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Long-Term Supervision in Groups:
Opportunities and Challenges

of a Language-Systemic Approach

T. K. Lang

Introduction

“It is fun to watch professionals work. They have so many interesting
tools. You can learn a lot.” A friend said this as we watched utility
company workers trimming tree branches entangled with power lines.
The experience reminded me of working with professionals in long-term
supervision groups. Specialists in any profession develop unique ways of
doing their work through years of practice. There is a lot to be learned
through sharing and reflecting on this experience. In this chapter, I show
how long-term supervision groups offer professionals a particularly well-
suited context for reflecting dialogically on their practice, learning from
it together with other professionals, and through this being confirmed as
belonging to their profession.
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A Non-expert Approach to Supervision:
A Dialogic Paradigm

As professionals, we are connected to other persons, to our professional
field, and our professional past through continuously ongoing dialogue,
in particular, a dialogue in the form of questions and answers. Therefore,
an approach to supervision based on “a philosophy of language” (Wittgen-
stein 1953; Gadamer 1975; Ricoeur 1984, 1992) and “dialogism” (Buber
1970, 2002; Holquist 2002; Bakhtin 1984) has shown itself to be par-
ticularly useful. Such an approach is also founded on the firm conviction
that “the other is a stranger,” not reducible to a category (Levinas 1991),
and that truth presupposes an agreement between at least two people, i.e.,
a “We” (Jaspers 1953; Gergen 1994). This awareness of the “otherness”
of the other (Friedman 1976) together with a critical stance reflected in
“an awareness of the power relations hidden within the assumptions of
any social discourse” (Hoffman 1992, p. 22), is what prevents the dia-
logic supervisor from becoming monologic. It also precludes that the
supervisor—disguised as an expert—directs and makes choices for the
one seeking supervision.

Since the mid-1980s, I have worked with a group of supervi-
sors developing a language-systemic mode of supervision (Anderson
and Goolishian 1988; Anderson 1997) offering professionals long-term
supervision in groups. While some changes have occurred over the years
on account of members moving in or out of the local or professional
community, several members of these groups have followed each other
closely through the years, some nearly throughout their entire profes-
sional career. Notably, the latter has been the case with physicians in
private practice and ministers working in a specific geographical area
for most of their professional life. Others participate for as long as they
occupy the professional position that makes participation relevant.

Regardless of which professional group members belong to, they
express how the group has been of decisive importance to them—for
some even a precondition—in accepting a particular job or being able to
stay in it, particularly while working through critical periods or demands.
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Much Like Peer Reviews

The supervision groups concern the members´ work situation and func-
tion much like peer reviews function when one is writing articles for pro-
fessional journals. By narrating one’s daily work and reflecting upon this
narrative together with the group, one seeks to become the best version
of oneself as a professional.
The group works through listening; recounting the story told, and

then reflecting on it. Reflection takes the form of asking critical-analytical
questions from a not-knowing position, sharing one’s own relevant expe-
riences, giving constructive feedback, and engaging in dialogues search-
ing for the most professional way of doing what the narrator needs to do,
or retrospectively, obviously should have done. All this time, the empha-
sis is on staying within the shared narrative, focusing specifically on the
presentation of the story, particular words, and phrases used. To listen
and remember what has been said is discovered to be a real challenge
for many. Consequently, they make notes as the story unfolds, prevent-
ing them from forgetting or being seduced by their interpretations of
what they have heard, thus enabling them to recount verbatim the story
told. At times, groups may look much like a press conference. When this
occurs, it is vital that the supervisor is an attentive listener, providing the
narrator with eyes to look into as he or she talks. In general, one ignores
language in favor of the issue at hand. Not so here.
The group’s intention, in all this, is to clarify the narrator’s professional

understanding and perspective on matters in his or her professional prac-
tice. Here the group works following Heidegger’s (1971) assertion that
we do not know what we mean before we hear ourselves say it. In reality,
he claims, we “see” with our ears because it is the language which brings
everything to our awareness. Consequently, according to Heidegger,
to think is to listen. Long-term supervision groups function, one may
say, much like fitness centers where one instead of exercising the body is
training to listen and be in that which has been said, in such a manner
that the narrator can see and understand what the narrative tells. The
group is interested in the narrator’s comportment and attitude toward
the intentional content that is being conveyed, in the philosophical and
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ethical stands and demands that are becoming visible through the story
told, and in the manner of expression.

Both intellectually and personally this is a demanding exercise, utterly
dependent on group members trusting each other. Members need to
know that what is said or done in the group, stays in the group, that
whatever response is given or received is offered with the other’s best
in mind. By trusting this, group cohesion develops fast, and the group
members can concentrate their full energy on being resources for each
other.

In this form of long-term supervision, we tap into the individual’s
life-long personal learning process and integrate this abundant resource
of knowledge and skills into an interpersonal learning network of
professionals. A social internet among professionals, one might say—
alternatively, an ecology of ideas or “minds,” to use Gregory Bateson’s
language (1972, p. 339).

An Example

Erik is a child protection entrepreneur. He and his closest staff and team
leaders constitute a supervision group that meets every 4th week for two
hours. Coming to one of the sessions, Erik asks if he may take up some
time on this particular day. He says he wants to reflect on: “What kind
of leader am I?” “What kind of leader do I want to be?” “And maybe the
answers to those two questions do not coincide?” The group gives him
the floor.

He shares a story about how he and one of the team leaders had
been in a conversation where it became relevant that the team leader
responded thus: “Well, Erik, you’re not one particularly caring leader.
However, you are available. Lisa is a very caring leader. She, for exam-
ple, knows the names of all her employees’ children. Yes, even their pets’
names she remembers.”

Erik wanted to reflect together with the group on, as he phrased
it: “Have I become a less supportive leader? One who wants structure
and professionalism, and only comments when something ain’t good
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enough?” He then told the group that he was a member of a choir. On
one occasion he had been elected to be the soloist at a concert. Dur-
ing their many practices preparing for the concert, the choir director not
once commented on his singing. Erik had felt so bad about it, feeling he
lost quite a bit of his self-confidence as a result of not knowing if what
he did was right or not, in the conductor’s eyes. He used this as an exam-
ple of what kind of leader he did not want to be but was worried about
having become, after having gotten the team leader’s response. Such was
the narrative he presented to the group and wanted reflections on. How
reflections are done, will be addressed later.

The Groups

The oldest one of my groups, a group of physicians in private prac-
tice, has been running for 33 years, meeting 90 minutes every second
or third week except for two months in the summertime and one month
around Christmas. Through the last three decades I have been running,
on average, some thirty groups like this each year. The timeframes for
their meetings vary, depending on the frequency with which they meet,
which again depends on the geographical distances they have to travel to
attend.
These groups are “open groups,” (Yalom 1975) admitting new mem-

bers as old members either retire, move from the area, or for other rea-
sons end their participation. They are also “work groups” (Bion 1974),
groups that are meeting for a specific task, in this case, for supervision.
Their organization and structure give stability and permanence to the
group.

Some groups are “mono-professional groups ,” e.g., groups of physi-
cians in private practice, principals in local schools, ministers, family
therapists, supervisors, and different health- and social care profession-
als. While others are “multi-professional groups .” Others again are “trans-
professional groups” where whole staffs of institutions participate; or a
department staff; a church staff; or psychologists, psychiatric nurses,
social workers, family therapists, and milieu therapists working as a team



142 T. K. Lang

in different community-based “low-threshold programs” helping fami-
lies, battered or sexually abused women and men, mentally ill people
and drug addicts.

If the group members have to travel far to meet, they may attend entire
days like once in February, once in April and once in June, and likewise
two or three times in the fall. Others may choose to meet three hours
once a month, and so forth according to what fits the participants best.

A Contract Defines the Context

All these different groups have as foundations the same “moral contract ”
between the group members and the supervisor, and between the group
members themselves. It defines the context— the group’s organization
and structure—within which the supervision takes place. It describes in
detail how each group session will proceed; the philosophy behind this
way of working; and the obligations of the participants over against each
other and toward themselves.

Establishing the rules of procedure and presenting the philosophical
stance characterizing this form of supervision as a dialogical and collab-
orative process, is a precondition for the work. The groups are highly
organized and the meetings efficient.
Though, the supervisor’s responsibility in constituting the group and

the supervisory process emphasizes, the group organization and structure
need to be understood as “the product of co-operation between members
of the group, and their effect once established in the group is to demand
still further co-operation from the individuals in the group” (Bion 1974,
p. 122).

“How?” “Why?” and “Who?”—The Necessity
of a Deep, Reciprocal, Shared Understanding

It is a truism in this way of thinking that real communication between
participants in a conversation will only take place where there is a
deep, reciprocal, and shared understanding of who the participants are:
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Who are you?Who am I?What are we doing together? Why are we doing
this (Gadamer 1975)? Therefore, the first session always starts with an
introduction of the participants. How the group will work, and why.
Making sure that the supervisor’s assumptions about his or her role coin-
cide with those held by the participants in the group, and vice versa: that
the expectations about what it means to be a member of the group coin-
cide with the expectations of the other members of the group, including
the supervisor (Berger 1963).

In the introductory phase of a group I often include telling about
the three most determining elements when realtors price a property:
“Location. Location. Location.” Then I add: “When you work profes-
sionally with people, there are three equally crucial elements: Context-
defining. Context-defining. Context-defining.”
When the context is understood and mutually agreed upon, each

member of the group knows the “rules” that will apply in the group
setting. So, the “play” may begin.

The Group as a Language Game

Wittgenstein (1953) introduces the analogy between game and language
to underline that language includes activity, action. A language game is
a section of the language and the activities into which it is interwoven.
To understand a concept, Wittgenstein maintains, is to participate in a
life form. Learning to master a broader human reality. If one wants to
play, one needs to enter the game and participate in it. In this sense,
a supervisory session is like a language game. One needs to master it to
understand it. To understand the concept: “a language-systemic approach
to supervision” one needs to participate in it.

“You should try it!” is a commonly expressed response the first time a
group member comes back in after having been placed outside the cir-
cle with his or her back to the group. Sitting there, he or she first had
to listen to the group members’ verbatim recital of the story he or she
just told, while sitting in the ring, facing the group. After the supervisor
has asked if the story has been correctly recited, the narrator may con-
firm this, correct it, or add something important that has been left out.
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The group members are then asked by the supervisor to reflect on the
story, while the narrator still sits outside the circle with his or her back
to the group making notes of thoughts that may occur while listening
to the group’s recitation and reflections. Thoughts that are shared and
developed further, when he or she enters the circle again: “What I dis-
covered sitting listening to my own story recited, was that ….” Alterna-
tively: “When you were reflecting on my story, I understood that….” If
an entirely new story about the “real issue” occurs, the supervisor places
the narrator, after having told the new story, outside the circle again with
his or her back toward the group. The same procedure is then followed,
as after the first story. One of the most powerful effects of this mode of
supervision, is often said by the participants to be “sitting with my back
towards the group and experiencing that I really have been listened to
and been heard!”
The metaphor of the game is also used by Gadamer when describing

how language pulls the reader of text into a meaning-universe. To the
degree the reader understands what he or she reads, the reader will be
drawn away by the account. The same is the case regarding the story
heard told in supervisory groups, both when the group members listen
to the narrated story, as well as when the narrator listens to the story
recited verbatim. “In understanding, we are drawn into an event of truth
and arrive, as it were, too late, if we want to know what we are supposed
to believe” (Gadamer 1975, p. 484).
Entering the game’s world is letting oneself be sucked into it, which

changes one’s position. At a certain point, the game takes over, as if one
becomes part of the game itself, and ruled by it. The players follow where
the game takes them.
What makes working as a supervisor so exciting is precisely this: that

one never knows what is going to happen, or where it is going to lead.
One only knows for sure that something will happen, in every session,
if we “play” according to the rules. We know that no one in the group
could have foreseen, planned, or manipulated this to happen. Nor would
it have been possible to make it happen without the participation of
these particular people in the group. The supervision group becomes a
professional creative room where new insights and understanding can
occur by coincidence. We experience what Bakhtin (1984), like Buber
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(1970), formulated as a theory of the inter-subjective formation of the
self: in revealing oneself to another, one becomes aware of oneself.

Bakhtin maintains that “Human thought becomes genuine thought,
that is, an idea, only under conditions of living contact with another
and alien thought, a thought embodied in someone else’s voice, that is, in
someone else’s consciousness expressed in discourse. At that point of con-
tact between voice-consciousnesses, the idea is born and lives” (Bakhtin
1984, p. 88). If an idea remains in one person’s isolated individual con-
sciousness only, it degenerates and dies (Jaspers 1953).

Development Within a Professional Context

The context exists first. We are born into a culture (family, local, and
national), where we learn to speak, think and act, so that we become
part of that culture.

In the same manner, we have studied, learned the language, and
worked our way through practice, into mastering the way to do things
as they are seen to be scientifically or professionally correct to do, within
the science or profession to which we belong.

After entering a profession through its initiating processes, it is a con-
dition for maintaining one’s professionalism that one participates in close
communication with other professionals. Supervision groups offer the
possibility of doing this. Since understanding is never-ending and pro-
fessional knowledge is fresh produce these groups provide a dynamic and
viable knowledge arena throughout the members’ entire professional life-
cycle.

As a place for sharing, truthfully, stories about how one works, these
groups function as a tool for securing the quality of one’s daily prac-
tice through letting others “peek over one’s shoulder” to see how one
works; asking questions about what they “see;” giving support, correc-
tive, or applause when appropriate. Following Bakhtin (1984, p. 287),
we can never really see ourselves, and can only get an authentic image
of ourselves reflected in the other’s eyes. He considers the other’s gaze as
a precondition for the person having a sense of self at all. Subscribing
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to this view, we consider having other professionals’ gaze on oneself as
necessary for any professional to have a professional self.

One’s “professional I” requires a “professional You”: someone who can
see me and acknowledge me and meet me openly and honestly in a man-
ner that makes me able to hold on to myself and my stories as well as
endure being challenged, so that I might discover new understandings or
ways of performing my professional practice. Supervisory groups invite
this process to take place through group members’ narrating, listening,
and engaging in exchanges with other professionals.

“The idea is a live event, played out at the point of dialogic meeting
between two or several consciousnesses,” states Bakhtin (1984, p. 88).
Likewise, Gadamer (1986/1993, p. 108) emphasizes understanding as an
event—as something happening to us, not something we do or achieve
alone.
The group conversations lead the participants to places they never

knew existed. Spontaneously an idea takes shape, is born and begins to
live, becomes a live event in which the group members participate and
understanding happens.
What one is witnessing then is what Hannah Arendt (1958) described

as the creation of “a residue” or “a surplus.” That which remains after
the group session. The real product of the meetings is not what has been
said or done in that encounter, but the narrative, the story that will be
told afterward about what happened. That is the real product. “Oh, now
I understand, and I know what I want to do!”

Alternatively, expressed in typical feedbacks like: “I was just about to
say this to my client, but then I could hear your voice, TK, as if you
were sitting on my shoulder talking to me, asking about my intentions
in saying that which I was about to say.”
The most substantial impact of language-systemic supervision comes

precisely from this: the group members’ voices become part of the indi-
vidual member’s self-reflection. Like Bakhtin said, “We are the voices that
inhabit us” (Bakhtin 1981). As he argued, “it is precisely the individual
utterance that should be made the central object of enquiry because it is
there that the voices of self and other engage in an ongoing power strug-
gle over meaning” (Chapman and Routledge 2005, p. 25; Bakhtin 1986,
p. 89).
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The Core of Supervision: Becoming
a Reflective Subject in One’s Professional
Practice

This self-reflective inner dialogue—before, during, or after our profes-
sional encounter with our clients—is the core of supervision. It is related
to what is called conscience (Latin: con-scientia, to know together with).
One knows together with one’s self. However, also together with oth-
ers, whose voices may participate in one’s inner polyphonic conversation
with one’s self.

Conscience shows itself as an afterthought, a reflection on thoughts
and on what has been said and done. It functions as a corrective to one’s
future actions. Supervision functions likewise, nurturing inner conversa-
tions as afterthoughts: being about to act, one may hear voices from a
supervisory session which guide one directly, so one knows what to do,
or indirectly by making one anticipate reflections in a future session.

Zygmunt Bauman elegantly formulates this anticipation:

Lives lived and lives told are for that reason closely interconnected and
interdependent. One can say, paradoxically, that the stories told of lives
interfere with the lives lived before the lives lived have been lived to be
told. (Bauman 2001, p. 16)

This interaction between lives and stories seems to be intrinsic to our
human nature. In a broader context, it also means that a human being is
fundamentally social and socially interdependent. Stories and lives com-
plexly interact with each other forming a social setting (Lang and Tysk
2017; Bateson 1972).

Critical Analysis of Professional Issues:
The Group as a Language System

Such a social context is what supervision groups constitute. For as long
as group members bring up themes, concerns, problems, situations, or
questions from their professional work that the group finds interesting
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and meaningful to talk about and reflect on, the group continues to
exist. In the language of Goolishian and Anderson (1987, 1988), this
is what makes the supervision groups into “language systems.” If they
do not have issues to reflect on, the language system—created by the
conversation around an “issue”—dissolves.

It is, usually, more beneficial to have multi-professional groups. By
bringing forth a greater multitude of perspectives on an “issue,” it more
easily dissolves as a “problem.” Viewed from different perspectives, an “is-
sue” may seem irrelevant, or ways to deal with it may occur as obvious,
quite different from how it does in a group of exclusively highly special-
ized professionals within the same field. In mono-professional groups,
one experiences more often than in multi-professional groups that mem-
bers think they understand too quickly. Then they easily end up talking
about issues in a manner Wittgenstein describes thus:

“The general form of propositions is: This is how things are.”—That is
the kind of proposition that one repeats to oneself countless times.

… A picture held us captive. So we could not get outside it, for it lay
in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably. (1953,
§§ 114–115)

Of course, this is always a danger in conversations. As Harlene Anderson
cautions, “Be tentative with what you think you might know. Know-
ing interferes with dialogue: it can preclude learning about the other,
being inspired by them, and the spontaneity intrinsic to genuine dia-
logue” (2007, p. 40).

Supervision as a Reflection on Practice

I define supervision as “reflection on practice .” Practice, in its turn, I under-
stand with Wittgenstein (1953, §§ 202) as “a rule plus the applying of the
rule.” Which in everyday professional language would be approximate:
“My professional practice is what I do in every instance of my profes-
sional work, as a consequence of my training, doing what is the right
thing to do, within that particular context.”
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One cannot follow a rule “privately.” One needs to be trained to follow
it, as one analogically is trained to follow an order. To believe that one is
following the rule is not to follow the rule but to act on an interpreta-
tion. Consequently, any professional will have to belong to a professional
community that verifies that their practice is following “the rule,” what
is right to do, within that professional field of knowledge.

So what is brought to supervision is a narrative of what happened in
a particular situation during a professional’s everyday work—something
that did not make sense, or something so challenging that the profes-
sional’s self-confidence is at stake, experiencing shaking of one’s profes-
sional foundations as they are threatening to lose their meaning.
The supervision functions, then, as an inquiry into the professionals’

understanding (“the rule”) of what they are doing or intend to be doing
when they do what they do in their practice and reveal in their telling
about it. Moreover, the group looks at the way things have been done or
said (“the application of the rule”), to see if this meets the standards of the
profession, as an adequate response to whatever the situation demanded.

Long-term supervision in groups brings, unavoidably, into discussion
the concepts and understandings of the particular field of knowledge
within which the professional has his or her training. Are these concepts
and beliefs adequate and helpful in the actual situation about which the
narrator is concerned? Scrutinizing experiences from practice that turn
out not to be satisfying, even though one has done what one usually does
in “such situations,” may reveal information that will make a difference
to the narrator’s future practice. In this sense, our groups offer a “tool ”
or a “room” for an active investigation through critical analysis of the
validity of one’s own profession’s self-evident, or axiomatic understand-
ings. Accordingly, one’s supervisory group becomes an active participant
in developing the professional field to which one belongs.

Outside the Hamster Wheel

Long-term supervisory groups offer professionals a place outside their
daily “hamster wheel” of running their everyday practice, continually
trying to keep up with an often overwhelming amount of work and
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demands. The groups provide a viewpoint allowing a necessary, tran-
scendent perspective on everyday practice, making possible the explo-
ration of one’s practice in depth in order to provide new insights. Thus,
these groups become a field of knowledge creation as well as a continuous
evaluation process providing quality assurance—an ongoing integrative
process that may widen the group members’ horizon, however, only by
overturning an existing perspective as erroneous or too narrow.

Given the hermeneutic challenges in any human dialogue, it is
demanding to be a supervisor with this philosophical approach. One
needs to be highly aware that speech always contains more than can be
immediately perceived even though the narrator both leaves a picture
of him- or herself, as well as is personally present in his or her speech
(Lévinas 1991). “People are what they say, but not what they say that
they are.” (Skjervheim 2002, p. 230). They are also their image, i.e.,
what they who meet them, say they are. When reflecting what has been
heard and seen it is important to remember that the supervisor is not
there as a specialist to criticize or correct the ones asking for supervision.
Also, it is important to remember that their narrative—though reveal-
ing themselves—is about a situation where they did as best as they could
at that moment. Finally, essential to have in mind is how telling about
something that one is not satisfied with having done, is a daring and
often scary thing to do. The supervisor has to watch out—“not so much
that what you’re saying is true, but that the person you’re talking to can
stand the truth” (Seneca, 4 BC-65, 3.36.4). Because of this one has to be
very particular about how one starts the groups.

Laying Down the Foundations: The First
Meeting in Detail

At the opening of the first session, each participant is asked to introduce
him- or herself by name and in his or her professional capacity. Do they
have any specialized education? If so, from where; and when; and what
kind of specialist competence did they acquire by that? What kind of
professional work experiences do they have? Where? For how long?
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They are also asked to say something about their experiences with
supervision and with participating in “a group like this one.” If they have
experience, was it good or bad? If good, what made it so? If not good,
what made it so?

Finally, they are asked to say something about their expectations, here
and now, at the start of their participation in this particular group.

If it is the upstart of an entirely new group, the supervisor usually starts
the “introduction round” by introducing him- or herself, thus setting
the standard. If it is an ongoing group, including new members, same
procedure is followed plus the old members share, how long they have
been in it; how they use it; and their experience of the group’s value in
their professional life.
The groups always sit in a circle. No table. There may be coffee, tea,

and water together with cups and glasses standing on the floor in the
middle of the circle.
The way the group will be working; the philosophy this work is based

on; and a minute presentation of the contract that defines the group
members’ way of relating to each other, comes next. Often, during this
presentation, old members express how they suddenly understand the
importance of why we do things the way we do. Saying this, they sustain
and develop the cohesiveness of the group and the group culture per
se. Establishing the ground rules for the group’s work together gives the
supervisor as well as participants the freedom to act in whatever situation
that might occur during a group session.

Fundamental to making supervision a secure “room” is the group
members pledging confidentiality concerning what others are sharing in
the group. What one finds out about oneself and how this affects one’s
further life as a professional, one may share with whoever. However, who
said what in the group that made one see things differently, stays in the
group. “Yours is yours. Do whatever with it. What belongs to others’
stays in the group.” If it is a group of co-workers making up the super-
visory group, it is important to make rules, particularly about how the
participating manager will not call anyone in “on the carpet” for some-
thing shared in the group. Also important to emphasize is that nothing
brought into supervision becomes the leader’s responsibility to handle
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before the one bringing it forth in the group brings it to the leader out-
side the group. Sounds maybe complicated, but in practice, it turns out
to be no problem.
The contract also contains an agreement on time-frame, frequency,

meeting place, dates, what kind of issues are relevant to bring forth, how
one ends participation, how one includes new members, and how once
a year a session is set aside for evaluation. At the annual evaluation, each
member evaluates his or her use of the group, how the group has been
essential and shares thoughts on how each member, mentioned by name,
has contributed positively in that member’s perspective during the past
year. Attending the group is also agreed to be a top priority commitment,
in the sense that only sick-leave, vacation, and emergencies may justify
absence.

If it is a 90-minutes group, I always make sure that I have at least
40 minutes at the end of the first session, asking one of the members
to “jump into it” so that the group may experience a real supervisory
session, learning by doing in the Wittgensteinian tradition of “meaning
equals use.”
The first meeting always has the same structure. Being pragmatic and

not wishing to spend too much time introducing new members, we usu-
ally include them in the upstart meeting after summer- or Christmas
breaks.

Long-term supervision groups provide a unique context, making con-
versations in that space very different from those in staff meetings, at
nursing stations, or among colleagues, friends, and people in general. The
difference lies in the quite particular and clearly defined frame, referred
to as the contract: the mutual commitment to the collaborative work this
form of supervision demands.

Trusting the Structure and the Process:
The Format of Each Session

Each session starts with feedback from the previous session, either con-
cerning the issues dealt with, what it might have led to, or how it was
to attend. Then each member of the group addresses the supervisor’s
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question: “What are you concerned about today?” While answering this
question briefly, the group agrees on who is “to get time today.” Groups
differ in whether they decide this ahead of or at the beginning of each
session.
The one who “gets the time” then tells his or her narrative concerning

a job- or professional field-related theme. After that, the narrator turns
his or her chair, placing him- or herself outside the group-circle with his
or her back toward the group. The story told is then recited verbatim by
the group members, starting with someone reciting the first part of the
story, followed by the person sitting next to him or her taking up the
story from where the former group member left off, and so forth until
the whole story has been retold. The supervisor then asks the narrator
whether the group has correctly reiterated the narrative. If things need
to be corrected or added, one does so. The group then shares, in the
same manner, going around the circle, what thoughts the narrative has
evoked, own experiences, or relevant material from the professional field,
possibly, also adding short reflections on other group members’ reflec-
tions.
The narrator is then invited back into the circle to share thoughts,

understandings, or insights evolving or gained while listening to the
recitation and reflections. If interesting new perspectives emerge, or a
story about “what the real issue is,” the same procedure is followed,
placing the narrator outside the circle again while the group recites and
reflects on the new material presented. How many times the narrator is
placed outside the group depends on what new statements may occur
worth reflecting on in that way.

Back in the circle again, the narrator reports to the group, initiat-
ing dialogues within the group that may bring forth new understand-
ings and suggestions relevant to new practices. In this last phase of the
session, experience has shown how group members easily fall back into
monologues and argumentative modes of communicating, losing focus
on the narrator’s story and issue. Consequently, it is vital that the super-
visor actively upholds the dialogical and reflecting conversation with a
focus on what may be useful to the one “having the time.” The narrator
always gets the last word before the designated time is up, or the session
ends.
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What Has Experience Taught Us?

First and foremost: it works.
This kind of supervision in long-term groups gives professionals work-

ing alone the experience of belonging to a professional fellowship; it also
ensures the quality of their professional work, keeps them up to date
within their professional field, and functions as a unique safety net when
times get rough. “I wouldn’t have stayed in this job of mine if it hadn’t
been for this group,” is a commonly expressed sentiment.

In addition to the group being essential in any individual
professional’s life, experience with this form of supervision also reveals
how whole teams or staffs at institutions often benefit from it. The teams’
professional awareness is typically strengthened. The same goes for their
willingness to accept both individual and collective responsibility toward
clients, colleagues, and others with whom they cooperate, as well as their
willingness to accept the limits and possibilities of their resources.
The culture of the long-term supervision groups, as presented in

this chapter, tends to influence the culture of the whole department or
institution. After a while, the culture of the group seems to set the stan-
dard also for how people communicate respectfully with each other in
other encounters as well. Colleagues are paying attention to each other
in quite a different way and are collaborating more efficiently because
they understand and trust each other more after having shared openly
with each other in the supervision group. The culture of dialogue—the
training in listening and in being-in-what-is-said—that the supervisory
groups develop affects how the professionals engage with other agencies
and particularly how they interact with clients, patients, and significant
others. As expressed by the leader of four homes for traumatized single
teenage refugees at the annual evaluation after ten years of gathering for
90 minutes every two weeks (except for summers and Christmas holi-
days): “These supervision groups are the glue in our organization.”
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Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, I have emphasized the decisiveness of the con-
tract on which this form of supervisory work depends. The moral com-
mitment the contract implies enforces strong group cohesiveness, making
it possible for the members to focus their full energy on being resources
for each other and talking freely and sharing truthfully in a dialogical
manner in the groups. Through this sharing of professional reflections,
new understandings may emerge unexpectedly, not as something pro-
vided by a supervisor acting as an expert, nor as the result of a specific
task performed by the individual, but as an event in which the group
members are themselves, active participants.

Many people’s tendencies to be self-centered, defensive, and afraid of
living transparently and revealing themselves to others, are counteracted
by the form of long-term supervision groups described here. The mono-
logue of self-centeredness is transformed (or at least challenged) by the
dialogical structure of the group. In the best of cases, individuals are freed
from the confines of their single-minded habitual self-understandings as
professionals and empowered to regard themselves anew through a plu-
rality of available perspectives.
The concept “groupthink” from the group dynamics tradition comes

to mind at this point as a challenge or warning. Irving Janis’s studies
of “the poor decision-making strategies used by groups responsible for
such fiascoes as the Bay of Pigs invasion, the defense of Pearl Harbor
before its attack in World War II, and the escalation of the Vietnam
War,” concludes that “in-group pressures” made these groups “the victims
of groupthink,” resulting in “a deterioration of mental efficiency, reality
testing, and moral judgment” (1972, p. 9). This is why the supervisor
in long-term supervision groups emphasizes, again and again, that: “Yes,
this is one way to look at it. How may it look from other perspectives?”

I hear myself time and again assert that: “We don’t get our life in order
before it is placed in a narrative. The hope lies in that it is a good story!”
Moreover, as this chapter has shown, I agree with Jaspers, who main-
tained that “the truth begins first where two are together” (1972, p. 93),
and with Ricoeur underscoring how “we tell stories because in the last
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analysis human lives need and merit being narrated” (1984, p. 75). Or
as the American essayist, Joan Didion writes: “We tell ourselves stories in
order to live” (1979, p. 11). These stories, of course, can be both liber-
ating and destructive forces in people’s lives. The author Maggie Nelson
writes that:

I became a poet in part because I didn’t want to tell stories. As far as I
could tell, stories may enable us to live, but they also trap us, bring us
spectacular pain. In their scramble to make sense of nonsensical things,
they distort, codify, blame, aggrandize, restrict, omit, betray, mytholo-
gize, you name it. This has always struck me as cause for lament, not
celebration. (2017, p. 155)

Wittgenstein and Heidegger had the same insight as the one Nelson
expresses here; their philosophies demonstrated how language bewitches
us, creating a picture that holds us captive. However, these two philoso-
phers also saw language as an instrument of freedom, containing the
power the Greeks called poiesis, and we call poetry. The supervisor must
be sensitive to this dual potential in language; he or she must under-
stand just how powerful stories can be, as both creative and destructive
forces in a person’s life. One of the aims of the supervision is to chal-
lenge destructive narratives while harnessing the creative and liberating
potential in fresh perspectives.

Ultimately, the approach to supervision I have presented in this
chapter rests on the firm conviction that it is only when professionals
reflect collectively on their practice that they become truly professional.
It is only through the gaze of other professionals that they come to
understand who they are or should be as professionals. However, the
responsibility for the person I show myself to be, in what I say or do,
is never the group’s responsibility. The responsibility for my responses to
others, and for my answers to whatever the actual situation calls for, is
mine alone.
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