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The Role Of Mindfulness In The Supervision Process With Particular Reference To The Transpersonal Perspective.

Where there is no space, the eternal cannot visit. Where there is no space, the soul cannot awaken.  O’Donohue

Introduction
The supervision of psychotherapists and counsellors is a blend of many things. In this essay I will be exploring one particular facet of the process of supervision, mindfulness, and argue that this may not only be a valuable basic tool but one which also lends itself to work which has a transpersonal element to it. Using my own experience as both supervisor and supervisee, I will show the process of mindfulness at work so we may see its value in bringing into awareness elements of experience of the supervisoy relationship from which learning and development is possible.

By way of introduction to this subject I will explore the idea of mindfulness to show something of its philosophical and spiritual roots; I will comment on my experience of therapy, supervision and training and how I have developed my work with the transpersonal perspective; I will then discuss the soul dimension and what it means to work with this, and look at some of the literature on models of supervision, including the contemplative. The essay concludes by arguing that the contemplative approach can be integrated with an established process model to provide a sound basis for transpersonal supervision.

Mindfulness
Mindfulness is central to the contemplative approach to psychotherapy.         The term has its roots in Tibetan Buddhist teachings, teachings which have also informed much of the literature on the transpersonal perspective, (Cortwright, 1997). In Theravada Budddhism, mindfulness is described as Satipathana where Sati is the element of awareness, and Pathana is the element of keeping present. The practice of mindfulness meditation brings the development of what is called ‘bare attention.’ (Thera, 1972)

While different vocabulary is used in other spiritual traditions, the practices and their purpose are essentially similar. The practice is to increase the capacity to be aware of what is present and the purpose to allow what is there to be so, without judgment or wish for this to be different. These practices teach us to become more aware of the present and to begin to let go of preconceptions about reality. Our consciousness is expanded and we begin to open up a space within in which those deeper parts of ourselves may be revealed.

In spiritual practice the work is towards becoming aware, whereas in psychotherapy and in supervision the work is to reflect upon the content of that awareness.

In his discussion of ‘mindfulness meditation’ and psychotherapy, Deatherage (1966) says:

           ‘ the goal of mindfulness training is to work directly with the ongoing train of experiences, to practice directing ‘bare attention’ to those experiences, to develop patience with and compassion for oneself as well as others.’

My early experience of training as a therapist, and as a supervisor, and the development of mindfulness in my practice.

(a) Mindful attention and ‘not knowing’

I trained originally as a psychiatric social worker in the Freudian tradition of psychodynamic casework. I learned of Winnicott’s idea of the therapist’s presence having to remain a ‘transitional or potential presence’, so that the therapist can then be involved by the client ‘as presence, or as representing absence’. (Casement, 1997)

I then trained in Gestalt therapy where the emphasis is on the continuum of awareness. This involves mindful attention to the present, to what is happening in the here and now. This way of working involves slowing down and attending to the minutiae of experience, e.g. the tapping of the foot, the downward glance of the eyes, the breathing, the tone of voice, as well as the language of the person we are with. Alongside this I was taught to pay attention to my own process, how was I breathing, what images and thoughts crossed my mind in the session? In this process it becomes possible to see ways in which we and our client interrupt the flow of contact with the world. This way of working has its roots in existential and phenomenological schools of thought as well as in Freudian psychology.

In this mode of work we suspend any ideas we may have about how the session will go and wait to see what the client brings. We prepare ourselves to be in a state of ‘not knowing’ and thus remain open to the ebb and flow of what arises in each moment.

This state of ‘not knowing’ is a curious one when we spend so long learning our theories and methods. I find Bion’s idea of our needing ‘binocular vision’ helps make sense of this. He means that we hold what we know and remain open to the yet to be known. This reminds me of the Zen idea of ‘beginner’s mind’ and the Taoist idea of ‘intelligent stupidity’. This is especially hard for us at times when our own personal issues are evoked by the client’s material, and when we are intent upon fixing somebody or making them better. I give an example of this process at work in a later section.
(b) The Soul Dimension
My more recent therapy and supervision training has been in the transpersonal field. In working with a transpersonal perspective I have learned to bring a quality of attention to the work which shows respect for the soul of the client.

Thomas Moore writing on the soul in relation to therapy has this to say:

‘ therapy of the soul takes seriously the medieval philosophical notion that the soul is what makes us human, and it doesn’t easily dismiss human problems and foibles as diseases to be cured, but sees them as necessary if painful ingredients in a fully human life.’(1996)

And,

‘The soul is deep and attention to it often simple, and yet it is the source of our passions, our identity, and our vitality. Acknowledging its primacy, for the first time, we may find we have opened Pandora’s Box, let loose all the debris of a fully engaged, vibrant human life.’ (My emphasis)

Hillman speaks of an approach to work with the soul as follows:

‘By soul I mean, first of all, a perspective rather than a substance, a viewpoint towards things rather than the thing itself. This perspective is reflective, between us and events, the doer and the deed, there is a reflective moment – and soul-making means differentiating this middle ground.’ (My emphasis)

By its very nature such work is meditative. The space for deeper reflection on the movement of the soul in a person’s life is revealed to them through quiet and respectful attention to that which arises in such an atmosphere. The soul has a ‘note’ or can be thought of as an ‘inner artist’ (Wilde McCormick, 1997), bringing image and symbol, or symptom as symbol. A life event may bring a person to a deeper understanding of themselves and reveal the movement of the soul in their life. Somers, (1998) talks of transpersonal therapy as ‘initiation’, Vaughan and Wittine (1994) as ‘spiritual enquiry’, and Sills (1997) as a spiritual journey.

We know then that attention to the realm of the soul requires a reflective, and a meditative approach, a way that quietens us down and enables us to go deep to listen to the note of the soul, allowing us to see the work of that inner artist.

As transpersonal therapists and supervisors we are required to maintain a spiritual practice that will include some kind of meditation to support ourselves in this kind of work.

In their discussion of the demands placed up transpersonal psychotherapists, and others in this field, Vaughan and Wittine say:

‘they represent subtler, deeper demands than other therapies because the phenomena with which we are working are themselves subtler and deeper. 
This may perhaps represent an example of the general principle of increasing subtlety: as we move towards greater health, the psychological phenomena with which we must work become increasingly subtle, and the tools for dealing with them become correspondingly less active and interfering, and more simply observing, accepting and allowing.’

Models of Supervision

Models are generally held to have value when they give us a clear idea of the interaction between elements in a system. They are likely to be oversimplified as one cannot take into account the complexity of human systems in any process. As conceptual models they are static and abstract. I will explore here what happens to models of supervision when we bring the practice of mindfulness into the process.

Establishes models

Each of the models I discuss offers a valuable structure to guide our thinking and practice, with each constructed around the working relationship between the supervisor and the supervisee, or group of supervisees, for without this the work cannot be done effectively. For example Carroll’s (1996) model is a task-based one, focusing on the range of work involved in supervision. He identifies these tasks as: creating the learning relationship; teaching; counselling; monitoring professional and ethical issues; evaluating; consulting; and, where appropriate, looking at agency implications. These tasks are clearly central in supervision whatever the approach of the therapist or coach being supervised.

In their review of existing models of supervision, Hawkins and Shohet (1998) offer a combined developmental model based on integration of work done by Worthington (1987), and Stoltenberg & Delworth (1987). They identify four levels which represent successive stages of development of the supervisee, each stage being associated with a progression in focus, and of the concern of the supervisee, as shown below:

Focus of the supervision                                
Concern of the supervisee

Level 1   self-centred                                  
‘can I make this work?’

Level 2    client-centred                                 
‘can I help this client make it?’

Level 3    process-centred                               
‘how are we relating together?’

Level 4     process-in-context-centred               
‘how do processes 







interpenetrate?’

Hawkins & Shohet then go on to develop their own process model, which distinguishes two interlocking relationships, which they name systems or matrices, each with their own style of supervision:

1) The therapy/coaching relationship in which the task of supervision is to attend to the relationship between the therapist and their client. This style focuses on case notes, tape recordings and reports of the work brought by the supervisee.

And,

2) The supervisory relationship; in this style the supervision is carried out through attending to the supervisory relationship. Attention is paid to the dynamics of the therapeutic/coaching relationship as they are reflected in the here and now of the supervisory relationship. These dynamics have been conceptualised by Searles (1955), as parallel process.

They describe in detail each of the two styles and show that in any one supervision session the process may contain a combination of focal points, namely the content of the session, the strategies used by the supervisee, the therapy relationship itself, the transference and counter transference phenomena evoked by the work, and any parallel process material that is brought into awareness in the session. They argue that good supervision will have this range of options available.

During the transpersonal supervision course we worked with some aspects of this model. It seemed to come alive for me when we focussed on the supervisee-client relationship, and worked with it in a transpersonal way, namely by using imagery.

This approach proved particularly effective when we were asked to find an image for the relationship between ourselves and a supervisee we were working with. We then drew this image and worked with each other unfolding what this was telling us at a subtle level about what might be going on in our supervisory relationship. Accessing the image was a way for us to bypass our analytical minds and provided a method of understanding at a deeper level.

O’Donohue (1999) catches the essence of this in the following lines:

‘The imagination is a great friend of the unknown. Endlessly, it evokes and releases the power of possibility.’

When we step back to survey the ground of supervision work, our work with images is a familiar part of transpersonal practice, and now we discover we have a skill we can transfer into supervision work. Into what part of the established models does it fit? Since we already find it valuable to work with Hawkins & Shohet’s model, what additional facets can we bring to it so that the expanded model fits well with the transpersonal perspective?

In their discussion of the stage of supervision where the focus is on what went on in the session between the supervisee and their client, Hawkins & Shohet refer in some detail to Shainberg’s (1990) contemplative approach. In my view this aspect of their model needs developing.

The Contemplative Approach: Mindfulness at work

It is not until we explore further the supervision literature in the contemplative tradition (Shainberg; Rabin & Walker, 1997), that we find practices which are reflective and which deepen our experience of ourselves and the other, thus offering a creative space for the work of the soul. Here we open out the map of the territory to discover some very specific and practical guidance for the participants on the supervisory journey in transpersonal realms. In this literature we move into what may be implied but not named in other approaches, namely the value of mindfulness, or ‘non-identified witnessing’ (Welwood, 1992) as an approach to the process of supervision.

We find in Shainberg an early reference to the idea of learning from the patient and how ignorant of this possibility many beginners, and indeed experienced practitioners often are. She defines supervision in this way:

‘to show that the work is ongoing, that there is no ‘way’, that one never knows for sure the experience of the other, and that it is in the mutual participation of discovering the essential quality of the patient that the healing takes place.’

She goes on to say that the task in supervision is to enable the supervisee to become more aware of what is actually happening when meeting with the client, to notice what they experience within themselves as well as what they see,

‘behaviours, experiences and transformations of himself and the patient’ (my emphasis)

Shainberg dismisses the issue of anxiety of inexperienced therapists who are too anxious to listen to their patients; she shows how she teaches them to be present and to be in a relationship with their patients, as opposed to worrying about how to ‘fix them’ or make the right interventions. She helps them to attend to how they are, without judgment; to attend to their own anxieties; and then to begin to be with their patients just as they are and not as they wish them to be. This is mindfulness at work, and the fruits of her work are shown in her description of one of her supervisees:

‘She gained the strength from the supervisory relationship to drop the images of how therapy should be a bit and to live with the unknown. She becomes interested in the patient’s thoughts, feelings, how she behaves with her and the others. She became interested in the patient’s thoughts, feelings, images, sensations, wants. The therapist learns she does not know at times. She learns if she is interested to find out or not. She learns that the work of therapy is moment-to-moment awareness of what is actually taking place. It is not knowing in advance.’

In a similar vein, Welwood (1997) describes 4 stages in the process of learning to become present as follows:

1. willingness to enquire

2. acknowledging what is happening

3. allowing it to be there

4. being open to it more fully

He encourages us to bring the qualities of ‘awareness, courage and gentleness’ to our lives and our work and calls these:

‘warm wondering and gentle doggedness!’  (Welwood, 1989)

What often prevents us from being fully present with another in either therapy, coaching or in supervision is anxiety that we do not know enough, while the idea that we might learn from the client and the supervisee seems such a simple and liberating one to me. We find in Shainberg’s paper a detailed guide to the process of slowing down and letting go of preconceptions of what should be happening, so that we may begin to be there, to see what is happening and observe what arises each moment.

We can see how relevant this is to learning how to supervise coaches. The issue of anxiety was very present at the start of the supervision training process. Without attention to this very basic feeling the training group could not have been free to learn how to be supervisors. This was especially powerful as there were many very experienced supervisors in the group. None of us are immune from anxiety, so it was a necessary reminder of it as a potential block to learning.

Further help in identifying how to facilitate this development of awareness of what is present is given in a paper by Rabin & Walker (1987), in which they describe a way of bringing together their practice of mindfulness-awareness meditation as taught in the Buddhist and Shambhala traditions, with the contemplative approach to group supervision. This they call Body, Speech, and Mind discipline. This has been designed to bring the supervisee’s experience of the client and their relationship with them into the supervision group. This discipline is also designed so that any preconceptions about the client, or any theoretical ideas anyone in the group may have, are put to one side.

In Rabin & Walker’s approach the presenter reports in great detail their observations on each of the three aspects of the client, body, speech and mind. The responses of the group members to these observations then also become part of the process. Clearly none of the categories of observation are discrete and group members may seek clarification and amplification as the presenter proceeds. 

This process brings the client and the therapist’s relationship into the room, and as the experience of this impacts on group members, each will have their own responses to this evocation and thus become part of the presentation as well.

Space does not permit me to explore this approach further, except to say that when four of us on the transpersonal supervision course worked with this model in a small group we experienced a deepening of our understanding of the relationship we had with our client, and the effect this was having on us. We had to pay attention to the details that emerged and hold back from offering ideas or interpretations. It felt quite difficult for some of us to keep faithfully to this approach.

The way of presenting did open out many facets of my working relationship. It is perhaps a truism that we often bring our stuckness in the work to supervision. My experiencing of this way of working was that it opened up a space that enabled me to see how aspects of my own process had obscured what I needed to see.

The interactional field we inhabit in coaching work, with all its subtleties, as well as imaginal realms, can be revealed gently and supportively with the Rabin & Walker approach. This approach is, in my view, equally applicable to one to one supervision.

Applying the contemplative approach

1. My experience as a supervisee

I am working therapeutically at the moment with a woman who lives a great deal of time in a dissociated state of being. As we have found a way to be together she begins to reveal something of her physical and psychic pain, I sometimes feel very anxious and want to make her feel better.

On two occasions recently I have begun to make suggestions as to what she might do and find that she withdraws almost immediately into her dissociated state. She said to me recently, ‘I feel like leaving’ and when we sat together with this feeling I realised I had been pushing her to be somewhere other than where she was. This came directly out of my inability to hold my anxiety and be present in the face of hers.

I took this experience to supervision and my supervisor listened to my anxieties about feeling I was not doing enough. My supervisor accepted my anxiety and did not try to talk me out of it, or suggest a remedy for it, she simply held it. By allowing it to be present in our supervision session, I learned again the healing power of allowing whatever arises to be there without judgment.

Schwartz-Salant (1989) in his discussion of work with people in borderline states talks of the ‘immanent self being encapsulated in a psychotic process.’ He says that this means we must allow this person to really feel their deepest fears without trying to find ways to avoid them. He talks of the importance of having faith in the imaginal process, and in paying attention to that subtle interactional field that we inhabit together. He describes this field as:

‘this fertile area, invisible except to the eye if the imagination is constellated in the transference and counter transference process, and envisioning it is an essential part of my approach.’
I believe that by being supported in supervision to be mindful of my own process, of my feelings, of images that came into the session, I am more able to hold this faith that Schwartz-Salant speaks of.
2. My experience as a supervisor

During a description of some work that a newly qualified supervisee was giving me I began to feel tearful. I offered this to her as something that had arisen in the moment, saying that I felt her description may have brought her client psychologically into the room with us. I was now wondering if my feeling had caught something that was just beginning to be in the interactional field. She herself said that she had also been aware of his sadness, but had dismissed this since her dominant feeling was one of fear that he might be too much for her. We sat with this knowledge for a moment, waiting to see what else might emerge. Shortly, my supervisee began to move her arms out in front of her as if to push someone away, saying, ‘get away from me I cannot stand this any more’, and she began to sob. We talked together about what had been evoked for her and she realised that her fear was too strong at present for her to continue to see this client. I was seeing her for a colleague who was on holiday, and heard subsequently that, with support, she had been able to find another counsellor for this client and to begin to explore her own distress in therapy.

This process does reflect the value of the contemplative approach. I was mindful of what was happening within myself in the session and we were able to sit together with a deeper awareness of the impact upon my supervisee of the work she was doing with her client.

I quite often ask for an image in supervision as a way to widen and deepen our awareness of the therapeutic process. This can come at any time in the discussion, but often seems particularly relevant when a supervisee is feeling stuck, or perhaps puzzled by something under discussion in the session. I have found that supervisees like this approach and will begin to offer these without prompting. Images that arise can begin to tell us something about the relationship per se or throw light on the way in which the supervisee is viewing the client.

A new supervisee had come to see me for an initial session to see if she liked my approach. I had already said that I worked with a transpersonal perspective and she was curious to experience this. I asked if she had an image of the client she had brought for discussion. She said she saw her client and herself as two rocks, a little apart, on the edge of the shore, with the water lapping around them. For her this meant they were alongside each other and that the movement of the water was reflecting the slow but gradual shift in the ground they were on. When I saw the way her face lit up as we stayed with this developing image and worked with it, I could see that she was in touch with her imaginative and creative self. She commented that she was trained in a cognitive-behavioural approach and had not tapped into this part of herself at work at all. She said she had found this approach valuable in helping her see the work in a different way, and was excited about taking this approach further.

Whatever the theoretical persuasion of the supervisee, encouraging a more meditative approach to the supervision process brings into play images, reflections and feelings that might otherwise have become obscured by focusing solely on analytical talk. Bringing a truly transpersonal element into therapeutic work and to the supervision of it requires us to slow down and become mindful of the imaginal realms that lie within and around us.

My experience of starting to use a transpersonal approach with a wide range of supervisees at different stages in their development is that they are amazed, delighted and very often moved at what arises for them. I have also seen this amongst group members of the transpersonal supervision course as we have tried this way of working, taking ourselves into the unknown, opening to hear the note of the soul.

To expand on the point made by Hillman, I think that transpersonal supervision, or supervision with soul, asks for a yielding and openness, so that the material of the work we do is the raw material from which therapy with soul is made manifest.

Conclusion

The developmental models of supervision make a great deal of sense. However, when bringing a transpersonal perspective to supervision we do need tools and skills that attend to the subtle and imaginal realms of the therapeutic process in order to attend to the care of the soul. While existing models of supervision, especially that of Hawkins & Shohet, provide a valuable guide to this work, it is in the contemplative approach that we find a way of working that facilitates our work at a transpersonal level.

I believe that a contemplative approach could be called an aspirational one. While it may seem very simple, I believe that it requires considerable training to develop the skill, and much experience from practitioners, to use effectively in supervision.

Being present with what is arising in each moment is the purpose of mindfulness meditation and this is the practice which underpins the contemplative approach. Thus two kinds of practice are required; firstly the meditation; and secondly therapeutic work which is phenomenological in its method and attends to the soul of the client. These two need to be integrated in order to work in transpersonal supervision.

I would argue that through integrating the contemplative approach with the Hawkins & Shohet process model we do have a sound and effective way to supervise with a transpersonal perspective. Such an expanded model does honour mindfulness as central to the work of transpersonal supervision.
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