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Background
This information sheet is for the family violence, sexual assault, and child wellbeing sector (the sector). It provides a practical overview of reflective supervision.
The information applies to:
individual supervision
group or peer supervision sessions
policy development
supervision training.
It aims to explain what we mean by reflective supervision within the sector. This is best read alongside the broader guidelines, supervision definitions and functions information sheets.
Why is reflective supervision so important?
Reflective supervision is particularly important for the sector because:
These workforces are exposed to unique psychological health, safety and wellbeing risks. We must recognise and normalise the impact on practitioners’ emotions, behaviours and reactions. Vicarious trauma and employee burnout are widespread issues.
Practitioners work on a micro level to address structural and systemic problems. They may experience fatigue and burn out as a result.
Systemic discrimination and racism in Australia mean extra health, safety and wellbeing impacts on First Nations practitioners and those from diverse communities. These practitioners often work with their own communities and carry a ‘cultural load’.
Person-centred practice is dependent on the quality of relationships between practitioners and clients. This includes being able to develop rapport, trust and empathy. It includes bringing the ‘whole self’ to practice.
It is healthy to discuss experiences and feelings related to working with risk, uncertainty, anxiety, engagement and decision-making.
Supervisors play a crucial role in developing, sustaining and retaining the workforce. They need their own reflective supervision to model the process and grow as leaders.
The only way to prevent being affected would be to eliminate human relationships and emotions by becoming a robot. This would exclude the best of what we bring to our work – ourselves.
—Hewson and Carrol, 20161
Reflective supervision
Supervision creates space for reflective practice.2 Reflective supervision counters privileging thinking, efficiency, logic, formal knowledge and theories over emotions and facilitates a deeper examination of the work. In a trusting relationship, supervision focuses on being proactive in practice and decision-making, instead of reactive. Practitioners may not be aware of their feelings and subsequent reactions. Reflective questioning can ensure we recognise and process them.3
A focus on managing ‘the doing’ rather than on developing ‘the feeling’ and ‘thinking’ aspects significantly contributes to practitioners feeling unsupported by their supervisors.
—Gibbs, Dwyer and Vivekanandra, 20144
In one-to-one reflective supervision, the supervisee leads the reflective supervision session. The supervisor suggests areas to explore. They assist the supervisee to find their own wisdom, rather than giving advice or direction. To encourage deep reflection the supervisor notices, challenges and invites the supervisee to be mindful of their actions and assumptions in a way that is non-judgemental, positive and hopeful.5
If supervisors do not prioritise supervision, neither will staff.
—Jacky Tucker, State-wide RAMP Coordinator, Safe & Equal, 2023
Regular reflective supervision should be prioritised within organisations.6 Time is a precious commodity in fast-paced, busy organisations, which is at odds with the slow, thoughtful space needed for reflective supervision. To engage in deep reflection, supervision needs to occur in a private and suitable location. Supervisees must feel they have the time to explore subjects and feelings uninterrupted and be truly present. (Some supervisors set aside two hours for this.)
During peer or group supervision, there needs to be a high level of psychological safety for deep critical and process reflection. For this reason, reflective practice often works best in a closed group setting. This provides the group with time and regular contact to build familiarity and trust.
What is reflection?
In its simplest form, reflection is a ‘state of mind’,7 rather than a technique. It prompts us to pause and notice, and then consider the meaning of what we noticed.8 It is a continuous, cyclical process which contributes to self-awareness and professional learning (see Figure 1 below). Reflection encourages staff to consider their impact on others, including clients and colleagues. It assists staff to monitor the wellbeing of others and encourages organisational and collective care of the workforce. It is a bridge between theory and practice and improves decision-making. Problem solving however is not the primary focus, learning is.9
Reflection features:
active listening, sitting with silence and the discomfort of not always knowing
a stance of curiosity
open questions to make sense of situations and to support knowledge for decision-making
empathy and non-judgement to work through complex issues, emotions and reactions in a safe-enough space
vulnerability, allowing participants to ease the need to always appear self-reliant and strong
a critical approach and ‘sitting outside’ our personal experience to notice how the system might be experienced by others.

Figure 1: KOLB reflective learning cycle10
[image: This graphic has four concepts that flow in the following order: experience (the telling), reflection (feeling), analysis (thinking/making sense) and action (the doing).  Each of these concepts is explained further in the document.]
This reflective learning cycle provides the ‘how’ of reflective supervision. The idea is to regularly reflect on all four learning processes (experience, reflection, analysis and action), moving from surface to depth and shifting between them, as required.11 It assists supervisees and supervisors to unpack an experience and better understand it. The goal is to be less reactive, learn from reflection and improve decision making. The model can be used to process various experiences. These might include conflict with other professionals, case practice with clients and the dynamics experienced in the supervisory relationship.
Questions that accompany the learning cycle processes
Experience questions
Tell me about the case. 
What happened during the contact?
What was the purpose of the contact?
What do we know about the client(s) background, their strengths and supports available? 
What happened when you spoke with (family member/other professional)?
How would you describe the client’s demeanour?
What did you notice about yourself during the contact?
What have other professionals said about the client(s)?
Reflection questions
What were your feelings towards the client(s) during the contact?
How would you describe your relationship with the client(s)?
What is the client’s relationship like with their family, friends and other services?
Does the client remind you of anybody?
Describe any differences between this contact and previous contact.
How do you think the client is feeling at the moment? What is this based on?
How do you feel after the contact?
What biases or assumptions about the situation or client(s) might have influenced you? 
Analysis questions
How did you make sense of what the client(s) told you or any changes you have noticed?
What are the client’s strengths and what resources can they use? 
What are the challenges and risks?
Did the contact confirm or challenge your previous thoughts about the client(s)’ situation?
What evidence is there to support this?
Is there any research that might assist us to think about the implications of the information we have?
What information is missing?
What professional development or research do you think might help you with this case?
Action questions
Given our reflection, what do you think we need to do and why?   
What other options are there?
What does the client(s) want?
What do you want to achieve with the client(s)?
What might the client(s) think about your role and what do they need from you?
What is urgent versus desirable?
What support or information do you need to make the next step?
What information do you need to share with other professionals?
How do you see your role going forward?
How do you plan to use your positional power going forward?
How can I support you?
Four levels of reflection
It can be helpful to consider the following four levels of reflection:12
Technical reflection compares performance with knowledge of what should have happened. It is useful in addressing accountability and compliance issues.
Practical reflection relates to the supervisees’ self-evaluation, insight and learning. Reflection on action (after the experience) enhances a practitioner’s ability to do reflection in action. This involves being able to use experience and intuition to respond in the moment.
Critical reflection acknowledges that understanding is never complete. Understanding is continuously evolving and is influenced by the social and political context. It is an important process to uncover and explore power, assumptions, biases and values at an individual and organisational level. This reflection informs and improves practice, as well as raising the moral and ethical aspects of practice. It is crucial for embedding intersectionality.
Process reflection explores conscious, unconscious and intuitive aspects of practice even when it is difficult or uncomfortable. It delves into the psychological aspects of the work, exploring client and supervisee histories, motivations, behaviours and reactions. This process can use trauma, attachment and systems theories to explore the complex dynamics and patterns of interacting.
All four levels of reflection are important, depending on the context and type of supervision, such as managerial or clinical supervision. For more on these, refer to the supervision definitions information sheet.
Reflexivity
The sector often uses the term reflexivity, which is like reflection. Simply, reflection leads to insight about something, whereas reflexivity involves finding strategies to question our ‘attitudes, values, assumptions, prejudices, and habitual actions’. Reflexivity helps us understand how we contribute to the dynamic with others.13
Reflexivity extends the reflective learning cycle. It is a deeper process, like critical and process reflection. Reflexivity can prevent generalising client stories and enables supervisees to see what is unique about every case. It involves clarity and awareness of the way practitioners are experienced and perceived by others.
We make sense of situations through stories. Therefore, strategies to enhance reflexivity include journalling about the work and regularly doing through-the-mirror writing.14 This is where practitioners use imaginative stories, drawn from experience, to explore the problems, anguish and the joys of practice. These can be shared and discussed with colleagues and supervisors to increase learning about the self.
To be reflexive is to examine … how we – seemingly unwittingly – are involved in creating social or professional structures counter to our own values (destructive of diversity, and institutionalising power imbalance, for example). It is becoming aware of the limits of our knowledge, of how our own behaviour plays into organisational practices and why such practices might marginalise groups or exclude individuals.
—Bolton, 2009
Reflection readiness
Reflection is not always a positive and desirable process and both supervisees and supervisors need to be ready to move into reflective practice.15 This is because exploring the more challenging and difficult aspects of practice requires motivation, energy and openness and we can become self-protective. Supervisors need an empathic, non-judgemental approach and to gauge the supervisee’s willingness to explore deep reflection.
Sometimes, there are tensions. Organisations must balance wanting a healthy learning culture that embraces reflective practice and feedback/feedforward, with practitioner reflection readiness.
It can be difficult to embed reflective practice at first because it involves time and conscious effort but with persistence it becomes natural and habitual.
—Hewson and Carroll, 2016
Safety
It is useful to think of safety along a continuum rather than a binary model of feeling safe or unsafe. Practitioners sometimes point to lack of safety for not engaging in supervision or challenging conversations. This may be more about feeling uncomfortable, which is necessary for growth and learning. The concept of being ‘safe enough’ to be vulnerable and willing to explore the impacts of the work is more useful than using the language of ‘being unsafe’.16 Yet, if after their own reflection a supervisee genuinely feels there is a lack of safety in their supervisory relationship, organisations need to provide a system to hear and review this.
When thinking about safety, it is important to also ensure that organisations and supervisors create an environment that is culturally responsive and safe for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander supervisees and people from other diverse communities. 
Trauma and violence-informed approach
This information sheet is supported by an agreed set of trauma informed principles based on the Blue Knot Foundation model. It is recognised that other trauma informed models are equally useful, such as the Sanctuary Model.17
In the family violence context, it can be useful to adopt a trauma and violence informed approach, which expands the concept to ‘account for the intersecting impacts of systemic and interpersonal violence and structural inequities on a person’s life’.18
Trauma and violence-informed principles can be useful in underpinning reflective supervision.19 Especially since many supervisees and supervisors have their own lived experience of trauma, or family or sexual violence and the impacts of inequality, discrimination and marginalisation. Talking with practitioners who have not experienced trauma and who may benefit from privilege about the principles and impacts of trauma and violence is equally crucial.
A trauma and violence-informed approach also assists supervisors and supervisees to have explicit conversations about the power dynamics that may impact their relationship.
This approach aligns with the Framework for trauma-informed practice,20 which promotes reflective supervision as a key strategy in creating trauma-informed workplaces.
Table 1: Trauma informed principles in practice adapted from the Blue Knot Practice Guidelines21
	Principle 
	What this looks like
	Reflective questions

	Safety
	Foster physical, psychological, identity and cultural safety in all interactions.
	How does your organisation create safety for supervisees and supervisors?
How can we create greater safety in our supervisory relationship?
How can you create safer relationships with clients, colleagues and other professionals?

	Trust
	Invest in inclusive relationships that focus on mutual respect, dignity and transparent, unbiased communication. 
	Does your organisation demonstrate trauma sensitivity at all levels of contact?
How do you and your organisation convey reliability to the workforce and clients?

	Choice
	Provide freedom for supervisees and supervisors to align their approaches with their values and ethics.
	How do you embed discussions about values and ethics during supervision?
How does supervision provide choice for supervisees (and in turn clients) where it is available and appropriate? In what ways?

	Collaboration
	Share power and work in solidarity to support sustainability at a team, organisation, funding body and sector level.
	How does you supervision style develop a sense of ‘doing with’ rather than ‘doing to’?
How can you collaborate better with clients and other professionals?

	Empowerment
	Develop individual and collective strengths by acknowledging each other’s contributions and feedback or feedforward for continuous learning and reflection.
	Is empowering supervisees and clients an ongoing goal of supervision and your service?
How is this goal enabled by supervision, service systems, programs and processes?
How does supervision and your organisation enable cultural empowerment?

	Respect for inclusion and diversity
	Develop an awareness that attitudes, systems and structures can interact to create inequality and exclusion. Respect diversity that includes intersecting social characteristics such as but not limited to cultural background, Aboriginality, sexual orientation, gender, gender identity, age, mental health, socioeconomic status, religion and disability.
	How does supervision and your service convey and enact respect for workforce and client diversity in all its forms?
In what ways?
How does supervision and your organisation promote cultural safety?
How do you know that you are practising with cultural safety and inclusion in mind?
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