
WORKING 

138 0 0 0 4 6 14 30 42 30 12 7.72 1.41 

PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

138 2 1 2 6 14 20 35 32 20 6 6.99 1.76 

TOTAL 138 2 5 11 37 66 117 185 195 153 57 7.28 1.63 

 

Respondents were asked to score each self-efficacy item using a 10 point Likert scale (1 = ‘not 

at all confident’, 10 = ‘extremely confident’); possible self-efficacy scores could range from a 

minimum of 6 to a maximum of 60, with higher scores indicating greater self-efficacy. The total 

mean score for the combined six outcome scales was 7.28, showing that, on average, the 138 

supervisees who responded typically felt confident in completing each of these six tasks.   

 

Individually, the relationships scale achieved the highest mean score of 7.99 and the lowest 

standard deviation of 1.36, suggesting that supervisees feel most confident in creating and 

maintaining effective relationships with a range of stakeholders, and that there was lower 

variation in this rating between the participants; a very similar mean score of 7.9 (SD = 1.33) 

was reported for newly qualified social workers (NQSWs) (Carpenter et al, 2012a).   

 

In contrast, the lowest mean score for the six self-efficacy scales concerned supervisees’ 

perceived ability to critically review all information against plans in order to evaluate 

achievements and outcomes.  On this review scale, the mean score was 6.83 with a standard 

deviation of 1.71, showing that there was much greater variance between the participants’ 

confidence ratings on this aspect; the reported NQSW scores for this item were 7.4 and 1.49 

respectively (Carpenter et al, 2012a).  Encouragingly however, across all six outcomes scales 

just two participants reported feeling 'not at all confident' in their abilities - for both supervisees, 

this was in relation to their professional development activities (i.e. developing their social work 

skills and knowledge).  
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(ii)   Supervisees’ Intention to Leave 

 

The second generic outcome reported here concerns supervisees’ intention to leave their 

current employment; this method originated from a Swedish study of child and family social 

workers (Tham, 2007) and has been replicated more recently in UK social work research 

(Carpenter et al, 2012a).  To assess this, supervisees were asked to rate the likelihood of their 

leaving the organisation within the next year and they were given four response options to 

choose from: ‘not at all likely’, ‘not very likely’, ‘fairly likely’ and ‘very likely’. If they stated that 

they were likely to leave (either ‘fairly’ or ‘very’), they were then asked whether this would be 

for: another job in children’s social work, a job in another area of social work, or a job outside 

social work altogether.  Supervisees’ scores on this outcome measure are reported in table 6.8. 

 

Table 6.8: Supervisees’ Scores on the Intention to Leave Outcome Measure 

SCALE ITEM PERCENTAGE/FREQUENCY 

How likely is it that within 
a year you will be actively 
looking for a new job? 

Not at all likely 29 (21%) 

Not very likely 60 (44%) 

Fairly likely 39 (28%) 

Very likely 10 (7%) 

TOTAL N = 138 

FOLLOW UP QUESTION PERCENTAGE/FREQUENCY 

If very or fairly likely to 
leave would this be for… 

Another job in children's social work 27 (56%) 

A job in another area of social work 15 (31%) 

A job outside social work altogether 6 (13%) 

TOTAL N = 48* 

* 1 Item of missing data  

 

As table 6.8 shows, of the 138 supervisees who responded, the majority (65%) reported that 

they would be unlikely to leave their job within the next year, and only 7% said that this would 

be ‘very likely’ to occur.  For those respondents who did feel that they may leave their current 

position (35%), just six stated that this would be for another job outside of social work.  This 

indicates that the vast majority of workers were happy with their social work career choice 

(87%), even if they were dissatisfied with their present employment. 
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(iii)   Supervisees’ Compassion Fatigue Index 

 

The final generic outcome measure which the supervisees completed was concerned with the 

extent to which they showed signs of compassion fatigue.  A shortened, anglicised version of 

the Human Caring Inventory – Social Work scale (HCI-SW), derived from Ellett (2009), was 

used to assess this aspect; I have previously used this scale in my Masters dissertation (Webb, 

2013).  The 21-item measure (renamed the Personal Characteristics and Behaviour Scale or 

PCBS) assesses respondents’ attitudes to their work, personal characteristics, and behaviour.  

A recent social work evaluation study carried out in a UK context showed it to be reliable - 

Cronbach’s alpha equalled 0.82 (Blewett, Carpenter, Haines, McLaughlin, Patsios, Platt, 

Scholar, Shardlow, Wong and Wood, 2013).   

 

Building on a method I originally developed for my previous research (Webb, 2013), I created 

an index to ‘operationalise’ compassion fatigue by selecting eight of the 21 items which focused 

specifically on workers’ attitudes to their social work career.  A 4-point Likert scale was used to 

score each question, and half the questions were reverse-coded to ensure consistency of 

responses (marked as ‘R’); possible scores ranged from 8 to 32, and higher scores indicate a 

more positive attitude to work.  A tally was kept of the number of ‘negative’ responses 

participants made to each question, and where respondents answered three or more of the 

eight questions ‘negatively’, they were considered to be showing signs of compassion fatigue; 

table 6.9 summarises the responses from the participants (full data tables can be found in 

Appendix 11).  
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Table 6.9: Summary of Supervisees’ Scores on the Compassion Fatigue Index 

SCALE ITEM N 
STRONGLY 
DISAGREE 

DISAGREE AGREE 
STRONGLY 
AGREE 

MEAN  SD 

My work is worthwhile 138 2 2 76 58 3.38 0.59 

I genuinely enjoy my 
profession 

138 1 11 87 39 3.19 0.60 

I find little enthusiasm for 
working as a social 
worker/social care worker (R) 

138 50 80 7 1 3.30 0.60 

I would continue to work in 
social work/social care even 
if I didn't need the money 

138 12 58 58 10 2.48 0.76 

I can't imagine enjoying any 
profession as much as social 
work/social care 

138 8 61 48 21 2.59 0.82 

Most days I don't look 
forward to going to work (R) 

138 33 84 18 3 3.07 0.67 

I don't find social work much 
of a challenge (R) 

138 64 69 5 0 3.43 0.57 

If I could do it all over again, I 
would choose a profession 
other than social work (R) 

138 40 67 23 8 3.01 0.83 

TOTAL 138 23 187 132 300 269 53 128 12 3.06 0.68 

 

ITEM DESCRIPTOR SCORE 

Items 1, 2, 4, 5 

Strongly Agree 4 

Agree 3 

Disagree 2 

Strongly Disagree 1 

Items 3, 6, 7, 8 

(Reverse Coded) 

Strongly Agree 1 

Agree 2 

Disagree 3 

Strongly Disagree 4 
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As table 6.9 shows, 97% of respondents (n=134) ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that their work is 

worthwhile, and 126 respondents (91%) stated that they enjoy their social work profession; the 

standard deviations for both of these items were 0.59 and 0.60 respectively which suggests 

there was not much variation between supervisees’ ratings.  The highest mean score occurred 

for the item ‘I don't find social work much of a challenge’ (3.43), indicating that participants 

disagreed quite strongly with this statement; as before there was little variation in participants 

scores (SD = 0.57).  In contrast, the lowest mean score occurred in relation to item 4 which 

asked participants to rate the statement ‘I would continue to work in the field of social 

work/social care even if I didn't need the money’ (mean = 2.48; SD = 0.76).  This strongly 

suggests that money is an important factor for most social workers when it comes to remaining 

in their profession, and of course this may be true for other professionals as well.   

 

Whilst the majority of workers demonstrated a resilient attitude to their career, 34 respondents 

(25%) answered at least 3 of the 8 questions negatively and were therefore considered to be 

showing signs of compassion fatigue; figure 6.3 shows participants’ responses for each scale 

item (as percentages). 

 

Figure 6.3: Supervisees’ Compassion Fatigue Index - Percentage Responses per Scale Item 
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6.3.4   Implementing the Tools to Support Reflective Supervision: 

 

This section presents the data related to the implementation of the reflective tools in practice to 

explore the extent to which supervisors were able to utilise the resources for facilitating 

reflection in supervision.  A total of 13 supervisors completed the online survey collecting data 

on how often (and in what context) the tools were used, what type of workers the tools were 

used with, how easy supervisors found it to use (and record their use of) the tools, and whether 

supervisors experienced any difficulties or barriers in using the tools.  The quantitative data 

from this survey measure is presented below, along with the findings from the subsequent 

semi-structured interviews with eight of these 13 supervisors (all names have been changed to 

ensure anonymity).   

 

(i)   Supervisors’ Experiences of the Reflective Tools 

 

Overall, supervisors’ feedback on the tools was generally very positive, and supervisors felt 

that the tools helped to augment existing practice:  

 

The opportunity to be part of this really strengthened some of the practice that we were 

doing, so the tools really came at the right kind of time… I will certainly be using the 

different tools with staff in the future as and when the opportunities arise (Mia, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 12). 

 

People like them and enjoy them… the workers go away and then they can apply what 

they’ve just done with their families - I do absolutely love supervision tools! (Candice, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 7).  

 

Interestingly, Mia was about to move to a new job in a different local authority and she planned 

to take the tools with her to use in this new role, suggesting that their use may spread outside 

of the local authorities directly involved in this Change Project due to the natural retention and 

relocation patterns of the workforce.  Another supervisor, Kim, commented on how useful it was 

to have a suite of reflective tools in the form of a resource pack that she could go through and 

use with her supervisees as and when appropriate.  She added that this Change Project had 

really helped to “validate” what she had long believed to be the benefits of reflective 

supervision for maintaining staff wellbeing:  



 

 

 155 

We’re not machines we’re human beings, and therefore what happens at home 

impacts on our working life and what happens at work impacts on our home life (Kim, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 11). 

 

The tools also appeared to help workers where they were stuck on particular cases, and one 

supervisor quoted a worker as having said “I feel like we’ve got quicker to where we need to 

be” (Candice, Supervisor: Local Authority 7).  Participants also noted that the tools helped 

workers to reflect on their practice and guide them from issue to action without supervisors 

having to provide the ‘answer’ for them; one supervisor reflected on the fact that one of her 

supervisees now self-checks before asking for advice on her cases as a result of using the 

tools. 

 

Another recurring theme from supervisors was that through using the reflective tools, they were 

able to ask more challenging questions without it feeling too personal: 

 

They just make it so less personal and they order the thinking and they order the 

conversation… it’s simple but brilliant! (Candice, Supervisor: Local Authority 7). 

 

Candice added that without the tools she probably would not have had the confidence to 

explore a worker’s personal issues or circumstances in supervision.  Another supervisor, 

Jenny, echoed this sentiment, explaining that she was initially reluctant to use the Self Help 

Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) with a particular member of staff as she was anxious that it 

might open a “can of worms”.  However, when she did go on to use it, she found that she was 

pleasantly surprised by the outcome because the issues it raised were:  

 

Brought up in such a positive way, and because of the way that the tool was designed 

and we were able to put the plan in place afterwards, it actually worked really well 

(Jenny, Supervisor: Local Authority 5).  

 

Jenny went on to reflect on the fact that she was surprised this tool had been so well received 

by the worker she used it with, as her first thoughts were that it was quite “intrusive’’; this 

highlights potential differences between supervisees’ and supervisors’ perception of the tools 

and the role of supervision. 
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(ii)   How Often Were the Tools Used and in What Context? 

 

The online survey measure also collected data from the supervisors on how often the tools 

were used, and in what supervisory context, during the four-month intervention period; this is 

presented in table 6.10.  It should be noted that although a total of nine reflective tools were 

originally selected for use in this structured evaluation (as detailed in table 6.1), no data was 

obtained on any of the tools within the development function group – the PCF Reflective 

Questions (in Earle et al, 2017), the Journal Club tool (RiP for Adults, 2013) or the Systemic 

Reflective Space tool (Anderson, 1987) – as these local authorities either withdrew from the 

Evaluation Group or used different tools to the ones they were allocated; data pertaining to the 

remaining six tools are presented below.  

 

Table 6.10: Frequency and Context of Use of the Reflective Tools by Supervisors 

NAME OF TOOL   

(n= Number of Supervisors Trialing 
Each Tool) 

FREQUENCY OF USE N CONTEXT OF USE N 

WONNACOTT’S DISCREPANCY 
MATRIX (n=5) 
(Wonnacott, 2014) 

Once 1 One-to-One Supervision 3 

2 – 3 times 2 Group Supervision 1 

4 or more times 1 Both Settings - 

DE BONO’S DECISION MAKING 
HATS (n=5) 
(De Bono, 1985) 

Once - One-to-One Supervision - 

2 – 3 times 3 Group Supervision 2 

4 or more times 1 Both Settings 2 

RIP’S ANCHOR PRINCIPLES (n=5) 
(Brown and Turney, 2014) 

Once 1 One-to-One Supervision 3 

2 – 3 times 1 Group Supervision - 

4 or more times 1 Both Settings - 

SEVEN LEARNABLE SKILLS OF 
RESILIENCE (n=8) 
(Reivich and Shatté, 2002; Jackson 
and Watkins, 2004) 

Once 2 One-to-One Supervision 4 

2 – 3 times 2 Group Supervision 1 

4 or more times 2 Both Settings 1 

SELF HELP AUDIT PLAN (n=8) 
(Gibbs et al, 2014) 

Once 3 One-to-One Supervision 5 

2 – 3 times 2 Group Supervision - 

4 or more times 2 Both Settings 2 

REFLECTING ON CHALLENGING 
EXPERIENCES (n=8) 
(Dwyer and Vivekananda, 2002) 

Once 2 One-to-One Supervision 5 

2 – 3 times 3 Group Supervision 1 

4 or more times 1 Both Settings - 

 

As table 6.10 shows, supervisors typically used the tools several times during the four-month 

intervention period, though not every supervisor chose to use each of the three tools they were 

given to trial (supervisors’ frequency of use of the tools is depicted in figure 6.4).  The tools 

were most often used in a one-to-one supervision setting, although six of the eight tools were 

also used in a group context; De Bono’s Decision Making Hats tool (De Bono, 1985) was used 
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most frequently in a group setting.  Those tools that were not used in group supervision may 

not have lent themselves to use in this context – for example workers may feel uncomfortable 

completing the Self-Help Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) in a group forum.   

 

Figure 6.4: Reflective Tools Frequency of Use 
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Qualitative data gathered during the eight follow-up interviews provides further information on 

why supervisors chose to use some tools over others and in different contexts, and several 

themes emerged.   

 

A key consideration appeared to be whether participants felt comfortable using a particular tool.  

For example, one supervisor noted that she had recently been on some training which aligned 

well with Wonnacott’s Discrepancy Matrix tool (Wonnacott, 2014), and so this was why she 

chose to use that one.  Other supervisors stated that they gave workers the choice of which 

tools to use from the ones they were trialling, and the supervisees themselves selected the 

tool(s) that they felt most comfortable using.   

 

Another theme which emerged centred on the perceived benefits of using the tools, as they 

were often only used with staff who supervisors felt needed some additional support rather than 

being used universally with every worker which they supervise; only one supervisor said that 
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they used all three tools with all of their staff.  Thus when deciding whether or not to use a 

reflective tool in supervision, it appears that supervisors only selected tools which they felt 

would add value for specific workers by helping them to address particular issues or difficulties 

in their practice.  

 

The tools that I picked fitted in for the individuals that used them as they’d come to me 

in supervision with a particular issue… so that’s why I chose the tools that I did (Annie, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 9). 

 

This concept of added value appears to have been a highly important consideration for 

supervisors, as even those tools which were described as being somewhat difficult to use were 

still trialled in supervision, provided that supervisors could see clear benefits to doing so.  For 

example, Candice described the Self Help Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) as being “lengthy” 

and “repetitive”, yet felt that it was still beneficial as asking the same question in a different 

manner could elicit “deeper” responses.  Another supervisor, Jenny, believed that just the act of 

using a tool within supervision was valuable irrespective of the tool itself, as it directed attention 

away from one another and allowed the conversation to flow more freely.   

 

I think sometimes it’s far easier for someone to engage with you because you haven’t 

got that eye contact… and so that worked really well (Jenny, Supervisor: Local 

Authority 5). 

 

The supervisors also discussed their decision to trial the tools within group supervision, either 

instead of, or as well as, one-to-one supervision.  Where this occurred, supervisors generally 

reported that the tools worked well within a group context and staff engaged with the process.   

 

Mia, successfully used one of the tools in a whole-team reflective session as she had felt that 

their meetings were becoming overly ‘business-like’: 

 

Our reflection meetings… over a period of time turned into a general staff meeting.  It 

was nice to actually have a tool to use as [we] have struggled historically around 

asking the right kind of questions (Mia, Supervisor: Local Authority 12).  
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Another supervisor, Lauren, reflected on the fact that she felt her new knowledge of the tools 

was indirectly influencing her facilitation of group supervision (even where the tools were not 

being used directly) by helping her to ask more reflective questions:  

 

Although I didn’t directly use the tool, having it in the back of my mind enabled that 

[reflective] discussion… I was inadvertently using some of the elements of the tool 

although not using the tool directly (Lauren, Supervisor: Local Authority 6).    

 

However, Lauren went on to note that where she had tried to use the tools in a group context, 

she had found it more difficult in this setting (compared to one-to-one supervision) as she 

believed group supervision is more about facilitating peer reflection than offering guidance and 

direction.  A further supervisor, Victor, worried that being asked to discuss a ‘stuck case’ in a 

group context could inadvertently make workers feel like their practice was being criticised.  

Whilst I would agree that it is not appropriate to publicly critique one particular workers’ practice 

in a group setting, I do think it is possible to collectively challenge and critique workers’ practice 

in this context.  Thus it may be that these concerns reflect supervisors’ specific experiences of 

using the tools rather than being true limitations of the tools themselves.  

 

Victor also went on to state that he felt that certain tools may need ‘tweaking’ in order to work 

effectively in group supervision.  For example, he suggested that De Bono’s Decision Making 

Hats tool (De Bono, 1985) could potentially restrict workers from sharing good ideas if these 

ideas did not align with the specific hat they were wearing at the time; he believes that 

supervisors may wish to think about how this tool could be adapted for use in a group context 

to prevent this from occurring.   

 

All of the reflective tools were intended for use within a social care setting, and were therefore 

not limited to only being used with qualified social workers.  Consequently, as part of the 

evaluation process, supervisors were encouraged to use the tools with non social-work 

qualified staff as well as qualified social workers.  To explore any potential differences, the 

online survey measure asked supervisors to rate the applicability of each tool for both types of 

workers, and of the eight supervisors who reported that they used the tools in this manner, all 

felt that they were equally applicable.   
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Qualitative data from the subsequent semi-structured interviews provides further support for the 

wide applicability of the tools.  For example, Victor talked about his experiences of using De 

Bono’s Decision Making Hats tool (De Bono, 1985) with a non social-work qualified member of 

staff in a group supervision context, stating that: 

 

I don’t think you need to be in a social work position to understand it, there was nothing 

that wouldn’t enable her to participate fully (Victor, Supervisor: Local Authority 8). 

 

Supervisors also frequently commented that as intervention thresholds have increased in 

recent years, workers without social work qualifications are being asked to hold more 

demanding cases than they were required to before.  Thus supervisors felt that reflective 

practice is now equally important amongst this group of employees as any professional working 

with children and families can be exposed to emotionally demanding circumstances, and the 

tools can help workers to cope with these emotional demands irrespective of their professional 

qualification: 

 

Thresholds have changed and cases are more complex than they were a few years 

ago.  Having the opportunity to use reflective practice tools has supported staff in 

developing their own personal practices (Mia, Supervisor: Local Authority 12). 

 

She continued by adopting a child-centred stance, and stressed the importance of refection for 

all workers in order to ensure that the child’s needs are being fully met:    

 

I think it’s important to reflect then on what’s working -  are we meeting the needs of 

the plan, and are we meeting the needs of the family, and particularly the children, so 

are the risks and vulnerability factors being addressed? (Mia, Supervisor: Local 

Authority 12). 

 

Interestingly, some supervisors used the reflective tools with workers who were qualified in 

other disciplines or professions, and so were able to offer some useful observations on the 

differences between these staff compared to the social work/social care workforce.  For 

example, Candice explained that as part of the structured evaluation she had used the tools 

with a qualified mental health practitioner, and she perceived that this worker found it easier to 

engage in reflection compared to the social workers she had also used the tools with; she 
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suggested that this might be because the mental health worker was more familiar with clinical 

supervision which involves a large element of reflection.  Candice went on to report that she 

had also shown the tools to a colleague working within education, who believed that the tools 

might be very useful in this context as well, although she did not actually trial them with this 

group of workers: 

 

I’ve got a friend who works in education (she’s a SENCO) and she was looking at the 

supervision tools with me and she could actually see where she could use them with 

her staff as well.  I think actually [these tools] could be used with anybody who is 

working with children – I do honestly think you could use them anywhere (Candice, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 7).  

 

Another supervisor, Kim, noted that she had used the reflective tools primarily with staff in a 

healthcare context (e.g. health visitors and community nursery nurses), and felt that they were 

just as effective with this group.   

 

However, it was acknowledged that some of the tools may need adapting before they could be 

effectively used with other professional disciplines.  For example, Candice highlighted that 

RiP’s Anchor Principles tool (Brown and Turney, 2014) was intended specifically for reflecting 

on social work assessments, and would therefore need to be adjusted for use outside of this 

context. 

 

(iii)   How Easy Did the Supervisors Find the Tools to Use? 

 

As part of the online survey, supervisors were asked to rate each tool’s ease of use using a 4-

point Likert scale, ranging from ‘very easy’ to use (1) to ‘very difficult’ to use (4).  This is 

depicted in figure 6.5; as before, no responses were returned for the PCF Reflective Questions 

tool (in Earle et al, 2017) the Journal Club tool (RiP for Adults, 2013), or the Systemic 

Reflective Space tool (Anderson, 1987). 
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Figure 6.5: Supervisors’ Ratings of the Reflective Tools Ease of Use 
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It can be seen that the Reflecting on Challenging Experiences tool (Dwyer and Vivekananda, 

2002) was perceived as being the easiest to use, with six supervisors rating it as either ‘very 

easy’ or ‘easy’.  This was followed by Wonnacott’s Discrepancy Matrix tool (Wonnacott, 2014), 

where five supervisors rated it as either ‘very easy’ or ‘easy’ to use; neither of these tools were 

rated as ‘difficult’ or ‘very difficult’ to use by any of the supervisors.  For the remaining four 

tools, these were rated as being slightly harder to implement by some supervisors as each tool 

received at least one ‘difficult’ rating; the Self Help Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) received 

two.  Encouragingly however, no tools were rated as being universally difficult by all 

supervisors and no tools received a ‘very difficult’ to use rating.  The subsequent qualitative 

data showed that even where tools were seen as being slightly harder to use, this did not 

preclude positive feedback from being received about them too. 

 

There was some variation on which tools supervisors found easiest to use, although similar 

themes often emerged about what they felt made a tool ‘easy’.  For example, supervisors often 

reported that those tools they found easiest to employ were ones which were both visually 

simple and which offered a purposeful ‘quick fix’, thereby highlighting the importance of the tool 

eliciting a beneficial outcome as well as being straight forward to use in and of itself.  One 

supervisor gave the example of De Bono’s Decision Making Hats (De Bono, 1985), which he 

described as being “very simple, very easy, very quick” (Victor, Supervisor: Local Authority 8).  
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Tools which were seen to support worker’s practice were also seen as ‘easy’ to use – the 

Reflecting on Challenging Experiences tool (Dwyer and Vivekananda, 2002) and the Self Help 

Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) were often cited here as examples.  For instance, Lauren 

talked about her use of the Self Help Audit Plan tool, and noted that:  

 

There was a bit of resistance at the beginning I think, but at the end of it people 

thought it’s nice to have that time to take and reflect and think about how am I going to 

look after myself, so that was a really really positive one (Lauren, Supervisor: Local 

Authority 6). 

   

Similarly, Jenny stated that the Self Help Audit Plan tool (Ibid) seemed to have been very well 

received in her agency.  She explained that this was because it produced a tangible plan to 

help workers tackle the impact of work-related stress, which staff could then bring back to 

supervision and re-visit with their manager at a later date.  Additionally, supervisors also stated 

that they found tools which were flexible, and could be used both formally and informally, as 

being easiest to apply; those which fitted within existing organisational approaches to practice 

(such as the ‘Signs of Safety’ approach) were also classed as being easy to use. 

 

Where supervisors felt tools were harder to employ, this was often because they were 

perceived as being more detailed or time consuming.  For example, several supervisors 

identified RiP’s Anchor Principles tool (Brown and Turney, 2014) as being harder to use 

because of this – Candice reported that it took 45 minutes to complete and described it as 

being a “really intense, lengthy tool”, whilst Emily stated that she found the detailed list of 

questions it presented as “off-putting”.   

 

Another supervisor, Lauren, felt the Seven Learnable Skills of Resilience tool (Reivich and 

Shatté, 2002; Jackson and Watkins, 2004) was a more challenging tool for workers because it 

required a lot of reflection and thinking, and she suggested that it might be better to start with 

an ‘easier’ tool first so as not to discourage or dishearten workers who were new to reflective 

supervision.  Jenny also raised concerns about this tool, stating that both she and her 

supervisee had found it hard to understand exactly how to use and apply it in supervision.  

However she then reflected on the fact that the process of trying to use the tool had improved 

their supervisory relationship: 
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I think because we struggled and we struggled together to try and work it out, it actually 

built a better bond between us.  Whether it was exactly what we were supposed to do 

or not in some ways didn’t matter (Jenny, Supervisor: Local Authority 5).     

 

Most supervisors felt that the guidance accompanying the tools provided a clear explanation 

which enabled them to sufficiently familiarise themselves with the tools before trying them out 

with staff: 

 

I found it quite clear - I read it, put it to one side and actually just used the tools.  

They’re quite self-explanatory I found… I didn’t find it confusing (Candice, Supervisor: 

Local Authority 7).   

 

As the supervisors’ confidence in using the tools grew they reported that they relied on the 

guidance to a far lesser extent, and many participants talked about just being able to use the 

tool as a prompt once they were familiar with it:  

 

I feel quite confident now that I don’t need to have that guidance and I can just sort of 

ask the questions… and make them reflect more and think more about their practice 

(Emily, Supervisor: Local Authority 2). 

 

Lauren noted that she initially used the guidance to provide her with a general overview of the 

tools rather than as step-by-step instructions on how to apply them in practice.  This helped her 

to understand the potential outcomes that each tool might achieve and enabled her to select 

specific tools to suit particular situations.  

 

Although most supervisors appeared happy with the level of guidance received, one supervisor 

noted several times in her interview that she would have valued more practical input in using 

the tools as she had found this challenging: 

 

I definitely would have liked more instruction.  The biggest learning for us [her fellow 

supervisors] was understanding how the tool worked.  On reflection now if we’d have 

practiced that with each other we’d have got a better understanding of it… ready to 

whip it out as and when you need it (Candice, Supervisor: Local Authority 7). 
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She went on to state that in her opinion the guidance was not a substitute for practicing with the 

tools, and she explained that she had requested further support and advice from her 

organisation about them to enable her to better understand which situations would lend 

themselves to which particular tools before she felt confident in using them with her staff. 

 

In terms of how the tools might be improved, most supervisors seemed happy to use the tools 

in their current format, although some did offer suggestions for how they could be altered; 

where participants highlighted possible changes to the tools, three key themes emerged.   

 

Firstly, suggestions were made regarding the structure and ordering of questions.  For 

example, Mia noted that the Reflecting on Challenging Experiences tool (Dwyer and 

Vivekananda, 2002) jumped quickly from examining potential barriers to exploring what has 

changed, and she felt that restructuring this a little would help improve the flow.  Lauren 

commented that the Self Help Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) might also benefit from being 

restructured to avoid the in-depth reflective questions being asked first, as she felt these were 

too “heavy hitting” for staff early on in a supervision session: 

 

When it was there [on page one] it felt a little bit too personal, but if it were at the end 

and somebody had already gone through doing the more practical bits that would open 

it up for reflection more (Lauren, Supervisor: Local Authority 6). 

 

The second theme which emerged concerned tools which had a more rigid design, as some 

supervisors worried that having a set structure may be potentially restrictive and actually inhibit 

reflective thinking.  For example Victor, who suggested that De Bono’s Decision Making Hats 

tool (De Bono, 1985) may not be best suited to supervision in a group context, explained that in 

a one-to-one setting workers would get a chance to wear all six hats thereby enabling them to 

take a holistic perspective; in a group setting this was less likely to occur, and workers may feel 

restricted and only able to offer thoughts or suggestions which were aligned to their specific 

hat.  One way of addressing this potential shortcoming might be to give staff an opportunity to 

‘remove’ their hat, so that they could freely share other thoughts or ideas. 

 

Lastly, some supervisors felt that another useful alteration would be to change the focus of 

some tools so that they were not geared specifically towards social work.  RiP’s Anchor 
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Principles tool (Brown and Turney, 2014) was highlighted as being one which would need to be 

adapted prior to use in other professional contexts:  

 

With the Anchor Principles it would perhaps be good to sit down with an early help 

worker and a supervisor to look at how we can tailor that more to early help work as 

opposed to social care assessments and social care work (Candice, Supervisor: Local 

Authority 7).   

 

(iv)   How Easy Did the Supervisors Find the Tools to Record? 

 

Within the online survey, supervisors were also asked to describe how easy they had found it 

to record their use of the reflective tools, as recording reflective supervision had been 

frequently cited by the Development Group members as being a particular challenge facing 

supervisors.  Respondents were therefore asked to rate the tools’ ease of recording using a 4-

point Likert scale, ranging from ‘very easy’ to record (1) to ‘very difficult’ to record (4).    Figure 

6.6 shows the thirteen supervisor’s ratings for recording these tools. 

 

Figure 6.6: Supervisors’ Ratings of the Reflective Tools Ease of Recording 
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Although three supervisors reported that they found it ‘difficult’ to record their use of the tools, 

the majority 77% (n=10) found it ‘easy’ or ‘very easy’; encouragingly, no supervisors rated the 



 

 

 167 

tools as being ‘very difficult’ to record.  Qualitative data from the eight follow-up interviews 

provides further information on the different strategies which supervisors employed to 

successfully record this reflective element.   

 

Where participants said they found it easy to record their use of the reflective tools, this 

appeared to be because the tools themselves provided space for supervisors to note workers’ 

responses and then simply upload this summary straight onto their organisational recording 

system.  For example, Candice noted that although she found RiP’s Anchor Principles tool 

(Brown and Turney, 2014) quite lengthy, it was easy to draw out the relevant reflective 

information and then record this.  Another supervisor, Victor, stated that he designed an online 

template of Wonnacott’s Discrepancy Matrix tool (Wonnacott, 2014) to also include evidence of 

statutory visits which greatly simplified the recording process: 

 

I devised a template of the discrepancy matrix… which could be used with our 

computer system because I felt that was the easiest way to really use the tool… and 

then upload these minutes (Victor, Supervisor: Local Authority 8). 

 

As well as the inherent design of the tools helping to facilitate the recording of reflective 

supervision, another important aspect concerned the quality of the relationship which 

supervisors felt they had with staff; this appeared to be particularly important where supervisors 

were recording the discussion of workers’ personal issues.  Most supervisors acknowledged 

that workers were likely to feel vulnerable having details of their reflective discussions recorded 

on a file which other people could easily access, and that this sense of vulnerability might stifle 

social workers’ ability to reflect.  Supervisors were also conscious that service users may 

request access to their social care records at a later date, and thus anything which was 

recorded on the file had to be appropriate.  Although they recognised that it was important to 

record reflective supervision, finding the right balance was not always easy:  

 

Your worker needs to feel ‘safe’ with what’s recorded on the system.  It needs to be 

appropriate for it to be sitting on there… I think it’s all very well saying we need to be 

more reflective, but it’s about how that’s transferred onto a computer system (Victor, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 8).  
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In practice, many supervisors devised a number of strategies to address these potential 

tensions.  For example, Candice explained that she would split the reflective supervision 

discussion between a child’s case file and the worker’s supervision file, only recording personal 

issues or discussion on the worker’s file and using a child’s unique case number should links 

need to be made back to a particular case:  

 

I haven’t put that [personal reflection] on the child’s file but I have put that into her 

professional supervision with the child’s ICS number next to it.  I always do that when 

I’m giving staff feedback from quality audits etc, we just record the ICS number within 

their professional supervision and the discussion that we’ve had around it (Candice, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 7). 

 

Other supervisors stated that they gave workers the choice of whether to keep the completed 

reflective tool on their personal supervision file or not; where staff agreed, it was useful as it 

could be subsequently reviewed and helped to contribute towards workers’ professional 

appraisals.  Jenny suggested that it might be helpful to just record which tool was completed in 

order to evidence that reflective supervision had occurred, but to explain that the worker was 

holding a copy of the completed tool themselves.   

 

Where reflective supervision was carried out separately to case management supervision, the 

dilemma about what to record seemed less pronounced.  For example, Kim explained that in 

her agency, her role was to provide voluntary reflective supervision to staff whilst the workers’ 

line manager provided their case management supervision; she noted that she did not keep 

any records of the reflective sessions to provide reassurance to workers that anything they 

discussed was confidential: 

 

One of the differences between reflective supervision and case supervision is that no 

records are kept.  The supervisee has the opportunity to record, if they choose, but I 

don’t keep any written records of our sessions.  And partly that’s about the 

reassurance that what we talk about isn’t going to be reported… it really is time for 

them to reflect on whatever is in their head (Kim, Supervisor: Local Authority 11). 

 

For those supervisors who found recording difficult, various reasons were given.  These 

included an organisational computer system which did not allow for the completed tools to be 
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directly uploaded, as well as a more general difficulty in using reflective language and drawing 

out the most pertinent points:  

 

I think reflection is difficult to capture during formal supervision – I feel it’s much more 

evident in ad hoc and informal supervision (Lauren, Supervisor: Local Authority 6). 

 

However Lauren went on to note that she had found using the reflective tools, particularly the 

Reflecting on Challenging Experiences tool (Dwyer and Vivekananda, 2002), helped to develop 

her own ability to apply reflective language, so that she could better record this aspect of her 

supervision sessions.  

 

(v)   Challenges in Implementing the Reflective Tools 

 

As well as exploring any difficulties supervisors might have experienced when using specific 

tools, the online survey also asked respondents to comment on the general challenges or 

barriers they faced when implementing the reflective tools in supervision, for example time 

pressures or insufficient training.  Table 6.11 shows supervisors’ responses to this question. 

 

Table 6.11: Summary of Challenges/Barriers Experienced by Supervisors 

CHALLENGES/BARRIERS IN IMPLEMENTING THE REFLECTIVE TOOLS 
FREQUENCY OF 
RESPONSES* 

General Workload Pressures 6 

Insufficient Training To Use The Tools 2 

Lack Of Support From Senior Management In Using The Tools - 

Lack Of Time Within Supervision Sessions To Fit Them In 5 

Practitioners Were Unwilling/Anxious To Try The Tools 2 

Other 2 

No Challenges/Barriers Experienced 4 

* Not Mutually Exclusive 

 

Nine of the 13 supervisors stated that they had experienced at least one challenge or barrier 

when implementing the tools in practice.  The most common barrier cited by the supervisors 

was ‘general workload pressures’ (n=6), followed by a ‘lack of time within supervision sessions 
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to fit them in’ (n=5).  Two supervisors noted ‘other’ challenges as well, such as forgetting that 

the tools were there or needing to arrange a specific reflective supervision session to allow 

them sufficient time to properly use the tool.  

 

Where supervisors stated that they had experienced difficulties in their use, most still felt that 

they were able to overcome these challenges (n=7); they explained that they did this by 

familiarising themselves more with the tools, or by spending time explaining the purpose of the 

tools to staff in an attempt to ease their anxiety or scepticism.  Three supervisors continued to 

find them challenging to use however - one supervisor expanded on this within the survey, 

explaining that they found planning their use problematic as they believed the tools were more 

suited to being used on an ‘ad-hoc’ basis.    

 

Qualitative data from the eight subsequent interviews provides further information about these 

barriers or difficulties, and this can be grouped into two key themes – firstly a lack of 

time/general workload pressures within the organisation, and secondly an underlying anxiety 

and reluctance from the supervisees to use the reflective tools in supervision.   

 

A lack of time combined with general workload pressures was frequently identified by 

supervisors as a key challenge affecting their use of the tools in practice.  Many reported that 

supervision sessions were already long (especially with newer, less experienced staff) and so it 

was a struggle to find the time to use these tools as well:  

 

Those [case management] supervisions were quite lengthy anyway as we discussed 

all of their case loads, so then to add in the tool as well on top of that as an extra time 

factor put staff off initially (Mia, Supervisor: Local Authority 12). 

 

Mia went on to note that she felt these tools would work better if they were completed in a 

specific reflective session rather than within routine case management supervision: 

 

If we did it again in the future, I would look at reflective sessions solely… because 

doing it as part of the session did drag it out and I think staff found that quite difficult 

(Mia, Supervisor: Local Authority 12). 
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Similarly, Jenny noted that the Self Help Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) took her over an 

hour to complete with a worker, and so suggested that the tools might be better used in a 

dedicated reflective session provided on a quarterly basis; this would be more achievable than 

trying to find time for monthly reflection.  Where planned reflective sessions were cancelled, 

supervisors noted that it was often hard to rearrange these again due to other commitments. 

 

Linked to the issue of limited time, another common barrier supervisors cited to using the 

reflective tools was that of more general workload pressures.  Many supervisors believed that 

high caseloads result in the need to ensure that any time they invest would lead to positive 

outcomes:  

 

We want whatever we’re doing to be meaningful, we want whatever we’re doing to be 

purposeful and we want it to get a good outcome.  And because time is so precious, in 

some ways you are a little bit reluctant to try things that steal more time... but once you 

can see the outcomes are there you think – ‘that works, I’m doing that again!’ 

(Candice, Supervisor: Local Authority 7).   

 

Lauren noted that having the freedom from senior management to move away from some of 

the more prescriptive tasks in supervision so that they could focus on using the reflective tools 

instead enabled her to use the tools more easily, whilst Emily commented that the solution was 

simply around her planning and prioritising the time more effectively: 

 

Everyone’s busy, everyone’s got lots to do and it is about planning some time (Emily, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 2). 

 

Another theme, cited by both Lauren and Annie, which affected supervisors’ use of the 

reflective tools in practice was that workers were often anxious to use them: 

 

There was a little bit of anxiety at the beginning, and I do think partly that was also with 

the amount of changes that we’ve had within the service… but over time that became 

less (Lauren, Supervisor: Local Authority 6). 

 

Annie echoed this, stating that her staff had initially found the experience daunting - some 

workers were keen for her to just provide the solution to a problem so that they didn’t have to 
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think and reflect for themselves, whilst others were worried that their practice was somehow 

being ‘singled out’.  It appears that workers needed to receive reassurances that the tools were 

not being used to address performance issues:  

 

They were saying ‘well is everyone doing this?’ or ‘how come I’m doing it?’ It took quite 

a lot of explaining for them to feel comfortable (Annie, Supervisor: Local Authority 9). 

 

It is hard to ascertain whether this anxiety stemmed from the actual tools themselves, or if it 

was linked to the wider culture of the teams/organisations where they were being trialled.  

However, it should be noted that for both these supervisors the tools they were trailing were 

specifically focused on exploring workers’ emotional needs and wellbeing, and so this personal 

focus may have contributed to the higher levels of anxiety experienced by these staff.   

 

In an effort to minimise any potential anxiety, some supervisors felt that it was important to use 

the tools flexibly in order to meet workers’ specific needs, rather than requiring all staff to use 

them as part of the supervisor’s agenda.  Victor gave an example of having planned to use the 

tools with a particular member of his team, but then having to subsequently re-evaluate this 

decision:  

 

I was going to do it with another worker but then her personal circumstances meant it 

wasn’t appropriate.  At the beginning she said yes that’s fine… but there was a lot of 

other stuff going on so the status-quo was helpful for her (Victor, Supervisor: Local 

Authority 8). 

 

6.4   PILOTING AND EVALUATION (RIP DATA): 

 

As well as the data generated from the structured evaluation component detailed above, within 

this second phase of the Change Project RiP also carried out a less formal evaluation of the 

resources which had been developed.  This informal evaluation consisted of a survey, attached 

to the pilot reflective supervision resource pack, which they asked their network of partners to 

complete; this survey provided feedback on organisations’ use of the reflective tools as well as 

any thoughts on the content and structure of the accompanying handbook (a copy of this 

survey is included in Appendix 12); RiP also collected data to determine the most frequently 

downloaded tools from their website. 
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Whilst it is not possible to report any data arising from these completed survey responses, RiP 

has provided details of which reflective tools were most frequently downloaded during this 

phase of the project; this is presented in table 6.12. 

 

Table 6.12: Data on Frequency of Downloads During Phase Two of the Change Project 

NAME OF TOOL¹ FREQUENCY OF DOWNLOADS 

Complete Set of Reflective Supervision Tools 524 

PCF Reflective Questions* 506 

Munro’s Decision Tree 441 

Reflecting on Challenging Experiences* 369 

De Bono’s Decision Making Hats* 362 

RiP’s Anchor Principles* 359 

Running an Effective Group Supervision 343 

Reflective Supervision Audit Tool 337 

Wonnacott’s Discrepancy Matrix* 326 

Seven Learnable Skills of Resilience* 306 

North Yorkshire’s Reflective Case Discussion Record 305 

Supervisee Anxiety Scale 296 

Systemic Reflective Space Tool* 294 

Strengthening Emotional Competence for Supervisors 271 

Wonnacott’s Recording Template 206 

Kent’s Interactive Form for Recording Supervision 195 

* These tools were also included within the structured evaluation component 
¹ All tools cited in Fox et al (2016) - Reflective Supervision: A Handbook (Pilot Resource Pack) 

 

As table 6.12 shows, the most frequently downloaded item produced by the Change Project 

was the complete set of reflective tools, downloaded 524 times; it should be noted that the suite 

of tools published in the final version of the resource pack varied slightly in structure and 

content to the one referred to here in the pilot version (Fox et al, 2016).  Additionally, although 

not a tool, the accompanying resource handbook was downloaded 834 times during this period.   
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Where individuals chose to download a specific reflective tool, the most popular was the PCF 

Reflective Questions tool (in Earle et al, 2017) which was downloaded 506 times during this 

period; this tool was designed by a subgroup of Development Group members and thereby 

highlights the value of drawing on practitioner knowledge.  It is also worth noting that of the 15 

most downloaded tools detailed above, seven were tools which I coincidentally selected to use 

in the structured evaluation component - the Journal Club tool (RiP for Adults, 2013) and the 

Self Help Audit Plan tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) did not make this download list.  Figure 6.7 

represents the frequency of downloads for these seven tools where data is available.  

 

Figure 6.7: Frequency of Downloads for the Seven Most Downloaded Tools Also Included in the 
Structured Evaluation Component 
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6.5   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: 

 

This chapter has presented the findings from the piloting and evaluation phase of the Change 

Project, where the tools within the reflective supervision resource pack (produced during the 

development phase of the project) were trialled amongst RiP’s network of partners.  Evaluation 

occurred formally, via a structured evaluation component, and informally where local authority 

organisations were invited by RiP to use the tools and offer feedback if they wished.  A mix of 

quantitative and qualitative data have been included to facilitate a critical examination of a 

participatory action research project (by exploring participants’ reflections of the process) as 
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well as to offer a detailed analysis of the practicalities and outcomes of implementing the tools 

to support the delivery of reflective supervision in practice.   

 

Overall the findings have shown that the participants in this second phase of the Change 

Project were similarly committed to delivering reflective supervision to the social work and 

social care workforce as their first-phase counterparts, and that many joined this structured 

evaluation component to assist their organisations to develop clear, practical strategies for 

implementing reflective supervision.  In relation to the practicalities and outcomes of 

implementing these reflective tools, the feedback received from the supervisors was generally 

very positive – the tools were typically seen as easy to use, and many supervisors considered 

that the tools worked equally well with social work qualified and non social-work qualified staff.  

However, the problems I encountered in obtaining follow-up data from the supervisees have 

highlighted the difficulties inherent in conducting a rigorous evaluation of a practice-based 

intervention in this professional context.   

   

In Chapter 7, I will present the findings from the third and final phase of the Change Project – 

the production, launch and dissemination of resources.  In this phase, RiP published and 

distributed the final reflective supervision resource pack to all local authority subscribers in their 

network; I will report on the legacy of the project, as well as provide a summary of RiP’s 

planned follow-up activities now that the Change Project cycle has been completed. 
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CHAPTER 7 – FINDINGS: FINAL PHASE (PRODUCTION, LAUNCH AND DISSEMINATION 

OF RESOURCES) 

 

I was amazed by how powerful that project was… I’m completely and utterly a fan of  

Change Projects (Joy, Project Facilitator: Practice Expert).  

 

This chapter reports on third and final phase of the Change Project – the production, launch 

and dissemination of resources.  In this phase, RiP revised, published and distributed the final 

reflective supervision resource pack to their network of partners, and promoted and supported 

the long term impact of the Change Project.  These activities are shown by the yellow 

segments in figure 7.1 (the grey segments are reported elsewhere in Chapters 5 and 6: 

Findings).  This phase began in April 2017 with the publication of the final reflective supervision 

resource pack; at the time of writing, RiP’s efforts to support and promote the longer term 

impact of the Change Project were continuing.  

 

Throughout this chapter, both qualitative and quantitative data are presented to illustrate the 

research findings and explore the impact of the Change Project; participants’ reflections on 

their experiences of the overall process (relating to both the design and delivery of the project), 

and a summary of RiP’s continuing efforts to promote and support its longer term influence are 

also provided.  Qualitative data were generated from a number of research interviews carried 

out with local authority participants, team supervisors and the Change Project facilitators/RiP 

Research and Development Manager; this was complemented by my own reflections on the 

research process.  Quantitative data were collected via online survey measures.  This chapter 

ends with a brief analysis and summary of the key findings from this phase of the project; 

Chapters 8 and 9 discuss these findings in relation to the research questions and present the 

key learning from this research. 
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Figure 7.1: The Change Project Cycle (RiP, 2010) Phase Three – Production, Launch and 
Dissemination of Resources 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.1   THE IMPACT OF THE CHANGE PROJECT: 

This section provides an overview of the legacy and impact of the reflective supervision 

Change Project, using data derived from three sources: the local authority representatives who 

directly participated in the project as members of either the Development or Evaluation groups; 

the supervisors who were involved in trialling the tools; and their supervisees.  The impact on 

the wider organisation is also considered. 
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7.1.1   Positive Impact on Local Authority Representatives and Supervisors:  

 

Qualitative data were generated through semi-structured interviews with 15 of the local 

authority representatives who participated in either the development phase of the project or the 

piloting and evaluation phase (or both), along with eight of the supervisors who trialled the 

tools.  On analysis, two key themes emerged. 

 

Firstly, the local authority representatives across both phases of the project (n=15) spoke about 

the increased confidence in relation to their practice which they had gained from participating: 

 

It was beneficial on a personal and professional development (level) and it gave me 

confidence to keep doing what I’m doing and to continue because there’s never an end 

product… we’re always improving and actually to reflect is how we’re going to learn to 

improve and do something differently (Laura, Team Manager). 

 

Laura added that she viewed the project as an important professional development opportunity, 

and strongly believed that it validated the significance she currently places on reflective 

supervision sessions.  Patricia commented on the fact that she felt it encouraged her to reflect 

on her own professional supervisory practice, and consider how it relates to wider social work 

principles. 

 

Although none of the local authority representatives believed that participating in the project 

had directly benefitted their career development, three reported feeling more confident in their 

professional roles as a result of taking part.  This seemed to be particularly true for Katherine, 

who started the project having recently moved into a new managerial position, and she 

reflected on the value of hearing about other participant’s supervisory and managerial 

experiences.    

 

The project also appeared to benefit the supervisors, who found that the tools benefited their 

practice in a similar manner.  For example, Mia stated: 

 

I found the whole process really, really useful.  It’s made me reflect on my own practice 

and the work that I’m doing with staff (Mia, Supervisor: Local Authority 12). 
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A number of participants stated that the project afforded them an opportunity to step back from 

the ‘day job’ and be more reflective and challenging in their practice.  For example, Candice (a 

supervisor who trialled the tools) noted that being part of a formal research project encouraged 

her to ensure that she made time to use the reflective tools in supervision which she would not 

have done otherwise; having done so she could now see the meaning and value of them.  The 

opportunity to shape future practice was also important to Lauren, another supervisor, who 

specifically remarked that she had enjoying having the opportunity to practice more creatively: 

 

It did make me think differently as well, because it wasn’t as if we were given 

something and [told] this is how you are going to work, it was ‘have a go’ and actually 

that made it much easier in lots of ways… there isn’t a right or wrong way (Lauren, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 6). 

 

Annie, who was new to her supervisory post, found the experience particularly beneficial.  She 

believed that as well as helping to increase her own confidence, it had also helped her workers 

to have more confidence in her abilities as a supervisor:  

 

For me because I’m new in post it was quite good for me to look at different ways as 

well rather than go along the same route as we have done traditionally in terms of 

policies… it was about looking at different avenues to go down and tools (Annie, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 9). 

 

My own observations on the research process support these findings, as I noted that within 

both the Development Group and Evaluation Group meetings, an increasing number of local 

authority representatives appeared to feel comfortable contributing to group discussions and 

sharing their views and ideas as each phase progressed. 

 

The second theme which emerged from the data concerned participants’ increased knowledge 

and experience in completing research.  Twelve of the local authority representatives 

interviewed, from both phases of the project, noted that they had not previously participated in 

practice-based research, but all talked about this experience positively - there did not appear to 

be any difference in responses between the two groups.  For example, Patricia (a Team 

Manager from the Development Group) simply noted that “looking back I gained so much from 

it” whilst Winnie (who participated in both phases of the project) stated: 
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It’s given me more knowledge and understanding in regard to research… to actually be 

a part of something has been interesting and certainly raised my understanding  

Winnie (Consultant/Expert Social Worker). 

 

Many of these representatives (n=11) also said that they would be keen to participate in 

research again, provided that it was a topic they were similarly interested in: 

 

I’ve really enjoyed it… and I would certainly welcome being involved in something in 

the future Winnie (Consultant/Expert Social Worker). 

 

Of the eight supervisors interviewed, five also noted that this was their first experience of 

participating in research, whilst the remaining three had some prior experience (e.g. during 

their university studies).  Jenny reflected on feeling initially daunted by being asked to 

participate in the project, but stated that this quickly dissipated once it began in earnest: 

 

It wasn’t quite as daunting as I thought it was going to be once I got into it and sat 

down with the tools (Jenny, Supervisor: Local Authority 5). 

 

All eight remarked that they had really enjoyed being part of the project and said they would 

feel more confident to take part in similar research in future.   

 

7.1.2   Positive Impact on the Supervisees:  

 

As well as having a positive impact on the participating local authority representatives and team 

supervisors, the Change Project seemed to be similarly beneficial for the recipients of the 

reflective tools (i.e. the supervisees).  Quantitative data collected from the 13 supervisors who 

completed the online survey after trialling the tools, showed that most believed the tools had 

benefited the workforce.   

 

Supervisors were specifically asked to comment on the extent to which the tools had helped 

workers to develop their analysis and critical thinking skills as well as whether they helped to 

promote workers’ emotional resilience.  In response to these questions, 12 supervisors stated 

that they believed the tools had helped workers to develop their analysis and critical thinking 

skills (e.g. by supporting them to test out new ideas and hypotheses), and ten supervisors felt 
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that the tools helped workers to cope with some of the difficulties associated with their job role 

(i.e. to become more resilient).  Five supervisors also noted other benefits of the tools, which 

included the fact that they facilitated peer learning by encouraging team discussions and 

sharing of ideas; that they boosted workers’ confidence; and that they helped to build the 

relationship between the supervisor and supervisee.  Qualitative data gathered from the 

supervisors, as well as from some of the local authority representatives from both phases of the 

project, provides further information on how and why participants felt the tools benefited 

workers in these areas. 

 

A key benefit of the tools for reflective supervision, according to supervisors, was that they built 

workers’ emotional resilience: six interviewees stated that they felt the tools had this positive 

impact on staff.  For two supervisors, Jenny and Candice, this was because the tools helped to 

develop their supervisory relationship with their supervisees, and make them more attuned to 

their workers’ needs.  For example, Jenny used the Seven Learnable Skills of Resilience tool 

(Reivich and Shatté, 2002; Jackson and Watkins, 2004) with a newly qualified worker, and she 

talked about the additional insight which this had offered both parties.  She believed the tool 

greatly helped this staff member to develop a better understanding of her own resilience and 

the impact this might have on her practice, as well as to provide support for her to carry out her 

supervisory responsibilities: 

 

It’s made it far easier for me to understand where she’s at, and what sort of cases that 

we need to allocate and where I can challenge things (Jenny, Supervisor: Local 

Authority 5). 

 

Another supervisor, Annie believed that the tools allowed her to safely explore any personal 

issues which might potentially be affecting workers’ professional practice: 

 

Without that information, I wouldn’t have been able to have those discussions and 

probably the individual wouldn’t have necessarily brought [the difficulties] to 

supervision (Annie, Supervisor: Local Authority 9). 

 

Supervisors also considered that the tools helped normalise workers’ emotional responses to 

the job, because they encouraged staff to reflect on the ways in which their work may affect 
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them.  For example Kim, who had used the Self Help Audit tool (Gibbs et al, 2014), felt that it 

was very useful in helping workers to reflect on their work/life balance:  

 

This tool is about helping them recognise the importance, and the value, in being kind 

to themselves (Kim, Supervisor: Local Authority 11). 

 

Emily suggested that the tools increased workers’ resilience by enabling staff to informally 

reflect with their peers, which helped to develop a sense of ‘safety’ within the team. 

 

Martha, a Principal Social Worker from the Evaluation Group, also commented on this aspect.  

She observed that the resilience tools were being used in her organisation with newly qualified 

social workers (NQSWs) in their assessed first year of practice (ASYE), specifically to develop 

their emotional wellbeing.  Martha added that she felt it was particularly important that NQSWs 

become accustomed to receiving reflective supervision, so that they can actively promote 

reflection throughout their career.  

 

Another aspect of workers’ practice which many participants believed was positively affected by 

the tools concerned their analysis and critical thinking skills.  Several supervisors commented 

on the way in which they believed that the tools encouraged staff to adopt a more reflective 

approach to their thinking in general, even when the tools were not directly being used: 

 

What I noted was the way in which case supervision has become more and more 

reflective (Lauren, Supervisor: Local Authority 6).  

 

In seeking to understand how the tools may have helped workers to develop their critical 

thinking skills, two supervisors explained that they felt the tools helped workers to slow down 

and be more purposeful in their approach: 

 

Whereas they might have previously jumped from ‘issue’ to ‘action’ without any 

reflection it sort of made you think more… [to] stop me [as a supervisor] doing it for 

them I suppose (Emily, Supervisor: Local Authority 2). 
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They slowed down and they did that analytical thinking… the bit that we want to do in 

social work all the time but that we don’t always get time to do (Candice, Supervisor: 

Local Authority 7). 

 

Another supervisor, Mia, echoed this, stating that the tools allowed both the supervisor and 

supervisee to analyse a case and jointly develop an action plan for the family.  She also added 

that she felt that the tools taught staff the reflective skills they needed to enable them to 

independently examine their own practice – an example of Schön’s (1983) reflection on action. 

 

For Sophie, who participated in both phases of the project, the context to supervision was 

important in helping workers to develop their skills in analysis and critical thinking: 

 

Sometimes on stuck cases the group supervision definitely helps, because you get a 

different viewpoint… people like a framework and it gives that framework (Sophie, 

Principal Social Worker).   

 

Not every participant was positive about the impact of the Change Project on the supervisees 

however.  For example, one supervisor who completed the online questionnaire was sceptical 

about the benefits of the reflective tools: 

 

Workers generally felt that the tools were additional pieces of work rather than useful 

facilitators of resilience (Anonymous). 

 

Amanda, who participated in the Development Group, did not believe that the tools were being 

readily used by the workforce in her organisation, and she suggested that this may have been 

because the project had lost momentum at the end of the initial phase; she expressed her 

disappointment that the tools had not had a stronger impact overall: 

 

It’s quite frustrating really… I committed a lot of my time… and I wanted to be part of 

something that… everyone bought into and could be rolled out nationally (Amanda, 

Head of Service: Early Help).  

 

Thus it seems that for some participants, the barriers to using the reflective tools outweighed 

their perceived benefits which prevented them from being adopted and embraced as much as 
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initially hoped; this led to understandable feelings of frustration for those who were striving to 

promote reflective supervision within their organisation.  

 

7.1.3   Positive Impact on the Wider Organisation:  

 

A further impact from this Change Project concerns the benefits which occurred at an 

organisational level.  These benefits broadly fell into two categories: the influence on the 

supervision policy of the local authority, and the impact on the organisation’s ‘learning culture’.  

I reflected on this in my PhD supervision sessions, and my observation was that the impact 

appeared to get more diffuse the further removed you became from the project; some 

participants noted this as well:    

 

I think it has affected those of us that were directly involved in it, but… the ‘trickle down 

effect’ takes a while to trickle down (Jeremy, Principal Social Worker). 

 

Regarding the project’s impact on organisational policy, 11 of the 15 local authority 

representatives who were interviewed explained that their organisation was already in the 

process of reviewing its’ supervisory provision at the time they joined the project, and that a 

reflective element to supervision was likely to be incorporated in their agency’s amended 

supervision policy.  Given participants’ strong commitment to delivering reflective supervision, it 

follows that all representatives were very keen to ensure that this happened and many were 

trying to drive the process forward.   

 

Where changes were being made to include reflective supervision, participants explained that 

these focused on ensuring greater consistency across the teams, increasing the provision of 

group supervision, and supporting managers to record this reflective element more effectively 

by offering template recording documents.  Jade, a Consultant/Expert Social Worker in the 

Evaluation Group, believed that supervisors can sometimes struggle to provide reflective 

supervision, and so hoped that a clear policy requirement would help to ensure workers receive 

a better balance between reflection and case management: 

 

If your supervisory experience as a supervisee has always been very process focused, 

stepping out to then supervise somebody else in a reflective way is a challenge (Jade, 

Consultant/Expert Social Worker).   
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The increased provision of group supervision was another area where the project appeared to 

have influenced the organisations’ supervision policy.  Both the supervisors and local authority 

representatives interviewed considered that the reflective tools helped to develop and support 

the delivery of group supervision sessions, which had been absent from some of these local 

authorities prior to their participation in the Change Project: 

 

The whole process of bringing people together in a group and giving them a practical 

tool… created a bit of buzz really, and quite a lot of people spoke very positively about 

the process more than anything and how useful they found it (Sam, Head of Service: 

Children in Need)  

 

Laura, a member of the Development Group, commented on the specific benefits of one 

particular group supervision tool, the ‘Camden Model’ of group supervision (Earle et al, 2017), 

stating that “it has given us a way of working which really… celebrates reflection” (Laura, Team 

Manager: Family Support); she was hopeful that other teams in her organisation would follow 

suit in developing their provision of group supervision as a result of this tool.  

 

Even where local authority representatives reported that their organisations already had a 

reflective requirement within their existing supervision policy, they were still keen to promote 

the use of these reflective tools.  For example, Jade (Consultant/Expert Social Worker) stated 

that her local authority will be organising some workshops and publicising the tools to 

managers to help encourage their uptake; Martha (Principal Social Worker) believed the tools 

could easily be added to her organisation’s existing supervision policy by including them as an 

appendix.   

 

However one of the supervisors trialling the tools, Victor, felt that the Change Project could 

have had a stronger impact on policy within his organisation.  He explained that although 

reflective supervision was now ‘loosely’ on the agenda, he did not feel that the project had gone 

far enough to ensure that there was a clear plan or policy in place regarding its delivery:  

 

I think that they [senior management] are saying that reflective supervision needs to 

happen, but I don’t think they are saying how that needs to happen… there isn’t a very 

clear message here at the moment…I think there’s a lot of holes about what is 

reflective (Victor, Supervisor: Local Authority 8). 
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Victor went on to suggest that these shortcomings could be addressed if senior management 

adopted a more direct approach to promoting reflective supervision across the whole 

organisation, for example by having a clearer policy on what should be recorded to ensure 

greater consistency between supervisors.  It is not entirely clear why many organisations were 

seemingly reticent to adopt a standardised approach to reflective supervision, but these limited 

‘pockets’ of good practice appeared to be a consistent theme for many of the organisations 

who participated in the Change Project. 

 

Similarly, in relation to the impact that the Change Project made on the overall learning culture 

of the participating organisations, many of the participants who were interviewed suggested 

that the benefits were only felt in specific teams, and that the project did not make a substantial 

impact on the collective culture of their organisation.  Just four of the 15 local authority 

representatives interviewed considered that the project had made a positive impact on 

organisational learning and development. 

 

Where these participants felt that the project had enhanced the organisational learning culture 

overall, this was evidenced by examples of their organisation trying to apply that learning to 

other areas of practice outside of those directly affected by the project.  For instance, Sally, a 

Children’s Centre Worker in the Evaluation Group, explained how her local authority was now 

looking to integrate reflective supervision within other projects they were currently working on, 

noting that funding was being prioritised to assist in promoting and implementing this 

elsewhere, whilst Sophie stated that: 

 

Supervision fits into the wider organisational development work… there are many 

different interconnected parts (Sophie, Principal Social Worker).   

 

Another way in which the Change Project appeared to exert a positive influence on the 

organisational learning culture was through raising the profile of RiP within the local authority, 

so that more workers were accessing RiP’s catalogue of resources: 

 

It’s raised the agenda of RIP as part of the work that people do, and if that is the trigger 

that makes people think about learning in general that’s got to be a good thing (Sam, 

Head of Service: Children in Need). 
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Even where participants felt that the project had not yet truly promoted organisational learning, 

some still believed there was the potential for this to occur in future.  For instance, Jade 

(Consultant/Expert Social Worker) stated that although the project had only resulted in changes 

within specific teams so far, there was a move within her local authority for these changes to 

spread throughout the Children’s Services department more widely, and possibly even to adult 

social care as well.   

 

Three other interviewees spoke about the different strategies they intended to use to promote 

the project and the tools across their organisations to maximise the potential learning.  These 

included distributing the resource pack and organising a publicity launch within their local 

authority; creating a physical environment conducive to reflection (e.g. a quiet space with 

comfortable tables and chairs); delivering training and replicating RiP exercises with other team 

managers and practice educators; alerting ASYEs to their entitlement to reflective supervision 

in an effort to spread best practice; and highlighting the potential fiscal benefits of a reflective 

supervisory approach to senior management (research suggests that supervision is linked to 

improvements in worker retention rates; Carpenter et al, 2012b). 

 

For those participants who felt the Change Project had not yet impacted on organisational 

learning to a noticeable extent (n=11), a common explanation for this was that recent cost-

saving efforts had reduced the number of supervisors working within their local authority, 

meaning that a case management style of  supervision was prioritised.  High staff turnover was 

another reason given by two interviewees from the Evaluation Group (Gracie and Sandra) for 

the project’s limited impact within their organisation, as these staff changes had resulted in 

‘lost’ knowledge about the project.   

 

Jade, whose local authority joined the project in the second phase, believed that her 

organisation might have been further ahead with their learning if they had been involved in the 

project from the outset, as this may have resulted in greater interest and commitment from 

senior management.  She commented that her local authority had a tendency to get involved in 

a number of projects, but felt they often lacked the momentum required to follow them through 

and fully integrate the learning derived.  She reflected that this lack of a co-ordinated approach 

to learning and development within her organisation had left her feeling isolated, as though she 

was striving to promote reflective supervision alone. 
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The supervisors involved in this Change Project also provided mixed feedback about the extent 

to which they believed it had helped to create more of an organisational learning culture; this 

was apparent in both the quantitative and qualitative data received, and is depicted in figure 7.2 

below. 

 

Figure 7.2: Supervisors’ Perception of Whether the Change Project Supported the Development 
of a Learning Culture within Their Organisation 
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Where supervisors felt that the project had impacted on organisational learning, this tended to 

be because it was one element of a larger organisational restructuring process and increased 

focus on existing supervision policy (often attributed to a recent Ofsted inspection).  For those 

supervisors who did not feel that the project had helped to facilitate wider organisational 

learning, a common reason given was because it had been too short: 

 

People are a little bit anxious about trying new things and adopting new ways of 

learning, so I think in order to see that culture [change] you’d have to see it over a 

longer period of time (Annie, Supervisor, Local Authority 9). 

 

Annie added that the structure of the project was very team specific, and in order to develop a 

wider organisational learning culture it would need to be completed with the workforce as a 

whole, and across all levels of professional development.  Another supervisor, Lauren, pointed 

out that in large local authorities, learning could take several years to filter through from one 

team to another due to a lack of standardisation between different team’s requirements.  

Winnie, a Consultant/Expert Social Worker who participated in both the Development and the 
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Evaluation Group, believed that the tools needed to be seen as an integrated aspect of all 

supervision sessions and not a separate add on.   

 

It is however important to remember, as one of the Change Project’s facilitators highlighted, 

that organisational change starts at an individual level, and everyone has a valuable role to 

play in helping to create an organisational learning culture: 

 

The organisational context is extremely important… and the messages need to reach 

everyone at all levels [however] even if you do feel like you’re only one, you are part of 

the culture and don’t underestimate the change that you can make on your own (Faye, 

Project Facilitator).  

 

7.1.4   The Ongoing Legacy of the Project:  

 

Related to the organisational impact, a further theme which emerged was whether or not the 

organisation planned to continue using the reflective tools once the Change Project had come 

to a close.  Seven members of the Evaluation Group discussed this, and stated that they would 

definitely be supporting their organisation in the continued use and spread of the tools.  For 

example, Martha appeared keen to try using some of the other tools from the resource pack too 

now that the structured evaluation was completed: 

 

I will definitely look at the tools and using the tools to enhance what we do (Martha, 

Principal Social Worker). 

 

Two other members of this group offered ideas for ways in which they could promote the use of 

these tools, thereby demonstrating their commitment to using them: 

 

For us as an organisation there’s a responsibility on us now to roll out the tools to 

others… and one way of doing that is through the supervision policy launch and 

actually in the document itself, but I’m wondering whether we need to think about a 

few… ‘give it a go’ type sessions for other staff really… to support their learning and 

their confidence (Jade, Consultant/Expert Social Worker). 
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Some kind of presentation at a county-wide management meeting or something like 

that, because again it’s not just about safeguarding, these tools can be used elsewhere 

as well (Lisa, Head of Service: Safeguarding). 

 

Jade went on to note that her organisation were also keen to share practice ideas across the 

social care directorates, and she believed these reflective tools would be an excellent and 

valuable resource for the adult social care sector as well, particularly those tools which focused 

on increasing worker resilience as she felt this was equally applicable in both contexts.  

Amanda (a Development Group member) also commented on the potential feasibility of using 

the reflective tools within an adult social care context.  Several participants additionally talked 

about their organisation using the tools within the early help sector.  For example, Sally 

described how she had been instrumental in helping the tools to spread in this context by 

running group supervision sessions, which focused on using specific tools as this helped staff 

to become more familiar with them. 

 

Another idea for promoting the tools concerned taking a systematic approach targeting the 

Practice Educator role.  This was suggested by Martha (in her capacity as Principal Social 

Worker) as she believed this might be the most effective way of encouraging the tools to 

spread within an organisation, because these individuals typically work across all of the social 

work teams (assessing the practice of student social workers) and thus they have a wide 

organisational reach.  

 

For the members of the Development Group, five of the eight representatives interviewed 

discussed whether the tools would continue to be used within their organisation at the end of 

the project; however, despite these participants’ continued interest in reflective supervision, 

their feedback was mixed.  Two participants, Amanda and Natalie, stated that their respective 

organisations were not using the tools, and both believed that this was because their local 

authorities had not seen a copy of the resource pack; it is not clear why these organisations did 

not download it directly from the RiP website where it was available.  Another two group 

members, Jeremy and Katherine, were unsure whether the tools were being used in their local 

authorities or not, although Jeremy said that he was trying to refer his organisation’s workforce 

to the tools in the hope that they would use them.   
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These interviewees did not explain why they were not promoting the use of the tools to a 

greater extent within their organisation, despite their belief in and commitment to reflective 

supervision.  In my reflective discussions with my PhD supervisors, I considered that this may 

be due to the delay between the final meeting of the Development Group and the production of 

the pilot resource pack, which reduced the impetus of some organisations to develop their 

supervisory provision; certainly a number of participants reflected on the amount of time which 

passed, stating that they had not been expecting such a long gap.  The remaining interviewee, 

Patricia, commented that her organisation had been using the tools for some time (prior to the 

publication of the final resource pack) and that she was continuing to try to encourage their use 

more widely across her organisation.   

 

Lastly, of the eight supervisors who were interviewed, just one explicitly stated that they 

planned to continue to use the tools of their own volition now that the project had ended (this 

question was not asked directly as part of the interview process and the remaining participants 

did not comment either way):  

 

The opportunity to be part of this really strengthened some of the practice that we were 

doing, so the tools really came at the right kind of time… I will certainly be using the 

different tools with staff in the future as and when the opportunities arise (Mia, 

Supervisor: Local Authority 12). 

 

Mia added that she would soon be starting a new job within a different local authority and she 

planned to take the reflective tools with her, meaning that the natural relocation patterns of 

workers may encourage the tools to spread on a regional level.  Candice reflected that it might 

be beneficial to appoint ‘champions’ to promote their use and help embed the tools in practice; 

she did not state however whether she actually planned to continue using the tools or adopt 

this championing role herself.    

 

Some participants believed there was a wider legacy of the project, which extended beyond the 

participating organisation.  For example, although the potential impact on service users was not 

specifically evaluated as part of this project, Sharon felt that there was likely to be a positive 

effect: 
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If the practitioner is having better quality, supported supervision with more time to 

reflect then of course that has an impact on their service delivery to their clients 

(Sharon, Team Manager: Learning and Development).   

 

Others spoke about the possibility of promoting reflective supervision beyond the fields of 

social work and social care.  For example, Winnie believed that the reflective tools had the 

potential to be used with other professions to benefit their learning and development, although 

no clear plans for doing this had yet been implemented in her organisation:  

 

We do practice workshops with health visitors and school nurses so it’s maybe 

something that could be developed in the future… once we’ve received the [resource] 

pack…  because multi agency practice is an ongoing drive for us (Winnie, 

Consultant/Expert Social Worker). 

 

Another interviewee from the Evaluation Group, Gracie, described how her organisation had 

been trying to use the reflective tools with workers based in schools, and she felt they would be 

very beneficial in this context too.  She noted however that this might take some time to 

develop, as education workers are not accustomed to receiving supervision in the same way 

that social workers are.  Similarly, Martha and Sam mentioned that their separate organisations 

had been using the reflective tools within multi-agency group supervision sessions, but both 

were unable to comment in any detail on the impact of the tools in this forum. 

 

7.2   CRITIQUING THE CHANGE PROJECT PROCESS:  

 

A key research question in this study was to consider participants’ reflections on the Change 

Project process, in order to maximise our learning about PAR approaches for practice 

development and potentially benefit future change/action research projects.  Having already 

identified a number of positive experiences and outcomes of this project within each distinct 

phase, this next section will offer a critical analysis of the Change Project process as a whole, 

in order to identify any difficulties or challenges that arose.  Data are derived from research 

interviews carried out with local authority representatives, team supervisors, project facilitators 

and RiP professionals; this is augmented by my own reflections on the research process.  The 

findings are grouped into two themes – participant’s experiences in relation to the design of the 
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project, and those linked to its delivery.  Suggestions for how these difficulties could be 

addressed in future are explored in Chapter 9: Conclusions. 

 

7.2.1   Feedback Relating to the Design of the Project:  

 

One challenge frequently reported by participants, particularly in relation to the initial 

development phase, was that they felt unsure about what the Change Project would actually 

entail.  As I highlighted in Chapter 5, the majority of the interviewees from the Development 

Group (n=5) stated that they had not had clear expectations at the outset of the project, and 

they cited factors such as a slow start, a (perceived) disorganised first day, and a ‘vague’ remit 

about the resource outputs as contributing to their uncertain expectations.   

 

Joy (Project Facilitator: Practice Expert) also echoed this point, believing that it took time to 

gain clarity about the purpose of the project, both for the project’s participants as well as for the 

facilitator team.  From my perspective I fully agree with this sentiment, particularly in relation to 

the initial development phase, as I felt that the later group meetings were far more focused and 

productive than the earlier ones.  Thus whilst Change Projects (and indeed PAR in general) are 

arguably an organic process which need time to naturally evolve, it is important to recognise 

that this initial lack of clear direction may cause both researchers and participants alike some 

uneasiness.  

 

Another aspect of the project’s design which some participants found difficult, was the fact that 

there were different working groups for each phase of the project.  Whilst all members of the 

Development Group were invited to apply to join the second piloting and evaluation stage, 

many had not realised that the project would occur over two separate phases and they 

perceived this to be a barrier to their ongoing participation.  For example, Natalie was 

disappointed that her organisation had not signed up for the second evaluation phase whilst, 

conversely, Sally (a member of the Evaluation Group) noted that she would have been very 

interested in also taking part in the initial development stage of the project if she had been 

aware of its existence at the time.  Another group member, Sam (Head of Service: Children in 

Need), felt that being involved in both phases may have increased the overall investment of the 

Evaluation Group members.   
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Joy (Project Facilitator: Practice Expert) also commented on this latter point, stating that 

although having two separate working groups in each phase of the project meant that a greater 

number of local authorities were able to be part of the Change Project overall, she felt that it 

“just didn’t feel as joined up” as it might have done.  In hindsight, I recognise that having two 

distinct groups brought additional challenges, and the structured evaluation component might 

have worked better (and elicited a higher response rate for the follow-up data) if the original 

local authority organisations had remained involved as they were already familiar with and 

committed to the project.  In my reflective PhD supervision discussions, I considered that an 

alternative model would have been to have the same organisations involved throughout, but to 

ask different representatives to attend the group meetings when the project moved into the 

second phase.  This would have been sufficient to ensure objectivity in the structured 

evaluation, whilst helping to maximise organisation’s commitment to the Change Project.  

 

A final aspect of the project’s design which might have been improved upon concerned the 

balance we struck between theory and practice.  Whilst the feedback from participants on this 

aspect was very positive, Joy (Project Facilitator: Practice Expert) described the group 

meetings as being “divorced from practice”.  She went on to suggest that if we had conducted 

site visits to the local authorities, this would have greatly enhanced the project by further 

developing our understanding of reflective practice in the workplace.  Joy argued that the 

pressures of the workplace environment can nudge workers into poor practice behaviours (e.g. 

rushed supervision sessions with a focus on quantity over quality), and observing actual 

reflective supervision in situ may have increased the robustness and validity of our work.   

 

I personally felt that the group meetings achieved a good balance between theory and practice 

within the initial development phase of the project, but I do agree that site visits could have 

worked well in the second piloting and evaluation phase as visiting the participating local 

authority organisations would have facilitated direct contact with the supervisors who were 

trialling the reflective tools.  As well as contributing to the validity of the research findings, this 

may also have increased the extent to which the tools were used, and perhaps the amount of 

follow-up data obtained from the supervisees too. 
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7.2.2   Feedback Relating to the Delivery of the Project: 

 

In terms of the delivery of the Change Project, some participants felt that the pace of the group 

meetings in the initial development phase could have been improved upon.  For example, 

Amanda, Jeremy, and Katherine noted that the project seemed to start slowly, and they felt that 

the first session focused too much on allowing the group members to get to know one another 

rather than on explaining the overall design and structure of the project itself.  Whilst I agree 

that there was a strong focus on the participants meeting each other in the first session, I 

believe this is an important part of any group work process and something which should not be 

rushed.  However for Amanda, this slow start created a knock on effect so that the project 

finished before fully meeting her expectations: 

 

It was slow starting, finished too quickly, and really didn’t achieve the outcomes I was 

hoping and anticipating that it would have done (Amanda, Head of Service: Early 

Help).   

 

Another aspect of the Change Project which some participants found challenging concerned 

the frequency and duration of the group meetings.  For example, Jeremy (a member of the 

Development Group) expressed his frustration that one of the sessions finished earlier than 

scheduled as he had travelled a long way to attend.  He suggested that it might have worked 

better to offer the meetings as three two-day blocks, instead of six one-day sessions, as this 

would reduce the amount of travelling involved and allow participants more time and space 

away from their day-to-day responsibilities to focus on the project.  My own reflections on this 

aspect were that attending the meetings did require a lot of travelling and so two-day sessions 

might have worked better.  I also observed that it took some time in each meeting to recap on 

the content of the previous session and get participants fully focused again, so delivering them 

in two-day blocks may have mitigated this too. 

 

A further element of the project’s delivery which some participants commented on was the 

general communication and administration of the project.  Four local authority representatives 

across both phases of the project felt that the timeliness of communication could have been 

improved, both from RiP directly as well as from me when carrying out the structured 

evaluation element. 
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In relation to the communication received from RiP, Amanda (a member of the Development 

Group) stated that RiP had sent delayed email requests for paperwork once the project was 

completed, and she felt that these had been hard to respond to whilst balancing other workload 

demands – she would have preferred a dedicated follow-up meeting to address these queries 

instead.  Similarly, Martha (a member of the Evaluation Group) considered that she did not 

receive enough specific information about the process until the last minute, which meant that it 

was difficult to complete the necessary preparation in time for the meetings.  Martha also felt 

that this made it harder to engage other members of her organisation in the project, such as the 

supervisors who were needed to trial the tools.  

 

Two participants from the initial development phase of the project, Amanda and Natalie, stated 

that they could not recall having been sent a copy of the pilot resource pack from RiP (the final 

version had not yet been published at the time of the interviews), and they were disappointed 

that they had not seen the product which they co-produced.  As previously noted however, it is 

not clear why these participants did not download the resource pack themselves directly from 

the RiP website.  It should also be highlighted that this does not seem to have been the case 

for all participants, as the remaining interviewees from this phase of the project confirmed that 

they had received a copy.   

 

Linked to this notion of follow-up, Joy (Project Facilitator: Practice Expert) expressed her 

concerns that the participants did not get more communication from RiP after each phase of 

the project had been completed; she believed that this was especially important following the 

initial development phase, as a strong group identity had been established.  I too felt that the 

project seemed to end quite suddenly for these participants. and I think that they would have 

valued more information and updates about the project’s progress, particularly with reference to 

the scheduled publication date of the pilot resource pack.  

 

Two members of the Development Group, Jeremy and Katherine, also offered useful feedback 

on my own communication concerning the research interviews.  They queried why these 

interviews were completed so long after the initial phase had finished (approximately 15-16 

months), as they thought that this gap might mean participants’ recollection of events was not 

as accurate.  The reason for this delay was that I had decided to complete all of the research 

interviews together, and so I had waited until the structured evaluation component of the 

project was complete before contacting any of the participants.  On reflection this might have 
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been a mistake, and perhaps I would have been better to complete the interviews in two stages 

instead, at the end of each phase of the project.   

 

7.3   PROMOTING AND SUPPORTING THE LONGER TERM USE OF THE RESOURCES: 

 

A key principle of PAR is that it is intended to elicit organisational change.  This is also true of 

RiP Change Projects, as an important aspect of the process concerns the promotion and 

continuing support which RiP provide to their network of partners to help them to achieve 

change and implement the outputs of the project – in this case the reflective tools within the 

resource pack.  Sandra explained that: 

 

For us as an organisation the outputs are the beginning of it in some ways (Sandra, 

RiP Research and Development Manager). 

 

She went on to note that there was a “real buzz” around this particular Change Project, 

perhaps as a result of the wider interest in social work supervision.   

 

Following the publication of the final resource pack in April 2017 (Earle et al, 2017), RiP 

continued to monitor the number of times the reflective tools were downloaded from their 

website as an indication of the extent to which they were being embedded amongst their 

subscribers.  Table 7.1 details the frequency of downloads for the most popular tools from the 

resource pack, and shows that many of the reflective tools continued to garner considerable 

interest from RiP’s network of partners.  As before, a number of the most popular tools were 

designed and produced by members of the Change Project’s Development Group, such as the 

PCF Reflective Questions tool and the Reflective Supervision Audit tool (Ibid). 
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Table 7.1: Data on Frequency of Downloads From April 2017 to August 2019 

NAME OF TOOL¹ FREQUENCY OF DOWNLOADS 

Reflective Supervision Resource Handbook (Final Version) 2200 

Munro’s Decision Tree 681 

Complete Set of Reflective Supervision Tools 591 

McLean’s Head, Heart, Hands and Feet  519 

Socratic Questions Tool 440 

Reflective Supervision Audit Tool 424 

PCF Reflective Questions 397 

RiP’s Anchor Principles 388 

Emotional Resilience Postcard 369 

Wonnacott’s Discrepancy Matrix 234 

De Bono’s Decision Making Hats 226 

Supervision Preparation Tool 178 

Exploring Expectations in the Supervisory Relationship  159 

Framing the Dilemma  147 

Seven Learnable Skills of Resilience 119 

Reflecting on Challenging Experiences 71 

Supervisee Anxiety Scale 66 

¹ All tools cited in Earle et al (2017) - Reflective Supervision Resource Pack. 

 

As well as monitoring the uptake of the project in this way, RiP also promoted the Change 

Project by providing a series of workshop-style training sessions once the project had been 

completed.  These were led by Joy, the practice expert facilitator, and were born out of RiP’s 

desire to embed the use of the reflective tools in local authority organisations more widely.  

Sandra (RiP Research and Development Manager) explained that her experience of delivering 

Change Projects has shown that organisations need ongoing support to facilitate the 

successful implementation of the projects’ outputs; RiP has therefore added in a series of 

training sessions as a follow-up action to their Change Project cycle.  In this case, these two-

day training sessions are part of a national training programme which RiP offer to their 

subscribers, and are delivered throughout England to approximately 20-30 participants at a 
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time.  The purpose of the sessions is to provide organisations with tailored support and 

guidance in using the reflective supervision resource pack. 

 

Alongside these specific reflective supervision training sessions, Sandra also explained that 

aspects of the resource pack and accompanying handbook were being incorporated into other 

external training programmes and in-house workshops delivered internally to RiP’s employees:   

 

One of our senior associates has come back really positively about using [the 

resources] and integrating them into other sessions she leads for us (Sandra, RiP 

Research and Development Manager). 

 

Additionally, RiP is also involved in the Social Work Teaching Partnership (SWTP) programme 

- a government-funded initiative intended to support high-quality social work practice by 

developing collaborative relationships between Higher Education Institutes and employers 

(DfE, 2019) - and they are responsible for delivering training on reflective supervision to a 

South-East London local authority as part of this agenda.  This training will actively promote the 

concept of a learning organisation by drawing on the reflective tools that the Change Project 

produced, and offer ‘coaching’ sessions for social work middle-managers on how to develop 

effective supervisors within their organisation.    

 

Overall, Sandra noted that RiP was very pleased with the uptake of the Change Project so far.  

In particular, she explained that RiP believed the project had developed a successful 

community of practice amongst their network of partners, which seemed to be leading to 

organisational policy changes so that reflective supervision was now being delivered to the 

social work and social care workforce to a much greater extent than before.  Further, there also 

appeared to be a possibility that the project’s resources could be linked with wider policy 

developments in the social care arena: 

 

There is also potential around the Knowledge and Skills Statements and practice 

supervision as well.  [There are] meaningful development opportunities for people 

which reflect this emerging structure… there’s a real interest to see what we [RiP] have 

got and to see how that can align with other bits of work around the Knowledge and 

Skills Statements (Sandra, RiP Research and Development Manager). 
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I also believe that the Change Project brought about many positive benefits and proved to be 

successful overall.  These benefits were not just felt by those individuals directly involved in the 

project, but they also spread far wider to include the supervisees and the organisations, as well 

as potentially other professional contexts/agencies and service users too – I feel fortunate to 

have been part of it. 

 

7.4   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS: 

 

This chapter has focused on the third and final phase of the Change Project, where RiP 

published and distributed the final reflective supervision resource pack to their network of 

partners and worked to promote and support the project’s long term impact.  A combination of 

qualitative and quantitative data have been used to explore the ongoing legacy and influence of 

the Change Project, present participants’ reflections on their experiences of the project’s design 

and delivery, and summarise RiP’s ongoing efforts to fully embed the learning and resources 

from the project amongst their network of partners and beyond.     

 

The findings have shown that the Change Project had a positive impact on a number of levels.  

These included helping the local authority representatives and supervisors directly involved in 

the project to develop greater confidence in their reflective supervision practice, as well as 

potentially supporting the recipients of the tools (i.e. the supervisees) to develop their analysis 

and critical thinking skills and emotional resilience.  The organisational impact of the Change 

Project was also apparent, as many local authorities planned to continue using the tools after 

the project finished and incorporate reflective supervision into their existing supervisory 

policies.  It does appear however that the benefits of the project became more diffuse the 

further removed you become, and many participants felt that the project’s influence was limited 

to specific teams and pockets of good practice rather than the organisation as a whole. 

 

Alongside these clear benefits, there were also certain aspects of the Change Project which 

some participants found challenging.  These related to both the design and delivery of the 

project, and some helpful and constructive feedback was offered, for example regarding the 

need for greater clarity at the outset about the remit and purpose of the project as well as more 

integration between the first and second phases.  The findings have also highlighted the strong 

commitment which RiP have to promoting and supporting the ongoing use of the reflective tools 
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in practice, and it is clear that the resources and learning from this project are being used in 

RiP’s national training programme and other work with good effect.   

 

In Chapter 8, I will present a detailed discussion of the ways in which my research findings from 

each phase of the Change Project add to the existing literature, and thus represent a distinct 

contribution to knowledge. 
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CHAPTER 8 – DISCUSSION 

 

The aim of this chapter is to present a detailed discussion of the ways in which my research 

findings add to the existing literature and represent a distinct contribution to knowledge.  In line 

with the two research objectives presented in Chapter 4 - to provide a critical analysis of a 

change/action research project into reflective supervision, and to explore the practicalities and 

benefits of implementing the project’s outputs to the children’s social care/social work 

workforce – I will firstly explore how my findings presented in this thesis contribute to the 

empirical literature on reflective supervision and action research, before moving to examine my 

contribution to conceptual knowledge.  These were both important research objectives given 

the small number of PAR studies for practice development in the field of social work and social 

care, along with the limitations of the existing evidence base on supervision.  The potential 

contributions to knowledge of my findings are therefore significant and I will conclude by 

summarising these gains. 

 

8.1   MY CONTRIBUTION TO EMPIRICAL KNOWLEDGE: 

 

In this section, I will discuss how the findings of my research study, examining the process and 

outcomes of a change/action research project, contribute to our empirical knowledge, firstly in 

relation to reflective supervision and secondly in relation to PAR. 

 

8.1.1   Discussion of Findings in Relation to Reflective Supervision: 

 

This Change Project aimed to support local authority organisations in their delivery of reflective 

supervision.  Specifically, this research sought to examine to what extent supervisors were able 

to implement and utilise resources for facilitating reflection in supervision, as well as to explore 

the outcomes for supervisees of their supervisors’ use of these resources (e.g. the reflective 

tools).  My findings in relation to these research questions are discussed below, with clear links 

to how this research has contributed to the empirical knowledge base.  

 

(i)   To what extent were supervisors able to implement/utilise the reflective tools?  

 

Beginning with the first research question on implementation, it is encouraging to note that the 

tools for reflective supervision which were developed through this Change Project were 
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generally very well received by the supervisors trialling them.  Many supervisors were keen to 

implement them in practice and reported that the tools helped to strengthen existing 

approaches to supervision within their organisations.  Some also noted that the tools gave 

them greater confidence when enquiring about workers’ personal and emotional wellbeing than 

they had previously possessed, as they helped to frame any issues or difficulties the worker 

was having in a positive way.   

 

This is an important finding because it suggests that a proportion of supervisors view the 

supervision of practice as a relationship-based activity.  Concerns have been raised that 

increased control, accountability and procedural measures in social work have led to an 

erosion of relational approaches to practice (Hingley-Jones and Ruch, 2016), however it may 

be the case that supervisors still wish to promote reflective practice, but that this is being 

inhibited by the wider organisational culture.  Nye (2007) noted that unhealthy organisational 

cultures, which promote independence as desirable and dependence as shameful, can hamper 

reflection.  Having a selection of reflective tools to use may have helped supervisors to 

challenge these negative prejudices within their organisation, by providing them with a clear 

structure and mandate to deliver reflective supervision.  

 

I also found that whilst supervisors themselves appeared keen to implement the tools in 

practice, some reported that there was an underlying anxiety and reluctance from staff when 

they initially suggested using the reflective tools in supervision (Chapter 6: Section 6.3.4).  As 

the wider literature suggests that workers strongly believe in the value of reflective supervision 

and request that this type of support is provided more frequently (Ballantyne et al, 2019; 

Benton et al, 2017), the finding that some supervisees in this project were anxious about using 

them is quite surprising.  Prior to conducting this research, I would have expected to find that 

supervisors would be more anxious than workers about utilising the reflective tools, as other 

studies have highlighted that supervisor’s confidence can be a barrier to implementing practice 

interventions (e.g. Saltiel, 2017; Turney and Ruch, 2018).  It is not clear why my findings are 

not consistent with previous research in this way, but one explanation may be that the 

structured nature of the tools along with the flexibility which this research study afforded to 

supervisors when using them in practice, helped to dispel any anxiety they may have had in 

trialling them. 
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Ruch (2002) has previously argued that anxiety is the most common obstacle to reflection, and 

in light of the findings presented here supervisors striving to promote reflection may firstly need 

to focus on containing workers’ anxieties before they can begin to develop workers’ reflective 

skills.  The lack of follow-up data from the supervisees means that it was not possible to identify 

whether specific supervisee variables affected workers’ confidence in using the tools, but it is 

plausible that those workers who felt anxious did not feel sufficiently safe or supported by their 

supervisor to participate in these reflective activities.  Previous research has shown that the 

overall effectiveness of supervision is tempered by the quality of the supervisory relationship 

(Kadushin and Harkness, 2002), and my findings support the notion that the supervisory 

relationship is an important consideration when developing new supervisory approaches.  

Indeed from the perspective of the supervisors, the quality of the relationship they felt that they 

had with workers, as well as the extent to which supervisors felt comfortable themselves in 

using the tools, were cited as important considerations when they were choosing which ones to 

implement in practice.   

 

Another key finding in my study, is that that the tools which supervisors felt would be most 

valuable differed from those identified by the supervisees: workers appeared to value tools 

which supported them to explore their emotional wellbeing and self-care skills, whereas 

supervisors were initially concerned these could be seen as “intrusive” (Chapter 6: Section 

6.3.4).  This suggests that there may be important differences in the perceptions of supervisees 

and supervisors about the purpose of supervision.  Whilst most supervisors embraced using 

the reflective tools, the finding that some supervisors believed certain tools exploring workers’ 

emotional responses were potentially intrusive, suggests that they saw the supervisory role as 

being primarily focused on the managerial functions; in contrast, workers placed equal value on 

the support aspects of supervision.  This may be best understood as an incongruence between 

supervisors’ and supervisees’ goals (or agreed outcomes) of supervision, as depicted in the 

Supervisory Working Alliance (Bordin, 1983).   

 

A further noteworthy finding in relation to the implementation of the reflective tools is that where 

supervisors used the tools with non social-work qualified staff, they believed them to be equally 

applicable to both groups of workers (Chapter 6: Section 6.3.4).  Several supervisors 

commented that as intervention thresholds have increased in recent years, reflection is now 

just as important amongst this group of employees as it is for social workers.  However, non 

social-work qualified workers are currently not included in the policy directives intended to 



 

 

 205 

promote effective supervision arrangements in social work, such as within the Professional 

Standards for Social Work (Social Work England, 2020: Standards 3.2 and 4.2) or the Local 

Government Association Standards for Employers of Social Workers in England (LGA, 2014: 

Standard 5).  This is a significant gap given the complexity of cases which these non social-

work qualified workers are now holding, and my findings suggest that providing reflective 

supervision to this sector of the workforce would be both appropriate and beneficial. 

 

Furthermore, I also identified that reflective supervision may be potentially valuable in other 

professional contexts too, as some of the participants interviewed believed that the reflective 

tools would be equally helpful for individuals working in education, healthcare or adult social 

care settings.  This may be a particularly important finding in view of the current policy 

promoting a co-ordinated approach to safeguarding in England, whereby “everyone who works 

with children has a responsibility for keeping them safe” (DfE, 2018b:10).  As good quality 

supervision has been deemed essential for safe practice (Laming, 2003; Munro, 1996), it 

seems sensible to conclude that all workers with a responsibility to safeguard and promote the 

wellbeing of children should receive every support available to enable them to carry out their 

duties effectively; the use of tools to promote reflective supervision (such as the ones being 

trialled in my study) may go some way towards enhancing the available support. 

 

Despite many positive experiences in using the tools, limited time and general workload 

pressures were often highlighted as being key barriers to fully implementing these reflective 

resources (Chapter 6: Section 6.3.4).  For some supervisors, this was linked to low staffing 

levels which inhibited their ability to implement the tools as teams were not fully resourced and 

they had to prioritise the day-to-day tasks instead.  This finding is consistent with other PAR 

studies seeking to implement practice interventions within a social work context.  For example, 

Baker et al (2018) noted that even where practice interventions have the potential to reduce the 

time taken to complete everyday tasks, additional demands are temporarily placed on workers 

as these new approaches are developed and refined.  The limited amount of time available to 

adopt new practice interventions has also been highlighted in non action-research studies in a 

social work context (e.g. Turney and Ruch, 2018).  These findings therefore add to the growing 

evidence that time and workload pressures are likely to be experienced as initial barriers when 

implementing new practice interventions, and organisations and researchers would be wise to 

consider strategies for mitigating these difficulties prior to the introduction of new practices.  
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(ii)   What were the outcomes for supervisees of their supervisors’ use of the reflective 

tools? 

 

The second research question concerned the outcomes for supervisees of their supervisors’ 

use of the reflective tools.  As I explained in Chapter 4, although it was not possible to 

empirically examine these outcomes as initially planned, many supervisors stated that they 

believed the tools benefited workers in two key ways: firstly by supporting workers’ emotional 

resilience, and secondly by developing their analysis and critical thinking skills (Chapter 7: 

Section 7.1.2). 

 

In relation to improving worker’s resilience, the supervisors in my study claimed that the tools 

had a positive impact by normalising their supervisee’s emotional responses to the job and 

encouraging them to develop a healthy work/life balance.  This is an important finding as a 

quarter of the supervisees who answered the initial online survey were identified as showing 

compassion fatigue (Chapter 6: Section 6.3.3).  There are two possible mechanisms through 

which the reflective tools may have contributed to improved worker resilience.  Firstly, the tools 

helped to strengthen and develop the supervisory relationship, enabling supervisors to feel 

more confident in exploring any personal issues that might be affecting workers’ practice 

(Chapter 6: Section 6.3.4).  As well as increasing supervisors’ confidence, the reflective tools 

may have given workers ‘permission’ to seek support from their supervisors in a way they had 

not felt able to previously: Rose and Palattiyil (2020) noted that some social workers actively 

avoided asking for support from their supervisors for fear of appearing weak or incompetent.  

By providing practitioners with a structure and opportunity to reflect on and acknowledge their 

emotional responses to their work, the workers may have felt better able to discuss and explore 

their emotional wellbeing with their supervisors, thereby allowing them to address factors which 

may otherwise have exerted a negative impact on their practice.   

 

Previous research has also highlighted the importance of the supervisory relationship.  For 

example, Simmonds (2018) argued that the relationships which social workers develop with 

their supervisors are central for effective practice, as positive relationships can help workers to 

feel understood and supported.  Indeed the quality of the supervisory relationship has 

previously been shown to be associated with both stress and burnout amongst workers in this 

sector (Mena and Bailey, 2007), and a link between a lack of supervisory support and vicarious 
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trauma symptoms in workers has also been identified in the literature (Ullman and Townsend, 

2007). 

 

As well as the indirect benefits gained by strengthening the supervisory relationship, 

supervisors noted that by using the reflective tools, workers were better able to reflect on and 

develop an enhanced understanding of their own resilience, thereby normalising their 

emotional responses to the job and recognising the importance of maintaining a healthy 

work/life balance.  This finding corroborates research by Rose and Palattiyil (2020), who 

highlighted the role of supervision in enhancing workers’ resilience by supporting staff to reflect 

on their practice and develop a greater sense of self awareness about their emotional 

responses to the task.  It also lends weight to the increasing recognition that external (rather 

than internal) factors exert an influence on an individual’s resilience and wellbeing (e.g. 

Crutchley, 2020; Luthar, 2003; Masten, 2014).  Organisations can therefore proactively take 

steps to support their workforce to become more emotionally resilient by utilising supervision as 

a protective ‘asset’ against the emotionally demanding nature of the social work role. 

 

The second area where the tools appeared to positively benefit the workforce concerns the 

supervisee’s analysis and critical thinking skills, as many supervisors believed that the tools 

supported the development of this aspect of their supervisees’ practice.  The supervisors 

explained that they found using the reflective tools helped to focus case discussions and slow 

workers’ thinking down, which encouraged them to become more purposeful in their approach 

and move cases forward which had previously felt ‘stuck’ (Chapter 7: Section 7.1.2).  By 

encouraging workers to re-examine their thinking on particular cases and seek alternative 

courses of action, the tools may have helped them to avoid the ‘illusion of certainty’ (Helm, 

2011).  I noted in Chapter 2 (Section 2.1.3), that within the Cognitive Continuum Theory (CCT) 

framework, Hammond et al (1987) suggest that a balance between analysis and intuition is 

needed for situations where there is a high degree of uncertainty involved, such as in social 

work.  It may therefore be the case that reflective supervision provides an effective mechanism 

for this balance to be obtained.    

 

Further feedback from supervisors suggested that the reflective tools also empowered staff to 

be more autonomous in their practice, and reflect by themselves to a greater extent before 

seeking advice and direction from their managers (Chapter 7: Section 7.1.2).  This finding 

substantiates the underlying principles of reflective supervision, where supervisors are not 
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expected to provide the ‘answers’ but rather to bring their own knowledge and experience so 

that supervision becomes a collaborative process (Brown and Turney, 2014).  It also provides 

support for the findings of Wilkins et al (2018), who reported statistically significant associations 

between supervision sessions which were characterised by a sense of curiosity (i.e. reflective 

in nature) and more skilful social work practice.  It may be that the tools, designed by 

professionals who understood how reflective supervision works in practice, provided a structure 

for workers to apply their reflective skills at a practical level (Ruch, 2000) and supported them 

to reflect on action (Schon, 1983).   

 

Furthermore, as workers’ emotional resilience and their analysis and critical thinking skills both 

appeared to be positively influenced by supervisors’ use of the tools, these findings lend weight 

to Earle et al’s (2017) suggestion that these two aspects are interrelated.  If anxiety is the most 

common obstacle to reflection (Ruch, 2002), it may be that by containing workers’ anxieties 

through the mechanism of reflective supervision, where supervisors adopt a ‘supportive and 

companionable’ relational style (Heard and Lake, 1997), we directly support their emotional 

resilience and indirectly facilitate their ability to analyse and critically reflect on their practice.  

Similarly, reflective supervision might assist workers in developing effective ‘mentalisation’ 

skills (Fonagy et al, 2002), whereby they can better understand the thoughts and feelings of 

themselves and others and assign more accurate meaning to the facts and information they 

collect (Simmonds, 2018).   

 

Overall, my findings were encouraging, as they showed that supervisors were keen to apply the 

reflective tools in practice, and believed them to have a positive impact on worker’s resilience 

and critical thinking and analysis.  In doing so, my study has achieved its aim of exploring 

supervisors’ use of the tools, and provided some initial data on the possible outcomes of 

reflective supervision for supervisees. The implications of my study for future research are 

discussed further in Chapter 9: Section 9.2.3. 

 

8.1.2   Discussion of Findings in Relation to the use of PAR in Social Work: 

 

The second objective of this research was to provide a critical analysis of the Change Project.  

In Chapter 3, I showed that there is a distinct lack of studies reporting on the use of PAR as an 

approach for practice development within social work, and there are significant methodological 

shortcomings in the few studies which do exist – namely, a lack of quantitative data and limited 
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efforts to measure pre/post test intervention outcomes or rigorously evaluate the PAR process.  

Consequently, I tried to address this gap by collecting valuable data on the process of utilising 

action research approaches to promote practice development within social work.  I believed this 

to be important as the collaborative approach inherent in action research is highly congruent 

with the core social work values, and the use of PAR approaches within a social work context 

should prove to be a harmonious partnership.  Specifically, I sought to examine participants’ 

reflections on this change/action research project, along with the extent to which the project 

reflected models of PAR; the findings in relation to the first question are presented below, and 

this latter conceptualisation is explored further in section 8.2.1. 

(i)    What were participants’ reflections on the process of the change/action research 

project? 

My third research question examined people’s experiences of, and reflections on, participating 

in the RiP Change Project, and it is encouraging that many participants shared positive 

experiences of the process.  Many participants noted that a key benefit of the project was that it 

afforded them an opportunity to network with their professional peers in other local authority 

organisations, where they were able to share learning and ideas on reflective supervision and 

better understand the shape and extent of supervisory provision elsewhere.  In a small number 

of cases, this networking also extended beyond the group meetings as some individuals went 

on to develop professional links with fellow participants outside of the project.  This enabled 

them to share ideas and information on good practice relating to social work/social care more 

generally, and support one another to implement policy or procedural changes within their 

organisation (Chapter 5: Section 5.2.3).   

 

The development of professional networks is a common theme in the literature relating to 

action research approaches, including PAR projects as a branch of this wider research 

approach.  For example, Watters et al (2010) identified the formation of networks to be a clear 

benefit of action research approaches in general, stating that action research offers participants 

valuable opportunities for networking and a source of social support; it may also help to 

generate a ‘culture of inquiry’ by forming communities to advocate for change.  With specific 

reference to PAR approaches, Westoby et al (2019) noted that their project, designed to 

‘radicalise’ community development within social work in Australia, facilitated peer support and 

‘horizontal’ learning, by providing an opportunity for professional networking amongst 
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participants operating within different practice spheres; similarly, Boetto et al (2020) reported 

on the formation of group-level interventions to promote ecosocial social work practice.  My 

findings thus serve to corroborate the existing literature, by providing further support for the 

notion that action research approaches are well positioned to facilitate opportunities for peer 

networking, support, and horizontal learning in a way that traditional research studies are not.  

Conceptually, this may be best viewed as a practical example of Noffke’s (1997; 2009) 

professional dimension of action research, whereby action research focuses on developing a 

profession’s theoretical knowledge base and technical skills.   

 

Secondly, many participants reported that the Change Project helped them to reflect on and 

validate their existing supervisory practice.  The project also appeared to exert a positive 

impact on participant’s confidence in their professional role, and this was particularly true where 

workers were new to their positions.  As well as developing participants’ confidence in relation 

to their supervisory practice, several interviewees also noted that this project helped to develop 

their skills and experience in participating in practice-based research, and deepened their 

understanding of the research process (Chapter 7: Section 7.1.1).  An increase in participants’ 

confidence and practical (research-related) skills as a result of their role in action research 

studies has similarly been found to be true for service user participants (Lockey et al, 2004).   

 

Theoretically, these benefits can be understood as an example of the personal element of 

Noffke’s (1997; 2009) dimensions of action research, whereby action research impacts on the 

personal growth and development of all those who engage in it.  Action research may further 

empower participants through the value placed on the generation of insider knowledge - a 

“unique – and often neglected – component” (Somekh, 2008:6) - which stems from 

practitioners reflecting on and making explicit the knowledge which guides their practice.  

 

From my own perspective as a researcher in this project, I too found it to be a positive learning 

experience.  Participating in this project helped to develop my knowledge and understanding of 

the topic of reflective supervision, as I was exposed to a large number of participants sharing 

their personal experiences of social work supervision in practice, which I could in turn link to my 

existing academic knowledge about the subject.  Secondly, the Change Project also helped me 

to develop my understanding of action research approaches along with my practical research 

skills, as although I had conducted qualitative research before I had not previously been 

involved in an action research study where I was required to follow the participatory approach 
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and develop highly collaborative and equal partnerships with the research participants.  I 

actively embraced this as I greatly valued the opportunity to be involved in effecting change.  

Previous studies have also highlighted the benefits to researchers of participating in 

collaborative action research (e.g. Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Maguire, 2003). 

 

My findings therefore contribute to the limited literature evaluating the process of PAR, as they 

demonstrate the value of this approach to participants and researchers alike.  Whilst other 

studies pertaining to action research in general have also shown positive outcomes for those 

involved (e.g. Lykes, 1997; Mertens, 2005; Watters et al, 2010), it is my contention that PAR 

generates particularly strong benefits due to the high degree of collaboration and shared 

learning which is inherent in this specific branch of action research.  My findings also provide a 

practical example of the increasing move by social work educators and researchers to draw on 

social work practice as a valuable source of theory and knowledge, to complement or enhance 

more formal theories and procedures (D’Cruz et al, 2007). 

 

A third theme which emerged from participants’ reflections on the process of this project 

concerns the impact it had at a wider organisational level.  Some participants noted that the 

project helped to facilitate the development of an organisational learning culture, supporting a 

larger organisational restructuring and an increased focus on supervision policy and initiatives 

(Chapter 7: Section 7.1.3).  It was also suggested that the project had helped to raise the 

profile and uptake amongst the workforce of the resources produced by RiP in general, thereby 

encouraging staff to use research evidence to support and strengthen their social work/social 

care practice.  Whilst these benefits were often limited to specific teams or pockets of good 

practice and did not always extend across the entire organisation, the value of the project 

should still be acknowledged. 

 

These findings lend support to the wider literature on reflective practice and learning systems 

within organisations.  For example, through the mechanism of the Change Project, participants 

were encouraged to critically examine the political and professional culture underpinning their 

organisation’s supervisory practice, and to recognise that the way in which a problem is defined 

can actually be a problem in itself – this is arguably an example of ‘double-loop learning’ 

(Argyris and Schön, 1996).  However, although this project supported participants to adopt this 

critical perspective, the fact that this learning was often confined to specific teams suggests 

that these procedural and bureaucratic barriers continued to exert a strong effect.  Similar 
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findings were reported by Westoby et al (2019), who noted that the benefits of their PAR 

project were also limited to individual teams and the ‘silos’ of particular workplace contexts, and 

Boetto et al (2020), who highlighted the significance of organisational factors for determining 

the successful implementation of ecosocial work interventions.  Together, these collective 

findings suggest that whilst PAR has the potential to offer a degree of organisational learning, 

this is more limited than the learning which can be seen to occur at an individual or team level. 

 

Lastly, as well as these positive experiences of participating in the Change Project, participants 

also reflected on specific difficulties or barriers to their involvement, and these were 

categorised as either relating to the project’s design or the project’s delivery (Chapter 7: 

Section 7.2).  In relation to the project’s design, some participants noted that they had uncertain 

expectations about what the project would entail and they reported a lack of clarity about the 

process.  Difficulties relating to the co-production of the reflective supervision resource pack, 

such as the time taken to produce it and the extent to which participants felt they truly ‘owned’ 

the product, were also highlighted.  For others, the difficulties they experienced concerned the 

more practical aspects of the project’s delivery and their engagement in the sessions, for 

example arising from the geographical location of meetings and degree of travelling involved.  

Chapter 9: Section 9.4 presents a detailed discussion on the potential learning derived from 

these findings, which may be helpful to RiP and other organisations thinking about employing 

action research approaches to practice development in future. 

 

These findings add weight to the existing literature on generic action research approaches, 

which has identified similar barriers.  For example, previous research has shown that the lack 

of clear definitions about exactly what constitutes concepts such as ‘participation’ or ‘active 

involvement’ means that action research participants are required to take a highly flexible 

approach (Herr and Anderson, 2005; L’Etang and Theron, 2012); it may be that the difficulties 

the participants cited in this project occurred because they initially found it hard to adopt this 

alternative philosophy and style compared to more traditional research hierarchies (Flanagan, 

2019; Wimpenny, 2010).  Further, participants’ feedback on the length of time taken to produce 

the pilot resource pack emphasises the time consuming nature of action research, something 

which other authors have also noted (Jacobs, 2010; McLaughlin, 2010; McVicar et al, 2012) 

and which future researchers may be wise to recognise and take into consideration to 

maximise the effectiveness of their research.   
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8.1.3 Summary of My Contribution to Empirical Knowledge: 

 

My findings contribute to the empirical literature on reflective supervision and action research in 

several ways.  In relation to reflective supervision, I have shown that supervisors perceive 

supervision to be a relationship-based activity.  My findings have also provided evidence that 

reflective supervision positively influences workers’ resilience and their analysis and critical 

thinking skills, both of which are important for effective social work practice.  The findings also 

suggest that reflective supervision may be both appropriate and beneficial to workers who are 

non-social work qualified, as well as potentially valuable to staff working in other professional 

contexts.  There are, however, significant tensions between organisations’ desire to implement 

new interventions to improve practice whilst still meeting the increased administrative and 

procedural demands placed upon them - something that managers and policy makers may 

wish to reflect further upon. 

 

The findings from this research have also added to the limited empirical literature on the use of 

PAR approaches for practice development.  A key finding is that PAR facilitates opportunities 

for peer support and horizontal learning, so that practice experience becomes a valuable 

source of theory and knowledge, which complements and enhances more formal theories and 

procedures.  I have also provided evidence of the value of this research approach to 

participants and researchers alike.  Some common barriers to the use of PAR have additionally 

been identified, which future researchers may wish to take into account.  These findings may 

also apply more generally, to include other generic approaches to action research as well. 

 

8.2   MY CONTRIBUTION TO CONCEPTUAL KNOWLEDGE:  

 

As well as contributing to the empirical knowledge underpinning reflective supervision and 

PAR, by thoroughly examining the process and outcomes of the Change Project, my findings 

also offer an original contribution to our conceptual knowledge of these topics.  In this section, I 

will examine how my research has supported and developed our theoretical understanding of 

these areas.   
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8.2.1   What Can We Learn About Models/Principles of PAR? 

 

My final research question considered the extent to which the Change Project reflected existing 

principles and models of action research, and this was an important question to answer for two 

reasons.  Firstly, it determines whether my preliminary observations of the conceptual 

similarities between the RiP Change Project and PAR would stand up to further scrutiny, 

thereby ensuring that my research was firmly grounded in theory unlike many of the existing 

studies.  Secondly, it further develops our understanding of PAR in practice, as I have 

previously identified that a key shortcoming of the limited research on the use of PAR in social 

work was the failure of studies to reference any specific PAR models within their discussion of 

the literature.   

As a starting point for examining the potential similarities between the Change Project and 

other theoretical models of action research, I compared the phases of the Change Project 

Cycle (RiP, 2010) to a contemporary spiral model of action research (Armstrong and Moore, 

2004) which elaborated on Lewin’s (1946) traditional framework (see Chapter 3: Section 3.3).  

In this preliminary examination, I noted that a key aspect of the RiP Change Project process is 

that it followed a clear series of phases - the development phase, the piloting and evaluation 

phase, and the production, launch and dissemination of resources (final phase).  As these 

stages largely matched those depicted in Armstrong and Moore’s (2004) model, I concluded 

that there are many similarities and areas of overlap between the two.  Indeed, the only 

noteworthy difference was the emphasis placed by RiP on the dissemination of resources, and 

I determined that this difference may be attributable to RiP’s specific organisational priorities 

whereby they aimed to produce a practical resource to share with their network of partners in a 

bid to maximise the impact and reach of this project.   

Having established these broad similarities between the Change Project cycle and the stages 

of action research depicted in existing models, I went on to consider whether any further 

similarities might exist by examining the underpinning principles of action research and those of 

the Change Project.  My conclusion, based on my knowledge of the Change Project at that 

stage, was that it appeared to be an example of PAR as a specific branch of action research.  

Having now completed the Change Project, I am able to offer a more critical analysis of this 

conceptualisation; table 8.1 maps the Change Project to the principles of PAR as set out by 

Raelin (1999). 
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Table 8.1: Conceptualising the Change Project as Participatory Action Research 
(framework adapted from Raelin, 1999): 

ASPECT OF RESEARCH 
DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITIES IN 

PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 
DESCRIPTION OF ACTIVITIES IN THE 

RIP CHANGE PROJECT 

EXTENT OF 
PARTICIPANT 
INVOLVEMENT 

Within participatory action research, 
researchers make a solid commitment to 
involving the participants in every stage of 
the research process (Dickens and Watkins, 
1999). 

Participants were involved throughout the 
Change Project cycle – feedback from LA 
stakeholders helped RiP to generate the 
initial idea, a core group of participants took 
responsibility for developing and designing 
the project’s resources whilst a second 
group trialled their use in practice, and all 
LA stakeholders were invited to offer 
comments and feedback on the resource. 

PURPOSE OF 
RESEARCH 

Participatory action research adopts an 
emancipatory focus designed to improve the 
lives of community groups by empowering 
individuals to construct and use their own 
knowledge (McTaggart, 1991). 

RiP recognised that LA organisations were 
experiencing significant tensions and 
barriers in their efforts to implement 
reflective supervision.  They adopted the 
Change Project method to support local 
authorities to address these difficulties and 
develop practical strategies for providing 
reflective supervision to the workforce, 
based on both the current academic 
research and participants’ own practice 
knowledge and experiences. 

PROCESS OF 
RESEARCH  

Within participatory action research, regular, 
collaborative meetings are held to identify 
issues, increase participants self-esteem, 
and foster a sense of community solidarity 
(Fals Borda and Rahman, 1991; Selener, 
1997). 

The Change Project process involved a 
series of structured meetings with 
participants in order to develop the reflective 
supervision resource pack and evaluate its 
use in practice (see tables 5.2 and 6.3 for 
details). 

FACILITATOR ROLE 

Within participatory action research, the role 
of the researcher/facilitator is to serve as a 
partner in the people’s project, performing 
various supportive functions as appropriate 
(Raelin, 1999). 

Throughout the Change Project my 
researcher role was highly collaborative and 
unique, as I acted as both an active group 
participant as well as a co-facilitator and 
researcher (tables 5.3 and 6.4 provide 
further details on my role at each stage of 
the process). 

ASSESSMENT/ 
EVALUATION 
 

Within participatory action research, 
evaluation is a core activity which is carried 
out as part of the planning-action-reflection 
cycle (Raelin, 1999). 
 

The Change Project cycle consists of three 
distinct phases of which ‘Piloting and 
Evaluation’ is a key stage in the process.  
Table 3.5 maps the Change Project cycle to 
a model of action research (Armstrong and 
Moore, 2004) to demonstrate the 
similarities. 

DEPTH OF CHANGE 

Participatory action research focuses on 
structural change as opposed to 
intrapersonal change.  As such, it might 
challenge an organisation’s foundational 
assumptions in a way that other action 
research approaches are less likely to 
achieve; this means that it is increasingly 
likely the impact of the project will be 
sustained over time (Raelin, 1999). 

The Change Project was intended to elicit 
change at a structural level by supporting 
participants to consider the existing 
supervisory policies and processes in their 
organisation (making links to the wider 
political and structural context underpinning 
social work/social care where appropriate), 
and then develop organisational strategies 
to amend these processes in order to 
support their delivery of reflective 
supervision.  The focus on the subsequent 
dissemination of the resources also 
encouraged deeper level change. 
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As the table shows, the first principle of PAR in this framework concerns the extent of 

participant involvement; it has previously been noted that some action researchers define 

‘involvement’ very broadly (Kemmis, 1988), leading to what Flanagan (2019) terms a ‘pyramid 

of participation’ with some participants only minimally involved in an action research project.  

Within a PAR approach however, researchers make a solid commitment to involving 

participants at all stages of the process (Dickens and Watkins, 1999), and these high levels of 

involvement were apparent throughout the Change Project process.  This began with the initial 

conception of the idea based upon stakeholder feedback, followed by participants sharing their 

professional knowledge and developing the pilot resource pack, then trialling the tools for 

reflective supervision in practice, and finally by offering feedback on the handbook prior to the 

final publication and dissemination.   

 

This collaborative approach also occurred when considering the working relationships that I 

personally developed with the participants, which served to remove the traditional power 

hierarchies between researcher and research subjects (specific details on my role throughout 

the project are included in Chapter 5: Section 5.2.2 and Chapter 6: Section 6.2.3).  Ogden 

(2008) noted that the action researcher will work alongside the participants as a ‘resource’, to 

develop a shared understanding and learning about the ‘problem’, and the notion of the 

researcher being a partner to participants is a key principle of PAR (Raelin, 1999).  Within the 

Change Project, one example of this collaboration occurred through the creation of the smaller 

working groups which the project facilitators joined and contributed to as equal partners (I 

joined a group focusing on the recording and auditing of reflective supervision). 

 

Two further important principles of PAR which help to distinguish it from other more generic 

forms of action research, as cited in Raelin’s framework, concern the purpose and the process 

underpinning the research.  The purpose of PAR is to empower others to improve their lives by 

constructing their own knowledge (McTaggart, 1991), and this ethos can be traced back to its 

early liberationist roots (Freire, 1970).  In recent years, PAR approaches have been 

successfully utilised in business, education, health, social care, and community settings, whilst 

still retaining a clear focus on improving the lives of these ‘community’ groups (Reason and 

McArdle, 2004; Wimpenny, 2010).  This emancipatory focus was firmly evident within the 

Change Project, which emerged due to the recognition that LAs needed specific support and 

guidance to develop their reflective supervisory provision and address the wider tensions they 

experienced between offering this type of support to their workforce whilst still satisfying the 
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managerial and bureaucratic demands placed upon them.  Throughout the project, participants 

were empowered to use their knowledge and experience to overcome these challenges and 

improve the (working) lives of the community in question - workers in social work/social care in 

a children and families setting. 

 

In relation to the research process, PAR can be distinguished from generic action research by 

its use of group meetings to identify issues, increase participants’ self-esteem, and foster a 

sense of community solidarity (Fals Borda and Rahman, 1991; Selener, 1997).  The intention is 

that the participants will learn from each other about themselves and the social conditions 

affecting them (Park, 1999).  As further evidence of the underpinning PAR philosophy and 

approach, the Change Project included a clear structure of group meetings to identify issues 

and develop shared learning (these are detailed in Chapter 5: Section 5.2.1; Chapter 6: Section 

6.2.2).  For example, within every meeting in the Development Phase of the project, the 

participants were encouraged to reflect on the relevant academic literature in relation to a 

particular topic and then share their own thoughts, experiences, and resources with the group.  

The findings showed that these meetings facilitated a sense of peer support and collaborative 

learning, as participants were able to share professional knowledge and experience amongst 

themselves.   

 

The final two principles of PAR, included in Raelin’s (1999) framework, are a clear evaluative 

component and the extent of change which occurs in a PAR project.  Beginning with 

evaluation, Raelin (1999) notes that this is a core activity of PAR, and is carried out within the 

planning-action-reflection cycle.  Within the Change Project, evaluation was also a very 

important component as the second phase of the project focused specifically on the evaluation 

of the resources, and this was completed in both an informal and a formal (structured) manner, 

as detailed in Chapter 6; the process of the Change Project was also evaluated for the 

purposes of my research.   

 

Finally, the depth of change effected is an important principle that helps to distinguish PAR 

from other action research approaches: PAR focuses on structural change rather than 

intrapersonal change, and has the potential to challenge the foundational assumptions of the 

organisation (Raelin, 1999).  Park (1999) argued that PAR is unique in the way it examines the 

prevailing social structures, value systems and ideologies which contribute to producing the 

‘problems’ which affect the group in question.  The Change Project reflects this PAR principle 
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as it sought to achieve long-lasting structural change by supporting participants to recognise 

and consider the ways in which their organisation’s current supervision processes may be 

affected by the wider political and policy context surrounding social work/social care.  

Participants were then supported to challenge and overcome these structural barriers, by 

finding practical ways of delivering reflective supervision to the workforce.  The emphasis that 

RIP subsequently placed on publicising and disseminating the resources for reflective 

supervision and offering follow-up training, in a coherent and wide-reaching way, sought to 

further cement these changes in practice as this desire to share learning may well contribute to 

the achievement of deeper structural change.  

 

Thus, my analysis has demonstrated key similarities between the Change Project and the 

distinguishing principles of PAR.  These include the high level of participant involvement and 

collaboration throughout, the emphasis on group meetings to structure and facilitate the change 

process, and the desire to effect structural change by developing the provision of reflective 

supervision.  These clear similarities support my preliminary assertion that RiP’s Change 

Projects are examples of PAR within an organisational setting (Whyte, 1991), allowing me to 

now confidently conclude that this is the indeed the case.  This conceptualisation is important 

as it enables us to draw on my findings to further develop our understanding of PAR in a social 

work and social care context, and address gaps in the current literature.   

 

In Chapter 3, I presented the findings from a literature review into the use of PAR for practice 

development in a social work context.  Of the few studies that I found documenting this 

approach, none made reference to any specific PAR models within their discussion of the 

literature; this is a clear limitation of the existing evidence.  Through my examination of the 

Change Project, I have shown that there exist a number of similarities between the design of 

this project and PAR, both in terms of structure and process.  Based on this finding, I am able 

to propose a new conceptual model of PAR, and this is depicted in figure 8.1.   
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Figure 8.1: A Proposed Conceptual Model of Participatory Action Research 

 

This model shows that the first stage of the PAR process is for the group or community to come 

together to define the problem to be ‘solved’.  This will usually be to improve the lives of the 

participants in some way, or where PAR is being used in an organisational setting, to improve 

practice - for example in the manner of RiP’s previous Change Project focusing on ‘Analysis 

and Critical Thinking in Assessment’ (Brown et al, 2012; Brown and Turney, 2014) or the recent 

study by Baker et al (2018) promoting the use of mobile ICT to improve social work practice.  

Next, the group work collaboratively to plan the desired change through the formation of 

knowledge sharing forums, such as regular group meetings.  This is followed by the 

implementation of the proposed change(s), and here the role of the researcher is to facilitate 

but not lead this change process.  Evaluating the effects of the change(s) and sharing this 

learning more widely in order to achieve a deeper structural-level change, are the final two 

stages of the PAR process.  The overarching commitment to participant involvement is 

depicted within the model by placing participants firmly at the centre, to indicate the crucial role 

they play within each phase.   
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A key element of my proposed conceptual model of PAR is that before each phase of the 

process can be successfully traversed, it may be necessary to revisit and refine the previous 

phase.  This is depicted within the model by the two-way arrows, and this represents the 

reflective process involved.  I incorporated this within the model because when I examined the 

Change Project process, I noted that participants moved back and forth between the different 

phases of the cycle.  For example, participants oscillated between the first problem definition 

phase and the second collaboration phase as they worked to accurately summarise the issue 

to be addressed and plan the desired change; some participants labelled this oscillation 

process as the project having a ‘vague’ remit.   

 

Although this model of PAR follows a structured, staged approach similar to that seen within 

other models of generic action research (e.g. Lewin, 1946; Armstrong and Moore, 2004), 

whereby the problem is defined, a plan is identified, and the change is implemented, some 

important differences also exist.  A key way in which my model of PAR differs to models of 

generic action research is the additional emphasis placed on evaluation, along with the 

subsequent dissemination of learning to effect deeper level, structural change.  These latter 

aspects play a less significant role in generic models of action research, but they are both 

important aspects of PAR as my analysis of this Change Project has highlighted.   

 

Further, within my model, I integrate the structure of PAR (by depicting the cyclical stages of 

the action research process) with the core principles of a PAR approach (by mapping these 

principles to each phase of the research process).  For example, one key feature of PAR that is 

evident within my model is the commitment to involving participants in every stage of the 

research process (Dickens and Watkins, 1999), and this was corroborated by my analysis of 

the Change Project which highlighted the extent of participant involvement throughout all 

phases of the project.  As I have explained previously, it is these principles which set PAR 

apart from other forms of action research (Raelin, 1999).  McTaggart (1996) argued that simply 

following an action research spiral should not constitute ‘doing action research’, yet similar 

models of action research do not depict or acknowledge the underpinning principles in this way; 

my model addresses this shortcoming.   

 

Thus my proposed conceptual model of PAR represents an important contribution to 

knowledge by extending and developing generic models of action research (e.g. Lewin, 1946; 

Armstrong and Moore, 2004) to reflect the core principles specific to a PAR approach.  This 
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model fills a gap in the existing research evidence, as a distinct model of PAR was noticeably 

absent from my literature review into the use of PAR in social work which I presented in 

Chapter 3.  Further, although this model was designed within the context of social work, the 

principles of a PAR approach are not exclusive to a social work setting and so this model may 

be equally applicable to other contexts as well.  However, it is recognised that this model is 

based on the examination of just one PAR project (effectively a ‘case study’ evaluation), and so 

it would require further testing by applying it prospectively and retrospectively to other 

examples of PAR in practice to assess the extent to which it accurately describes the 

processes involved and can therefore be generalised to other settings.  The potential 

generalisability of this research is discussed in Chapter 9: Section 9.3.1.   

 

8.2.2   Examining the Similarities Between Reflective Supervision and Action Research 
Approaches – What Can We Learn? 

 

My research has highlighted a number of similarities or common threads between PAR as a 

specific branch of action research and reflective supervision, which can further support our 

understanding of these two approaches.  In view of the limited literature on the use of PAR in 

social work, as noted in Chapter 3, my study is well positioned to examine this relationship in 

more detail.  When comparing action research approaches (of which PAR is one) and reflective 

supervision, these similarities are apparent across the key aspects of structure, process and 

outcomes.  Although not a specific research question at the outset of my study, this conceptual 

comparison provides us with valuable information and knowledge about each approach, thus 

creating an important addition to a largely atheoretical evidence base.  This section presents a 

summary of these similarities, and discusses what can be learnt from this examination.  

 

The first similarity between reflective supervision and PAR is that both are structured around a 

cycle of reflective stages.  As I noted in Chapter 2, reflective supervision utilises reflection as a 

core process.  Key models of reflection, such as Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 

1984), suggest that reflection occurs over a number of stages: experience, reflection, analysis 

and planning.  In reflective supervision, supervisees are typically guided through these 

reflective stages to examine their practice and achieve deeper level learning; Kolb’s model is 

underpinned by the notion that experience alone is insufficient for learning to occur unless it is 

accompanied by this structured process of reflection.  The reflective tools developed within this 
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RiP Change Project help to support supervisors to work through these stages of reflection with 

their supervisees in a structured way.   

 

Similarly, action research approaches, including PAR as a specific branch of action research, 

are also based on cycle or spiral models; these models guide participants through a sequence 

of reflective stages on their path to problem solving and achieving change.  For example, 

Lewin’s (1946) Action Research Framework model depicts a series of cycles, each involving 

planning, executing the idea (acting), reconnaissance (fact finding about the result of the 

action), and evaluation, and this four-stage spiral may be repeated several times until the final 

objective is reached.  My model of PAR presented above in figure 8.1 is also based on a 

staged approach.   

 

What can be seen from comparing the cycles of reflection underpinning reflective supervision 

to models of action research/PAR, is that both rely on the same reflective stages.  This strongly 

suggests that there are shared core processes involved in facilitating learning, problem solving 

and achieving change, irrespective of the wider context in which this learning and change is 

taking place (i.e. regardless of whether it is learning in supervision or learning within action 

research).  Whilst the stages are ordered differently between the two approaches - reflective 

supervision typically begins by examining the experience whereas action research starts with 

an initial planning phase - this acts to support Kolb’s assertion that although someone can 

enter the cycle at any stage, effective learning will only occur once all four stages have been 

completed (Kolb, 1984:30).   

 

Further, the apparent reliance on a guiding structure, such as that which underpins both 

reflective supervision and action research/PAR, indicates that some type of overarching 

framework may be required to successfully guide participants through the critical reflection 

process.  Kolb (1984:30) argues that learning is a ‘conflict-filled’ process, as learners are 

required to master different and opposing skills (e.g. active experimentation vs. reflective 

observation).  Having someone to support and guide learners through these contrasting stages 

and facilitate the learning process may be particularly important, and this is the role of both the 

supervisor and the action researcher. 

 

The second similarity between reflective supervision and PAR occurs at the process level, and 

concerns the emphasis placed on relationships within each approach.  As I showed in Chapter 



 

 

 223 

2, a key feature of reflective supervision is that the supervisor and supervisee work 

collaboratively to develop a shared understanding of the issue (e.g. Skills for Care, 2014; 

Wonnacott, 2014).  Further, reflective supervision may help to foster a ‘supportive and 

companionable’ style of relating, in line with core social work values such as warmth, empathy, 

compassion, and a non-judgemental attitude (Simmonds, 2018).  Indeed, my findings showed 

that participants believed the quality of the supervisory relationship was important for creating a 

‘safe’ space to explore workers’ personal issues and emotional responses to their role (see 

Chapter 6: Section 6.3.4; Chapter 7: Section 7.1.2).   

 

Collaborative relationships are also central to action research approaches, including PAR, and 

these challenge the conventional power imbalance between researcher and research 

participants often seen within more traditional research methods (e.g. Herr and Anderson, 

2005; Reason and McArdle, 2004).  A key principle of action research is that the process is just 

as important as the outcome, and the researcher often becomes a resource to the participants 

as they work together to develop a shared understanding and learning about the research 

‘problem’ (Ogden, 2008).  In my research, many participants reported that having an 

opportunity to collaborate with others was a key reason they became involved in the project 

(see Chapter 5: Section 5.1.3); this appeared to be of equal, if not greater, importance to 

participants than producing the resources.  From my researcher perspective, the use of PAR 

enabled me to adopt the role of complete member (Baker, 2006) and participate in a variety of 

group activities to examine the research ‘problem’, which allowed me to share my experience 

and knowledge with the group members and to benefit from their wealth of professional 

experience in return.  The importance and value of collaborative relationships, for everyone 

involved, is therefore evident throughout this Change Project. 

 

I have noted throughout this thesis that within the Western world, the socio-political context in 

which social work operates has become increasingly focused on compliance (Baines et al, 

2014), and in the context of these bureaucratic demands the progressively impersonal nature 

of social work has steadily eroded relational approaches to practice (Hingley-Jones and Ruch, 

2016).  However, my findings have served to highlight the fundamental importance of 

relationships within reflective supervision and action research, suggesting that it would be both 

short sighted and detrimental to ignore the inherent value of these relational aspects.  Indeed, 

as social work occurs within a highly charged emotional environment (Ruch, 2018), these 

relationships may take on a particular value and significance.   
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The final similarity between reflective supervision and action research approaches which is 

worthy of consideration relates to the intended outcomes of each, which are to both facilitate 

learning and create change.  I noted in Chapter 2 that a potential benefit of reflective 

supervision is an improvement in workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills, as indicated by 

two recent studies - Bostock et al (2017) and Wilkins et al (2018).  These improvements may 

occur because reflective supervision enhances workers’ skills in reflexivity and reflection, 

supporting the role of practitioner experience as a valuable source of knowledge.  This creates 

favourable conditions for learning, whereby practitioners review their existing actions and 

approach with service users, and amend these where necessary to promote positive change in 

service users’ circumstances and outcomes.  Similarly, a key purpose of action research is that 

it is also intended to elicit change through the generation of practical knowledge from the 

community group in question (Davis, 2008), and it is often conceptualised as a problem-solving 

tool which can help to provide practical solutions to issues of pressing concern (Reason and 

Bradbury, 2001).  

However whilst the intended outcomes are very similar, there may be some differences in the 

underpinning mechanisms that facilitate this learning and drive to effect change.  In reflective 

supervision, supervisees are typically guided through the reflective process by a more 

experienced supervisor, so that learning occurs in a ‘vertical’ manner using a top-down 

approach.  The level of change that is sought is typically focused at an individual service user 

level, and this supervisory style may be helpful for developing workers’ skills in analysis and 

critical thinking, particularly where cases feel ‘stuck’ (Chapter 7: Section 7.1.2).  In contrast, 

action research approaches focus on ‘horizontal’ learning as participants are provided with 

opportunities for peer support and professional networking, either within their own practice 

context or across different practice spheres (Westoby et al, 2019).  Action research therefore 

seeks to effect change at a wider organisational or community level, by creating a ‘culture of 

inquiry’ where participants come together to advocate for new ways of doing things (Watters et 

al, 2010).   

By examining these subtle differences in the mechanisms underpinning both action research 

approaches and reflective supervision, we can achieve a more sophisticated understanding of 

the different ways in which learning and change occur in practice.  This may then allow us to 

take a targeted approach, which uses the most appropriate method available for the desired 

change.  For example, if we are seeking to solve problems and effect change on a large scale 
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(e.g. within an organisational context), then creating community groups to facilitate horizontal 

learning may be the most effective strategy; if we are looking to support change on an 

individual level, then offering one-to-one supervision to enable vertical learning may be more 

fitting.   

8.2.3 Summary of My Contribution to Conceptual Knowledge: 

 

My findings have developed our conceptual knowledge of action research and reflective 

supervision in two ways.  Firstly, to aid our understanding of action research approaches, I 

have systematically examined the structure and principles of action research to situate this 

project within the methodological literature as a clear example of PAR, and to ensure a firm 

theoretical foundation to the current study.  This analysis led me to develop a new theoretical 

model of PAR, which integrates both the structure and principles of this approach (see figure 

8.1).  The development of a clear PAR model addresses a shortcoming of other comparable 

studies.   

 

Secondly, I have presented a detailed comparison of the structure, process and outcomes of 

action research and reflective supervision, which represents an important addition to a largely 

‘atheoretical’ evidence base.  Within this comparison, I showed that both action research and 

reflective supervision rely on the same reflective stages, suggesting that there are shared core 

processes involved in facilitating learning, problem solving and achieving change.  I also 

highlighted the shared emphasis on relationships within each approach, which serves to 

underscore the inherent value of these relational aspects and is particularly important given the 

emotionally demanding nature of social work.  Finally, I demonstrated that whilst action 

research and reflective supervision both seek to promote learning and create change, the exact 

mechanisms underpinning these outcomes differ between the two approaches.  This 

knowledge may allow us to take a more specific and nuanced approach to problem solving, 

whereby we use the most appropriate method available for the specific issue and level of 

change being sought. 

 

8.3   SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS:   

 

In this chapter, I have presented a detailed discussion of the ways in which I have sought to 

answer the original research questions and objectives outlined in Chapter 4, and made a 
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significant contribution to our knowledge of both reflective supervision and action research.  

This contribution pertains not only to empirical knowledge, but to our conceptual and theoretical 

knowledge of these areas as well.  As I have shown elsewhere in this thesis, there are 

significant limitations with the existing evidence underpinning both supervision and action 

research which is why it was important to address these gaps.  

 

Specifically, my findings have demonstrated that there are a number of likely benefits to 

conducting reflective supervision (improvements in workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills 

and emotional resilience), along with some common barriers which may need to be overcome; 

the potential relevance of reflective supervisory approaches to non social-work qualified staff 

and workers in other professional contexts is also noteworthy.  In terms of action research, my 

findings suggest there is a clear beneficial impact on the personal growth and development of 

all those who engage in it (researchers and participants alike).  I have also evaluated the 

research process and intervention outcomes of the Change Project, thereby addressing clear 

shortcomings in the literature as few studies seek to evaluate both the process and intervention 

outcomes in this way.  Lastly, I utilised these findings to develop a new theoretical model of 

PAR to extend our understanding of this approach; this represents a significant contribution to 

conceptual knowledge as similar studies do not include a clearly defined model of PAR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 227 

CHAPTER 9 – CONCLUSIONS 

 
 
The aim of this research was to examine the process and outcomes of a Change Project, led 

by Research in Practice (RiP), which supported local authority organisations to develop some 

practical strategies to assist them in delivering reflective supervision to the children’s social 

work and social care workforce.  This was an important topic as reflective supervision was 

being recommended by policy makers and monitored by Ofsted, yet local authorities were 

struggling to implement it in practice.  This gap between policy and practice may have arisen 

partly as a result of other competing policy demands placed on local authorities, and partly 

because supervisors were unsure how to amend their supervisory approach to include a 

reflective element.  I concluded that the Change Project can be conceptualised as an example 

of participatory action research (PAR), and the findings presented in this thesis examined both 

the PAR process as well as the outputs of the project.  Whilst there were some limitations, this 

project elicited a number of benefits for those who participated and it was successful in 

producing a reflective supervision resource pack which was utilised and valued by the social 

work and social care workforce.   

 

In this chapter, I will summarise my main contributions to knowledge (categorised into empirical 

and conceptual knowledge) as well as the key implications that can be drawn from my findings 

for policy, practice, academia and future research.  I will also examine the effectiveness of the 

methodology in meeting the research aims, highlighting the limitations and key lessons learnt 

which might be of benefit to future researchers/organisations conducting similar PAR projects, 

and reflecting on what I might have done differently in hindsight.  I will conclude by drawing 

together some final thoughts on the overall impact of the Change Project.  

 
9.1   CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE: 

 
The findings from this research offer a unique contribution to knowledge in relation to our 

empirical understanding of both reflective supervision and the use of PAR for practice 

development.  My findings have also developed our conceptual knowledge of these two 

concepts.  This section will summarise my contribution to knowledge in these two areas. 

 

In terms of reflective supervision, I have shown that many supervisors see supervision as a 

relationship-based activity, despite the increased focus on accountability and procedural 
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measures in social work.  This suggests that efforts to promote reflective supervision in the 

social work and social care sector would be well received by the professionals ‘on the ground’.   

 

My research also adds to the growing evidence that reflective supervision positively influences 

workers’ resilience and their analysis and critical thinking skills, both of which are important for 

effective social work practice.  I have shown that the mechanisms through which this occurs 

might include: by strengthening the supervisory relationship; by allowing workers to develop an 

enhanced understanding of their own resilience and emotional responses; by empowering 

workers to be more autonomous in their thinking and reflect on action; by supporting workers to 

achieve a balance between intuitive and analytical knowledge; and by assisting workers to 

develop effective ‘mentalisation’ skills so that they can better understand the thoughts and 

feelings of themselves and others.   

 

Furthermore, I have highlighted that reflective supervision may be equally beneficial to non 

social-work qualified workers as well as those working in other professional contexts, such as 

health or education.  This is a particularly important finding, due to the increased thresholds for 

social work involvement and the policy requirement for agencies to work together to 

collaboratively safeguard children, and one which warrants further consideration.   

 

However, despite these clear benefits, I have also shown that time and workload pressures are 

likely to be experienced by the workforce as initial barriers when implementing new practice 

interventions.  Thus, in order for them to be successful, possible strategies for reducing these 

challenges need to be considered; these are discussed further in Section 9.2.2.  It may also be 

the case that there exist important differences in the perceptions of supervisees and 

supervisors about the purpose of supervision, with supervisors focusing predominantly on the 

managerial aspects whilst supervisees also value the more supportive elements.   

 

Regarding my contribution to knowledge in relation to PAR, my research has added to the 

limited empirical literature on the use of PAR approaches for practice development in a social 

work context.  I have shown that a key benefit of the PAR process for participants was that it 

afforded them an opportunity to network with their professional peers in other local authority 

organisations, and share learning and ideas on reflective supervision.  These opportunities for 

peer networking, support, and horizontal learning are likely to be enhanced by PAR 



 

 

 229 

approaches due to the strong principles of collaboration and participant involvement 

throughout.   

 

My findings have also shown that the process of being involved in this PAR project was 

beneficial to the majority of those who participated.  Specifically, this project developed 

participants’ confidence in relation to their supervisory practice, as well as their knowledge and 

understanding of the research process.  As a researcher, I was able to deepen my academic 

knowledge of reflective supervision through exposure to the wealth of practical experience 

shared by the participants. 

 

Conceptually, by mapping the Change Project process to the core principles underpinning 

PAR, I have developed a proposed new model of PAR which integrates the structure with the 

fundamental ethos that distinguishes PAR from other forms of action research.  This model 

builds on the traditional spiral models of generic action research by including an additional 

focus on the evaluation and dissemination stages of the process, which the literature suggests 

are key features of PAR and which I showed were an integral aspect of the Change Project.  

This model also recognises that as participants travel through the different phases of PAR, it 

may be necessary to revisit and refine the previous phase, illustrating the depth of the reflective 

processes involved.  The fundamental principles of PAR, such as the strong commitment to 

participant involvement, are also integrated within this model in a way that is absent from 

models of generic action research.  It is acknowledged however that this model needs to be 

tested on other PAR studies to ensure its wider relevance and applicability. 

 

A further, conceptual, contribution to knowledge which I have made concerns developing our 

understanding of the similarities between reflective supervision and action research, as my 

findings have highlighted a number of shared processes and common threads.  Specifically, I 

have shown that both action research and reflective supervision are structured around a similar 

cycle of reflective stages.  This indicates that there are likely to be shared core processes 

involved in facilitating learning, problem solving and achieving change, irrespective of the wider 

context in which this learning and change is occurring.  An overarching framework may also be 

required to help successfully guide participants through this critical reflection process.  The 

strong emphasis on relationships shared by each approach is also important to recognise, 

particularly because social work is undoubtedly a stressful and emotionally demanding 
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profession and so these relationships may take on a particular value and significance in this 

professional context. 

 

Lastly, this comparison has highlighted that whilst action research and reflective supervision 

both seek to facilitate learning and effect change, the specific mechanisms by which this occurs 

may be different.  In reflective supervision, learning occurs in a ‘vertical’ manner using a top-

down approach, whilst in action research learning occurs ‘horizontally’ as participants are 

provided with opportunities for peer support and networking.  Action research may therefore be 

best suited for circumstances where change is desired at a community or organisational level, 

whereas reflective supervision focuses more on change in individuals.  This is an important 

distinction as it allows us to select the most appropriate and effective method for the specific 

problem and level of change being sought. 

 

9.2   IMPLICATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH: 

 
This section will consider the implications of my research in three key areas: implications for 

policy, implications for practice and implications for academia and future research. 

 

9.2.1 Implications for Policy:  

 

The key messages from my findings in relation to policy, derive from both the underlying 

process of this Change Project as well as the project’s outputs.  On a process-level, I have 

shown that using PAR for practice development – by engaging local authorities to develop 

resources which support pre-existing policy initiatives (assisted by skilled facilitators) - was an 

effective approach for strengthening the implementation of wider policy.  Within the Change 

Project, participants were able to form valuable professional networks to identify solutions to 

shared problems, and this demonstrates the potential value of PAR as a means of bridging the 

gap between policy and practice.  There are also clear synergies between the core values of 

action research, including the specific branch of PAR, and those inherent in social work 

practice, such as inclusion, empowerment, and a strong commitment to social change.  This 

makes the use of PAR within a social work context worthy of greater attention, and supports 

RiP’s use of this approach as means of promoting the development of reflective supervision 

within the children’s social care/social work workforce.   
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Secondly, in relation to the project’s outputs on reflective supervision, the participating 

supervisors indicated that they believed the reflective tools were equally applicable to workers 

who are non-social work qualified, such as early help or family support workers.  There was 

also limited data to suggest that the tools might benefit staff working in other professional 

contexts, for instance healthcare and education.  Consistent with England’s coordinated 

approach to safeguarding (DfE, 2018b), it may therefore be prudent for policy makers to 

consider promoting reflective supervision more widely, to include other types of workers and 

different professional disciplines. 

 

Lastly, my findings have highlighted some significant tensions between organisations’ desire to 

provide workers with reflective supervision, whilst at the same time meeting the increased 

administrative and procedural demands placed upon them; a difficulty previously identified in 

Munro’s comprehensive independent review of the child protection system in England (Munro, 

2011).  This is a contradiction which policy makers should reflect upon further, as in order to 

effectively embed reflective supervision within this sector it will be necessary to safely reduce 

the current managerial focus in order to facilitate the growth and development of the other 

supervisory functions.   

 

9.2.2 Implications for Practice:  

 

In relation to the implications for practice, a key finding is that the output from the Change 

Project (the reflective supervision resource pack) was used successfully in practice, and the 

reflective tools that were developed appear to have been effective in promoting reflective 

supervision.  This suggests that resources developed by experienced practitioners and 

researchers are a valuable approach for promoting the implementation of good practice in 

social work, and that Change Projects themselves are a worthwhile method.   

 

My findings also add to the growing evidence of the potential benefits of reflective supervision 

itself, as the supervisors suggested that their use of these reflective tools helped to build on 

existing approaches to supervision within their organisation, which directly benefitted 

practitioners.  Many supervisors also believed that the tools helped to support workers’ 

emotional resilience (by encouraging staff to reflect on their own wellbeing) as well as develop 

workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills (by slowing the thinking process down and 
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providing a clear focus for case discussions).  This is an important implication for social work 

practice as both are necessary professional skills. 

 

Whilst further evidence is needed to substantiate these claims, as my attempts to collect 

empirical data proved unsuccessful, the theoretical links between reflective supervision and 

these worker outcomes suggest that these findings are plausible.  If empirical evidence can be 

generated to corroborate supervisors’ observations and demonstrate positive outcomes of 

reflective supervision, this would have significant implications for future supervisory practice.  

For instance, it might help workers to feel more confident in requesting this form of supervision 

from their managers, which may in turn address unhealthy organisational cultures where 

workers are fearful of appearing weak or incompetent.  It might also enable supervisors to 

challenge the prevailing managerial culture so that they can address all functions of supervision 

in a more holistic manner. 

 

As well as deriving benefits from the reflective tools, participants also reported that taking part 

in the project itself developed their skills and experience in relation to conducting research.  

This demonstrates the mutual benefits of forming collaborative research partnerships with the 

workforce to address practice-related issues.  In this project, participants generated insider 

knowledge which helped to produce viable solutions to real-world problems, whilst also building 

on their own personal growth and development and supporting them to see the unique value 

which they brought to the research process.  It is hoped that my findings help practitioners to 

recognise the merits of PAR, and encourage them to consider participating in similar research 

studies in the future. 

 

At an organisational level, this project has been successful in meeting its aim of supporting 

local authorities to deliver high quality, reflective supervision to the social work and social care 

workforce.  It therefore seems sensible to conclude that the Change Project approach would 

also lend itself to promoting other good practice methods and interventions, perhaps for 

example to develop strategies to promote effective inter-agency collaboration, or to improve 

organisational policy initiatives to target specific practice issues, such as responding to cases 

of Child Sexual Exploitation.  The findings of my research suggest the strong desire and 

commitment by practitioners to implement reflective supervision, or indeed other practice 

improvements, is unlikely to be sufficient in itself – therefore organisations need to be prepared 

to support and guide supervisors in the practical delivery of these new approaches.  One way 

of doing this would be to provide supervisors with a ‘tool kit’ to accompany the new 
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intervention, and I have shown that the participating supervisors valued the reflective 

supervision resource pack which was developed as part of the Change Project and were keen 

to implement the reflective tools in practice.   

 

This practical support and guidance may be particularly helpful as supervisors and workers 

alike can lack confidence in trying new approaches, and the implementation of procedural 

changes may lead to some initial anxiety.  I would therefore recommend that organisations 

ensure they have a structured transition plan in place, which acknowledges and normalises this 

potential for anxiety and allows practitioners a means of exploring their feelings and working 

through their fears and worries.  This structured approach may also help to avoid the 

development of pockets of good practice, which my findings have shown could easily occur.  

Reflective supervision itself may prove a useful tool for addressing any change-related anxiety, 

and this could be modelled by staff at all levels of the organisation to create a ‘top down’ 

approach to implementing change. 

 

As well as containing workers’ potential anxieties, organisations should also ensure that the 

workforce is afforded sufficient time and resources to effectively implement new practice 

techniques.  Despite positive feedback, many supervisors did not confirm whether they would 

continue using the tools in practice once the intervention period had ended.  A key issue which 

emerged concerned the limited amount of time available for managers and supervisors to 

invest in delivering reflective supervision, and it appeared that in some instances teams only 

had resources to complete the most essential of tasks.   

 

It is therefore important that organisations seeking to promote reflective supervision (or other 

practice improvements) recognise that this will require a sustained approach to address 

potential barriers and effectively embed these practice developments.  If organisations are to 

be successful in doing this, they will need to ensure that supervisors are given the extra time 

and capacity necessary to take on these additional tasks.  This initial investment is likely to be 

quickly recouped however, as supervisors noted that a key benefit of the reflective tools was 

the development of workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills, which empowered them to 

become more autonomous in their practice; reflective supervision should also promote workers’ 

wellbeing, reduce stress, and improve retention. 
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Lastly, as well as considering the implications in terms of delivering reflective supervision, 

organisations can also draw some important learning from the findings in relation to the 

underlying process of this PAR project.  The benefits of PAR in terms of facilitating peer 

support and providing horizontal learning opportunities are well documented in the literature, 

and my findings add further strength to this.  By bringing together a number of representatives 

from a social work/social care context, participants were able to identify solutions to shared 

practice problems and form valuable professional networks.  In some instances, these 

networks extended beyond the immediate scope of this project to address other aspects of 

social work practice.  This collaborative research approach could therefore be usefully 

modelled and replicated by organisations seeking to find solutions to other practice-related 

concerns, and develop a stronger organisational learning culture.    

 

One way to achieve this would be to draw on the expertise and experience of organisations 

such as RiP to facilitate these networking opportunities, in the manner of this Change Project.  

Alternatively, local authorities could create their own practice groups or communities instead, 

whereby they identify practice ‘experts’ to lead on implementing and evaluating practice-based 

change and learning.  These could be formed either within their own agency or through 

external links with other organisations.  Where local authorities choose to engage externally 

with others, they should consider the findings presented here in relation to the project’s 

delivery, such as the locality, length and structure of the meetings.  For example, they might 

decide to join up with neighbouring organisations as this would address some of the 

geographical challenges identified in my research.  This locality approach to partnership 

working has already been shown to work well in relation to the DfE funded Social Work 

Teaching Partnership networks, and so organisations may be able to draw on these pre-

existing relationships in their efforts to further develop these communities of practice. 

9.2.3   Implications for Academia and Future Research:  

My research has provided some key insights into how the PAR process works in practice, 

which future researchers can usefully draw on, and my new conceptual model of PAR may help 

to clarify the process further.  For example, I have shown that a key benefit of PAR is that it 

provides participants with access to new professional networks, which offer unique 

opportunities for horizontal learning and peer support; researchers may choose to capitalise on 

this opportunity when seeking to embed and evaluate new strategies and innovations for 
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practice.  My study has also demonstrated that researchers themselves can hope to 

experience similarly positive effects as a result of undertaking PAR.  For example, I found that 

this project helped me to develop my knowledge of the underpinning theory and principles of 

PAR, as well as hone my skills in developing equal and collaborative relationships with the 

research participants.  These may be useful benefits for RiP to highlight when recruiting 

facilitators for future Change Projects.   

Despite these clear benefits, it is however important that future researchers recognise and are 

prepared for the unique facets of PAR, and indeed action research more generally, as those 

more familiar with traditional research methods are unlikely to have previously encountered 

these aspects.  A key difference is the fact that researchers will have far less control over the 

research process than is usually the case.  Those who are considering adopting this approach 

will need to embrace this aspect of action research and recognise the valuable data that may 

not otherwise have been generated; they will also need to be flexible and tenacious, as they 

will almost certainly experience delays and setbacks along the way.  Strategies for ensuring 

participants are fully briefed on what they can expect from the action research process prior to 

beginning a project, as well as to promote their sense of ownership over the project’s outputs, 

also deserve careful consideration.    

 

My findings have also provided some useful learning about the specific research methods 

which worked well, and future researchers may wish to replicate these again when carrying out 

similar PAR studies.  For example, one effective research method was the use of qualitative 

interviews with the research participants.  These interviews generated a significant amount of 

data about both the process and outcomes of the project, and future researchers should 

consider using these as a proven and valuable approach to data collection.  Following 

participant feedback, researchers should seek to minimise any delays in conducting these 

interviews to ensure accuracy in participants’ recollection of events.   

 

Researchers must also recognise the value of reflexivity throughout the PAR process, as their 

observations can provide another valuable strand of available data.  Although it is 

acknowledged that our personal values, beliefs and previous experiences may affect our 

interpretation of the data and influence the research findings (Flick, 2009), future researchers 

should not try to distance themselves from the research process and eliminate their personal 

subjectivities, something which Somekh (2008) describes as both futile and fraudulent.  
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Instead, researchers should seek to recognise and reflect upon the impact they themselves 

may have on the research findings, as I have strived to do throughout this thesis. 

 

One research method which proved to be significantly less successful in my study, and is 

therefore worth highlighting, concerned my attempts to measure the outcomes of the reflective 

tools.  This appears to be a common theme in social work evaluation studies more generally, 

as a number of researchers have reported similar difficulties obtaining follow-up data from 

participants despite strong initial response rates.  Whilst this may go some way to explaining 

why so much of the research evidence on social work supervision is derived from cross-

sectional studies (severely limiting the conclusions that can be drawn), it remains important that 

researchers seek to design intervention studies to address these gaps in the research evidence 

and produce thorough evaluations of interventions which are anticipated to be effective.  

Organisations and policy makers alike need these evidence-based insights to draw on, so that 

they can understand the impact of potential improvement strategies and target their limited 

resources most effectively.   

 

I would therefore recommend that future research employs pre-existing outcome measures to 

collect data (such as the ones presented in Chapter 4), as this will ensure that the findings are 

firmly rooted in the wider theoretical literature and can be compared and contrasted to one 

another, thus strengthening any conclusions that are drawn.  The current inconsistency in 

measures only serves to confound our ability to compare research findings and carry out 

statistical analyses.  However, researchers may also wish to consider how best to engage with 

local authorities to maximise participant response rates, considering the difficulties attached to 

collecting follow-up data highlighted within my study and elsewhere.  This is discussed in 

greater detail in Section 9.4.3, but some possible strategies could include developing closer 

working relationships with the participating workforce ‘on the ground’, as well as seeking 

alternative methods for measuring outcomes, such as case audits.  The collaborative working 

relationships which are formed with organisations through the use of a PAR approach, would 

arguably help to facilitate opportunities for collecting this level of data in future.    

 

In respect of teaching, PAR has shown itself to be a valuable method for problem solving and 

peer learning that could be used successfully in a social work education context.  For instance, 

teachers in the field of practice education might chose to employ PAR as a way of bringing 

together social work students and practitioners to develop strategies for maximising the 



 

 

 237 

effectiveness of the placement learning opportunities.  PAR has also been shown to be 

successful for connecting students with service providers seeking to undertake service 

improvement evaluations (Schaub, 2015).  As my study has demonstrated that evaluation is a 

core feature of PAR, other Higher Education Institutes and local service providers may wish to 

consider replicating and building on Schaub’s approach.  

 

9.3   LIMITATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH: 

 

Whilst my research has provided a number of important contributions to knowledge, it is not 

without its limitations.  This section will present a reflexive analysis of the limitations of this 

research, which comprise two key areas: the potential generalisability of the research, and the 

difficulties experienced in measuring the outcomes of the reflective tools. 

9.3.1   The Generalisability of this Research:  

The first limitation of this research concerns the extent to which it is possible to generalise from 

the findings.  Whilst I have conducted a thorough and rigorous analysis of the RiP Change 

Project, it is effectively a ‘case study’ evaluation and so may not be representative of PAR 

projects in general.  

 

For example, my findings showed that there was a considerable amount of variation both 

between and within each local authority’s use of the reflective tools, as supervisors were given 

a high degree of control over how they implemented them.  In practice, this meant that they 

chose which supervisees they trialled the tools with (including non social-work qualified staff as 

well as qualified social workers); which context they used them in (e.g. in one-to-one or group 

supervision); how often they used the tools (they were simply asked to use them as much as 

possible); and whether they used them in their entirety or adapted them in any way.  These 

variations in the way in which supervisors applied the tools is a limitation of the research 

methodology, which affects the generalisability of the results.  However, it would not have been 

feasible to attempt to use an experimental design and exert control over the way in which the 

local authorities applied the tools in practice, because of the natural variations between 

organisations and the sheer number of extraneous variables which could not have been 

controlled.  These might include, for instance, the size, structure, and location of each local 

authority; the supervisor’s level of experience and overall approach to supervision; or the 

specific demographics of the workforce trialling the tools.   
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It is important to also acknowledge however that these variations reflect a fundamental aspect 

of an action research process, which can provide useful data in and of itself.  Indeed, my study 

has demonstrated that the inherent flexibility in how the tools were used in practice generated 

data that elicited some interesting findings.  For example, the supervisors believed the tools to 

be of equal benefit to all types of workers irrespective of qualification, and they highlighted why 

some reflective tools were chosen over others - these findings would not have emerged had 

these aspects been controlled for in the manner of experimental research.  I would therefore 

argue that these variations added to the real-word applicability of the findings.  As I noted in 

Chapter 4, other authors have suggested that it may be necessary to adopt a different 

approach to viewing and extrapolating research findings for studies that are not based on a 

traditional scientific research methodology.  In these studies, the concept of transferability may 

be more appropriate than generalisability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Maxwell and Mittapalli, 

2008).   

 

A further limitation of my study, in relation to generalisability, concerns the sampling techniques 

used.  It was not possible to set a distinct sampling frame – the only criteria set by RiP for a 

local authority’s participation were that they had to have commitment from senior management 

to prioritise reflective supervision, and that their children and families service must be ‘healthy’ 

as determined by their Ofsted ratings.  Whilst this meant that there was a lot of variation in the 

selected local authority organisations, which spanned a large geographical area of the country 

and included a mix of both urban and rural areas and different statutory and non-statutory 

teams, the samples were not big enough to be able to make robust comparisons on the basis 

of the many possible variables. 

 

It is also recognised that the perspectives on learning from this Change Project stemmed only 

from those individuals who were directly involved in the project, either the local authority 

representatives attending the group meetings or the supervisors trialling the tools, and it may 

be that these participants were excessively positive about the benefits of the project.  I did not 

attempt to explore whether other supervisors who chose not to use the tools with their 

supervisees, or various levels of managers within the organisation, would agree with their 

assertions – for instance, what might the Director of Children’s Services say about the impact 

of the project on organisational learning?  By not seeking these other perspectives, this limits 

the transferability of the conclusions which can be drawn, and this is something which should 

be specifically accounted for when seeking to apply the findings to other contexts and settings.  
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9.3.2   Difficulties in Measuring the Outcomes of the Reflective Tools – Low Response 

Rate: 

 

In my study I also experienced significant difficulties in attempting to collect empirical data on 

the outcomes for workers of using the project’s outputs (the reflective tools), and this 

represents a further limitation of my research.  Despite considerable efforts to encourage 

supervisees to respond, just four complete matched survey responses were collected.  This 

meant that I did not have sufficient quantitative data to compare the potential outcomes of 

reflective supervision over the intervention period, e.g. from T1 to T2, and so I was unable to 

carry out the planned inferential statistics. 

 

Although qualitative data from the supervisors indicated that the tools had positively benefited 

workers’ emotional resilience and analysis and critical thinking skills, it is worth highlighting that 

some supervisors only used the reflective tools with those workers who they felt needed 

additional support, and so this might have affected their perception of the benefits of these 

resources.  The potential for social desirability bias in the supervisors’ responses, whereby they 

were biased towards providing favourable data, as well as my own researcher subjectivity in 

analysing the findings should also be acknowledged.  As interviews were not conducted with 

the supervisees themselves and they did not complete the follow-up survey as intended, I was 

unable to corroborate the supervisors’ perceptions of the potential impact of the tools.   

 

It is difficult to know with any certainty why there was such a low follow-up response rate, and a 

limitation of my research in relation to measuring these outcomes is that I did not try to find out 

why this occurred.  My speculations include natural turnover of staff (e.g. some of the initial 

baseline survey respondents may have changed teams or were no longer working for the 

agency at the point of follow-up); a lack of organisational commitment to the project (two local 

authorities who joined the structured evaluation component subsequently withdrew); and the 

time of year that participants were asked to complete the follow-up questionnaire (for many, 

this occurred during the months of July and August when some workers may have been away 

on annual leave).   

 

A previous attempt to evaluate the impact of another RiP Change Project, focusing on Team-

Based Learning, also experienced difficulties with low response rates (Clarke, 2017).  Similar to 

my study, Clarke employed a mixed methods research design using a pre/post intervention 
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comparison to examine whether the training method of Team-Based Learning had a more 

positive effect on knowledge transfer than a traditional style two-day workshop covering the 

same content.  The resources, a learning pack, for his evaluation study were developed via a 

RiP Change Project with eight local authorities that focused on the assessment of parental 

capacity to change within children’s services.  Whilst Clarke was able to obtain a large initial 

sample (n=167), and participation in the evaluation of the project was a pre-requisite for 

attending the training courses, many of these participants did not complete their follow-up 

online questionnaires.  This meant that complete matched data sets (i.e. baseline and post 

intervention measures) were only obtained for 23% of the original sample (n=39).   

 

This low level of follow-up data, despite a strong initial response rate, is an identical pattern to 

that which occurred within my evaluation study, and this led me to reflect on the methodological 

challenges of completing evaluation research in this professional context; these reflections are 

presented in Section 9.4.3.  Whilst this finding may illustrate a common challenge associated 

with attempting to evaluate the outputs derived from change/action research projects, the 

literature shows that a number of other studies seeking to evaluate the outcomes of an 

intervention in a social work/social care context, but employing different research approaches 

to PAR, have also experienced problems with high attrition.   

 

For example, a study by Szilassy, Carpenter, Patsios and Hackett (2013), which examined the 

outcomes of a short interagency and interprofessional training course in domestic abuse, 

reported a three-month follow-up survey response rate of just 15%; such a low response rate 

meant that their results had to be discounted.  The authors go on to cite a similar attempt to 

evaluate a domestic abuse training course conducted by Saunders and Anderson (2000), 

which also struggled to collect matched pre/post intervention responses – out of more than 300 

attendees, matched responses were available for only 36 participants seriously undermining 

the validity of the conclusions (Szilassy et al, 2013).  Further, an independent evaluation of a 

national fast-track initiative to recruit practitioners into mental health social work, the ‘Think 

Ahead’ programme, also reported poor (matched) response rates at a one-year follow up 

(Smith, Russell, Stepanova, Venn, Carpenter and Patsios, 2019); just 16 participants 

responded to the survey on both occasions which meant that a comparison of the pre/post data 

was not able to be completed and the authors presented two cross-sectional data ‘snapshots’ 

instead.   
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Whilst the challenges of eliciting sufficient data to enable a robust evaluation of interventions in 

a social work/social care context appear to be a common theme, the underlying reasons for this 

are not clear.  It is possible that workers in this field are less familiar with the concept of 

intervention studies than staff working in other professional areas (for example in the medical 

profession clinical intervention trials are very common), and therefore they may not fully 

appreciate the importance of responding to questionnaires and providing this follow-up data.  

Another reason may be that the specific working environment of social work/social care inhibits 

staff from completing anything other than their day-to-day responsibilities – as high workforce 

turnover within social work has been shown to be a long standing concern (Webb and 

Carpenter, 2012), the associated impact of an under-staffed and under-resourced profession 

may be that workers are only able to carry out the most essential of tasks. 

 

9.4   REFLEXIVE ANALYSIS OF THE CHANGE PROJECT (LESSONS LEARNT):  

 

In Chapter 7, I presented a critique of the Change Project process and identified a number of 

challenges linked to both the design and delivery of the project.  In this section I will reflect on 

these further, to identify the specific learning that can be derived from the challenges: RiP, and 

other organisations who are also thinking about adopting a PAR approach for practice 

development, may find this learning useful, along with fellow researchers seeking to evaluate 

similar projects. 

 

9.4.1   Learning in Relation to the Design of the Project: 

 

In my study, some participants reported that they were unsure about the remit of the project in 

its early stages, and stated that they would have appreciated a greater degree of clarity and 

focus from the facilitators.  A key principle of action research is that participants are viewed as 

co-researchers rather than subjects (Davis, 2008; Herr and Anderson, 2005),  and 

consequently they are afforded a far greater degree of control over the research process in 

comparison to the more pre-defined and rigid design of traditional research methods (L’Etang 

and Theron, 2012).  This approach may however prove challenging for participants as the 

shared power can be a new and unpredictable experience (Flanagan, 2019; Wimpenny, 2010) 

– the desire participants had for clarity within this project supports this assumption.  
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Organisations or researchers adopting an action research approach in future, should be 

prepared to clearly explain to participants that any perceived ‘vagueness’ or lack of direction is 

actually an inherent part of this reflective research process, where they are viewed as equal 

collaborators and where it may be necessary to revisit and refine previous phases in the project 

before moving forward in the research cycle.  Based on my experience in this PAR project, I 

would recommend that all participants are fully briefed ahead of time on aspects such as the 

likely flow and content of the sessions, and (where applicable) their remit in designing and 

producing the project’s outputs.  It might also be useful to remind participants about the five 

stages of group development (forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning; 

Tuckman, 1965), as this would allow them to relate their practical experiences of the project to 

theories of group work in general.  

 

A specific feature of this Change Project that some interviewees reported being a barrier to 

their on-going participation, concerns the fact that the Development Group and Evaluation 

Group largely consisted of different participants.  Whilst this is not a common feature of PAR or 

action research more generally, it was thought that this design would ensure a greater degree 

of objectivity in the structured evaluation of the project’s outputs, as well as maximise the 

number of local authorities able to experience and contribute to the Change Project overall.  It 

was also hoped that having two separate participant groups would help to address the time 

consuming nature of action research (e.g. Jacobs, 2010; McLaughlin, 2010) and the varying 

levels of interest and involvement from participants (Montero, 2000) which have been 

highlighted in the wider literature as potential challenges.  On reflection however, I would 

recommend that other organisations or researchers adopting a similar model do not use two 

separate groups, as my findings suggest that having the same group of participants throughout 

the entire project may actually serve to increase their familiarity and investment in the research 

overall.   

 

I was also fully anticipating some difficulties in building collaborative relationships with the 

research participants, as previous research has documented that developing this collaborative 

relationship may be challenging.  This is because it may be impeded by a lack of congruence 

between the philosophy of participation versus institutional constraints (Jacobs, 2010); 

differences of perspective between researchers and research participants with regard to their 

wider values, beliefs and epistemological positions (Flanagan, 2019; Jacobs, 2010); and the 
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high levels of participation required from the research participants combined with no clear 

definitions regarding what actually constitutes active involvement (L’Etang and Theron, 2012). 

 

It is not entirely clear why these difficulties did not occur within my research, but one possibility 

might be because it was relatively easy for me to adopt an insider researcher role (Leckie, 

2008).  As a qualified social worker, I have extensive personal experience of social work 

supervision as well as a strong professional value base, which includes a commitment to 

(reflective) supervision to ensure that the best possible services are delivered to the most 

vulnerable groups in society.  These shared professional experiences and values may have 

helped me to develop more positive relationships with the participants than might have 

occurred in other action research studies.  I would therefore recommend that future 

researchers familiarise themselves with the framework proposed by Baker (2006), which 

conceptualises this interactionist relationship between the researcher and research participants 

in more detail, and that they reflect on whether there may be shared professional values and 

experiences which they can use to reduce the potential challenges of forming collaborative 

research relationships.  The importance of making clear distinctions between their prior 

professional role versus their current researcher role, and reassuring participants about the 

confidentiality of their data, should not be forgotten however. 

 

Where there were difficulties regarding the collaborative aspect of this research, these were 

typically experienced in relation to the co-production of the reflective supervision resource 

pack.  Although the high degree of collaboration required in action research is a common 

challenge cited in other studies, (e.g. Flanagan, 2019; L’Etang and Theron, 2012; Wimpenny, 

2010), I believe these difficulties could have been mitigated by improving the planning process 

and having clearer editorial conversations about everyone’s role in relation to the production of 

the resource pack.   

 

In future, I would recommend having a separate meeting early on in the project so that the 

facilitators and participants can focus specifically on how to manage this aspect of the process.  

This would enable participants to consider how to best coordinate and integrate the multiple 

perspectives and differing viewpoints of everyone involved in the project, and agree their 

precise role in co-producing the project outputs.  It would be important however to be realistic 

about the extent to which busy professionals might want to, or indeed could be expected to, 

contribute to any outputs and resources.  
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Another strategy to alleviate some of these challenges might be to use pre-existing facilitator 

teams (i.e. individuals who have worked together previously on other PAR projects) to run the 

group meetings and support the production of the project’s outputs.  This would mean that their 

professional roles and relationships would already be established, and they would be familiar 

with the research process and so better able to respond to any challenges.  I would encourage 

RiP, or other organisations and researchers planning similar projects, to consider this idea in 

future to help ensure a smoother experience for participants. 

 

9.4.2   Learning in Relation to the Delivery of the Project: 

 

In Chapter 7, I highlighted a number of challenges associated with the delivery of the project.  

These focused particularly on the practicalities of the group meetings, as well as more general 

communication and administrative issues, and they provide further useful opportunities for 

learning.  Firstly, a number of local authority representatives reported that the geographical 

location of the group meetings was a barrier to their participation.  Whilst RiP tried to ensure 

that the sessions were spread evenly across England so as not to favour any one particular 

locality, several participants felt that travelling to a central London location was actually easier 

than travelling elsewhere in the country.  Ensuring that venues are near a mainline station and 

provide a comfortable space to be conducive to learning are also important points to consider 

based on the feedback received in my study.  This finding demonstrates that the equity of 

rotating locations is not as important for participants as the quality of transport links.  In future, I 

would recommend that RiP, or other organisations facilitating similar projects, use a single 

central location for the group meetings to maximise attendance and accessibility for 

participants.   

 

Some participants also commented on the pace of the sessions, noting that the project seemed 

to start slowly and then end abruptly.  A senior RiP Research and Development Manager 

explained that they aim to complete the initial development phase of their Change Projects 

within six months, as they have learnt that participants can find it difficult to commit to projects 

of a longer duration.  Certainly, the time consuming nature of action research is widely 

recognised in the literature as a potential challenge (e.g. Jacobs, 2010; McLaughlin, 2010; 

McVicar et al, 2012), and it is important to ensure that participants remain committed to the 

project.  However, a key piece of learning from my research is that participants need to feel that 

they have achieved the outcomes they had hoped for and to have sufficient ‘closure’ after the 



 

 

 245 

project finishes; this aspect may need to be given further consideration by RiP and others 

adopting a PAR approach in future. 

 

Additionally, some participants felt that the group meetings themselves finished too early, and it 

was suggested that they may work better as three two-day blocks (instead of six one-day 

sessions) to reduce the amount of travelling involved and allow participants more time and 

space away from their day-to-day responsibilities to focus on the project.  The same RiP 

Research and Development Manager noted that they had previously organised Change Project 

sessions as two-day residential blocks because it had allowed participants to get ‘stuck in’, but 

this had ceased in the current climate of austerity.  However, as I have demonstrated that these 

practical aspects of the project can be perceived by participants as significant barriers to their 

ability to effectively participate, rethinking the session duration and structure in future may be 

important to maximise the involvement of participants. 

 

Finally, several participants felt that the overall communication and administration of the project 

could have been improved.  Making sure that everyone is kept up to date in a timely manner 

about the project and its outputs is a very important consideration, especially when participants 

are spread across a number of organisations.  A planned schedule of correspondence to 

ensure that the leading organisation and project participants are fully aware of what 

communication they should be receiving and when, might help to address these difficulties in 

future.  I would also recommend that consideration be given to the best way of circulating the 

project’s outputs to the participants to ensure that they all receive a copy, as well as keeping 

them abreast of any next steps after the project has come to an end.   

 

9.4.3   Learning in Relation to the Evaluation of the Project: 

 

As well as the design and delivery of the Change Project, my experiences and reflections on 

the PAR process have provided some key learning points in relation to evaluating the 

outcomes of this project, and highlighted some possible ways in which researchers might 

improve this aspect in future. 

 

Whilst this Change Project generated a wealth of qualitative data about the use of PAR for 

practice development in a social work context, I was unable to empirically measure the 

outcomes for supervisees of using the reflective tools.  This is consistent with similar research 



 

 

 246 

studies reporting on interventions within a social work context, where attrition has been 

problematic.  On reflection however, despite being commonplace, I believe there are some 

additional steps that future researchers could take to reduce these difficulties and improve 

participant response rates.   

 

One simple strategy for maximising the amount of follow-up data received involves thinking 

about the time of year when the research is being carried out.  Because of when I began the 

structured evaluation process, the end of the intervention period occurred during the months of 

July and August when much of the workforce may have been on annual leave and therefore 

unavailable to complete the follow-up online survey measure; avoiding these peak holiday 

times is one area of learning from my research. 

 

Another strategy for maximising the response rates, and thereby facilitating the measurement 

of specific outcomes, might be to develop closer working relationships with the participating 

local authorities at a supervisor/team manager level.  In this project, the members of the 

Development and Evaluation Groups typically held senior management roles within their 

organisation, and so were somewhat further removed from the social work/social care 

workforce ‘on the ground’.  Had I been able to meet with the supervisors directly, as well as 

these more senior representatives, this might have helped to communicate the importance and 

value of this research and addressed any potential barriers to workers’ participation.   

 

For example, although I was careful to ensure that the online survey would not take participants 

too long to complete, workload and other time pressures may have prevented some 

supervisees from responding.  In a similar evaluation of RiP’s Change Project into Team Based 

Learning, Clarke (2017) also identified that a number of participants found it difficult to 

complete the questionnaires within the constraints of their workload.  By meeting with the 

supervisors directly, it might have been possible to develop practical ways of allowing workers 

sufficient time to complete this questionnaire, for instance by negotiating that part of a team 

meeting was set aside specifically for this purpose.  Meeting directly with the supervisors might 

also have helped to relieve any anxiety that they felt about implementing the reflective tools in 

practice, thereby promoting their use more widely and maximising the available data that could 

be collected.  Although two separate telephone surgeries were arranged to support supervisors 

in their use of the reflective tools, in practice these were never used.  Working more closely 

with these supervisors may have also helped to foster their individual commitment to adopting 
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a new supervisory approach, in turn helping to promote reflective supervision within the wider 

organisational culture and more effectively embed its use in practice.   

 

Rather than expect a large number of supervisors to travel to a central meeting location, one 

way of facilitating these closer working relationships, to help facilitate the successful evaluation 

of outcomes, could be through site visits to the participating organisations instead.  Other social 

work research studies have shown site visits to be successful, as this approach is unlikely to be 

impacted by high levels of participant attrition as a result of the capacity, infrastructure or 

willingness of the social work profession to support empirical research.  For example, in a 

randomised controlled trial of a therapeutic intervention for children affected by sexual abuse 

(Jessiman, Carpenter and O’Donnell, 2016), the research team completed regional workshops 

and team visits in an attempt to win the “hearts and minds” of the practitioners who would be 

involved in implementing the study (Jessiman et al, 2016:47), and the attrition rate over six 

months was just 29%.  The authors reported that this approach enabled practitioners to “voice 

their concerns so that we could respond with counterargument or, in some cases, adaptions to 

the study design” (Ibid: 48). 

 

Finally, the use of case audits, as employed in Clarke’s (2017) evaluation of a previous RiP 

Change Project4, might have been a useful alternative technique to identify objective outcomes 

in relation to reflective supervision; these may have worked particularly well in terms of 

assessing supervisees’ analysis and critical thinking skills.  Clarke (2017) reported that despite 

low follow-up response rates, the use of case audits in his evaluation design did mitigate the 

effects of this to some degree.  He therefore recommended that future research should seek to 

include a number of objective measures of practice to assess behaviour change in an attempt 

to counteract the high rates of attrition which are likely to occur in social care evaluation 

studies.  Having experienced similar struggles with attrition myself in this research, I would 

concur that using multiple measures of practice seems a sensible approach, and this has been 

another key piece of learning derived from my study.  In the specific context of my research, 

such measures might include the use of case audits as a proxy measure for employees’ 

analysis and critical thinking skills, or the level of workforce turnover or sickness rates within an 

organisation as a proxy measure for workers’ stress.  It remains important however that 

researchers recognise the real-world challenges and pressures faced by social work 

                                                 
4 N.B. Clark’s (2017) evaluation report was not available to inform the design of this study, as it was published 
after this research had begun. 
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practitioners, and be mindful that their research aspirations are realistic and achievable in this 

professional context. 

9.5   FINAL THOUGHTS:     

It has been said that “the profession of social work hovers in uncomfortable places, always 

caught between transformative aspirations and bureaucratic constraints” (Beddoe, 2010:1292).  

This Change Project was successful in promoting those transformative aspirations, as local 

authority practitioners and development leads worked successfully with researchers and 

facilitators to develop and pilot a suite of resources for use in these organisations to encourage 

reflective supervision.  The participating supervisors who trialled the tools were complementary 

about them, using them to support their delivery of this type of supervision with increased 

confidence.  They also believed they had a positive impact on the workforce, by developing 

workers’ analysis and critical thinking skills and emotional resilience.  Alongside this, many 

participants benefited from the process of taking part in this PAR project, stating that it offered 

them valuable opportunities for professional networking and that it developed their skills and 

experience in conducting research. 

It was obviously disappointing that my attempts to empirically evaluate the outcomes of 

reflective supervision were not successful, but my reflections on the limitations of my study 

have helped me to identify a number of strategies which might help to address this shortcoming 

in future research.  Certainly, it remains important that researchers strive to obtain the ‘hard’ 

evidence that organisations and policy makers need to focus their limited resources and 

implement targeted interventions for developing social work practice.  As relationships are at 

the heart of social work, adopting an approach that combines a relationship-based ethos of 

participation and collaboration, as PAR does, in combination with rigorous outcome measures, 

may prove to be the most effective way of successfully implementing new approaches for 

practice development, and in turn evaluating these, within this professional context.   
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APPENDIX 1: 

RESEARCH ETHICS 
 

1. CONFIRMATION OF ETHICAL APPROVAL: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beth Tarleton <Beth.Tarleton@bristol.ac.uk> 
 
Wed 09/12/2015 15:07 
 
To: Caroline Webb <cw8930@bristol.ac.uk> 
Cc: John Carpenter <J.S.W.Carpenter@bristol.ac.uk>; Danielle Turney <Danielle.Turney@bristol.ac.uk> 
 
Hi Caroline 
 
Please take this email as confirmation of ethical approval, from the SPS REC for the study 'Supervision of children’s social care workers: 
models of supervision and outcomes for practitioners and organisations' (SPS REC 14-15.A44). 
 
If you require an official letter, please contact Zaheda.  If your study changes in any way please let me know, you may need an amendment 
to your ethical approval. 
 
With best wishes 
 
Beth 

 

Beth Tarleton <Beth.Tarleton@bristol.ac.uk> 
 
Mon 27/06/2016 09:24 
 
To: Caroline Webb <cw8930@bristol.ac.uk>; SPS Ethics Applications Mailbox <sps-ethics@bristol.ac.uk> 
 
Dear Caroline 
 
Thank you for responding so fully to the School for Policy Studies Research Ethics Committee's comments regarding your study: 
 
Supervision of children’s social care workers: models of supervision and outcomes for practitioners and organisations (SPSREC14-15.A69) 
 
Please take this email as confirmation of ethical approval from the SPS REC.  If you require a formal letter of approval, please contact 
Zaheda. 
 
Please let me know if your research plan changes, you may need an amendment to your ethical approval. 
 
Good Luck with your research.   
 
 
Beth 
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APPENDIX 2: 

REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION CHANGE PROJECT – INFORMATION FOR PROSPECTIVE 
PARTICIPANTS: PHASE ONE 

 
1. OUTLINE PROJECT BRIEF: 
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2. RECRUITMENT INFORMATION FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES: 
 

Research in Practice Change Project 2014 
 

Reflective supervision: building the 

evidence 
 

Dear Colleagues, 
 
In response to demand from the network, this year’s Change Project will 

focus on reflective supervision. We are writing to invite you to 
nominate colleagues from your organisation to participate in the 

Development Group stage of this project, from October 2014-
March 2015.  
 

We are seeking to recruit two participants each from ten of our Partner 
agencies. Early indications are that this project will be oversubscribed and 

we want to make the application process as equitable as possible. 
 
The project will result in a set of resources co-produced by the group and 

its expert facilitators which will be available to the whole network in 2015. 
These will be designed to support high quality reflective supervision – 

both 1:1 and group supervision - across the children’s services system. 
 
Supporting supervision for the wider children’s workforce is an issue 

highlighted in a number of Ofsted SIF reports, and we know from network 
intelligence that ensuring high quality supervision across the system is a 

challenge in many local areas. There are clear benefits across the system 
in building supervision practice at all levels. The hypothesis being that 
improved supervision ‘downstream’ should help to reduce professional 

anxiety re. holding risk and therefore potentially reduce referrals to CSC. 
 

Who to nominate:  
 
Recruitment to this project is focused on those involved with 

delivering and/or overseeing supervision with targeted family 
support and Children in Need case-holding teams.  

 
Nominees should be using or overseeing the use of the 4 x4 model of 
reflective supervision and should be familiar with your organisation’s 

supervision policy. 
 

Suggested participant teams might include two of the following roles: 
 

 Supervisor of practitioners holding Children in Need cases 

 Supervisor of case-holding family support teams 

 Supervisor of cases at the threshold of social care - managing step up/step down 

decision making as well as social work teams 

 Practice development leads charged with developing supervision activities across 

CIN and targeted family support work in your organisation.  
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 Principal Social Workers working closely with child and family practice teams beyond 

child protection 

Timescales and dates.  
The project commitment includes:  
 

1. Participation in six Development Group sessions with project work to be conducted 

‘back at the ranch’ between meetings.  

Development Group 
meetings 

Location  

22nd October 2014 London 

20th November 2014 London  

16th December 2014 Venue tbc (to be hosted by one of the 
participating Partners) 

22nd January 2015 Venue tbc (to be hosted by one of the 
participating Partners) 

23rd February 2015 Midlands/North East venue tbc (to be hosted by 
one of the participating Partners) 

12th March 2015 Venue tbc (to be hosted by one of the 
participating Partners) 

 
2. A commitment in principle from senior leadership that your organisation will take 

part in a formal trial of the project resources. The trial will begin with baseline data 

collection and a launch event in September 2015. The trial will run for 12 months 

and we will complete collection of final follow up data by January 2017. Participation 

in the trial will be supported by online webinars and regular communication with the 

RiP team. Detailed findings will be shared with participants at the end of the trial.  

3. It is essential that participation is endorsed by commitment from senior managers to 

practicing and prioritising reflective supervision throughout the trial process. Letters 

of commitment to the project to be kept on file in the event that the leadership 

team personnel changes between 2014 and late 2015. 

Please forward the application form to colleagues you would like 

to nominate. Please ask them to fill in the details and return to 
susannah@rip.org.uk by Tuesday 12th August 2014. 
We very much look forward to hearing from you. 

 
Dez Holmes 

Director, Research in Practice 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

mailto:susannah@rip.org.uk
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Research in Practice Change Project 2014 
 

Reflective supervision: building the evidence 
 

Application Form 
 

Participant One  

Name   

Job title  

Email  

Phone  

Team/s you supervise  

Participant One  
Line manager’s name  

 

Line manager job title  

Line manager email  

Participant Two  

Name   

Job title  

Email  

Phone  

Participant Two 
Line manager’s name  

 

Line manager job title  

Email  

Senior manager 

supporting this 
application 

 

Senior manager email  

Copy of your 
organisational 

supervision policy 
attached (please tick 

and include) 
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APPENDIX 3: 

REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION CHANGE PROJECT – RIP’S FEEDBACK FORM FOR LOCAL 
AUTHORITY PARTICIPANTS: PHASE ONE 

 
     Reflective supervision: building the evidence 

                                  End of project assessment 

 
 

 
Name: 
 

1. How would you rate your participation in this Change Project in terms of 
its contribution to your professional development? 

 

Excellent Good Made No 

Difference 
to CPD 

Poor Very Poor 

     

 

2. Through participating in this Change Project I have become engaged in 
new and rewarding professional networks: 

 

Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neither 
Agree Nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

     

 

3. On a scale of 1-10 (where 1 = I have almost no knowledge/skills in this 
area and 10 = I have extremely high levels of knowledge/skills in this 

area) please rate your current knowledge/skills in the following areas: 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Knowledge of theory and research on 

reflective supervision 

          

Assessing the quality and effectiveness 

of supervision practice 

          

Recording and evidencing reflective 

supervision activity 

          

Building analysis and critical reflection 

into the supervision process 

          

Tools and strategies to support reflective 

supervision 

          

 

4. What is the most important thing you have realised or learned during 
the course of the sessions? 
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5. Please tell us about your experience of the Change Project’s learning 
style.  Did you feel engaged? Did the learning style suit you and your 

needs? 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
6. How could your experience in the Change Project meetings have been 

improved? 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

7. How has participation in the project impacted on you as an individual? 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
8. Are you happy to be contacted/further consulted as we develop 

resources? 
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APPENDIX 4: 

REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION CHANGE PROJECT – INFORMATION FOR PROSPECTIVE 
PARTICIPANTS: PHASE TWO 

 
Reflective Supervision Change Project – Information for Structured Evaluation Group 

Members 
 
Background to the Change Project -  
 
In 2014 Research in Practice (RiP) began a Change Project focusing on reflective supervision.  The 
Change Project method draws on action research and action learning theory and brings together 
researchers and practice experts to explore key issues identified by the Research in Practice network.  
Change Projects have proved an effective method for engaging academic and professional experience to 
explore pressing practice issues - evidence-informed practice in action.  
 
Supporting supervision for the wider children’s workforce is an issue highlighted in a number of Ofsted 
reports, and RiP’s experience is that ensuring high quality supervision across the system is a challenge in 
many local areas.   
 
The Change Project process is separated out into separate stages (described below) and the following 
flow chart below helps to better illustrate the overall process: 
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The ‘Development Phase’ of the project –  

 

The aim of the project was to build the evidence base and answer two key questions:  

 

 How can reflective supervision support analysis and critical thinking in work with children 
and families? 

 How can reflective supervision contribute to the building and sustaining of practitioners’ 
emotional resilience? 

Participants from eleven local authorities met six times during 2014/2015.  All had experience of providing 
supervision to children’s social care or family support practitioners, as well as keen interest in improving 
the quality of reflective supervision for staff, managers and their organisation.  Together with the 
researchers and practice experts, they developed a set of pilot resources.  

The ‘Pilot Phase’ of the project –  

This supervision Change Project is now entering the next stage known as the ‘pilot phase’.  During this 
time the resources which were produced as part of the initial stage of the project will be used by 
practitioners within the Research in Practice network.  The aim of the pilot phase is that those using the 
materials will combine them with their own professional experience to co-produce a working resource.   
During this piloting stage Research in Practice will be collecting feedback from practitioners to assist in 
evaluating and developing the pilot resources into their final form.  

The evaluation process –  

As part of the pilot phase, a formal evaluation of some of the materials will be completed with a small 
subgroup of local authorities of which you are one.  This subgroup will be divided into three smaller 
groups, and each group will focus on a different ‘set’ of methods and tools. 

How long will the evaluation process take? 

The evaluation will run for a period of six months beginning in January 2016 and finishing in June.  It is 
anticipated that this subgroup will meet face-to-face three times over the course of the evaluation - once in 
to introduce the process, once as a ‘mid-point’ review, and finally at the end of the process (exact dates to 
be confirmed).  The timeline below illustrates this process in more detail: 

Date Description of Activities 
 

January 2016 Evaluation Pilot Group (EPG) meet together for the first of three meetings and are 
introduced to the two facilitators (Jo Fox & Caroline Webb).  EPG are given an 
overview of the evaluation structure and materials and have an opportunity to ask 
questions.   

EPG are provided with the reflective methods and tools and surveys (T1) which 
must go live on agreed date this month.  

January 2016 EPG begin trialling their methods and tools in supervision sessions (month 0).  A 
telephone surgery will be held this month by Jo Fox to answer any queries re 
implementation. 

February 2016 EPG continue trialling their methods and tools in supervision sessions (month 1).   

March 2016 EPG meet together for the second of three meetings.  EPG discuss the pilot process 
so far, any difficulties they have experienced, share any implementation strategies 
etc 

EPG continue trialling their methods and tools in supervision sessions (month 2).   

April 2016 EPG continue trialling their methods and tools in supervision sessions (month 3).  A 
further telephone surgery will be held this month by Jo Fox to answer any queries re 
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implementation. 

May 2016 EPG continue trialling their methods and tools in supervision sessions for the final 
month (month 4).   

June 2016 EPG meet for the last time to reflect on the evaluation, share learning about the 
process etc.  The follow-up survey (T2) must go live on agreed date this month; 
qualitative feedback forms will also need to be completed this month too.  

June – July 2016 A series of telephone interviews will be completed by Caroline Webb with selected 
supervisors and other key people to gather additional qualitative data. 

How will the evaluation be structured? 

The literature consistently identifies several key functions of supervision (Carpenter et al, 2012b).  The 4 x 
4 x 4 Supervision Model (Morrison, 2005) proposes that the four key functions are: 
 

 Management – Ensuring competent/accountable practice and  performance 

 Development – Facilitating continuous professional development 

 Support – Providing personal and emotional support to workers 

 Mediation – Engaging the individual with the organisation 

The evaluation will use carefully selected methods and tools from the pilot resource pack to explore their 
impact on three of these supervisory functions (management, development and support), as well as 
contribute to answering the broader questions of how reflective supervision can support analysis and 
critical thinking and contribute to practitioners’ emotional resilience. 

How many methods and tools will we have to test?  

Each local authority will be allocated to one of the three groups focusing on either the management, 
development or support function of supervision.  You will then be provided with two or three methods and 
tools to use during supervision sessions which focus on one these three areas, and you will be issued with 
separate guidance on using these methods and tools.   

Most of the methods and tools lend themselves to being used within one-to-one supervision sessions, 
however some are intended to be used within a group supervision setting.  However we will not expect 
you to set up group supervision sessions from scratch if these do not currently exist in your local 
authority, so it is possible you may not be able to test all of the methods and tools in your group.   

You will be asked to use these methods and tools as directed over the six month period.  You will receive 
support and guidance in using these resources at the three face to face meetings, and as part of an 
overall support package to all local authorities who have received this resource pack, consultant Jo Fox 
will be supporting the practical implementation of the materials during two telephone surgeries.  
Additionally, Caroline Webb who is leading this evaluation will be available to answer any queries 
specifically linked to this research.  

 
How/when will the data be collected? 
 
During this time, we will be collecting both numerical data and qualitative data in order to evaluate the 
methods and tools and their impact.  The table below explains the data collection process in more detail: 
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What data will be collected? How will the data be collected? How often and when will be 
collected?  

Quantitative Data 
 
Supervisees will be required to 
complete a short survey that should 
take no longer than 15 minutes to 
complete.   
 
This survey includes questions 
designed to give us more 
information about the type of 
supervision workers are receiving, 
as well as questions that will help us 
to measure the effectiveness of the 
methods and tools themselves.   

 
 
Supervisees will be emailed 
instructions and a ‘web link’ for the 
survey which must be completed 
online.  
 
 

 
 
Supervisees will be asked to 
complete this survey twice, once at 
the start of the evaluation (T1) and 
again after the 6 month period (T2) 
to enable us to assess change over 
time.  
 

Qualitative Data 
 
Feedback will also be collected at 
the end of the 6 month evaluation 
period about participants’ 
experiences of the specific tools and 
methods used.  
 

 
 
A feedback form for supervisees and 
supervisors to complete will be 
provided.  Additionally a number of 
follow-up telephone interviews will 
be completed with supervisors and 
other key people.  

 
 
This data will only be collected at the 
end of the 6 month evaluation (T2) 
 
 

 
What happens if workers or supervisors leave during the six month period? 

 
Don’t worry! We know that staff turnover occurs and we fully expect that some workers will leave during 
this evaluation period and that this might affect the amount of data we can collect.  Should a supervisor 
leave during the evaluation period it would be helpful if whoever replaces them continues to use these 
methods and tools with the supervisees if at all possible.  We will of course be happy to offer additional 
support and guidance should this occur so that the new supervisor feels confident in using these methods 
and tools. 

 
Anything else? 

 
We may not have answered all of your questions, so please feel free to contact either Susannah Bowyer 
or Caroline Webb if there is anything further that you would like to ask or discuss.  Their contact details 
are listed below: 
 
 

 

Above all, thanks for your interest in taking part in this exciting Change Project! 
    
 
 

 
 

 

Dr Susannah Bowyer 
Research & Development Manager 
Research in Practice 
 
Tel: 01803 847261 
Email:  Susannah.Bowyer@rip.org.uk  
 

Caroline Webb 
PhD Candidate (Social Work) 
School for Policy Studies 
University of Bristol 
 
Email: cw8930@bristol.ac.uk 

mailto:cw8930@bristol.ac.uk
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APPENDIX 5: 

GUIDANCE ON USING THE REFLECTIVE TOOLS FROM THE REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION 
RESOURCE PACK 

 
1. MANAGEMENT FUNCTION GROUP TOOLS: 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tool 1 - Wonnacott’s Discrepancy Matrix  
(Wonnacott, 2014) 

(Management Function) 
 

The aim of this tool is to help the practitioner to think critically about the 

information upon which they are basing their decision making. 

How does it work? 

The Discrepancy Matrix tool (developed by Jane Wonnacott) can be used to support 

workers to ask themselves ‘What do we really know about this child and their family’?  

It works by encouraging practitioners to reflect on the information they hold about a case.  

It helps workers to analyse what is unknown/not yet known about a case (a vital aspect of 

working with uncertainty) and can also be useful in highlighting any assumptions or 

ambiguities in the information. 

How Can I Use It? 

This matrix could be used in individual and group supervision to clarify the nature of the 

information being used to inform practitioners’ understanding of a case.   You can also 

develop your own ways of using this tool. 

Benefits of the Tool 

Practitioners who have used this tool report that it: 
 

• helps them to make sense of information from different sources 

• supports them in prioritising key areas on which to focus  

• supports clarification of what is a fact or an assumption 

• helps clarify what has been achieved and what needs to happen next 

• informs planning and areas that require further information 

• supports the generation of new ideas 
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Tool 2 - De Bono’s Decision Making Hats  
(De Bono, 1985) 

(Management Function)  
 

The aim of this tool is to help the practitioner understand the 

effect of different thinking styles on decision-making. 

How does it work? 

Everyone has a preferred thinking style and this affects the approach we take to making 

decisions. This tool (developed by De Bono) helps workers to try out different thinking 

styles by providing seven different ‘hats’ which each serve different functions or roles.   

How Can I Use It? 

This matrix could be used in individual and group supervision sessions.  In a group, each 

person could choose a hat and then discuss an issue from that perspective. In one to one 

sessions workers could also think through a problem individually wearing each hat in turn.  

You can of course also develop your own ways of using this tool. 

Benefits of the Tool 

Mentally wearing and switching hats encourages us to focus and redirect thoughts, 

conversations or meetings.  It may be particularly useful when cases feel ‘stuck’ or for use 

within multi-agency forums. 
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2. DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION GROUP TOOLS: 
 
 

Tool 3 – RiP’s Anchor Principles  
(Brown and Turney, 2014) 

(Management Function) 
 

The aim of this tool is to encourage analytical thinking. 

How does it work? 

Based on the work of the ACTA Development Group (Brown and Turney, 2014), RiP’s 

Anchor Principles can be used as a simple framework to encourage analytical thinking in 

case supervision.  These questions support workers to explore the purpose of their 

intervention, analyse the information they hold, develop hypotheses that can assist case 

planning and decision making, and define clear outcomes and ways of measuring whether 

these have been achieved. 

Alternatively, they could also be used to enable supervisors to think analytically about the 

needs of supervisees.  For example supervisors could ask the questions as follows: 

 What is the supervision session for? Explore issues/hoped-for outcomes. 

 What is the practitioner’s story? A record of the discussion from the practitioner’s 

point of view. 

 What does the story mean? Reflection and analysis. 

 What difference has this experience made to your practice? Progress/outcomes. 

 What needs to happen now? Planning/decisions/development. 

How Can I Use It? 

RiP’s Anchor Principles can be used as a simple framework for supervision at two levels: 

(i) As they are to encourage analytical thinking in case supervision 

(ii) To enable supervisors to think analytically about the needs of supervisees 

by shifting the focus of the questions onto the practitioner  

These principles could be used in individual and group supervision sessions for either of 

the purposes described above, or you can develop your own ways of using this tool. 

Benefits of the Tool 

It is important for practitioners not to jump to conclusions in order to try and make sense 

of complex, sometimes disparate and misleading case information.  By developing 

analytical thinking, workers can test out different hypotheses (i.e. try out different 

interpretations of the information at hand) and think about a range of possible meanings 

or ways of explaining what might be going on. Supervision is a crucial space in which to 

test out thinking in this way.  
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2. DEVELOPMENT GROUP FUNCTION TOOLS: 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tool 1 - Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) 
Reflective Questions (in Earle et al, 2017) 

(Development Function) 
 

The aim of this tool is to support practitioners to think about the knowledge, skills 

and values necessary for effective social work practice. 

How does it work? 

The Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) is a generic framework (i.e. it applies to all 

social workers in all settings) that provides a way of thinking about the knowledge, skills 

and values that social workers use in their everyday practice.   

It sets out nine ‘capability statements’ detailing what is expected of social workers across 

the profession and at different levels in their career (from entry into training to the most 

advanced level of a social work practitioner).   

The PCF provides a strong structure for thinking about the professional capabilities 

necessary for social work practice.  With this in mind, the Development Group members 

produced this useful set of reflective cues or questions to guide supervisory discussions 

across the nine domains of the PCF.  

How Can I Use It? 

These questions could be used in either individual or group supervision sessions.  They 

provide prompts for exploring practice issues in a discussion which is structured by the 

domains of the PCF.  Some supervisors have successfully produced these questions as ‘cue 

cards’, and you could either randomly select a card or focus on one or two of the PCF 

domains in each session.  You can also develop your own ways of using this tool. 

Benefits of the Tool 

Application of this professional framework should help to improve practice and support 

continuing career progression and professional development. 
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Tool 2 - Journal Club Tool (RiP for Adults, 2013) 
(Development Function) 

 

The aim of this tool is to support the practitioner to think about and appraise a 

piece of research on a key topic, and then transfer and embed this learning into 

their practice. 

How does it work? 

Essentially the ‘journal club’ tool helps to promote evidence-based practice.  There are 

four stages to the process, and these provide a structure for helping the practitioner to 

critically reflect on a piece of research and then apply this learning within their practice.  

 Stage 1 - Prior to the session practitioners are asked to read the research 

article and identify the main messages 

 Stage 2 = Practitioners make an appraisal of how robust the messages are 

and how they could be used in practice 

 Stage 3 – Use the research evidence to support their reflection on a 

specific case example 

 Stage 4 – Identify their learning, and then transfer that learning into their 

practice 

How Can I Use It? 

This tool is probably best suited for use within a group supervision context as this will allow 

for greater discussion of the research, but it could be used within individual supervision 

sessions as well.  You can also develop your own ways of using this tool. 

Benefits of the Tool 

Using research evidence supports practitioners and managers to increase their 
competence and confidence around a particular topic, supports organisations to learn, and 
improves the experiences and outcomes for service users and carers.  
 
This tool helps to ensure that practitioners have the time and space to consider some 
important research, provides an opportunity for practitioners to discuss what the research 
means for their practice and apply it to a case example, and supports practitioners to 
transfer this learning back to their day to day work. 
 
Practitioners who have used this tool report that it helped to develop an organisational 
learning culture: they felt safe sharing experiences which enabled a sense of a developing 
‘community of practice’.  
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Tool 3 - Systemic Reflective Space Tool  
(Anderson, 1987) 

(Development Function) 
 

The aim of this tool is to support practitioners in developing their professional 

practice by creating a collaborative ‘reflective space’ where they can explore 

practice issues. 

How does it work? 

The Systemic Reflective Space (SRS) tool is essentially a model of group supervision.  It 

developed through a small-scale, practitioner-led, qualitative research project which aimed 

to develop ‘reflective space’ for a multi-disciplinary children’s services team (Jude and 

Regan, 2010) and it is rooted Tom Anderson’s (1987) work on the ‘reflecting team’. 

The SRS tool provides the practitioner with an alternative view (or views) on a practice 

issue, and offers an opportunity for the practitioner to explore a variety of options in their 

practice, facilitate learning, and help transform practice. 

As Jude and Regan (2010:11) explain, the SRS model seeks to create a ‘reflective space’ 

where practitioners can explore lived experiences, gut feelings and human ways of 

knowing by: 

 Developing professional practice that requires practitioners to share their skills, 
competence and abilities, thus inviting collaborative and reflective practice  

 Providing an alternative view on aspects of a practitioner’s work and offering an 
opportunity for the practitioner to explore a variety of options in their practice, to 
facilitate learning and help transform practice 

 Focusing on the strengths and diversity of participants  

How Can I Use It? 

This tool is best suited for use in group supervision sessions (especially those consisting of 

workers from different professional backgrounds) as it relies on colleagues using their 

skills, competence and abilities in a collaborative way to help explore practice issues and 

offer a variety of perspectives.   

Benefits of the Tool 

The SRS model enhances new learning and promotes different ways of working.  

Practitioners who have used this model have consistently remarked on the power and 

effectiveness of using a variety of methods and resources to generate alternative 

perspectives (Jude and Regan, 2010). 
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3. SUPPORT FUNCTION GROUP TOOLS: 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Tool 1 - Seven Learnable Skills of Resilience 
(Reivich and Shatté, 2002; Jackson and Watkins, 2004) 

(Support Function) 
 

The aim of this tool is to encourage practitioners to think about and reflect on 

their own resilience skills to support their well being. 

How does it work? 

This is a self-audit tool that encourages practitioners to reflect on their own resilience in 

relation to seven key skills (based on the work of Reivich & Shatte, 2002): 

 

 Emotional regulation 

 Impulse control 

 Causal analysis 

 Self-Efficacy 

 Realistic Optimism 

 Empathy 

 Reaching out 
 
It asks workers to rate their current ability at managing each of these skills, and identify 

factors which might help or block them from bring resilient.  It also supports practitioners 

to devise an individualised support plan they can use to build up their resilience. 

 

How Can I Use It? 

This tool is probably best suited for use within individual supervision sessions as 

participants may feel uncomfortable discussing their resilience in a group setting.   

Practitioners may wish to either complete the audit individually first (and then share their 

results with their supervisor in their next supervision session) or complete the audit within 

supervision itself using the supervisor to help them to rate their skills and indentify 

influencing factors.  Supervisors can also support practitioners to write and regularly 

review their action plans.   You can of course also develop your own ways of using this tool 

to best suit your organisation. 

Benefits of the Tool 

This tool may be helpful in supporting workers to better manage job-related stress, and 

develop strategies for promoting and maintaining their emotional wellbeing.  Research 

suggests that a more resilient workforce could lead to indirect benefits on service delivery 

and workforce stability. 
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Tool 2 - Self Help Audit Plan Tool (Gibbs et al, 2014) 
(Support Function) 

 

The aim of this tool is to support practitioners to reflect on the importance of self-

care and to develop appropriate self-care strategies to promote their emotional 

well being. 

How does it work? 

The stressful, emotionally-demanding nature of social work is widely recognised, however 

developing appropriate self-care strategies is one way of limiting the potentially negative 

impact of some aspects of the job-role.   

 

This audit tool (based on the work of Dwyer, 2002) assists practitioners in reflecting on 

current stressors and identifying areas that may enhance or undermine their self-care 

skills.  It also supports practitioners to recognise the benefits of self-care and to develop 

their own self-care plan. It draws on the range of areas identified in the literature as being 

pertinent to managing potentially negative impacts of their work.  

 

How Can I Use It? 

This tool is best suited for use within individual supervision sessions as participants may 

feel uncomfortable discussing their answers in a group setting.  

Practitioners may wish to go through the list of questions individually first, and write down 

the answers to share with their supervisor in their next supervision session.  However we 

recognise that not all practitioners may feel comfortable discussing the details of their 

audit with their supervisor (they may find this to be too personally revealing) and if this is 

the case then reflecting on what the audit tells them they need to do for self-care is still a 

useful point of discussion in supervision.   

Supervisors can support practitioners to write and regularly review their self-care plans, 

and supervisors may also find it beneficial to complete their own self-care plans.  You can 

of course also develop your own ways of using this tool to best suit your organisation. 

Benefits of the Tool 

By focusing on workers’ self-care skills, this tool may be helpful in supporting workers to 

better manage job-related stress, and develop strategies for promoting and maintaining 

their emotional wellbeing.  Research suggests that a more resilient workforce could lead to 

indirect benefits on service delivery and workforce stability. 
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Tool 3 - Reflecting on Challenging Experiences  
(Dwyer and Vivekananda, 2002) 

(Support Function) 
 

The aim of this tool is to support workers to reflect on both the aspects of the 

professional role which they find challenging, along with their personal strengths 

and qualities which they are able to draw on.  

How does it work? 

This tools consists of a series of six questions to help practitioners consider a recent work 

experience which they found challenging, but that ultimately had a successful outcome.  It 

helps practitioners to consider what it was that they found challenging about the 

experience, as well as what personal strengths and qualities they were able to draw on, in 

order to prepare for further discussion in supervision.  

 

How Can I Use It? 

This tool can be used in either individual or group supervision sessions.  In a group setting, 

practitioners could each take a turn sharing these stories with their colleagues, who then 

offer feedback on what the story told them about that person.  It might also be useful to 

reflect on what the combined stories tell the team about themselves (Gibbs et al, 2014). 

You can of course also develop your own ways of using this tool. 

Benefits of the Tool 

This tool supports practitioners to notice positive emotions and outcomes, even in difficult 
circumstances, and can provide opportunities for enhanced reflection and internalisation 
of learning (Gibbs et al, 2014). 
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APPENDIX 6: 

DETAILS OF TEAMS PARTICIPATING IN PHASE TWO: STRUCTURED EVALUATION BY LOCAL AUTHORITY 
 

LA 
FUNCTION 
GROUP 

NO. OF 
TEAMS  

DESCRIPTION OF TEAM CONTEXT/WORKERS 
BEGAN 
TRIALLING 
TOOLS  

TOOLS 
USED IN 
GROUP 
CONTEXT 

ADDITIONAL NOTES 

1 MANAGEMENT 1 Team 1 
CP/CiN/Court Work Team   
Worker type not stated March No None 

2 MANAGEMENT 3 

Team 1 
Children’s/Family Centre 
Early help practitioners 

March  Yes 
Tools were also used within a 
specialist support team (offering 
drugs and sexual health support) 
but this did not form part of the 
evaluation. 

Team 2 
Family Intervention Project  
Early help practitioners 

March  Yes 

3 DEVELOPMENT 
 
Did not proceed with the evaluation 
 

No follow-up information 
received from this LA 

4 SUPPORT 4 

Team 1 
Child Protection & Court Work 
Statutory social workers 

February Yes 

None 

Team 2 
Child in Need Team 
Mix of social work and non-social work qualified staff February Yes 

Team 3 
Child in Need Team  
Mix of social work and non-social work qualified staff February Yes 

Team 4 
NQSW/ASYE Team 
NQSWs & ASYE foundation year workers 

February Yes 
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LA 
FUNCTION 
GROUP 

NO. OF 
TEAMS  

DESCRIPTION OF TEAM CONTEXT/WORKERS 
BEGAN 
TRIALLING 
TOOLS  

TOOLS 
USED IN 
GROUP 
CONTEXT 

ADDITIONAL NOTES 

5 SUPPORT 4 

Team 1 
Looked After Children Team  
Statutory social workers 

April No 

 
Also participated in Stage 1 (NB. 
different LA Representative) 

Team 2 
Care Leavers Team  
Mix of social workers and personal advisors 

April No 

Team 3 
Neighbourhood Team carrying out  
CP/CIN/Court Work 
Statutory social workers 

March No 

Team 4 
Neighbourhood Team carrying out CP/CIN/Court Work  
Statutory social workers 

May No 

6 SUPPORT 4 

Team 1 
Family Safeguarding Team carrying out CP/CIN/Court Work  
Multi agency workers 

February Yes Also participated in Stage 1 (NB. 
different LA Representative) 
 
*Team 4 did not collect T1 
survey and only trialled the tools 
for 3 months (from May until 
August) due to the team 
structure.   

Team 2 
Family Safeguarding Team carrying out CP/CIN/Court Work  
Multi agency workers 

February Yes 

Team 3 
Family Safeguarding Team carrying out CP/CIN/Court Work  
Multi agency workers 

February Yes 

Team 4 
Safeguarding Team  
NQSW’s 

May*  
 

No 

7 MANAGEMENT 3 

Team 1 
Social Work Team 
(No other info provided) 

March Yes 

Also participated in Stage 1 (NB. 
same LA representative) 

Team 2 
Early Help Team 
Non-social work qualified staff 

March Yes 

Team 3 
Social Work Team 
(No other info provided) 

March Yes 
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LA 
FUNCTION 
GROUP 

NO. OF 
TEAMS  

DESCRIPTION OF TEAM CONTEXT/WORKERS 
BEGAN 
TRIALLING 
TOOLS  

TOOLS 
USED IN 
GROUP 
CONTEXT 

ADDITIONAL NOTES 

8 MANAGEMENT 2 

Team 1 
Social Work Team 
(No other info provided) 

March Yes 
Team 1 supervisor left during 
evaluation period; tools were not 
adopted by new supervisor 

Team 2 
Fostering Team  
Statutory social workers  

March No 

9 SUPPORT 2 

Team 1 
Family Centre Support Team (Early help/CIN/CP/LAC)  
Early help workers 

February No 

None 

Team 2 Targeted Youth Support Team (No other info provided) February No 

10 DEVELOPMENT Did not proceed with the evaluation  

 
Withdrew part way through 
evaluation phase 
 

11 DEVELOPMENT Did not proceed with the evaluation 
Excluded as used different tools 
to those being trialled for this 
evaluation phase 

12 SUPPORT 2 

Team 1 
Sure Start Team  
Family support workers 

April  No ** Team 2 only trialled the tools 
for 3 months (from April until 
June) due to school holidays  Team 2 

Education/School setting 
Early help workers  

April**  No 
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APPENDIX 7: 

DETAILS OF SUPERVISEE SURVEYS (T1 & T2) 
 
1. INFORMATION FOR SUPERVISEES: 
 

Reflective Supervision Change Project - Information for Supervisees 
 
Background to the study - 
 
In 2014 Research in Practice (RiP) began a Change Project focusing on reflective supervision.  The 
Change Project method draws on action research and action learning theory and brings together 
researchers and practice experts to explore key issues identified by the Research in Practice network.  
Supporting supervision for the wider children’s workforce is an issue highlighted in a number of Ofsted 
reports, and RiP’s experience is that ensuring high quality supervision across the system is a challenge 
in many local areas.   
 
This supervision Change Project is now entering the ‘pilot phase’ and during this time the resources 
(methods and tools) which were produced as part of the initial stage of the project will be used by 
practitioners within the Research in Practice network.  The aim of the pilot phase is that those using the 
materials will combine them with their own professional experience to co-produce a working resource.   
During this piloting stage Research in Practice will be collecting feedback from supervisors and 
practitioners to assist in evaluating and developing the pilot resources into their final form.  
 
Purpose of the study - 
 
This research seeks to formally evaluate a selection of methods and tools designed to assist the 
development of Reflective Supervision that were produced by RiP as part of this Change Project, and aims 
to increase our knowledge and understanding of reflective supervision.   
 
What will the study involve?  
 
The study will involve a brief online survey which should take no more than 15 minutes to complete.  
This survey will be administered twice (once now and then again in a few months time once you have 
used the resources) so that I can compare your responses and explore the potential impact of using 
them on specific key outcomes.    
 
At the end of this time you will also be asked to complete a short feedback sheet asking about your 
overall experience of these methods and tools.   
 
Why have you been asked to take part?  
 
You have been asked to participate because your employer is currently working with Research in 
Practice to pilot some of the methods and tools that were developed as part of the Change Project to 
assist in the delivery of reflective supervision.   
 
Do you have to take part?  
 
No! Although over the next few months your supervisor is likely to use some of these methods and tools 
with in your supervision sessions, participation in this study is entirely voluntary and you are under no 
obligation to take part.  However if you do choose to participate and go on to complete the online survey 
then it will be assumed that by doing so you understand this information and have given your consent.  
 
If, in due course, you are interested in taking part in a follow-up interview and are selected to do so, I 
will provide you with further information and ask you to sign a separate consent form.  
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Will your participation in the study be kept confidential?  
 
Yes, all responses are completely confidential and I will not know who has completed it.  However I 
would like to compare your responses now and again in several months so that I can explore the 
potential impact of these methods and tools, so I will need to match your responses on the next 
occasion.  In order to do this I will ask you some questions so that I can assign you a unique identifier 
code, but I will not ask for your name as I will not link responses to individuals. 
 
If in due course you agree to participate in a follow-up interview and provide me with your contact 
details, your survey data will still remain confidential to third parties.   
 
What will happen to the information which you give?  
 
The data will be stored securely on the University of Bristol server for a minimum of 10 years.  Only 
anonymised data will be shared with third parties throughout the research process.   
 
What will happen to the results?  
 
This research is being completed for the purposes of a PhD and the research findings from this 
evaluation will be used to satisfy the PhD requirements as well as any subsequent research 
publication(s).  Additionally, the findings from this research will be shared with Research in Practice as 
they will form part of the wider Change Project findings.  However all data will be fully anonymised 
and at no point will you be individually identified.      
 
What are the possible disadvantages of taking part?  
 
I don’t envisage any negative consequences for you in taking part in this research.  
 
What if there is a problem?  
 
Whilst I think it is unlikely, if at the end of the survey (or subsequent interview) you should feel 
distressed for any reason then you will be able to contact me directly to discuss this.  Should it be 
necessary you can also talk to your supervisor, or alternatively contact the main link person from your 
local authority who has agreed to take part in the evaluation (in this case please contact me so that I 
can provide you with this information as it will be specific to your individual authority).  
 
Who has reviewed this study?  
 
Approval to undertake this study has been granted on behalf of the School for Policy Studies Research 
Ethics Committee for the University of Bristol.  Your employer has also given permission for me to 
contact you asking whether you would be willing to take part.  
 
Any further queries?   
 
If you need any further information about this research, you can contact me directly – Caroline Webb at 
cw8930@bristol.ac.uk  
 
If you have any concerns or complaints, you may contact my supervisor at the University of Bristol, 
Professor John Carpenter via email: j.s.w.carpenter@bristol.ac.uk   
 
If you agree to take part in this research, the first question in the survey will ask you to provide 
formal consent before you are able to continue.   
 
 
 

mailto:cw8930@bristol.ac.uk
mailto:j.s.w.carpenter@bristol.ac.uk
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2. EMAIL TO SUPERVISEES TO ACCOMPANY SURVEY MEASURE (T1): 
 
Dear Social Worker/Social Care Worker, 
 
You may be aware that your employer is currently piloting some methods and tools that have 
been developed by Research in Practice to promote the effective use of reflective supervision.  
Over the next few months your supervisor will use some of these in your individual or group 
supervision sessions. 
 
I am inviting you, with the agreement of your employer, to take part in an independent 
evaluation of these methods and tools, which I am undertaking as part of my research for a 
PhD at Bristol University.   
 
Making sure that you receive good quality supervision which helps you to reflect on your 
practice and professional development is really important. I would be very grateful if you could 
spare the time to complete this short survey so that we can learn more about the impact and 
potential benefits of these methods and tools in practice. 
 
The survey is entirely voluntary and all responses are confidential.  I would like you to complete 
this survey now, and again in six months time so that I can compare your responses and 
explore the potential impact of these methods and tools.   In order that I can match your 
responses on the next occasion I will need to ask you some questions so that I can assign you 
a unique identifier code, but I will not ask for your name as I will not link responses to 
individuals. 
 
I have attached an information sheet to this email which explains the research process in more 
detail and should hopefully answer any queries you may have.   
 
If you are happy to take part, please click on this link to the survey (INSERT WEB LINK) and 
follow the instructions.   
 
Should you need any further information about this research, you can contact me directly at 
cw8930@bristol.ac.uk 
 
Thanks 
 
Caroline Webb 
PhD candidate, University of Bristol 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:cw8930@bristol.ac.uk
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3. SUPERVISEE’S MANAGEMENT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY (T1): 
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4. SUPERVISEE’S DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY (T1): 
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5. SUPERVISEE’S SUPPORT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY (T1): 
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6. EMAIL TO SUPERVISEES TO ACCOMPANY SURVEY MEASURE (T2): 
 

Dear Social Worker/Social Care Worker, 
 
You will probably be aware that the local authority which you work for has been involved in 
piloting some ‘tools’ that were developed by Research in Practice to assist in the delivery of 
reflective supervision.  Over the past few months you may well have used some of these tools 
in your supervision sessions. 
 
Making sure that you receive good quality supervision which helps you to reflect on your 
practice and professional development is really important. I am therefore inviting you, with the 
agreement of your employer, to take part in an independent evaluation of these resources 
which I am undertaking as part of my research for a PhD at Bristol University.   
 
I would be very grateful if you could spare the time to complete a short survey so that we can 
learn more about the impact and potential benefits of these methods and tools in practice.  You 
may recall that you were previously asked to complete this survey a few months ago, but I 
would like you to complete it again now so that I can compare your responses and explore the 
potential impact of these tools for reflective supervision.  This version of the survey also 
contains additional questions so that you can offer feedback about the tools which you have 
experienced.  
 
The survey is voluntary.  In order that I can match your responses to the previous survey I 
will ask you four questions to enable me to find your unique identifier code, but your 
responses are confidential and I will not link responses to individuals. 
 
You should have previously received an information sheet which explains the overall research 
process in more detail, but I have reattached it again to this email and hopefully it will answer 
any queries you may have. 
 
If you are happy to take part, please click on this link to the survey (INSERT LINK) and follow 
the instructions.   
 
Should you need any further information about this research, you can contact me directly at 
cw8930@bristol.ac.uk 
 
Thanks 
 
Caroline Webb 
PhD candidate, University of Bristol 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:cw8930@bristol.ac.uk
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7. SUPERVISEE’S MANAGEMENT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY (T2): 
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8. SUPERVISEE’S DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY (T2): 
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9. SUPERVISEE’S SUPPORT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY (T2): 
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APPENDIX 8: 

DETAILS OF SUPERVISOR SURVEYS 
 
1. INFORMATION FOR SUPERVISORS: 
 

Reflective Supervision Change Project - Information for Supervisors 
 
Background to the Change Project -  
 
In 2014 Research in Practice (RiP) began a Change Project focusing on reflective supervision; ensuring 
high quality supervision across the system is a challenge in many local areas.   
 

The aim of the project was to answer two key questions:  

 

 How can reflective supervision support analysis and critical thinking in work with 
children and families? 

 How can reflective supervision contribute to the building and sustaining of 
practitioners’ emotional resilience? 

Participants from eleven local authorities met six times during 2014/2015.  All had experience of 
providing supervision to children’s social care or family support practitioners. Together with academic 
researchers and practice experts, they developed a set of pilot resources.  

This evaluation process –  

As part of the next phase in this project, a formal evaluation of some of the materials that were 
produced is being completed with a small subgroup of local authorities.  Your employer has elected to 
be one of these local authorities and this is why you are being asked to take part.   

The evaluation will use carefully selected methods and tools from the pilot resource pack to explore 
their impact on three key supervisory functions:  

 Management – Ensuring competent/accountable practice and  performance 

 Development – Facilitating continuous professional development 

 Support – Providing personal and emotional support to workers 

All local authorities taking part in this evaluation will be asked to focus on just one of these function 
areas, and will be given a  different ‘set’ of methods and tools aligned to their function.  

How long will the evaluation process take? 

The evaluation will run for a period of six months beginning in January 2016 and finishing in June.  
During this time your local authority will be asked to use these methods and tools within their normal 
supervision sessions.   

What are you being asked to do as part of the evaluation?  

As a supervisor we would like you to pilot these methods and tools with your workers during this six 
month period so we can evaluate their impact.   A nominated link person from your authority will provide 
you with a set of two or three methods and tools to use which focus on one either the management, 
development or support function of supervision described above.  Guidance on using these methods 
and tools will be issued separately.   
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What else will the evaluation involve?  
 
The study will involve a brief online survey for your supervisees to complete, which should take no 
more than 15 minutes.  This survey will be administered twice, once now and then again in a few 
months time after you have used the methods and tools so that we can compare responses and explore 
the potential impact of using these resources on specific key outcomes.  However even though you will 
use these methods and tools within your supervision sessions, their participation in this evaluation is 
entirely voluntary and they are under no further obligation to take part by answering the survey.   
 
At the end of this time, both you and your supervisees will also be asked to complete a short 
(voluntary) feedback sheet asking about your overall experience of these methods and tools.  I will also 
ask whether you (as a supervisor) would be willing to participate in a follow-up telephone interview.  
There is no obligation to agree to this interview and it is likely that only some respondents who indicate 
that they do agree will be able to participate.  
 
Who has reviewed this study?  
 
Approval to undertake this study has been granted on behalf of the School for Policy Studies Research 
Ethics Committee for the University of Bristol.   
 
What will happen to the results?  
 
This research is being completed for the purposes of a PhD, and the research findings from this 
evaluation will be used to satisfy the PhD requirements as well as any subsequent research 
publication(s).  Additionally, the findings from this research will be shared with Research in Practice as 
they will form part of the wider Change Project findings.  However all data will be fully anonymised 
and at no point will you or your supervisees be individually identified.      
 
Will your/your supervisees’ participation in the study be kept confidential?  
 
Yes, all responses are completely confidential and we will not know who has completed the survey.  In 
order to compare responses now and again in several months we will need to match survey responses 
on the next occasion by assigning participants with a unique identifier code, but we will not ask for 
their name as we will not link responses to individuals.  If in due course you agree to participate in 
a follow-up interview and provide your contact details, any feedback data you have submitted will still 
remain confidential to third parties.   
 
What happens if workers or supervisors leave during the six month period? 
 
Don’t worry! We fully expect that some workers will leave during this evaluation period so if this happens 
please just carry on using the methods and tools with your remaining workers as directed. Should you 
(as a supervisor) leave during the evaluation period, it would be helpful if whoever replaces you 
continues to use these methods and tools with your supervisees if at all possible.  However we will 
discuss this directly with your employer so this is not something you need to worry about. 
 
Anything else? 
 
We may not have answered all of your questions, so please feel free to contact either your nominated 
link worker or Caroline Webb (researcher) if there is anything further that you would like to ask or 
discuss; her contact details are listed below: 
 
Caroline Webb, PhD Candidate (Social Work), School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol 
Email: cw8930@bristol.ac.uk 
 
Above all, thanks for your interest in taking part in this research. 

mailto:cw8930@bristol.ac.uk


 

 

 370 

2. EMAIL TO SUPERVISORS TO ACCOMPANY SURVEY MEASURE: 
 

Dear Supervisor, 
 
You will probably be aware that the local authority which you work for has been involved in 
piloting some ‘tools’ that were developed by Research in Practice to assist in the delivery of 
reflective supervision.  Over the past few months you may well have used some of these tools 
in your supervision session with practitioners. 
 
Making sure that workers receive good quality supervision which helps them to reflect on their 
practice and professional development is really important. I am therefore inviting you, with the 
agreement of your employer, to take part in an independent evaluation of these resources 
which I am undertaking as part of my research for a PhD at Bristol University.   
 
I would be very grateful if you could spare the time to complete this short survey which is 
intended to collect feedback on your overall experience of using these tools.  This will help us 
to learn more about the impact and potential benefits of these methods and tools in practice.  
Your supervisees are also being asked to complete a short follow up survey. 
 
The survey is voluntary and all responses are confidential.   
 
You should have previously received an information sheet which explains the overall research 
process in more detail, but I have reattached it again to this email and hopefully it will answer 
any queries you may have. 
 
If you are happy to take part, please click on this link to the survey (INSERT LINK) and follow 
the instructions.   
 
Should you need any further information about this research, you can contact me directly at 
cw8930@bristol.ac.uk 
 
Thanks 
 
Caroline Webb 
PhD candidate, University of Bristol 
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3. SUPERVISOR’S MANAGEMENT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY: 
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4. SUPERVISOR’S DEVELOPMENT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY: 
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5. SUPERVISOR’S SUPPORT FUNCTION GROUP SURVEY: 
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APPENDIX 9: 

DETAILS OF SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS  
 

1. PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET: 
 

Reflective Supervision Change Project -  
 

Information for Interviews 
 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in a brief telephone interview as part of a research study evaluating 
a selection of tools for reflective supervision produced through a Research in Practice Change Project.  
Please read through the following information which should hopefully answer any questions you might 
have about the interview process; if after reading this information you still have additional questions you 
can contact me directly using the details provided. 

What are you being asked to do?  

You have volunteered to take part in a brief telephone interview.  These interviews form part of a wider 
research study which seeks to evaluate a selection of tools for reflective supervision which were 
developed through a Research in Practice Change Project.  You will be asked a series of questions 
about your experiences of using the tools and/or your participation in the overall Change Project 
process.  Your answers to these questions will provide additional qualitative data for the research study. 

How long will the interview take? 

It is anticipated that the interview will last for approximately 30 minutes.  However the exact time taken 
to complete the interview will depend on the answers you give and could be slightly more or less than 
this. 
 
How will the data be stored?  
 
The interview will be recorded and stored securely on a University of Bristol server for a minimum of 20 
years. 
 
What will happen to the results?  
 
This research is being completed for the purposes of a PhD, and the research findings from this 
evaluation will be used to satisfy the PhD requirements as well as any subsequent research 
publication(s).  Additionally, the findings from this research will be shared with Research in Practice as 
they will form part of the wider Change Project findings.   
 
Only anonymised data will be shared with third parties throughout the research process.  Whilst it is 
possible that disguised extracts from your interview may be quoted in the final research and any 
subsequent publication, at no point will you be individually identified.   
 
Will your participation in the study be kept confidential?  
 
Yes, all responses are completely confidential and any information or opinions that you share in the 
interview will be anonymised so that they cannot be attributed to you.  Further, your identity will be 
disguised in the subsequent write-up so that only very general details will be used (e.g. your gender or 
years of social work experience). 
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Are there any circumstances in which my identity might be revealed?  
 
Your identity will not be revealed unless you disclose something which indicates that your own or a 
service user’s welfare is at serious risk.  Should this occur I will notify you as soon as possible.  It is 
also likely that I would need to discuss it with my research supervisor, and possibly also with Research 
in Practice and your employer. 
 
What if I change my mind about participating either during or after the interview? 
 

Your participation in the interview is entirely voluntary.  You can withdraw from the interview without 
repercussions at any time: either before it starts or while you are participating.  You can also withdraw 
your permission for me to use any part of the interview data within one week of the interview taking 
place, in which case the material will be deleted. 
 
Who has reviewed this study?  
 
Approval to undertake this study has been granted on behalf of the School for Policy Studies Research 
Ethics Committee for the University of Bristol.   

 
Anything else? 

 
I may not have answered all of your questions so please feel free to contact either me if there is 
anything further that you would like to ask or discuss; my contact details are listed below: 
 
 

 

Above all, thanks for your interest in taking part in this research. 
    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Caroline Webb 
PhD Candidate (Social Work) 
School for Policy Studies 
University of Bristol 
 
Email: cw8930@bristol.ac.uk 
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2. INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM: 
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3. INTERVIEW TOPIC GUIDE – LOCAL AUTHORITY REPRESENTATIVES (PHASE ONE 
AND PHASE TWO): 

 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview, I realise that you are really busy so 
I appreciate that you have given me your time.  I’d like to start by asking some general 
questions about what led you to become involved in this RiP Change Project, before 
moving onto discuss your experiences of the project and the tools for reflective 
supervision.  
 
1. Introductory Questions: e.g. reasons for involvement in the RiP Change Project and 

importance of reflective supervision to their agency 
 

Probes: 
 

• To what extent were the LA representatives included in the sign up process, or if this 
happened at a more strategic role – i.e. were they nominated by the Director etc. 

 
2. The Participatory Process: e.g. the extent to which they felt involved in and able to 

contribute the project, and whether participating in the project what they were expecting  
 

Probes:  
 

 (i) Explore the impact of the process on them individually: 
 

• Do they have more confidence in participating in practice based research/engaging in 
research process as a result of the project? 

• To what extent did they value the peer support available – opportunities to participate 
and share expertise? 

• If this has (or may) in some way lead to any career development – i.e. are they now 
championing supervision in their LA? 

 
 (ii) Explore the impact of the process on the organisation/practitioners: 

 
• To what extent has the Change Project process helped the organisation develop as a 

learning organisation? 
• To what extent has the Change Project process led to policy change? 

 
3. The impact of the Tools: i.e. the extent to which they feel it has benefited the agency 

and/or practitioners, service users etc 
 

4. The Legacy of the Tools: e.g. will they keep using them now the pilot phase is complete 
and if so will this be a policy directive, or what might they want to change about the tools 

 
5. The impact of the Project: i.e. have they seen the draft resource pack? Have they used 

any of the tools, or do they know of them being used? What did they think of them (in 
general terms) 

 
6. General Feedback: Is there anything they would have changed about the Change Project 

process?  
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Probes:  
 

• What do they think about overall length of the project? Was it too much time/too little 
time to produce the resource? 

• What do they think about the frequency of sessions/location/session length etc 
• What do they think about the structure of the sessions and facilitation? 

 
7. Additional Issues: anything else not covered by the topics above which they wish to add 

 
 Remind participants that they can withdraw from the study without having to give a 

reason and without repercussions and that they can also withdraw permission to use 
any part of the data within one week of the interview, in which case the recording will be 
deleted. 
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4. INTERVIEW TOPIC GUIDE – SUPERVISORS: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview, I realise that you are really busy so 
I appreciate that you have given me your time.  I’d like to start by asking some general 
questions about your current position, before moving onto discuss your experiences of 
using the tools for reflective supervision.  
 
1.       Introductory Questions: 

 
1.1 You have been working as a supervisor for XX years - what attracted you to this career 

pathway? 
 

1.2 You are currently working on XX team – have you ever worked in another children and 
families setting? What attracted you to this team? 

 
1.3 You have said that you are not currently employed as a permanent member of staff – do 

you feel that this has any impact on your supervisory role? If so, what? (if applicable) 
 
In the survey you told me that had used tools X, Y and Z for reflective supervision, and I 
would like to explore your experiences of using these tools in more detail.   
 
2.       Questions specifically about the Tools for Reflective Supervision: 

 
2.1 What influenced your decision on which tools to use? (applicable if used 2 tools or fewer) 
 
2.2     Did you feel that the guidance was sufficient to accompany the tools? 
 
2.3    You have noted that you found it easy/difficult to record this element of your supervisory 

sessions.  Can you tell me a bit more about this and what you did to overcome any 
difficulties (if applicable)? 

 
2.4    Did you make any changes to the tools in practice? If so, why? If not, can you think of any 

changes that could/should be made to the tools?  
 
Probes:  
 

• Do they know of other reflective tools which might be useful to include in the resource 
pack or have they experienced any other reflective approaches etc 

 
3. Implementation of the Tools: 
 
3.1 You have said that you found X tool to be the easiest to use, why do you think this was? 
 
3.2 Conversely, you have said that you found X tool to be the most difficult to use, why do 

you think this was? 
 
3.3 In the survey you noted that you experienced some barriers to implementation. Can you 

tell me a bit more about these, for example which ones you found most significant and, if 
relevant, how you overcame them? (if applicable) 
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3.4 Where there any other factors we haven’t already discussed which affected how 
often/easily you were able to use the tools in supervision sessions? 

 
4.      The Supervisory Context: 
 
4.1    You have noted that you also used some/all of the tools within group supervision, did you 

notice any differences when using the tools within this setting? 
 
4.2  You have noted that you also used these tools with practitioners who were not social 

work qualified.  What differences/similarities did you notice in using the tools with this 
group? Did you feel that the tools were equally applicable? 

 
5.       Impact of the Tools: 
 
5.1  In the survey you stated that you did/did not feel that the tools helped to develop more of 

a learning culture within your organisation, why do you think this was? 
 
5.2    You have noted that you feel that these tools did/did not affect practitioner’s day to day 

practice.  Can you tell me a bit more about why you have said this? 
 
Probes:  
 

• Query whether supervisor’s confidence in being involved in practice based research 
has increased as a result of the Change Project 

 
6. Closure/Debrief: 
 
We’ve reached the end of the questions that I have, but… 
 
6.1  Is there anything else you’d like to tell me? 
 
6.2  Have you got any questions or is there anything you would like more information on? 
 
Remind participants that they can withdraw from the study without having to give a 
reason and without repercussions and that they can also withdraw permission to use 
any part of the data within one week of the interview, in which case the recording will be 
deleted. 
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5. INTERVIEW TOPIC GUIDE – PROJECT FACILITATORS: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview, I realise that you are really busy so 
I appreciate that you have given me your time.  I’d like to start by asking some general 
questions about what led you to become involved in this RiP Change Project, before 
moving on to discuss your experiences of the project. 
 
1. Introductory Questions: e.g. reasons for involvement in the RiP Change Project and 

importance of reflective supervision to them 
 

Probes: 
 

• How much of their previous work is concerned with reflective supervision? 
• Has they been involved in a Change Project before (or anything similar)?  

 
2. Evaluating The Process: Thinking about each stage of the project in turn, what do they 

consider to be the strengths and weaknesses?  
 
Probes: 
 

• Would they take part in another Change Project again? 
• If so, what would they do differently?  
• Do they have any thoughts on the frequency of sessions/location/session length etc 
• Do they have any thoughts about the structure of the sessions and co-facilitation – did 

this work? 
• What was their perception of the peer support aspect… did she see this as unusual 

and/or valuable? 
• Why do  they think the telephone surgeries/support offered to the Local Authorities in 

phase two wasn’t used 
 
3. Producing the Product: To what extent do they feel that Phase 1 helped prepare them for 

producing the pilot reflective supervision resource pack? 
 
Probes: 
 

• Was the reflective supervision resource pack what they were expecting to produce at 
the outset of the project?  Did they like having such a broad remit in terms of outputs or 
would they have preferred RiP to be more specific in what they were looking for? 

• What about the overall length of the project – did six sessions offer enough time/too 
little time to produce the resource pack? 

• What did they perceive to be the benefits/challenges of co-authoring the resource pack 
as we did, and integrating academic info with practice wisdom and meeting RiP 
requirements etc? 

  
4. The impact of the Project on their Current Role: What work is she doing linked to the 

project now (I know she is doing some training on the tools)? Who is this with etc? Has it 
affected or  
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Probes: 
 

• Has the project led to any other work with RiP or other work which is linked to reflective 
supervision/uses an action research approach? 

• Would they use an action research approach again in any other work/training 
provision? 

• Have they maintained any links with any of the involved Local Authorities (outside of 
any follow-up work through RiP) 

 
5. Additional Issues: anything else not covered by the topics above which they might wish to 

add? 
 
Remind participants that they can withdraw from the study without having to give a 
reason and without repercussions and that they can also withdraw permission to use 
any part of the data within one week of the interview, in which case the recording will be 
deleted. 
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6. INTERVIEW TOPIC GUIDE – RIP REPRESENTATIVES:  
 
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview, I realise that you are really busy so 
I appreciate that you have given me your time.  I’d like to start by asking some general 
questions about what led RiP to develop this Change Project, before moving on to 
discuss the process and impact of the project in more detail. 
 
1.  Introductory Questions: e.g. reasons for choosing the topic of reflective supervision and 
importance of reflective supervision to RiP 

 
Probes: 
 

• Who was responsible for selecting the topic of reflective supervision? 
• How many other Change Projects have there been? What was their focus? 

 
2. Evaluating The Process: What do they consider to be the strengths and weaknesses of 

each phase of the project?  
 
Probes (Phase One): 

 
• Is there anything would they do differently next time in other Change Projects?  
• Was the frequency of sessions/location/session length specific to this Change Project 

or a set standard? Did they feel it worked for participants? (One suggestion was to run 
the sessions as two day blocks instead – what are their thoughts on this?) 

• In terms of the structure of the sessions and co-facilitation, do RiP normally have 
academic input in their Change Projects? What do they feel worked well/could be 
improved? 

• A lot of the Local Authority representatives were very positive about the peer support 
aspect of the project, do RiP see agree that this is important/valuable? 

 
Probes (Phase Two): 

 
• What’s the standard RiP evaluation process in Change Projects? 
• How many other Change Projects have included a structured evaluation stage like 

this? How has that worked in practice? 
• What would you think about using the same group of participants for both phases of 

the project (I’ve had mixed feedback on this from the Local Authority representatives) 
• Why do  they think the telephone surgeries/support offered to the Local Authorities in 

phase two wasn’t used 
 
3. Producing the Product: To what extent do they feel that Stage 1 helped prepare us for 

producing the pilot reflective supervision resource pack? 
 
Probes: 
 

• Was the reflective supervision resource pack along the lines of what RiP was 
expecting to produce at the outset? (I have noticed that it is similar to the Analysis and 
Critical Thinking for Assessment Handbook 

• Do they feel it was useful to have a broad remit in terms of the project’s outputs, or 
might it have been easier to produce the resource by being specific from the outset? 
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• What about the overall length of the project – did six sessions offer enough time/too 
little time to produce the resource pack? 

• What did they perceive to be the benefits/challenges of co-authoring the resource pack 
as we did, and integrating academic info with practice wisdom and meeting RiP 
requirements etc? 

• How did they balance RiP’s editorial demands with the voice of the Local Authorities? 
Do they feel that the Local Authorities ‘owned’ the finished product? (I’ve had mixed 
feedback on this)  

 
4. The impact of the Project: Are they pleased with how the project has been received by 

RiP Partners? 
 
Probes: 
 

• What are their thoughts on the uptake of the project? (e.g. download data, preliminary 
findings from me etc) 

• Have they heard of the tools spreading between other Local Authorities within their 
network?  

• What follow-up work is RiP doing which is linked to the project? 
 
5. Additional Issues: anything else not covered by the topics above which they might wish to 

add? 
 
Remind participants that they can withdraw from the study without having to give a 
reason and without repercussions and that they can also withdraw permission to use 
any part of the data within one week of the interview, in which case the recording will be 
deleted. 
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APPENDIX 10: 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA OF SUPERVISORS AND SUPERVISEES PARTICIPATING IN THE 
STRUCTURED EVALUATION WITHIN PHASE TWO 

 
1. SUPERVISOR’S DATA: 

 

SUPERVISOR CHARACTERISTIC N 

GENDER 
Male 1 

Female 12 

ETHNICITY White 13 

AGE GROUP 

21-30 years 1 

31-40 years 4 

41-50 years 4 

51+ years 4 

 
 
PRACTICE CONTEXT     

 
 

Generic Safeguarding (incl.  CP, CIN, Assessment etc) 6 

Early Help 3 

Children’s/Family Centre 2 

Neighbourhood Team  1 

Family Intervention Project 1 

YEARS IN CURRENT 
POSITION 

Less than 1 year 4 

1 year 1 

2 years 3 

3 years 2 
6 years 1 
10 or more years 2 

CONTRACT TYPE   
Permanent contract 13 

Agency contract - 

SOCIAL WORK QUALIFIED 
Yes 8 

No 5 

YEARS QUALIFIED AS A 
SOCIAL WORKER 

6 years 1 

9 years 1 

10 or more years 6 

QUALIFYING DEGREE 
TYPE 

Undergraduate 5 

Post Graduate 1 

Other (e.g. DipSW) 2 
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2. SUPERVISEE’S DATA: 
 

SUPERVISEE CHARACTERISTIC N 

GENDER 
Male 16 

Female 122 

ETHNICITY 

White 124 

Black 4 

Mixed Race 1 

Black British 3 

Asian 1 

Asian British 2 

Other* 3 

AGE GROUP 

21-30 years 30 

31-40 years 40 

41-50 years 31 

51+ years 37 

 
 
PRACTICE CONTEXT     

 

Generic Safeguarding (incl.  CP, CIN, Assessment etc) 86 

LAC/Leaving Care 6 

Children with Disabilities Team  4 

Early Help (incl. ‘targeted’ teams) 15 

Children’s Centre 3 

Neighbourhood/Locality Team  7 

Social Work Academy 3 

Fostering & Adoption (incl. permanence) 9 

Youth Work Team 4 

Other (Children & Families Setting)*** 1 

YEARS IN CURRENT 
POSITION 

Less than 1 year 44 

1 year 15 

2 years 17 

3 years 16 

4 years 6 

5 years 7 

6 years 5 

7 years 3 

8 years 3 

9 years 3 

10 or more years 19 

CONTRACT TYPE   
Permanent contract 127 

Agency contract 11 

SOCIAL WORK QUALIFIED 
Yes 95 

No 43 
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SUPERVISEE CHARACTERISTIC N 

YEARS QUALIFIED AS A 
SOCIAL WORKER** 

Less than 1 year 21 

1 year 6 

2 years 7 

3 years 6 

4 years 7 

5 years 3 

6 years 6 

7 years 3 

8 years 6 

9 years 3 

10 or more years 26 

QUALIFYING DEGREE TYPE 

Undergraduate 57 

Post Graduate 26 

Other (e.g. DipSW) 12 
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APPENDIX 11: 

SUPERVISEE’S COMPASSION FATIGUE INDEX (RAW DATA) 
 

PARTICIPANT  

ITEM 1 ITEM 2 ITEM 3 ITEM 4 ITEM 5 ITEM 6 ITEM 7 ITEM 8 

NO. OF 
NEGATIVE 
RESPONSES 

My work is 
worthwhile 

I genuinely 
enjoy my 
profession 

I find little 
enthusiasm for 
working as a 
social worker 

I would 
continue to 
work in the field 
of social work 
even if I didn't 
need the money 

I can't imagine 
enjoying any 
profession as 
much as social 
work 

Most days I 
don't look 
forward to 
going to work 

I don't find 
social work 
much of a 
challenge 

If I could do it 
all over again, I 
would choose a 
profession 
other than 
social work 

1 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

2 3 3 4 3 2¹ 3 3 3 1 

3 4 4 4 3 3 3 4 3 0 

4 4 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 0 

5* 3 2¹ 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 3 2¹ 5 

6 3 3 4 2¹ 3 4 4 4 1 

7* 3 3 2¹ 3 1¹ 3 4 1¹ 3 

8 3 3 3 3 3 2¹ 4 3 1 

9 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 3 2 

10 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 0 

11 3 4 4 3 3 3 4 3 0 

12* 3 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 1¹ 4 

13 3 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 1 

14 4 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 4 1 

15 3 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 1 

16 3 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 2 

17 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

18 3 2¹ 3 2¹ 3 3 3 3 2 

19* 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 1¹ 4 1¹ 4 

20 4 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 0 
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PARTICIPANT  

ITEM 1 ITEM 2 ITEM 3 ITEM 4 ITEM 5 ITEM 6 ITEM 7 ITEM 8 

NO. OF 
NEGATIVE 
RESPONSES 

My work is 
worthwhile 

I genuinely 
enjoy my 
profession 

I find little 
enthusiasm for 
working as a 
social worker 

I would 
continue to 
work in the field 
of social work 
even if I didn't 
need the money 

I can't imagine 
enjoying any 
profession as 
much as social 
work 

Most days I 
don't look 
forward to 
going to work 

I don't find 
social work 
much of a 
challenge 

If I could do it 
all over again, I 
would choose a 
profession 
other than 
social work 

21 4 4 3 4 4 3 3 4 0 

22 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 2¹ 2 

23 4 4 4 3 4 4 3 4 0 

24 3 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 2 

25 3 4 3 2¹ 3 3 3 3 1 

26 4 3 4 4 3 4 4 4 0 

27 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 0 

28* 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 4 

29 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 4 0 

30 4 4 3 4 4 3 4 4 0 

31 3 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 1 

32 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

33* 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 

34 4 4 4 2¹ 3 4 4 3 1 

35 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 2¹ 1 

36 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 0 

37* 3 3 3 1¹ 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 3 

38 4 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 3 1 

39 4 3 4 3 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 2 

40 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

41 3 3 3 1¹ 3 3 3 3 1 

42 4 4 4 3 3 4 3 3 0 

43 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 3 0 

44* 3 2¹ 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 3 
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PARTICIPANT  

ITEM 1 ITEM 2 ITEM 3 ITEM 4 ITEM 5 ITEM 6 ITEM 7 ITEM 8 

NO. OF 
NEGATIVE 
RESPONSES 

My work is 
worthwhile 

I genuinely 
enjoy my 
profession 

I find little 
enthusiasm for 
working as a 
social worker 

I would 
continue to 
work in the field 
of social work 
even if I didn't 
need the money 

I can't imagine 
enjoying any 
profession as 
much as social 
work 

Most days I 
don't look 
forward to 
going to work 

I don't find 
social work 
much of a 
challenge 

If I could do it 
all over again, I 
would choose a 
profession 
other than 
social work 

45 3 3 3 1¹ 1¹ 3 4 3 2 

46 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 4 3 1 

47* 4 2¹ 4 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 2¹ 4 

48* 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 2¹ 3 3 

49* 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 2¹ 3 

50 4 4 4 1¹ 1¹ 3 4 4 2 

51* 3 3 3 1¹ 1¹ 3 4 1¹ 3 

52 3 3 4 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 4 2 

53* 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 2¹ 3 

54 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 3 2 

55 3 3 4 3 3 4 4 4 0 

56* 3 2¹ 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 4 

57 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 4 0 

58 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 0 

59 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 0 

60 3 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 2 

61* 3 3 3 2¹ 1¹ 3 2¹ 1¹ 4 

62 3 3 4 3 2¹ 3 3 3 1 

63 1¹ 4 4 2¹ 4 4 3 4 2 

64 3 4 3 3 3 3 3 4 0 

65 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

66 4 3 3 3 3 4 3 4 0 

67* 3 3 3 1¹ 1¹ 1¹ 4 3 3 

68 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 3 2 
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PARTICIPANT  

ITEM 1 ITEM 2 ITEM 3 ITEM 4 ITEM 5 ITEM 6 ITEM 7 ITEM 8 

NO. OF 
NEGATIVE 
RESPONSES 

My work is 
worthwhile 

I genuinely 
enjoy my 
profession 

I find little 
enthusiasm for 
working as a 
social worker 

I would 
continue to 
work in the field 
of social work 
even if I didn't 
need the money 

I can't imagine 
enjoying any 
profession as 
much as social 
work 

Most days I 
don't look 
forward to 
going to work 

I don't find 
social work 
much of a 
challenge 

If I could do it 
all over again, I 
would choose a 
profession 
other than 
social work 

69* 3 2¹ 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 4 

70 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 4 3 1 

71 3 3 4 3 2¹ 3 4 2¹ 2 

72 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

73 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

74* 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 1¹ 1¹ 2¹ 3 2¹ 7 

75* 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 3 2¹ 4 

76 4 3 4 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 3 2 

77 4 4 4 3 3 2¹ 4 4 1 

78* 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 3 

79 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 3 0 

80 4 4 4 2¹ 4 3 4 4 1 

81 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

82* 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 5 

83* 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 4 2¹ 4 

84 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 3 2 

85 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 4 0 

86* 4 2¹ 2¹ 1¹ 2¹ 1¹ 4 1¹ 6 

87 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 0 

88 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

89 4 3 4 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 3 2 

90 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 4 4 1 

91 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 0 

92 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 
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PARTICIPANT  

ITEM 1 ITEM 2 ITEM 3 ITEM 4 ITEM 5 ITEM 6 ITEM 7 ITEM 8 

NO. OF 
NEGATIVE 
RESPONSES 

My work is 
worthwhile 

I genuinely 
enjoy my 
profession 

I find little 
enthusiasm for 
working as a 
social worker 

I would 
continue to 
work in the field 
of social work 
even if I didn't 
need the money 

I can't imagine 
enjoying any 
profession as 
much as social 
work 

Most days I 
don't look 
forward to 
going to work 

I don't find 
social work 
much of a 
challenge 

If I could do it 
all over again, I 
would choose a 
profession 
other than 
social work 

93 4 3 4 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

94* 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 3 

95* 3 3 3 1¹ 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 3 

96 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

97 3 4 4 3 3 3 3 4 0 

98* 1¹ 1¹ 3 2¹ 2¹ 4 4 4 4 

99 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 0 

100 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 4 0 

101 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

102 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

103* 4 3 2¹ 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 2¹ 4 

104* 3 3 3 1¹ 1¹ 3 4 2¹ 3 

105 4 4 4 2¹ 2¹ 4 3 4 2 

106 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 1¹ 1 

107 3 3 3 4 2¹ 4 4 2¹ 2 

108 3 3 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 1 

109* 3 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 3 

110 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 4 0 

111 3 3 2¹ 3 3 3 3 3 1 

112* 3 3 4 2¹ 3 4 2¹ 2¹ 3 

113 4 3 4 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 3 2 

114 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

115 3 3 3 3 2¹ 4 3 3 1 

116 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 
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PARTICIPANT  

ITEM 1 ITEM 2 ITEM 3 ITEM 4 ITEM 5 ITEM 6 ITEM 7 ITEM 8 

NO. OF 
NEGATIVE 
RESPONSES 

My work is 
worthwhile 

I genuinely 
enjoy my 
profession 

I find little 
enthusiasm for 
working as a 
social worker 

I would 
continue to 
work in the field 
of social work 
even if I didn't 
need the money 

I can't imagine 
enjoying any 
profession as 
much as social 
work 

Most days I 
don't look 
forward to 
going to work 

I don't find 
social work 
much of a 
challenge 

If I could do it 
all over again, I 
would choose a 
profession 
other than 
social work 

117 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 0 

118 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 3 0 

119* 3 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 3 

120 4 4 3 2¹ 4 3 4 4 1 

121 4 4 4 2¹ 3 4 3 4 1 

122 4 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 0 

123 4 4 4 3 3 2¹ 3 4 1 

124* 3 2¹ 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 2¹ 4 

125 3 3 3 1¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

126 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

127 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 0 

128 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 3 3 2 

129 4 3 3 2¹ 3 3 4 3 1 

130 3 4 4 3 2¹ 4 4 3 1 

131 3 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 0 

132 4 3 3 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 4 2 

133 4 4 4 2¹ 2¹ 3 4 3 2 

134* 4 3 4 1¹ 4 2¹ 4 2¹ 3 

135* 4 4 1¹ 4 4 3 2¹ 1¹ 3 

136 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 0 

137 3 3 4 2¹ 3 3 3 4 1 

138 4 3 4 3 3 4 4 3 0 

 
 1 Question answered ‘negatively’  
* Showing signs of compassion fatigue (n=34 or 25%) 
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APPENDIX 12: 

REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION PILOT RESOURCE PACK - 
SURVEY FROM RIP TO ALL LOCAL AUTHORITIES IN THEIR NETWORK (PHASE TWO) 
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