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SUMMARY

Existing literature on supervision has failed to make provision for comprehensive
information in regard to social work individual reflective supervision sessions and how to
subsequently execute them. Reflective supervision has over the years received less and
less attention on a global scale. This has been a consequence of neoliberalism with its
sole focus on effectiveness and efficiency of management. Social workers all over the
world have increasingly expressed concerns about the diminishing availability and poor
quality of supervision inter alia. Consequently, protests by social work professionals have
been witnessed in different parts of the world, demanding better working conditions inter
alia. Against this background, this research study was aimed at understanding the
experiences of intermediate frontline social workers in regard to the execution of social

work individual reflective supervision sessions in South Africa.

A qualitative research approach was utilized in order to capture detailed accounts of
intermediate frontline social workers in regard to their experiences of the execution of
individual reflective supervision sessions. Descriptive and exploratory research designs
were used to substantiate the capturing of various narratives from the participants. A
snow-ball sampling method was utilized for the purpose of this study. Twenty participants
were interviewed utilizing semi-structured interviews. Data gathered was analyzed using

a thematic content analysis approach.

This research document contains two literature chapters. The first literature chapter
attempts to formulate a conceptual framework for individual supervision of intermediate
frontline social workers. The second literature chapter details various reflection tools and
techniques that can be used in executing individual reflective supervision sessions.
Chapter four of this research study contains the empirical study. The results from data
collected from participants and literature are presented in an integrated manner. Chapter

five contains the conclusions and recommendations of the research study.

The main conclusions drawn from the findings established that social work professionals
are working under unfavourable conditions where they are expected to continuously meet

organisational targets and manage heavy caseloads. Social work professionals continue
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to receive less frequent and poor quality individual supervision. Alternatively, "on the run"
supervision which is only available for urgent matters that require the supervisor's
attention has become more common in social service organisations. There is little to no
practice of reflective individual supervision in the present social work context which
consequently thwarts the professional and personal development of supervisees. In light
of the prior mentioned conclusions, it is recommended that supervision, as a specialist
field in social service organisations, be specifically and substantially subsidized by the
South African government; and that the practice of reflection in supervision be promoted

through workshops as part of supervisors' Continuing Professional Development (CPD).
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OPSOMMING

Bestaande literatuur rakende supervisie maak tans nie voorsiening vir omvattende
inligting in verband met individuele reflektiewe supervisiesessies in maatskaplike werk
nie, sowel as vir die uitvoering daarvan. Oor die jare heen is daar al hoe minder aandag
gegee aan reflektiewe supervisie op ‘n globale skaal. Hierdie is ‘n gevolg van
neoliberalisme met die uitsluitlike fokus op doeltreffendheid en effektiwiteit van bestuur.
Maatskaplike werkers regoor die weéreld het onder meer toenemende kommer
uitgespreek oor die afname, beskikbaarheid en swak gehalte van supervisie. Gevolglik is
daar talle protesaksies in verskillende dele van die wéreld geloods, wat onder meer
aandring op beter werksomstandighede van maatskaplike werkers. Teen hierdie
agtergrond is die navorsingstudie daarop gemik om ‘n beter begrip te verkry van
intermediére eerstelinie maatskaplike werkers se ervarings van individuele reflektiewe

supervisiesessies in maatskaplike werk in Suid-Afrika.

‘n Kwalitatiewe navorsingsbenadering is benut ten einde gedetailleerde inligting vanaf
intermediére eerstelinie maatskaplike werkers te verkry in verband met hulle ervarings
rakende individuele reflektiewe supervisiesessies. Beskrywende en verkennende
navorsingsontwerpe is benut om die insameling van verskeie narratiewe vanaf die
deelnemers te staaf. ‘n Sneeubal proefnemingsmetode is benut vir die doel van hierdie
studie. Onderhoude is gevoer met twintig deelnemers en daar is gebruik gemaak van ‘n
semi-gestruktureerde onderhoudskedule. Die data wat ingesamel is, is geanaliseer deur
gebruik te maak van ‘n tematiese inhoudsanalise-benadering.

Hierdie navorsingsverslag bevat twee literatuurhoofstukke. Die eerste literatuurhoofstuk
poog om ‘n konseptuele raamwerk vir individuele supervisie van intermediére eerstelinie
maatskaplike werkers te formuleer. Die tweede literatuurhoofstuk beskryf verskeie
reflektiewe hulpmiddels en tegnieke wat benut kan word in individuele reflektiewe
supervisiesessies. Hoofstuk vier van hierdie navorsingstudie bevat die empiriese studie.
Die resultate van data wat ingesamel is vanaf deelnemers en literatuur word op ‘n
geintegreerde wyse aangebied. Hoofstuk vyf bevat die gevolgtrekkings en aanbevelings

voortspruitend uit die navorsingstudie.
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Die hoof gevolgtrekkings wat gemaak kan word vanuit die bevindinge, is dat professionele
maatskaplike werkers werk onder ongunstige omstandighede, waar daar van hulle
verwag word om deurlopend organisatoriese doelwitte te bereik en groot gevalleladings
te bestuur. Maatskaplike werkers ontvang steeds minder gereelde en swak gehalte
individuele supervisie. As ‘n alternatief het informele (“on the run”) supervisie, wat net
beskikbaar is vir dringende sake wat die supervisor se aandag verg, meer algemeen
geraak in maatskaplikewerk-organisasies. Daar is min tot geen toepassing van
reflektiewe individuele supervisie in die huidige maatskaplikewerk-konteks nie. Gevolglik
benadeel dit onder andere die professionele en persoonlike ontwikkeling van
maatskaplike werkers. In die lig van hierdie gevolgtrekkings, word daar aanbeveel dat
supervisie in maatskaplikewerk-organisasies as 'n spesialisveld, spesifiek en
substansieel, gesubsidieer word deur die Suid-Afrikaanse regering. Dit word ook
voorgestel dat reflektiewe supervisie bevorder word deur werkswinkels as deel van

supervisors se Voortgesette Professionele Ontwikkeling (“CPD”).
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Chapter 1
Introduction

1.1. PRELIMINARY STUDY AND RATIONALE

There exists a myriad of primary international and local literature that has attempted to
connote meaning to the concept of supervision (Austin, 1981; Botha, 2002;Hoffmann,
1987; Kadushin, 1976; Munson 1993;Shulman, 1993). For instance, Kadushin in his first
edition (1976) and fifth edition (2014), describes social work supervision as a process
whereby a supervisor performs administrative, educational and supportive functions
whilst interacting with a supervisee in a positive relationship. The objective of this
interaction between the supervisor and the supervisee is to deliver the best possible

services both quantitatively and qualitatively to service users.

In one of the first official endeavours to define supervision in South Africa, the New
dictionary of social work, in a South African context, describes supervision as a process
whereby a supervisor performs educational, supportive and administrative functions in
order to promote efficient and professional rendering of social services (Terminology
Committee for Social Work, 1995:64). A more recent endeavour, the Supervision
Framework for social work in South Africa (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:11) views supervision
as an interactive process in a positive and non-discriminatory relationship, that hinges on
various models, theories and perspectives of supervision. A social work supervisor guides
a supervisee through performing educational, supportive and administrative functions in

order to promote effective and reliable social worker services.

However, in an attempt to extend meaning to the concept of supervision, in a
contemporary South African context, it is fundamental to note the views of Engelbrecht
(2014). He points out that there exists a correlation between a given definition and its
context. Social work in South Africa functions within a developmental paradigm. Hence,
developmental social work can be viewed as an integrated and holistic approach to social
work which acknowledges the links between persons and their environment, the

connections between micro and macro practice, whilst utilizing strengths based and non-
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discriminatory models and approaches to promote social and economic inclusion and well
being (Mayadas & Elliot, 2001;Patel & Hochfeld, 2008).

Hence, prominent authors involved in the research of supervision, having different
standpoints in regard to defining what supervision is, suggest that the goal of supervision
is to enable supervisees to deliver effective, efficient and appropriate service to service
users (Engelbrecht, 2014; Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; O'Donoghue, 2003; Tsui, 2005).
The goal of supervision is operationalised through the execution of particular supervisory
functions. These functions are administrative, educational and supportive in
nature(Bradley & Hojer, 2009; Engelbrecht 2014; Hair, 2013; Kadushin &Harkness, 2014;
Kadushin, Berger, Gilbert & St. Aubin 2009; Tsui, 2005).

The prior mentioned supervisory functions are carried out in a succession of pre-
determined and deliberately selected activities which manifest in a supervision process.
Kadushin and Harkness (2014:11) suggest the supervision process includes a beginning,
middle and an end phase. Tsui (2005:42) is of the opinion that the supervision process
consists of three main components which are: the supervision contract, an appropriate
method of supervision and a developmental plan. In light of developmental social work,
Engelbrecht (2014:144) suggests a cyclical supervision process consisting of

engagement, assessment, planning, contracting, implementation and evaluation phases.

It is fundamental to note that the nature of supervision sessions is different in each of the
prior mentioned phases of the supervision process (Engelbrecht, 2014).Moreover, it is
also essential to understand how individual reflective supervision sessions are executed.
This is so because it is in the implementation phase that the supervisor and the
supervisee reflect on intervention with different service users. The implementation phase
according to Tsui (2005) relates to the execution of supervision sessions and
documentation. Supervision sessions can be viewed as structured learning situations,
which are executed according to a set agenda (Engelbrecht, 2014:148; DSD & SACSSP,
2012). Though the prior mentioned studies attempt to describe the concept of a
supervision session, it is however not sufficient, owing to the fact that supervision
sessions should also make provision for the development of strengths and competencies

of the supervisee by means of critical reflection (Franklin, 2011). This is implicated, but
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not discussed by authors of international textbooks on supervision, such as Engelbrecht
(2014), Kadushin and Harkness (2002) and Tsui (2005).

Conversably, Sicora (2017:8) describes reflection as a process towards a deeper
understanding and awareness that continuously guides action and focused thought
towards becoming a more competent professional in the interest of service users.
Reflective supervision can thus be considered to be an approach to supervision that
encourages not only attention to the content of the work, but calls on supervisees to look
deeper into their own reactions and processes as they relate to their experiences with
service users (Franklin, 2011:205). Hence, the social work supervisor may want to use
an array of reflection tools, techniques and principles specifically adapted to the
implementation phase when executing reflective individual supervision sessions.
Engelbrecht (2014:148) postulates that reflection tools are used to develop the
supervisees' insight and understanding in professional work related matters. Some of
these reflection tools include the Johari Window, Karpman Drama Triangle and the

Transactional analysis (Connor & Pokora, 2007).

Reflection tools should be operationalised by means of adult education principles within
the implementation phase of supervision (Engelbrecht, 2014). Adult education principles
are based on the primary work of Knowles (1971). These principles where adapted to
social work supervision by authors such as Kadushin and Harkness (2002). The
relevance of the prior mentioned principles to supervision is propelled by all three
functions of supervision. Furthermore, given South Africa’'s multicultural society, it is
fundamental to take into consideration the learning styles of different supervisees as
primarily identified by Kolb (1973) in facilitating reflective supervision. In addition, adult
education principles also facilitate the understanding and managing of learning blocks
through acknowledging how different supervisee's learn. The prior mentioned principles
and reflection tools are popular in coaching and mentoring as activities of supervision and
have been adapted to fit the social work supervision context (Engelbrecht, 2014).

The concepts of coaching and mentoring have been increasingly used interchangeably
with that of supervision in the present social work context (O'Donoghue, 2014; Tsui,

O'Donoghue & Ng, 2014). This may be ascribed to the influences of managerialism as a
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result of neoliberal discourses. Harvey (2010:2) describes neoliberalism as a theory of
political economic practices that believe in the supremacy of the market with minimal
government involvement. Present social work contexts are increasingly influenced by the
globalization of economies and communication networks (Dempsey, Halton & Murphy,
2001:631). This has seen social service organisations being managed in the same way
as business entities. Consequently, the use of concepts such as coaching and mentoring
which were previously not associated with management and supervision of social service
organisations, are being used interchangeably with that of social work supervision.
Coaching and mentoring however seem to share some similarities with social work

supervision and may be regarded as activities of supervision (Tsui, 2005:77).

The core elements of coaching include provision of instruction, feedback and guidance of
practice skills (Perrault & Coleman, 2005). Coaching like social work supervision follow
the same process which includes exploration of intervention experiences, reflection,
linkage with formal knowledge and evaluation of responses (Perrault & Coleman, 2005).
Collins (1994:414) defines mentoring as an interpersonal helping relationship between
two individuals who are at different stages in terms of their professional development.
Mentoring can also be viewed as a formal or informal transmission of knowledge, skills,
attitudes, psychosocial support and professional development (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:
27). According to Cloete's (2012) investigation on the characteristics of mentoring as an
activity of social work supervision, mentoring shares and follows the same processes,
technigues and methods as supervision. This has led to the adaption of particular aspects
of coaching and mentoring sessions to supervision in social work. Cloete (2012)
postulates that coaching and mentoring like social work supervision are usually

conducted in individual sessions.

Similarly, various authors establish that the most common forum for supervisory
conversations is through individual supervision (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; Kadushin
et al., 2009; O'Donoghue, 2003). These individual supervision sessions usually take up
to one and one and half hours (Cooper, 2006; Egan, 2012; Hair, 2013; Nguyen,
2003;0'Donoghue, 2003; Tsui, 2004). The frequency of the sessions range between

weekly and six weekly sessions, decreasing as the supervisee becomes more
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experienced (Egan, 2012; Hair, 2013; Nguyen, 2003;0'Donoghue, 2003). The
Framework for Supervision in South Africa, (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:35) states that the
supervisor and the supervisee determine the duration and the frequency of supervision
basing on the supervisee's level of experience, complexity of work and the number of
hours spent in intervention. Prominent studies in supervision suggest that the individual
supervision process mirrors that of a social work interview (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014;
O'Donoghue 2003; Tsui, 2005).

In addition, Kadushin and Harkness (2002) refer to the individual supervision session as
a dynamic process that has a beginning, middle and an end phase. According to Johnson
and Yanca (2010:160), the beginning phase in any process is concerned with setting the
tone for the supervision session between the supervisor and the supervisee. The middle
phase is where the agenda of the session is presented and pursued. The end phase is
characterised by summarizing and terminating the session. Though the structure of
individual supervision sessions is similar for all social work professionals, the nature of
individual supervision sessions however depends on the developmental stage of the

supervisee.

The developmental theory in the context of supervision describes progressive stages of
the development of a supervisee's professional identity from a beginner through
intermediate to an advanced level (Stoltenberg, McNeil & Delworth, 1998). However,
existing literature on supervision seems to overly focus on beginner and advanced social
workers (Davys & Beddoe, 2009; Engelbrecht, 2012; Franklin, 2011; Laufer, 2004). In
addition, an analysis of the primary definitions of supervision seem to be more suited for
the intermediate social worker (DSD & SACSSP, 2012; Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; Tsuli,
2005). This is because these definitions overtly point to professional identity. In terms of
the developmental stages of professional identity, an intermediate social worker is a
practitioner with fluctuating motivation for supervision owing to practice realities, demands
and the complexity of social work intervention (Engelbrecht, 2014:131). Moreover, the
intermediate practitioner is ambivalent about the need for supervision and has confidence
to fulfill work requirements (Laufer, 2004:155). This practitioner according to Engelbrecht

(2014:131) is also aware of work-related strengths and challenges as well as
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opportunities for continuing education. Within this context, a frontline social worker is a
practitioner who works directly with service users addressing identified needs (Fook,
2002). Based on the above exposition, intermediate frontline social workers are
practitioners who have been practicing social work for 2 years and more (Fook, 2002).
Hence, since it is evident that the execution of individual reflective supervision sessions
of intermediate frontline social workers may be a neglected area in social work research,

this study seeks to examine the experiences of intermediated frontline social workers.

1.2. PROBLEM STATEMENT

In spite of the research done on supervision thus far, existing literature on supervision
fails to articulate how individual reflective supervision sessions are executed. Prominent
studies in the field of social work supervision such as Davys and Beddoe
(2010),Engelbrecht (2014), Hair (2013), Kadushin and Harkness (2014) and Tsui (2005)
all refer to particular aspects of supervision. For instance, Kadushin is renowned for
articulating the significance of supervision (Kadushin, 1992). Engelbrecht (2014) and
Botha (2002) are arguably the leading scholars within South Africa to articulate
management and supervision of social workers within South Africa's developmental
paradigm. O'Donoghue (2009; 2012) substantially investigated the impact of culture on
supervision. None of these esteemed authors however examine how supervisors should

execute reflective supervision sessions.

In the instances where studies articulate the execution of supervision sessions it has been
beyond South Africa's developmental context (O'Donoghue, 2014) or in the context of
student supervision (Davys & Beddoe, 2009). For example, O'Donoghue (2014) explored
the interaction of supervisees and supervisors during supervision sessions. This study
was however conducted in New Zealand, a context markedly different from South Africa’'s
developmental context. Davys and Beddoe (2009) investigated the execution of
supervision sessions for students. Be that as it may, student supervision cannot be
equated with supervision of qualified social workers as the dynamics and circumstances
surrounding these supervisees are markedly different. Moreover, Davys and Beddoe
(2009:919) substantiate this assertion by establishing that the ability to reflect by social
workers depends on their level of competence and experience. Exploring how individual
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reflective supervision sessions are executed will elucidate information regarding what
actually takes place in the supervision session. Furthermore, it will aid in creating a
conceptual framework which social work supervisors will be able to utilize in executing

these reflective supervision sessions.

Existing studies that have attempted to describe what the supervision session is, fail to
make provision of how to conduct these supervision sessions. Engelbrecht (2014:148)
describes the supervision session, establishes its purpose and makes provision of
reflection tools, which the supervisor can make use of. This is however not sufficient as
he fails to detail what actually takes place in the supervision session and how to conduct
these individual reflective supervision sessions. The Supervision Framework, for
supervision in South Africa, (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:50) makes provision for how
supervision sessions should be structured, how they should follow a personal
development plan and be executed according to a set agenda. However, like Engelbrecht
(2014) the Supervision Framework fails to make provision for guidelines on how to

precisely carry out individual reflective supervision sessions.

Clark, Gilman, Jacquet, Johnson, Mathias, Paris and Zeitler (2008), Fook (2002) and
Pack (2011) in their respective research studies established that supervisees and
supervisors personally constructed and understood supervision in light of their
experiences. This serves to initially justify the proposed studies' focus on the experiences
of intermediate frontline social workers. Intermediate frontline social workers have
arguably acquired a significant volume of experiences in the delivery of social services.
A specific focus on the experiences of these professionals has the potential to lead to the
construction of a well-informed conceptual framework regarding how individual
supervision sessions are executed. Further need to explore the experiences of
intermediate frontline social workers is warranted by the understanding that how
supervision is constructed depends on and is influenced by contexts (Fook, 2002; Tsul,
O'Donoghue & Ng, 2014). Exploring the experiences of intermediate frontline social
workers within a social development paradigm will therefore aid indigenous literature on
supervision, creating a conceptual framework of individual supervision that is relevant to

the South African context.
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Reflective supervision has increasingly received less attention over the years (White,
2015:251). Hair (2013) attests to this, by claiming that on a global scale, social workers
and supervisors have collectively expressed growing concerns about the diminishing
availability and decreased quality of supervision. This has been due to social work
contexts being increasingly influenced by the globalization of economies, communication
networks and a neoliberal discourse resulting in managerialism (Dempsey, Halton,
Murphy, 2001:631; Engelbrecht, 2015). Consequently, social service organisations have
resorted to management and supervision mainly focused on effectiveness and efficiency
in order to obtain and maintain financial funding. Engelbrecht (2015:320) substantiates
Dempsey's et al. (2006) assertion by noting that there is a growing pre-occupation with
norms, standards and procedures in the present social work context. Undertaking the
proposed study on the execution of individual reflective supervision sessions therefore
seeks to initially revitalize the field of reflective supervision and re-direct the focus from

the administrative function of supervision to include educational and supportive functions.

In the present neoliberal context where emphasis is on efficiency and effectiveness of
management and supervision (Engelbrecht, 2015), a study on the execution of individual
reflective supervision is vital in order to ascertain whether intermediate frontline social
workers are delivering services which uphold the goal of supervision. Intervention with
service users can arouse emotions, which if not explored in supervision can negatively
impact further interactions with service users (Sicora, 2017:105). According to Sicora
(2017:105) in order to maintain the required quality and standard of service delivery,
which enhances the overarching goal of supervision, reflection is fundamental. The goal
of supervision as prior mentioned, is to enable supervisees to deliver effective, efficient
and appropriate service to service users (Engelbrecht, 2014; Kadushin & Harkness,
2014;0'Donoghue, 2003; Tsui, 2005). It is therefore fundamental to explore how
intermediate frontline social workers experience the execution of individual reflective

supervision within the South African context.

1.3. RESEARCH QUESTION
What are the experiences of intermediate frontline social workers regarding the execution

of social work individual reflective supervision sessions within South Africa?
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1.4. GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

1.4.1.Goal
The goal of this research was to gain an understanding of intermediate frontline social
workers' experiences regarding the execution of individual reflective supervision

sessions.

1.4.1.1. Objectives

e To construct a conceptual framework for individual reflective supervision of
intermediate frontline social workers.

e To describe the tools and techniques for execution of individual reflective supervision
sessions within the implementation phase of the supervision process.

e To empirically investigate social workers’ experiences regarding the execution of
individual reflective supervision sessions.

e To make recommendations to supervisors regarding the execution of individual

reflective supervision sessions.

1.5. THEORETICAL POINTS OF DEPARTURE

The main theoretical undergirding for this proposed study was that of reflection in
supervision. The study drew on the conceptualizations of the concept of reflection by
Donald Schon (1983) and John Dewey (1910). Reflective supervision can be considered
as an approach to supervision that encourages attention to the content of social work
intervention, asking supervisees to look deeper into their own reactions and processes

as they relate to their experiences with service users (Franklin, 2011:205).

Various reflection tools, techniques and principles utilized within the implementation
phase of the supervision process were explored. Some of the reflection tools that were
explored drew on the expositions of Connor and Pokora (2007). In addition, the study
elucidated adult education principles as extrapolated primarily by Knowles (1971) and
also by Kadushin and Harkness (2002) in order to complete a conceptual framework of

reflective individual supervision sessions.
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1.6. CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS
Description of the following concepts is necessary in aiding conceptualization of this

research study.

1.6.1. Supervision session

Supervision sessions can be viewed as structured learning situations, which are executed
according to a set agenda based on a supervisee's personal developmental plan (DSD &
SACSSP, 2012;Engelbrecht, 2014:148).

1.6.2. Individual supervision

Kadushin and Harkness (2014:102) refer to an individual supervision as the individual
supervisory conference consisting of three phases, a beginning, middle and an end.
Individual supervision can be considered as a one on one method of supervision between
a supervisor and a supervisee (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:37).

1.6.3. Reflective supervision

Reflective supervision can be considered as an approach to supervision that encourages
attention to the content of social work intervention, asking supervisees to look deeper into
their own reactions and processes as they relate to their experiences with service users
(Franklin, 2011:205).

1.6.4. Intermediate frontline social workers

A frontline social worker is a practitioner who works directly with service users addressing
identified needs (Fook, 2002). In terms of the developmental stages of professional
identity, an intermediate social worker is a practitioner with fluctuating motivation for
supervision owing to practice realities, demands and complexity of work (Engelbrecht,
2014:131). In light of autonomy they are ambivalent about the need for supervision and
confidence to fulfill work requirements (Laufer, 2004:155). They are aware of work-
related strengths, challenges and opportunities for continuing education (Engelbrecht,
2014:131). Based on the above exposition, intermediate front line social workers are

practitioners who have been practicing social work for 2 years and more (Fook, 2002).

10
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1.7. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This section briefly details the research approach, research design, sampling methods,

data collection and data analysis.

1.7.1. Research approach

A qualitative research approach was utilized to reach the research objectives. De Vos,
Strydom, Fouché and Delport (2011:65) are of the opinion that qualitative research in its
broadest sense refers to research that motivates participants’ accounts of meaning,
experience or perceptions. For Creswell (2007:37-39), qualitative research is a form of
inquiry in which researchers make an interpretation of what they see, hear and

understand.

This study sought to explore the experiences of frontline social workers in regard to the
execution of individual reflective supervision. Utilization of a qualitative approach elicited
important data as the focus was on the "voices" of the participants and their discourses.
Moreover, conducting face-to-face interviews provided the researcher with an opportunity
to probe for in-depth information regarding the participant's experiences of the execution

of individual reflective supervision.

1.7.2. Research design

In line with the qualitative approach, descriptive and exploratory research designs were
utilized to reach the objectives of the research study. A descriptive research design
according to Kreuger and Neuman (2006:23) presents a picture of the specific details of
a situation or a social setting and focuses on "how" and "why" questions. For Rubin and
Babbie (2005:125) a descriptive design refers to an intensive examination of phenomena

and their deeper meaning, yielding thick descriptive accounts of given variables.

Exploratory research is conducted to gain insight into a situation or phenomenon in order
to answer a research question (De Vos et al., 2011:95). Kreuger and Neuman (2006:23)
put forward that exploratory research is usually utilized to build on descriptive research,

going further to establish why something occurs.

In order to explore and describe the experiences of frontline social workers regarding the

execution of individual reflective supervision, exploratory and descriptive research

11
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designs were both deemed appropriate in that they yielded in-depth information and thick
descriptive accounts, as well established the "why" and "how" in these accounts

respectively.

1.7.3. Sampling

Snowball sampling was utilized for the purpose of this study. Alston and Bowles (2003:90)
suggest that snowball sampling is usually utilized when there is lack of knowledge or
information of the sampling frame and limited access to appropriate participants for an
intended study. It involves approaching a single case that is involved in the matter to be
researched to gain information on other similar matters. Grinnell and Unrau (2008:153)
forward that the researcher is referred by one participant to another similar case. By so
doing, the sampling frame is selected consisting of people who can possibly make up the

sample until the required number of cases have been reached.

This research study on the experiences of intermediate frontline social workers regarding
the execution of individual supervision was regarded as arguably a relatively unknown
area of study, which rendered the snowball sampling method desirable. The criteria for

inclusion of participants included being:

e An intermediate frontline social worker.

e A professional who had 2 years or more of experience in rendering social services.

e Employed in either State or private welfare organisations in the Cape Metropole.

e Receiving professional supervision from a social work supervisor.

e Proficient in English.

The sample for the study constituted 20 participants, who were regarded as experts of
the subject matter, as they were supervised by supervisors in their respective
organisations, as mandated by the Supervision Framework for the social service
professionals (DSD & SACSSP, 2012). Ritchie, Lewis and Elam (2003) suggest that
gualitative samples are generally small because there is a point of diminishing return.
This implies that as the study progresses, more data does not necessarily lead to new

information. This is so because a single occurrence of a piece of data is all that is required

to ensure that it becomes part of the analysis. Bertaux (1981:35) suggests that in

12
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gualitative research, 15 participants in a sample is the smallest acceptable sample size.
A sample of 20 participants thus arguably resulted in saturation of results in the proposed

study.

The researcher started by contacting and collecting data from participants fitting the
criteria of inclusion. All participants fitting the criteria of inclusion were contacted in their
personal professional capacity through email and by telephone. Hence the researcher did
not require permission of the organisations from which participants were recruited from
as the study is about the social workers' experiences regarding the execution of individual
supervision sessions, and do not focus on particular organisations. After obtaining the
first participant, the researcher made use of the snowball sampling method, by asking
individual participants for references of additional social workers, adhering to the criteria
for inclusion. Interviews conducted did not interfere with the participants' respective work
environments. The empirical study was conducted in the Western Cape, South Africa,
from 1 July to 31 August 2017.

1.7.4. Instrument for data collection

The study was qualitative in nature, thus semi-structured interviews with open and close
ended questions were utilized. A tape recorder was also utilized for the collection of data.
Researchers make use of semi-structured interviews in order to gain a detailed picture of
the issue being investigated (De Vos et al., 2011:351). Semi-structured interviews provide
flexibility between the researcher and the participant allowing for the full exhaustion of a
given issue. Open and closed ended questions allow for descriptive and specific

responses respectively.

Making use of the semi-structured interviews with open and close ended questions
allowed for the exploration of the frontline social workers' experiences regarding the
execution of individual reflective supervision sessions. The flexibility of semi-structured
interviews allowed for deep probing, resulting in rich data. Some of the themes of the
interview schedule that were explored related to biographical information, for instance the
participants' gender and years of experience as a social worker. The researcher also
probed for information relating to the supervision process theme, for instance what

supervision meant to the participant, frequency and duration of individual supervision as

13



Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za

well as the main focus of supervision sessions. The last theme that was explored relates
to the execution of individual reflective supervision sessions, for instance describing a
typical individual supervision session, reflection and techniques utilized during these
sessions inter alia. The themes of the semi-structured interviews were based on the
literature study. See annexure 1 for an example of themes identified from the participants’

narratives.

1.7.5. Data analysis

Data analysis is a process whereby the researcher inspects, transforms and models
collected data with the aim of discovering useful information, suggesting conclusions and
making recommendations (De Vos et al., 2013:246). Tables and figures were utilized to
profile participants. This did not make the study a quantitative study. Data to be analysed
was carried out by making use of thematic content analysis. Thematic content analysis
according to Braun and Clarke (2006:79) emphasizes examination and the recording of
data patterns or themes within collected data. Themes refer to patterns across data sets
that are important to the description of a phenomenon and are associated with the

research question (De Vos et al., 2013:248).

Thematic content analysis was performed through a process of coding in six phases to
create and establish meaningful patterns. The six phases included familiarization with
collected data, generating initial codes, searching for themes among codes, reviewing
themes, defining and naming themes and producing the final report. De Vos et al.,
(2013:246) put forward that in order to analyse data collected, the researcher should
tabulate aggregated data in order to establish whether or not the responses answer the
study’s research question and reflect the validity of findings. The data the researcher
recorded was transcribed manually to text format. A denaturalized approach as discussed
by Oliver, Serovich and Mason (2005) was utilized during the data transcription process,

as the focus of the interaction was more on the content other than how it was said.

1.7.6. Data verification
A research study should have a criteria established with which one can ensure the quality
of data collected. Validity and reliability are important constructs in verifying the quality of

researched data. Validity refers to the extent to which an empirical measuring instrument
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adequately reflects the true meaning of the concept which is supposed to be studied
(Babbie, 2007:146). Reliability occurs when a selected instrument measures the same
construct more than once and acquires the same results (De Vos et al., 2011:177). With
regard to qualitative studies the norms of credibility, transferability, dependability and
conformability should be discussed in order to assess the validity and reliability of the
respective study (De Vos et al., 2011:419).

o Credibility

Credibility of a research study refers to the accurate identification and description of the
subject within the parameters of the research participants' views and the researchers'
reconstruction and representation of them (De Vos et al., 2011:420). The researcher
managed credibility of the research study by establishing primary and secondary theory

(Chapter 2 and 3) and indicating the parameters of the participants (Chapter 4).
e Transferability

Transferability refers to whether the research findings of a given study can be transferred
from a specific situation to another (De Vos et al., 2011:420). With respect to qualitative
research, transferability is problematic in that results from one study cannot be accurately
generalised for a different population due to factors such as differing contexts.
Alternatively, the researcher can refer back to the original theoretical framework to show
how data collection and analysis will be guided by certain concepts (De Vos et al.,
2011:420). Researchers conducting studies within the same theoretical parameters can
then determine if respective cases can be generalised and transferred to other settings.
The researcher managed transferability by establishing descriptive and exploratory
theoretical chapters (Chapter 2 and 3) and a detailed research methodology which clearly

showed how data was collected and analysed.
e Dependability

Dependability refers to whether the research process is logical, well documented and
audited (De Vos et al., 2011:420). It is shown by establishing detailed reports about the
research process such that a different researcher can easily follow the same process
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even if they were to get different results (Shenton, 2004: 71). The researcher managed
dependability by clearly and concisely extrapolating the research process of this study
(Chapter 2,3 and 4).

e Conformability

Lincoln and Guba (1999) suggest that conformability means findings of a given study
could be confirmed by findings in a different study. The researcher managed
conformability by corroborating findings from the research study with the literature control
in the discussion of the findings (Chapter 4). However, there may be limitations in
ensuring real objectivity as questions that were used in the study were designed by the
researcher which creates risk for biases. A key criterion for conformability is the 