Ideals and realities: Reflecting team used for clinical group supervision
without clients present.

Av Sissel Reichelt

For most family therapists research is not a faga@ctivity. When you believe
in multiverses and that people cocreate realities not easy to follow scientific
demands of finding out what is true and right arghtusn’t. In addition to a
strong identity as a family therapist, | have warker many years at the
University of Oslo. | was supposed to do reseanctabout half of my working
hours, and have been wriggling my head to findvchat kind of research it is
meaningful to do, and how to do it. Today | amiimg you to join me in a

journey through one of the events that | recerdlynfl it meaningful to research.

It all started with Tom Andersen. Like so many ethehave always been
intrigued by the reflecting team and reflectingqasses. | will never forget the
moment he first talked about experimenting witing the mirror so that the
clients could listen to the thoughts of the thestgppiAmong other things it
miraculously changed the way therapists thoughttalkgéd about clients.
Another important part of it was the change ofatite in a conversation. The
participants shift between a listening and a tgkposition. This makes it
possible to listen without concentrating on thetrgntence you want to say,
and to avoid miserable exchanges where participapeat themselves in
escalating circles. Dialogues replace monologuas Jakko Seikkula would

express it.

In the middle of the 1980ties a group of Norwegapervisors, influenced by
these ideas and also much engaged in group supervisok a decision. We

wanted to explore how useful the ideas might beummsupervisory practice,



with a video or a case-presentation as the forataer than live clients. The
group consisted of teachers and supervisors atristigute of Active
Psychotherapy (IAP), a training institute in psyitigsapy for psychologists
specializing in clinical psychology. The group farated a model for the use of
reflecting teams in psychotherapy supervision. Fardersen was the main
inspirator, but we also borrowed ideas from Harl&nderson and Ann Rambo.
They had formulated some interview questions tlafaund particularly useful
for a supervisory purpose. This model has duriegydmars been widely spread
through supervision and teaching, but how it icpecad and how it works had
never been explored. We only knew that almostallsupervisors and the
supervisees really liked it. An important pointhsit it also has been spread far
outside the family therapy field, which makes ieevmore important to know
how it functions.

One day around 2005 some of us were discussingtmmodel had developed
through the years and how it worked, and one ahthaid: “Sissel, why don’t
you try to find out, aren’t you supposed to do egsk?” | was happy to have a
project that really interested me, and for some timohtraveled around
interviewing members of supervisory groups usirfpeéing teams. In
cooperation with Jan Skjerve at the University efden, three articles have

been written about the project.

As you know reflecting team ideas represent a stitipism against the
therapist as an expert on the lives of others,tled invite to what is called “a
not-knowing position”. A not-knowing position impB that the therapist will
never know what is beneficial for just this clielstthis also the case in
supervision? In supervision you train an inexpexsehprofessional in
professional methods. Is it then possible to taketeknowing position and

think that the inexperienced professional is theeetxon what she should learn?



| will get back to this question. First | will prexst the model as it was

developed, and then | will discuss the findingshid study.

The development of the model

The RT-model has three steps. The first is to ur@r one of the supervisees
about a case presented verbally or through videosécond is the reflecting
team process, and the third is a talk betweenmteeviewer and the supervisee

after the reflection.

The interviewing process

We believed that a main point in supervision iottus on the therapist and the
context of the therapist rather than on the ca#iseff. We wanted to find a way
of interviewing that stimulated the reflecting tetorfocus maximally on the
concerns of the therapist, and not get lost in Batige case considerations.
Most therapists love discussions aiming at trymgnderstand the case, which
is very different from the aim of staying with tbencerns of the therapisie
also believed that the context of the case is itambrand that bringing in the

context is helpful in dissolving problems.

Anderson & Rambo had developed interview questtsgned to bring forth
therapist concerns and to broaden the perspeaitbe supervisee concerning
the case. They supposed that being stuck in aafeseis a consequence of
being stuck in one perspective on it, and that ttiseful to bring in different
perspectives. They also found it important to hbgsupervisee to clarify the
issues that they found problematic in the casetaadoid a detailed
description of cases that would move the focus anay therapist concerns to

the case.

The steps of the interviewing process:



The interview begins with a thorough exploratiomdiy the supervisee is
presenting the case, how the supervisee feel dtoekthe supervisee
perceives the case and how the group might bedlekdcus is on the
therapist and the relation between the therapitlaa client. The group
is challenged to pay attention to what might bdulder this therapist in
this situation, rather than to their own prefendehs.

Then the focus is moved to the system that the isasmbedded in. How
did this become “a case”, and who else is involveitlas family or
helpers? What thoughts do the various memberseafytbtem have about
it, and what are their wishes and expectationkecstipervisee?

The next stage is to focus on the client(s). Howlaoclient(s) describe
the problem, what do the client(s) think about 8ohs? What kind of
expectations do they have to the therapist?

Then the supervisee gets the opportunity to saye#ung additionally
about the case, to ensure that she feels that teniassues have not been
brought forth.

Then the focus is moved back to the supervisedlandoals of the
supervisee. What has happened in therapy, howhkasupervisee tried to
solve the problem, what do the involved personskthbout it?

How can the group be helpful? Which issues doesupervisee
specifically want the group to reflect on? You niywe noticed that these
last questions are also asked in the beginningeoirterview, and we
often see that the interview in itself changes softbe conceptions the

supervisee have about what will be helpful.

We thought that

These questions would optimize an open exploraifdhe supervisee’s

concerns, preventing the team members from purswmgfavorite ideas.



- The focus on the supervisee and the position oftibapist in the
systemic context would help those listening to &readistance to their
own immediate ideas for a solution.

- The avoidance of case complexities would preventiie associations
to the case that might be irrelevant to the supeevi

The questions are not directed towards achievingbgective understanding of
the difficulties of the client(s), but towards eaphg how just this supervisee
struggles with just this case. The interviewin@as supervision in the usual
sense. It is important that the interviewer ismse&ly focused on opening up the
different perspectives rather than closing theraugh arriving at a solution.

This kind of interview needs much discipline.

The reflecting process

When we started to use the reflecting team for gsupervision, we followed
the rules formulated by Tom Andersen, modifiedtfer different format. Some
of the interviews were supplemented by a videondiog. The reflecting team
listened quietly without interfering, having certassues in mind: What do | like
about the way the therapist has worked with thise@a/Nhat is presented and
what is not presented? How does the therapist oantee problems and how
could they possibly be conceived? What is the aolé position of the therapist

working with the case?

The RT talks to each other, while the interviewed ¢&he therapist are listening.
Main principles were:
- Be friendly and appreciative, point out positivpests and how you were
touched.
- Formulate reflections as thoughts, ideas, questiooisas “objective

truths”, avoid being judgmental and avoid interpteins.



- Bring forth a diversity of ideas, avoid finding $alution” or either/or
stances.
- Focus on what may be useful for the superviseerdkian on your own

preferences.

The interview after reflecting team

The interview process opens with feedback on tfleatgons from the
supervisee, which the interviewer explores, askingstions about implications
for further work. At this point it is important focus on the developing thoughts
of the supervisee, rather than on the specifiecgtins. The interviewer may
also invite to talk about some of the ideas thatdhpervisee did not
immediately pick up, but is warned to be sensitovéhe supervisee’s reaction to
this, and try to avoid pursuing own agendas. Whengrocess is finished the
supervisee may be asked if she wants another tiefleand if this is the case,
on what issues. In other cases the group may daeke play or a short
discussion afterwards depending on what the sugegwwants, or the case is

closed as completed — for the time being.

The study

| interviewed three participants from each of 1peswision groups who had
videotaped a supervision session. The superviseitherapist presenting a case
and one of the members of the reflecting team ol ggoup were interviewed
individually, while we sere watching the video tdwgr. The participants were
interviewed after each step in the process. Thee asked what was going on

in the sequence, and to evaluate the activity.

Results and discussion



The results showed very clearly that the way ohgshe method had changed
through these years. Only a couple of the supewisdlowed the approach in a

disciplined way. What were the changes, and hovewssy experienced?

The focus and structuring of the pre-interview

One of the major findings is that the supervisoamny focused on case
information in the pre-interview, and did not foausich on the concerns of the
therapist or the context of the case. The supersisere allowed to tell long
stories about the case and its complexities. Amdthding was that the
supervisor might draw a rapid conclusion aboutgiteblem in the case, and use
the pre-interview to try to help the therapist é@ shis problem.

We saw various reactions to this practice amongtipervisees and the
members of RT. In both groups we found objectianthé practice, expressed
as a wish for more structure and more attentidhécapist dilemmas and
concerns’ It should have been more about what the RT shtmak for, and
more about my reasons to show the video.” “The supa could have focused
more on the dilemmas, asked more questions andbrdorth more
perspectives.” “The supervisor seemed to think tiaid overlooked the
problem, and tried to push me in a certain directddy own problems with the
case did not get much attention.”

But we also found supervisees who enjoyed tellnagrtstory (even though they
might have wanted more structure), and membersToRo enjoyed reflecting
on the base of case information. Interestinglyp@pte of the supervisees said
that it was important to present sufficient cagerimation to prevent
misunderstandings of the case, since their groupllysreflected on the case.
This illustrates how the steps in the procasslinked together.

A therapist dilemma that was not explor€ihe of the therapists was allowed to

talk in length about a very sad and complicate@ aaglving a poorly

functioning child. Not until the end of the inteew was she asked about her



dilemma in the case. She presented a clear dilecomzerning her own values.
“Is the problem in this case my own norms about lebidren should live?
Maybe this girl should not be pathologised, but likie life she is fit for in the
context she is born into? The supervisor did nplae this theme further, and
the group did not pick it up. They were rather eweglmed by the sadness of
the story, decided immediately that this girl hadlglems and needed help, and
offered a large amount of constructive ideas thatherapist rejected.

When the supervisor is expert on the dilemimaone of the groups the

supervisor became concerned about an ethical digeearly in the interview.

He felt that the therapist did not share his comgeand started to pursue the
theme in the interview with rather leading questiofhe therapist did not

follow up his questions, but tried to pursue henaencerns. When the
supervisor saw this interview part during our iatew, he immediately
commented on how he pursued the theme, and felthisavas wrong. When |
asked why he didn’t bring it up more openly, hisim@ason was that he did not
want to appear authoritative. The therapist cometemt our interview that she
had noticed what the supervisor wanted to be thie.t&he felt that this was an
ethical dilemma that she was well aware, but slkedbaer dilemmas that she

did not feel that the supervisor listened to beeanfshis own preoccupations.

The focus and structure of the reflections

As would be expected from the pre-interviews, g of the reflections was
mainly on how to understand and approach the Gdsemembers of RT mostly
related to the information that was presented. Eleungh all the teams
demonstrated their appreciation of what the thetdpd done or struggled with,

general ideas about how to handle the case dordinate

In most of the teams the intensity was high. The&igpants were eager and

talkative, and many used the opportunity to exchaagorite ideas about



therapeutic questions. Many of the team members/éadstrong opinions
about the case. Several of the reflections wenrg le@ig. This is not in line with
the model. It is far away from the ideal of focugom supervisee dilemmas and

concerns in an exploring, tentative and lingeritydes

Several of the supervisees experienced that RTnieesa absorbed by their own
conversation that the reflections became irrelev&sveral of the topics they
reflected on had nothing to do with my expressettems, and much of what
they said did not fit.” “Just put a penny on thed they go on for ever. | felt
that they had forgotten me.” “They talked in vebsalute ways, and it is easier

for me to accept reflections with a quality of wenidg.”
In some of the groups the supervisor introduceersgveflection periods, with
shorter reflections. This opened up for bringing téflections more in line with

the supervisee’s concerns, and was appreciatduehyarticipants.

When the team becomes stutikone of the groups the supervisor interviewed

very thoroughly, and clarified the themes and diteam of the therapist. The
team, however, became absorbed with their own ittedsow the case should
be managed. When I interviewed one of the team reesnii appeared that she
got strong ideas in the beginning of the pre-intamof how the case could be
solved. She didn’t listen much to the interviewd gust waited for her
opportunity to come with her ideas. In the reflentthese ideas were eagerly
presented, and the team discussed them back ahdafat in circles, completely
forgetting the concerns of the therapist. The thistdelt that the team did not
understand her at all. Some reflections did npséime were useless, and only

one was of some interest.
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The post-interview

In the RT-model, the supervisor uses the reflestiamd particularly the
supervisee’s reactions to the reflections, as atdideparture in the post-
interview. It is regarded as important to give shipervisee much freedom
concerning the reflections she wants to respondrtd,not push in any
direction. Few of these supervisors in this stualyegmuch space to the
supervisees’ own ideas. The majority of them plagdar more active part. One
reason for this may be that most of the supervisdgl not have many
immediate comments to the reflections, and thastipervisors did not linger to
help them to verbalize their thoughts. They seeimgitient, and eager to help

them to profit from the supervision.

Many of the supervisors had agendas that they pdrduough the post-
interview, in a more or less hidden way. In a feseas the supervisee felt
pushed and disliked it, but mostly they were sigtisfachieving some
clarification regardindgheir concerns. Several of the supervisees corsidée
post-interview the best part of the process, amaessaid that the supervisor was
more important for them than the team. But | wangitve an example where the
supervisor felt very responsible for helping ther#pist to profit from the
reflections.

When the supervisor feels too responsiblaring the reflections the team

became very eager and talkative, and produceddd ideas. The supervisor
obviously liked many of the ideas, and in the pos#rview she did not spend
much time on listening to the reactions of the dpest. She tried to check out
whether the therapist had picked up all the imputrideas from the team. The
therapist felt that she was being examined, anckiieasupervisor wanted to
know whether she had grasped the wisdom from tma.t&he felt nervous by

the examination, and felt that she got no roonalio @about what she had found
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interesting. She did not feel that she got any imas apart from those she had
picked up herself during the reflections, and s Wwanted that the supervisor
should have helped her to expand those. The sgoervad noticed that the
therapist felt somewhat anxious in the situatiow was uncertain whether the
reflections had been useful. The member of thectfig team had noticed that

the supervisor had definite preferences for sormasd

General comments on the RT-model

Supervisees and RT-members had several commethis tse of RT in
supervision, and most of them were positive. A mgjstressed how useful
they generally found the approach. Several commdemtethe significance of an
abundance of ideas, and the freedom to choose ydeasan use, rather than
striving for the “right” solution. Their objectionsere related to the way the
model was practiced, mainly that the reflectionglthbecome too long, tedious,
irrelevant or unstructured. Some also pointed ¢ortte of the supervisor, and
complained about supervisors behaving as expeartsing too dominant or

pedagogical. A few missed clearer rules for reitect

Concluding comments

The role and responsibility of the supervisor

In the beginning | asked whether RT is a suitabbel@hwhen the supervisor is
responsible to “teach the trades of the professibasked the supervisors if this
was a problem for them, but none of them experieis. If the team did not
offer sufficient ideas, they always found a plazeld some teaching. As | see it,
teaching in the reflecting team or in the postsivieav disturbs the process. The
voice of the supervisor becomes to strong and datmig, and the spirit of
collaboration diminishes as the agenda of the sugmrincreases.

| suggest that some space should be given to teraaor after the actual

reflective process. Some of the supervisors alr@aagtice this, through ending
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the process with a joint talk where everybody &@feon the process. In this talk
the supervisor may express thoughts he/she haaldmad the process, and bring

up relevant perspectives and knowledge.

The satisfaction with the model

| have pointed to several weaknesses in the RT-hasdi¢ is practiced. Still,
there is no doubt that the model as such is vepylao, and almost all the
informants regard it as the method of choice faugrsupervision. It is
iImpossible to know whether the satisfaction is ttuan evaluation of the
learning profit. We rather believe that the supsses feel comfortable with the
form, enjoying the switching between talking argddning, the opportunities for
reflection, the lack of defensive reactions, arel“thoth — and’position. It is

also less demanding of the supervisors than toaditisupervision forms.

The change of the model

It is very understandable that the practice ofrttoglel has changed. Apart from
some general guidelines nothing has been writtentabtill know, it has been
taught through modeling. It has changed in directibusual supervision
groups, where one member is presenting a casgrahe is discussing various
approaches to it, and the supervisor has a dompusition. The theoretical
underpinnings that were strong when it was developay be less strong today.
But we know from interviewing the supervisors thaist of them take for
granted that the participants are familiar with té#ecting team, and that they
give few directions on how to interview and howédlect. | believe that most
of the pitfalls we discovered during the study colve been avoided if the
participants had been giving clearer instructidrige original model must be
practiced in a very disciplined way if its potetgighall be realized. The results

of this study have convinced me of the benefitsuzh discipline.



