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INTRODUCTION  

Africa needs to develop its own brand of social work 
How is supervision of social workers defined in SA? 
Definitions are based largely on the foundational work of 
Kadushin(1976)   
We seek to question and explore beyond the obvious 
everyday story of supervis ion by pursuing a 
constructionist approach to restorying supervision 
(O’Donoghue, 2003) 
We unveil a topical supervision story that is responsive to 
social workers, supervisors and organisations



A CONSTRUCTIONIST 
APPROACH

Social constructionist theory asserts that human beings 
construct the world (O’Donoghue, 2003) 
Knowledge of social matters is formed by social 
processes, which legitimate shared ideas about the world 
(Payne, 1999) 
Constructivism originates from personal construct theory, 
which states that a person controls, shapes and make 
sense of their world 
A person’s system of personal constructs provides them 
with the lenses through which they uniquely frame, view, 
interpret, define, perceive and understand the world



A CONSTRUCTIONIST 
APPROACH

This theory has been used within supervision by 
translating knowledge, skills and principles from direct 
practice approaches into a supervision model  
It is used to analyse and review the production of social 
work supervision as a professional practice within social 
work in an attempt to move the development of its theory 
and practice beyond the predominant traditional 
functionalist model 
Thus, the constructionist approach developed by 
O’Donoghue (2003) offers a way of both exploring the 
influence of the environment upon the relationship and 
processes of supervision



 
SOCIAL WORK SUPERVISION  

The construction of supervision is a 
socially and personally defined activity, 
shaped by cultural stories, and embedded 
in a context specific environment



Definition of supervision in the 
Supervision Framework  

(DSD & SACSSP, 2012)

“An interactive and interminable process in a 
positive, non-discriminatory relationship. This 
process is based on distinct theories, models and 
perspectives on supervision whereby a social 
work supervisor supervises a social work 
practitioner. This is done by performing 
educational, supportive and administrative 
functions in order to promote efficient and 
professional social work services.” 



….and

Supervision is a formal arrangement through 
which supervisees review and reflect on their 
work. It is related to ongoing learning and 
performance. Social work supervision is an 
interactive process in a positive non-
discriminatory relationship, based on distinct 
theories, models and perspectives of supervision. 
It entails educational, supportive and 
administrative functions that promote efficient 
and professional social work services. 



DETERMINANTS OF A 
DEFINITION OF SUPERVISION

1. Goal of supervision (e.g. to promote efficient and professional rendering 
of social work services); 

2. Functions of supervision (e.g. support, administration and education); 
3. Mandate of supervision (e.g. supervision is a regular, formal 

arrangement and mandated by organisational policies); 
4. Time-span of supervision (e.g. supervision is interminable or bound by a 

specific time-span); 
5. Authority of the supervisor (e.g. the supervisor is based on a middle-

management level, and engages with associated tasks); 
6. Configuration of theories, models and perspectives underlying 

supervision (e.g. competency model, person-centred and/or strengths 
perspective, based on a learning organisation school of management 
thought).



7. Distinct value and ethical base of supervision (e.g. value- 
driven, SACSSP’s Ethical Code, respect, individualisation  etc.); 
8. Nature of the supervisor-supervisee relationship (e.g.  
Professional/peer?,  anti-discriminatory); 
9. Designated roles of the supervisor (e.g. a modeller  role/  
oversee? /telling?); 
10. Nature of the supervision process (e.g. interactional and  
developmental, cyclical and guided by phases and  tasks); 
11. Distinct supervision tasks (e.g. managing of supervisees’  
personal development plan and performance evaluation); 
12 Supervision methods (e.g. individual and/or group  
supervision); 
• Supervision activities (e.g. coaching, mentoring and  
consultation). 
• Supervision sessions (e.g. reflection/or monitoring/ or  
signing off reports)



15. Distant supervision? 
 - social media?



CONCLUSION

 With the transition towards a social 
development approach in social work, and 
employment of sophisticated acts like the 
Children’s act, 
the clinical character of supervision are 
being neglected. 



Supervision is becoming a space where 
we: 
– “… count instead of judge, measure instead of 

think, and care about the cost instead of the 
cause”



 To curb this: we need to explore beyond 
the obvious everyday story of supervision 
and to unveil a topical supervision story 
that is responsive to social workers, 
supervisors and organisations.



How we recount the definition of 
supervision, constructs what happens in 
supervision. 



The restorying (current research) of 
supervision tells us: 
– Supervision will never get the rightful attention 

without sufficient financial resources and 
working conditions; 

– Once-off training of supervisors is not the 
answer 

– As long as supervisors are managers, 
supervision of social workers per se will be 
neglected  

– A once size fit all definition of supervision does 
not suffice



Every environment (organisation) should 
tell its own unique story


