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The reﬂect_ions
of a surpnsed
supervisor

When coach and coach
supervisor Michelle Lucas
conductedresearch on the
value of internal coach
supervision in organisations,
she discovered key
differences between
independent and internal
coaches. Here she shares

her findings and the
surprising results,
which yield some
important lessons.
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nrecent yearsorganisations have used
coachingforabroader population than just
the‘executive’teamand, as aresult, many
organisations have up-skilled people

internally to forman‘internal cadre’ of coaches.

Compared with supervisionin helping
professions like therapy and social work,
coaching supervisionis arelatively new
activity. Therefore, my interestisinfindingout
how to apply supervision, how to adaptand
make it relevant to professional coachesin
many varied environments.

This articleisabout my ownlearning from
undertaking original research to explore the
double value of supervision with internal
coaches. Prior to the research my coaching
supervision work had been withindependent
coaches. My interest was to find out whether
supervision can buildinternal coach
developmentaswell as provide a channel
through which organisational themes can be
captured and played back to the organisation.
Theresearchintervention was aseries of five
half-day group coaching supervision
workshops with ateam of seveninternal
coacheswho were engagedinamajor change
programme. The organisationis awell-
established UK retail organisation.

The findings of this research will be
publishedin fullin due course. In brief, my
findings were that supervision can and does
achieve both these objectives.

Ihave structured this article into four
sectionsinwhich | highlight the difference
between my expectations and my experience
of carrying out the research. | share with you
the extent to which my expectations were
fulfilled (or not), and the opportunities for
learningand further exploration that emerged
in either case.

1.Dodifferentrules apply?

Whatlexpected

When contracting with the group, | was
expectingsome discomfort around how the
coachexplainstotheclient that supervisionis
an exception to confidentiality. Typically, | have
noticed a fear that this disclosure will make
coaches appearless competentin the eyes of
the client - not helped by the managerial
overtones of the very label‘supervisor’.

What happened?

When | posed the question, ‘So how will you get
permission fromyour clienttobring your case
material to the group?’, was met with silence.
Itwasn'tanuncomfortablesilence; rather, a

sense of ‘does not compute’lingeredin theair.
Thediscussion thatensuedled me to
understand that theirlandscape was quite
different to that of the independent coaches

I had previously supervised.

Atthe heartof thedifferenceis that
employees (inthis organisation) have an
expectationthatotherpeople will talk about
them without their knowledge. They may be
discussed because of branch transfers,
developmentopportunities, performance
management or any number of otherreasons
‘for the good of the company’. Asense of their
employees’‘privacy’simply doesn't exist
among their senior managementor functional
experts. Theinternal coach’s view of seeking
client permission was thatitwould cause
confusiononthe partof theclient.Ifeltahuge
potential forincongruence - how could these
supervisees be professional coachesif they
could notbe transparentaboutsucha
fundamentalissue as how to handle
confidentiality? At the same time [remembered
my 20 yearsin Human Resources (HR), where
employees were often discussed without their
knowledge, usually informally but occasionally
in formal discussions too.

Inthe event, theissue of contractingand
confidentiality resurfacedinapractical
example brought to the supervision session by
one of the participants. Itallowed the whole
group tosee much more clearly theinherent
riskinraisingissuesin supervision without first
gaining the explicit permission of those
involved. The participant’s dilemma helped
everyone's‘lightbulb’ to switch on - it seems
thereis nosubstitute for the pain of real
experience.

Whatllearned

I have gained a huge sense of humility about
theimpact of an organisational culture on
ethicalissues.InHR thereis consideration of
‘best practice’vs'best fit'and thisis the tension
thatlexperienced here. | could have takena
firmlineandinsisted onabest practice
approach to managing confidentiality.
However, my senseinthe contracting session
was towork with the current system, which
operatedaccordingto adifferentvalue set.
Although it caused me personal and
professional discomfort, when | shifted
position to consider the relationship between
coachandclient, Isaw it differently.
Reluctantly, lunderstood that my version of
‘best practice’would probably serve to
undermine their sense of rapportand would

challenge the tacit sense of trustamong the
managers and staff within this particular
organisation.

2.Isthereanelephantintheroom?
Whatlexpected

Oneof theissues|considered was the
appropriatenessof involving the line manager
of theinternal coachesin the group supervision
sessions. However, in the contracting session
Idiscovered thatsome of the participantsalso
held a‘matrix’ responsibility for their peers.
Therefore thisraised theissue of the potential
impact of formal and informal role power within
thegroup.

What happened?

With due credit to the learning culture of the
organisationand the maturity of the manager,
when I raised the potential issue of herrole
powerrestricting the openness of the group,
sheimmediately saw the tension. Despite
having akeen personalinterestin participating
inthe workshops, she paved the way for me to
‘test’theissue with the groupin herabsence.
The view of the group was that they would not
feelrestricted: they sawitas adevelopmental
opportunity and they held a firm belief that
allowing theirline managerto see them thrive
orstruggle was an essential part of their
learningjourney. Irecall feelingadegree of
cynicismabout thisrather‘word perfect’
rationalisation. | sought their permission to
surface any indications thata power dynamic
wasin play. Notonce during the workshops did|
use that permission. My experience wasof a
group of peers working together. Maybel
missedit, butldidn't notice any kind of power
dynamicinfluencing the quality of the
discussion.

Whatllearned

Thatinformal power exists alongside the
formal organisationis no surprise, but this was
aremindertometoactively seekoutan
understanding of the relationshipsinvolvedin
coachingorsupervision. Equallyit's
presumptuoustoassume that, justbecause
thereisapower differential, the power will

be exerted.

Iwas struck by the capacity of the
individuals concerned to genuinely set aside
their personalagendas to ensure that others
had space tolearn. Similarly, lhad some
admiration for those who were brave enough
tobevulnerableinthe presence of others who
could‘make or break’ their careers.
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3.Whosaid that...?

Whatlexpected

Althoughlhad not worked with this group of
people before, |had worked on other coaching
assignments with this particular organisation.
Generally speaking, | have been quite ‘fond’ of
theclients with whom|worked. The
organisation providedits people with alot of
developmentand, typically, individuals were
keentolearnand openandreceptive to
feedback. Thismeant|was genuinely looking
forward to workingwith the group. Noticing
thatwas helpful, asitreminded me that my
sense of comfort whenworking with this
organisation might cause a lack of objectivity.

What happened?

Inthe contracting session we talked about the
organisational culture and the group typified it
asa’nurturing parent’approach. I[remember
beingsurprised that they were wellinformed
about transactional analysis (TA). Interestingly,
thisdynamicplayedoutinthe contracting
sessionitself whenwe were talkingabout how
we would divide the time. One of the more
senior participants suggested that the more
junior participants’development needs should
take priority. Given the fairly recent discussion
about the existence of a‘parent-child’ culture,

thisallowed us to explore the offerandresponse

withina TA framework. [t wasn‘t too hard to
surface the parallel process at play between the
organisational culture and the behaviourinthe
supervision group. Thisled to some chuckles
around the group. Importantly froma
contracting point of view, we agreed an
equitable way of dividing the time and | agreed
tomonitorwhatactually occurred.

During my own supervision | caught myself
referring toaparticipantas ‘one of the girls’. As
an adult female who herself takesissue with
beingreferred toas‘agirl’, Iwas genuinely
flabbergasted. Where on earth had that phrase
come from? I voiced this with my supervisorand
itbecame clearthatlhad beensuckedintothe
organisation’s culture; | too was colluding with
the position of ‘parent’. What was most
disarming was therealisation thatlonly spotted
thisduring supervision, not while lwas working
with the group. This demonstrates the power of
parallel process and how easily anyone,
including the supervisor, can be caughtbyit.
Iwondered how | could ensure my neutrality
moreinfutureanditoccurred to me thatitmight
be helpful tositoutside the circle whenthe
group wasreviewing cases, and thiswas indeed
possibleinacouple of the workshops.

A~

How do we navigate

the tension between
holding the responsibility
for ethical practice

while respecting and
appreciating the
organisational culture?
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Being subjecttothe
effects of parallel
process was definitely
the most surprising of
the surprises. 'm sure
|would not have
noticed this had it not
been for my own
supervision

29

Whatllearned

llearned thatlamstill learning! I stilldon'tknow if
whatlexperiencedin supervision was a result of
re-living the session on behalf of the
participants orwhetherlwasinfactcolluding as
a’nurturing parent’in the session. It highlighted
tome the usefulness of recording sessions so
that we can genuinely replay what happened.
Atthe nextsessionlresolvedtoactively notice
andresistas muchas|could my pull to protect,
and to see what happened; maybe this would
provoke some discomfort.

Asaresultlwas able toreflect on some of the
choices the group had made about discussion
techniques - the group seemingly took the least
challenging option. lalso discussed the record of
who had brought what cases and in what order.
Asaresult the behaviourinthe group changed,
with the first participant opting foramore
challenging framework for discussion, setting
the tone that today's session would be
'different’. With hindsight I realise another option
would have beento share my own supervision
experience.

4.Be careful whatyouwishfor...
Whatlexpected

Working with a group of ex-store managers who
are naturally action-oriented and who weren't
formally qualified coaches, my biggest fear
about the group was that they wouldn't
understand reflective practice. Tomanage this,
I spent time labouring the point around
contractingand lintroduced techniques thatl
thought would help structure the reflections.
This helped me to clarify the purpose of group
supervision and demonstrate thatit was notan
informal chatamong professionals, oran
opportunity for me to wax lyricalabout my
coachingexperience, or the space forme to
pass judgmentabout whetherthey gotit right’
or'‘wrong.

What happened?

My fears proved unfounded. The ease with
which they chose to experiment with the
different technigues was remarkable. There
were some wonderful moments whenl
encouraged them to workin a‘fishbowl!'. Some of
them commented on the impact on their mindset
of physically leaving the inner supervision circle
-they almostimmediately experienced an
observational and objective quality. Others
observed that it was difficult not to‘buttin’and
be part of the discussion and yet they also
becameintrigued about how the dialogue
unfolded (ofteninadifferent directiontothe
one they would have prompted). So thiswasa
reallessonforthese technical expertsinthe
value of listening more than talking.

What I hadn't anticipated was that they would
use these supervision technigues with theirown
teams. In the third workshop they informed me
they found the techniques so useful that they'd
created acommunity of practice and were
independently engagingin peer supervision
between workshops.
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Figure 1: Using the Johari Window to consider the origin of my surprises

Whatllearned

The use of the supervision techniques with their
own teams caused me to wonder if | had created
an unmanaged riskin the business. No formal
supervision was provided once the research had
ended. Withthe value of hindsight, | could have
contracted with them more clearly that these
techniques were only for use by a trained
supervisor oracoachwhois receiving
supervision.

However, through my own supervision it
became clear some of my anxiety was actually
disappointment that they didn't need me in order
tobe able engage inreflective practice with their
own teams. Inreality, of course, these were all
mature and highly successful people managers.
They already demonstrated a high degree of
emotionalintelligence (hence their being
identified for the change project) and therefore
the risk of them not exercising an appropriate
duty of care was, in fact, low.

Clearly it was appropriate to question the
ethics of this new reality. However, there was
definitely aneed forme to accept that,inaway,
my work was done. In a far quicker time than|had
ever anticipated, | had 'trained the trainer'and
was experiencing my own sense of loss.

Discussion

Intrying tostep back and look at where these
‘surprises’ came from, | was reminded of the
Johariwindow! (see Figure 1). The surprise
around confidentiality came from the mismatch
betweenwhatwas known by one party and not
the other. From my perspective as a trained
supervisor, there was an expectation thatl
would need to educate the coaches about best
practicein handling confidentiality. Conversely,
the coaches were expertsin theirorganisational
culture and educated mein what was 'business
as usual’. This perhaps sums up the challenge for
the supervisorof internal coaches - how do we
navigate the tension between holding the

responsibility for ethical practice while
respecting and appreciating the organisational
culture?

Being subject to the effects of parallel
process was definitely the most surprising of the
surprises. Given that this resulted fromthe
emerging group dynamic, I'm not sure that | could
have anticipated this.|feel quite sure | would not
have noticed this had it not been for my own
supervision, separate from the organisational
process. This was a useful reminder of how
quickly the supervisor canbe subjecttoa
pervasive parallel process.

I probably could have anticipated that the
coacheswould not have experienced a negative
impact from‘role power’and that they would
seek to use the technigues themselves. Given
thelearning organisation culture, the ‘open’ part
of the Johari window was considerable and
mature. Not only were they comfortable in being
vulnerablein order to learn; they had areal thirst
forwanting to create asimilar learning
experience more widely.

Food for future thought

The purpose of the original research was not

particularly concerned with the ethics

surrounding internal coach supervision.

However there are anumber of questions that|

now believe merit furtherresearch.

» How does organisational culture impact on the
way coachingand coaching supervisioniis
practised? What happens when thereis
dissonance between best practice and
company culture?

» How can you prepare for the power dynamics
that stem from formal and/orinformalrolesin
the organisation? How will you know what's
not been said?

» How do you spot parallel process? Does this
mean external supervision is essential rather
thanachoice whenworking with internal
coaches?

* Practitioners who are not trained in either
coachingorsupervisionare keentoplay a
‘supervision'role with peers. So, whatdoes a
trained supervisor bring to a reflective practice
group that goes beyond facilitation?
Specifically, what does this look like when the
trained supervisor takes a non-directive
stance? M
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