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“Millions of characters, each with their own epic narratives
Singing it’s hard to be an angel until you’ve been a demon.”  

(Tempest, 2013, p. 2)  
 






     My experience of supervision has been an interesting and steep learning curve. As much as the theory prepared me for the process of supervision, much like driving, the greatest learning has come from the experiential ebbs and flows of an indescribable relationship - which is difficult measure. Two professionals sit together and unveil parts of the professional self for better practice, ethics, safeguarding and growth. However, as Carl Rogers (1980) put it, being a counsellor is ‘a way of being’, and so naturally, the supervisory relationship weaves between professional and personal. I am currently on placement with Swansea Mind as a trainee counsellor and secured my supervisor weeks before the placement began. And although my relationship with this supervisor was short lived, I learned a surprising amount about myself after just three sessions. This essay is a reflective account of my experience as a supervisee, surrounding a client case taken to supervision.

     I had been in touch with Swansea Mind regarding a placement opportunity for some weeks before researching supervisors in my area. I had spoken to Swansea Mind about supervision, and they had told me they did not supply it and eventually I found someone local, who was very reasonable in price. When I rang, the phone call did not flow naturally. I felt an air of tension when I asked the supervisor about the criteria that was needed to match my course requirements. I had brushed the feeling off as another ‘me being awkward on the phone’, or ‘reading too much into it’ moments, which often I felt with those with more power than I, struggling to know whether I’m sat in the ‘go with your instincts’ or the ‘imposter’ zone. So, I booked an appointment for a meet and a week later I found myself knocking on her door. When the supervisor opened to greet me, she seemed very welcoming and invited me into her home. I could not put my finger on it, but something didn’t seem right. The positioning of the room, the décor, everything seemed ‘off’, but there was nothing outwardly wrong. She was a nice lady, who did not give much away from her expression, and was very interested in my personal life. I have never believed in first impressions and would not allow myself to judge her on this first encounter. I also know deep down that the thought of being honest about how I may not have wanted to continue with her after that meet made me very uncomfortable. Who was I to make that judgement, as an under qualified trainee?
  
     I started my placement in Swansea Mind with three client slots, but I only ever saw two. After the session with the first client, I was feeling more comfortable and eased into the situation in preparation the next appointment. When they presented, they explained that they had a dependency to alcohol and were visiting another support agency for that issue, and that they had received counselling from someone at Swansea Mind before myself, but the counsellor’s placement had finished. The session commenced and I felt we worked well together (knowing that this was from my frame of reference [Rogers, 1980, p.140]). The session was wrapping up, and we both stood up to mark its ending, but as we walked to the door, the client hugged me. In an unknowing place, I hugged her back, all the while feeling incredibly uncomfortable. The feeling stayed with me, and I continued to feel uncomfortable about the experience. I could not wait to take it to supervision, as I felt this would be my first real encounter of a supervisory experience and I wanted to develop on what inner process I was carrying due to the hug, as well as receive advice and guidance around relevant themes, such as ethics etc. from my new mentor.
 
     I arrived for my appointment, armed with what knowledge I had been taught on my course. Sat in the chair and waited for instruction. The supervisor firstly began by asking for the names of each client, which instantly made me uncomfortable. Nervous and always struggling with authority and imposter feelings, I tried my best to argue the case of why I did not want to give first names. The session had started on a bad note for me, however, ‘who was I to know’. After discussing the first client, we moved onto the second, and I told the supervisor about the hug, I explained the feelings of uncomfortableness that I had been carrying, and that it was difficult for me to accept these feelings, as I am a very tactile person, I am far from afraid of a hug. Her response was “I just hug them. If they want to hug me, I just go along with it, but I don’t give myself to it”. I sat and listened, and I could feel the feelings of confusion inside of me. As a trainee counsellor, as Stafford (2008, p. 38) put it, supervision in the therapeutic world has the ideal of a ‘grown-up relationship’. A facilitated reflective space where power dynamics are understood, which allows for autonomous decision making. We moved on, but I felt an emptiness, a distance from the supervisor, and from my own process.
 
     When I got in my car to leave, I sat for a while and reflected on the experience. I did not know what supervision was fully, as I had not experienced it. But I knew what it was not, and it wasn’t that. Not for me, at least. In the week that followed I noticed that my reflections were surrounding the experience with the supervisor, rather than what I could have learned as a counsellor, that clients counsellor, or the counsellor that I am growing to become. Although I struggle with imposter feelings, I knew in my core that the advice she gave was wrong for me, it was inappropriate and could have caused damage. If I were to have taking her advice, and unknowingly to her either the client or myself had suffered some kind of trauma regarding physical contact, I dread to think what could have happened to our psyche, or indeed the therapeutic relationship. A truth for me was I did not want to be distracted in session with that client, with the end looming where she’ll lean in and hug me, after fifty minutes where I would not have heard her because of my busy mind. It was not fair on the client and it was not fair on me, that is not the therapist I want to be. If a hug enters the space, I want to give myself to it fully, congruently, and comfortably. But first I needed to understand my process. I ceased supervision with her.

     At some point during our journey, we all experience feeling like an imposter. Anxiety can induce thoughts of incompetence or feeling under qualified (Johnson and Smith, 2019, p. 2). For most people these feelings are transient, usually occurring directly after receiving a promotion etc. But for others imposter feelings can become more pervasive and begin to hinder performance and decisions. This is known as imposter syndrome, originally named by psychologists Pauline Clance and Suzanne Imes from their study of professional women in a clinical setting (Johnson and Smith, 2019, p. 3). Because hierarchical and masculine cultures can add to it, ethnic minorities and women are often affected the most by imposter syndrome, and those who suffer with it experience feelings of self-doubt, insecurity and unworthiness (Johnson and Smith, 2019, p 3). Although my feelings of being an imposter affected the direction of my supervisory experience – from the phone call to leaving the last session, I am grateful that, in this example, I did not suffer with the syndrome itself. Being able to stand back and asses how the session made me feel rationally rather than brushing it off as being underqualified or too incompetent to know whether the advice given to me was correct or not. However, there was much learning in that. That I am worth more from a supervisor, that I have the ability to make ethical decisions, and to know that it was an unsafe situation.

     Although some therapists advocate the use of limited touch, it is argued that touch has no place within the therapeutic relationship (Calmes et al, 2013, p. 59) but can deliver several purposes in the therapeutic context, from offering support to limiting client distress. It has been said that prior to the counsellor even consider using touch, they must possess the understanding of the potential benefit it may bring, the damage it may cause from withholding it and the negative impact it may deliver by using it (McNeil-Haber, cited in Calmes et al, 2013, p. 60). I felt in a very vulnerable and dangerous place as a trainee counsellor, for both the client and I, with no support in which direction to take it next regarding the hugging. If they were to hug me again, either decision could have been detrimental for the client short or long term, and also for myself. In a turn of events, the client called Swansea Mind before the next appointment to explain that their drinking issue had become unmanageable and that they would pick up counselling again at a later date. 

     There was much learning for me in this process. Although I feel I made the right decision and was not over-reacting to the supervisor’s advice, there was much reflective work to come fully to that conclusion. I wrote in my journal very much around this time, and read my thoughts back weekly, especially about the physical contact my client had made with me. I really wanted to get to the bottom of my uncomfortable feeling and how I would progress with them in session if it were to happen again. The use of IPR questions (Kagan and Kagan, cited in Meerkums et al, 2016, p. 505) were very uncovering and helpful for this process. With regards to the supervisor, I discussed the situation in an open lecture to gain more thoughts and ideas of my peers and lecturer. I found the process very helpful, much like a simulated group supervision session, where my thoughts and feelings regarding the experience with the supervisor were heard and affirmed, and I gained much clarity. For that I am very grateful for the group process on my course, and that being in University and completing the degree is much like a safety net of knowledge. According to an experiment by Bakalim et al (2018), group supervision was quantitatively found to be effective on all the discussed subscales in the paper i.e. exploration, insight, action, conflicts in relationships and client problems resulting in greater psychological counselling self-efficacy. When struggling with imposter feelings, it can be difficult to allow the lessons learned to sit comfortably, due to low confidence. Much like Goldfried (2015, p. 1087) explains in his paper A Professional Journey Through Life – “Like many other beginning therapists, I can vividly recall feeling awkward and self-conscious when I ﬁrst began doing therapy”. 

     To conclude, my relationship with this supervisor was short and unexpectedly sweet. The narrative suggests a bitter taste has been left with me, however, I have received much learning from this experience, which has encouraged a hidden confidence within me. A confidence I can use to battle the ‘imposter’. It has taught me that I have good intuition, and that has nothing to do with the qualifications I have (or have not) received. I have learned that there is a professional side to me, that I want to explore. And although that new side does not quite marry up with the personal side yet, the professional knows that she has to delve into the personal to become one. Being on the course, and the journey that it has naturally taken me on thus far is a very humbling experience, so much so, that its difficult to remind myself that I am worth more. Worth more than that advice given, that I should not put myself in an uncomfortable position simply because I want to help, and that I am not the only person who will suffer as a result of that incongruence. I have learnt that I have so much more to give.
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