
Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis.  Permission is given for 
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and 
private study only.  The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without 
the permission of the Author. 
 



Out of the Closet: 

Experiences and 

Expressions of Spirituality 

in Supervision 

A thesis presented in partial fulfilment of 

the require in en ts for the degree of 

Master of Philosophy 

at Massey University, Palmerston North, New Zealand 

Helen Simmons 

2006 

• I 

.. 



ABSTRACT 

This research used a collaborative inquiry process approach to explore how 

spirituality is experienced and expressed in supervision. The inquiry involved an 

established professional development group of supervisors, of which the researcher 

was a member, and their associated supervisors in a four stage process of dialogue 

and reflection. From the data, experiences and expressions of spirituality in 

supervision were clustered under the themes of magical and memorable moments, 

ordinariness, connections within the supervision relationship, supervisor choice, 

strength-based practice, the use of ritual and ways of asking questions. These 

experiences and activities were believed important to practicing biculturally and 

holistically. They were found to provide benefits not just in supervision but also in 

work with clients and in the practitioner's wider life and self-care. Conscious practice 

and the use of supervisee-appropriate language and questions was a consequence of 

participant research involvement. Ethical cautions regarding spirituality in 

supervision are identified and ways of advancing these are discussed. 

Recommendations for future debates, training, emphases in supervision and 

supervisor choice are proposed. 

11 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Gestating and giving birth to a thesis is an arduous process. I would like to 

acknowledge the contribution of several groups of people who have enabled me to see 

this project through to completion. 

Firstly, I would like to acknowledge Gwen Ellis and Chris Thomas, my initial paper 

coordinators for the Diploma in Social Service Supervision. Their insight in 

requesting that we choose a symbol representing the model and context of our 

supervision practice provided the opportunity for me to see a clear link between my 

spirituality and my work. Thus the incubation process began. 

From relationships formed during the Diploma in Social Service Supervision, the GG 

group was born. This inspiring group of women became my companions and 

participants in the genesis of this thesis. Their support and generosity enabled me to 

include their supervisors amongst the participants for this research. Their combined 

involvement is gratefully acknowledged. 

Mary Nash and Catherine Brennan took on the role of guardian angels in providing 

the supervision for this project. Their vigilance and frank feedback ensured that the 

research remained grounded and within the margins of academic research. 

The support and encouragement of colleagues who have journeyed before me is also 

acknowledged. Their understanding and knowledge of the process provided further 

companionship along the way. 

I thank my immediate and extended family who have endured the angst and the mess 

in the dining room with me. Their patience and tolerance has been challenged many 

times as I endeavoured to combine my usual roles with the extra responsibilities of a 

thesis. 

Finally, I dedicate this work to the memory of my dear Dad, whose love, spirituality 

and belief in me has inspired and sustained me throughout my life. 

lll 



CONTENTS 

Abstract 

Acknowledgements 

Chapter One - Introduction 

Chapter Two - Looking at spirituality in social work and related 
professions 

Chapter Three - Taking spirituality to supervision 

Chapter Four- Research Methodology 

Chapter Five - Participants' Voices: Stages One and Two 

Chapter Six - Participants' Voices: Stage Three 

Chapter Seven - Participants' Voices: Stage Four 

Chapter Eight - Data Analysis 

Chapter Nine - Conclusion 

Bibliography 

Appendix One - National Application Form for Ethical Approval 
of a Research Project 

.. 
11 

111 

2 

7 

32 

49 

67 

93 

107 

115 

134 

148 

168 

Appendix Two - Spirituality in Supervision Consultation Verification 

199 

Appendix Three - Information Sheet 200 

Appendix Four- Participant Consent Form 209 

Appendix Five - Authority for the release of tape transcripts 215 

1 


