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The Contemplative Model of Supervision

Notes based on the original paper by Rabin and Walker, (1987).

This approach has its roots in Buddhist thought, and the practice of mindfulness is central to it. In sitting mindfully in our supervision meetings we can allow our attention to tune in to the subtle interactional field that we all inhabit. We can then be open to all the possible influences upon the supervisee, the client, the supervisor and other members of the group who are present. Coaching Presence (Senge et al) is a key Meta skill that is an essential aspect of a mindful approach.

We need a very particular attitude or approach to this process. John Welwood sums this up as a ‘warm wondering and a gentle doggedness.’

With such an approach, we can become aware of experiences in ourselves that contain valuable information about our clients and ourselves. Such experiences are generally just outside our conscious awareness. Quietness and space opens our awareness to them, something comes to us from a deeper place within. The something may take the form of an image, a feeling, a memory, a felt sense. These insights are also known by other names from the psychology field as parallel process, transference and counter-transference and embodied counter- transference phenomena.  Whatever arises then becomes a part of what we could call the theatre of coaching.

In supervision we are seeking, amongst other things, to widen our perspective, to shine a light on those stuck places, to discover what it is in our own lives that may hinder us from being fully present with our clients. The contemplative approach is a process that is slow, requires patient attention with compassion to all those of whom we speak, and of course ourselves.

The 5 Steps in the Contemplative approach to group coaching supervision:

1. Description of the client 

Invite the supervisee to begin a detailed description of their client in terms of how they present physically, emotionally, how they speak, use of metaphor, imagery and dialogue.

2. The concern of the client

Ask the supervisee to describe the current concern of the client.

3. Internal responses of group members

As the details of the client and supervisee-client emerge, begin to allow and encourage responses from group members in terms of any feelings, images, bodily sensations that they may be aware of. At this stage group members should simply observe and note their own responses, but not speak of them until the supervisee has finished their account.
This step is not as simple as it might appear to be. The temptation for 

           many supervisees and group members, at this stage, is to offer ideas

           about the work, or about the client. The contemplative approach requires      

           from us that we restrain ourselves at this stage from these kinds of 

           interventions. Instead we must hold back our comments, observe our own    

           responses internally and simply wait for the play to unfold.

        4.  Sharing and exploring group responses

This stage involves sharing group member’s responses and exploring more fully whatever has emerged. The key task here is to resist looking at what to do, and to focus instead on what we can learn from each person’s responses to the material presented.

Often a supervisee describes an image that has come to her as she has listened to the responses. She becomes interested and wishes to explore to see if this will open her to a new way of working with her client.

5. Identifying constructive next steps

The final stage in the process is to begin to think more analytically, to reflect constructively together on what may be required in the coaching.

This approach sits well with the process model of coaching supervision developed by Hawkins and Shohet (1985 and 2000). At present in the field of coaching there are many models and approaches. Such diversity requires the kind of supervision that can explore and value the differences, discovering what works best and being less concerned with the ‘purity’ of each approach. This is especially the case where groups of coaches with a range of approaches can meet together and share and develop their best practice in the spirit of mutual support and enquiry.
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