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Reflective Supervision

a course for social workers and their managers
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Supervision is a process by which one worker is given 
responsibility by the organisation to work with another 
worker(s) in order to meet certain organisational professional 
and personal objectives which together promote the best 
outcomes for service users. These objectives and functions 
are:
1. Competent accountable performance (managerial 

function)
2. Continuing professional development (developmental/ 

formative function )
3. Personal support (supportive/restorative function)
4. Engaging the individual with the organisation 

(mediation function) 
Harries, M. (1987()in Morrison, T. (2005) Staff Supervision in Social Care. Brighton. Pavilion
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The 4x4x4 supervision model

• Four functions of supervision

• Four stakeholders in supervision

• Four elements of the supervisory cycle

Morrison 2005 & 2009
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The 4x4x4 Supervision Model
© T.Morrison & Jane Wonnacott 2009
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SUPERVISION

Service Users

Partners 

Organisation

Workers
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Mirroring –
understanding 
the impact of 
supervision on 
outcomesInappropriate 

use of power in 
supervision

Worker unable 
to explore 

uncertainties 
and worries 

about practice

Inappropriate 
use of power  

replicated with 
service users

Worker unable 
to explore 

uncertainties 
and worries 

about practice

For 
example....

This process is likely to be “below 
the surface” and may result from the 
worker needing to manage anxiety, 
create certainty and please the 
supervisor.
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Wonnacott concluded:

The strongest positive correlation between 
style of supervision and good outcomes 
depended on the existence of two factors:

The supervisor having an accurate assessment 
of the worker’s capabilities

The supervisor having emotional intelligence
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What is needed 
for successful 
supervision?

Feelings

Thoughts Actions

The opportunity to 
reflect on…….
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Ruch’s four levels 
of reflection (2000)

Technical
Pragmatic. Compares 

performance with knowledge 
of ‘what should be done’

Practical
The practitioner’s self 

evaluation, insight and 
learning. Moving from 
‘reflection on action’ to 

‘reflection in action’

Process
Awareness of the impact of 
unconscious processes and 

intuitive responses on 
professional judgement

Critical
Questioning the influence of 

power relationships and 
assumptions underpinning 

our view of the world
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Ruch’s four levels 
of reflection (2000)

Technical/surface Compliance Normative – what 
should be done?

Organisation

Practical Problem solving Descriptive, 
pragmatic
What is 
happening; How 
can it be solved?

Intervention

Process Self awareness Interpretive
Why do things 
happen/ what is 
my part in it?

Individual

Critical Transforming Critical – why are 
we doing this (not 
that); what larger 
purpose do we 
serve?

Society
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The 
Supervision 
Cycle

Experience
(engaging and observing)
The story – what happened?

Analysis
(seeking to understand, 
hypothesising, asking why, what 
does this mean?)

Action Plans
(preparing for action, trying 
things out)
What next?

Reflection
(investigating experience)
What was it like?

Morrison, 2005
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Experience
(engaging and observing)
The story – what happened?

Analysis
(seeking to understand, 
hypothesising, asking why, what 
does this mean?)

Action Plans
(preparing for action, trying 
things out)
What next?

Reflection
(investigating experience)
What was it like?

Morrison, 2005

Quick Fix
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Emotion and safe 
practice

oEmotion is critical to judgement
oLeaders in high performing companies have twice as 

much Emotional Intelligence in those as low 
performing companies (Goleman 1998)

o‘A system that seeks to ignore emotions is in danger 
of leaving them to have an unknown and possibly 
harmful impact on the work, and is also neglecting a 
rich source of data to help us understand what is 
going on.’ (Munro 2008) 
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Intrapersonal Intelligence Interpersonal Intelligence

Self Awareness Other Awareness

Self Management Relationship 
Management

The Emotional 
Intelligence Paradigm 
(Morrison 2006)

Values
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Attachment & the 
Turbulent Workplace 

• Attachment triggered by anxiety, threat, overload

• Attachment driven responses seek:

• To find safety in the face of danger

• Comfort in the face of distress

• Closeness in the face of isolation

• Predictability in the face of chaos

• Role/job containment in the face of overload or conflict
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Different Emotional 
Coping Styles

Inhibited 
Display of
Negative 
Affect and / 
or False 
Positive
Display

Hyper-activated 
Display of Negative 
Affect

Balanced
Integrated 
display of 
negative affect

A B C

‘Negative affect’ = Fear, Anger, Sadness, Need for Comfort
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Anxiety

Anxiety

Experience
the story

Shared denial

Solution

Persevere Risk/
innovate

Flight/fight

Uncertainty

Denial/avoidance Defensiveness

Understanding
What does the 
story mean?

Plans & Actions
(the next chapter)

Reflection
(feelings about the 
story and previous 
stories)

Disengagement

Adapted by 
Tony Morrison 
from Vince & 
Martin (1993)
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Why is a supervision 
agreement important?

oReflects the seriousness of the activity
oPositively models  partnership behaviour
oClarifies roles and responsibilities
oClarifies accountability and authority
oIs a basis for reviewing the relationship
oIs a benchmark for auditing the quality of 

supervision
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Negotiating 
Supervision Contracts

Administrative

Professional

Psychological
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Developing the 
agreement – a 5 
stage approach

1. Establishing the mandate
2. Engaging with the supervisee
3. Acknowledging ambivalence
4. The written agreement
5. Reviewing the agreement

Wonnacott (2012) developed from Morrison 2005

SUPERVISORY WORKING ALLIANCE
The value of a written agreement lies less in the paperwork 

than in the process by which it has been established
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Take away Task

Reflect on the supervision agreement you have with 
your supervisor and supervisees. 

Consider the following questions:
o What is clear and agreed between you  and your 

supervisor?

o If applicable, What is clear and agreed between you 
and your supervisees?

o What is unclear? What is disputed?

o What actions can you take to strengthen those 
supervisory arrangements? 
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