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Parallel Process

This is a term from the psychodynamic and humanistic schools of psychology. It takes us into the realms of what may lie outside the field of awareness of coach and supervisor. It was originally described by Searles in 1955, more recently by Janet Mattinson, (1975) as ‘the processes at work currently in the relationship between client and worker (sic) are often reflected in the relationship between worker and supervisor.’ She also refers to an ‘unconscious mimicry’ by the coach of the client, when discussing the client in supervision. The basic argument here is that what is not consciously understood can transfer itself unconsciously. For example, an otherwise competent and fluent coach may appear confused and awkward, or a balanced coach may appear angry or depressed. In holding the idea of parallel process the coaching supervisor has access to data that will serve to deepen their understanding of the coaching relationship and the coach within that.

In order to work with this process, either in a group or individually, coach and coach supervisor need to agree that they will be open to exploring what may be brought into their relationship in this way. Contained within the perspective of parallel process will also be the idea of the transference and counter-transference phenomena. Here again we hold the possibility that each participant in the coaching supervision relationship will react and respond in ways that are outside conscious awareness. For example, in any learning situation there are possibilities for shame and fear to be evoked. Some of these less easy feelings to acknowledge may be evoked and belong to earlier learning situations. As both parties become at ease with sharing what arises in the current relationship, the work will flow out of the current reality and not out of the past.

Another useful idea comes from the work of a Jungian, Andrew Samuels (1989) who talks about ‘embodied counter-transference’ and ‘reflective counter-transference’. The latter is another way of describing parallel process. The former is a way to describe what may be quite an unsettling experience in which either the coach or the supervisor may pick up the client’s mood or physical condition, or even aspects of their life, perhaps via an image. Access to such data is via bodily sensations, images that may come and certainly from any feelings evoked by the material being talked about. Again, it is essential that agreement is made to use such data.

Here are some examples of how it can be done:
‘I notice that as you are talking I am feeling quite distant from you. Is there something about your client that makes you feel that way?’

‘As you have described your client’s behaviour I have been getting angrier and angrier, yet there is nothing in the way you are at the moment nor does your client seem to experience anger. Does this mean anything to you?’  

‘As I listen to you I keep seeing the edge of a cliff. I think there is something in what you are saying about your client that worries me’

Naturally as in any offering made of such an intuitive nature, it may not mean anything to the coach, however when it is given in the spirit of an offering or an enquiry, there is room for reflection, and acceptance that the feedback may not actually be relevant, and may indeed be some personal material from the supervisor’s own life experience that has been evoked.

Our own experience in working with these ideas is that they can illuminate much that would otherwise be hidden and help us to explain some of the puzzling feelings, ideas and experiences that can arise in supervision meetings. The key thing here is to share, to offer and to enquire together in order to serve the needs of the coach and the client, and take the chance that you will expand and deepen the learning.
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