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The importance of child protection as well as the designated social workers (DSWs) assigned to them, and the jeopardy they face, is 
well recognised. Although there is a call to enhance DSW resilience, little is known about their resilience, and there are no guidelines 
to equip South African DSW supervisors to promote supervisee resilience. This article proposes resilience-enhancing guidelines for 
South African DSWs within reflective supervision. These suggested guidelines are based on empirical research findings pertaining 
to (a) a systematic meta-synthesis of DSW risk and resilience; (b) indicators of South African DSW resilience; and (c) the lived 
experiences of 15 resilient South African DSWs.  
Elmien Truter <Elmien.Truter@nwu.ac.za> 



221 

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk 2015:51(2) 

REFLECTIVE SUPERVISION: GUIDELINES FOR PROMOTING 

RESILIENCE AMONGST DESIGNATED SOCIAL WORKERS  

Elmien Truter, Ansie Fouché 

INTRODUCTION 

In South Africa a specific group of social workers assigned to protect vulnerable 

children are referred to in the Children’s Act, Act 38 of 2005 (Bosman-Sadie & Corrie, 

2010:7) as “designated social workers” (DSWs). They are also known worldwide as, 

amongst other terms, child protection social workers (CPSWs) statutory social workers, 

front-line workers, child welfare workers, and children’s services [workers] (Conrad & 

Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Douglas, 2013; Jones, 2001; Kearns & McArdle, 2012; Law, 

2011; Littlechild, 2003; Narain, 2011; Russ, Lonne & Darlington, 2009). For the 

purposes of this article, they will be referred to either as DSWs or CPSWs. 

Globally CPSWs protect vulnerable children by means of statutory services, and as a 

result of the taxing and physically dangerous context of the CPSW setting, they are 

placed at risk of negative outcomes, which in turn has detrimental consequences for their 

and their client’s wellbeing (Gibbs, 2001). CPSWs who adapt positively to the 

adversities they face could be regarded as resilient (Adamson, 2012; Masten, 2011). As 

such, there is evidence in the literature of some CPSWs who demonstrate resilience 

despite the risks of the profession (Kearns & McArdle, 2012; Hurley, Martin & 

Hallberg, 2013; Truter, 2014). Much could be learned from these CPSWs who adapt 

positively in situations that others might find intolerably stressful, and these lessons 

could ultimately suggest directions for enhancing resilience in others (Russ et al., 2009). 

One vehicle to enhance resilience in CPSWs is professional supervision (Adamson, 

2012). 

Several authors argue for a reflective approach in supervision, where the focus of the 

attention is not only on the task but also on the emotions and experiences of the CPSW 

(Bradbury-Jones, 2013; Franklin, 2011; Russ et al., 2009). Reflective supervision thus 

creates a context in which the facilitation enables a person to think and talk about a 

distressing experience or event, to analyse such an event, and to ascribe meaning to it 

(Franklin, 2011). Goddard and Hunt (2011) and Russ et al. (2009) maintain that 

resilience enhancing for CPSWs is well suited to the context of reflective supervision, 

because it provides an opportunity for positive appraisal of challenging situations and 

further provides a setting for reflecting on and managing emotional responses. 

Conversely, it is reported in the literature that current supervision practices in CPSW are 

inadequate and are mostly focused on the administrative aspects of the job rather than 

the emotional needs of the CPSW; therefore alternative approaches such as reflective 

supervision directed towards positive outcomes, such as resilience, are recommended 

(Bradbury-Jones, 2013; Goddard & Hunt, 2011). Reflective supervision might 

ultimately nurture CPSW resilience in order to benefit CPSWs, the children they seek to 

protect as well as communities at large.  
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Attention was recently drawn to the way that reflective supervision in social work might 

enhance resilience in social workers in South Africa (Engelbrecht, 2013). In addition, 

informal feedback from South African social work supervisors confirmed their own need 

not only for knowledge, but also for practical guidelines on how to assist the promotion 

of resilience in the DSWs under their supervision. So far, however, there has been little 

discussion in the literature on resilience-enhancing guidelines within reflective 

supervision practices in South Africa; the purpose of this study is therefore to explore 

this phenomenon by proposing possible related guidelines in line with earlier empirical 

research findings on the resilience of South African DSW (Truter, 2014; Truter, Theron 

& Fouché, 2014). 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Risk and resilience in designated social workers 

It is indisputable that all social workers, whatever their field of specialisation, are placed 

at risk by challenges such as work overload, staff shortages and secondary traumatic 

stress (Gibbs, 2001; Kim, Ji & Kao, 2011; Littlechild, 2003; Morris, 2005; Stanley, 

Manthorpe & White, 2006; Storey & Billingham, 2001; Tham, 2006; Yürür & Sarikaya, 

2012). However, a recent systematic meta-synthesis (Truter, 2014) highlights the 

particularly taxing and physically dangerous context of CPSW such as exposure to 

violence and aggression, and the very taxing nature of protecting abused or vulnerable 

children, and making very difficult decisions about their safety (Sayers, 1991; Munro, 

1996; Gibbs, 2001). The likely negative outcomes for CPSWs when exposed to these 

risks are highlighted in the literature as burnout, high attrition rates, compassion fatigue 

and depression (Beckett, 2007; Bradbury-Jones, 2013; Collins, 2008; Russ et al., 2009; 

Truter, 2014). However, when people adjust well to risk, resilience processes – typically 

supported by constructive social ecologies – might explain their positive adaptation 

(Ungar, 2011). 

Resilience in this context is a complex interaction between a person at risk and a given 

social ecology that engages in resilience-supporting processes which encourage 

functional outcomes in the face of challenging circumstances (Ungar, 2011, 2013). 

Given the attention drawn to CPSWs’ particularly taxing work contexts, as well as the 

mandatory role they play in the protection of vulnerable children, it became imperative 

for us to better understand the resilience of CPSWs and more specifically South African 

DSWs (Carson, King & Papatraianou, 2011). Enhancing resilience in CPSWs has not 

been given much attention in relevant literature (Truter, 2014), and in South Africa 

resilience-enhancement guidelines for professionals at risk have been investigated only 

in professions such as teaching and nursing (Koen, 2010; Wood, Ntaote & Theron, 

2012). The findings from two recent studies suggest that the social ecology of South 

African DSWs would typically include family, friends, colleagues and supervisors 

(Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014). Since the CPSW supervisor represents one facet of a 

CPSWs’ social ecology, we advocate for CPSW supervision to be considered an ideal 

platform where CPSW resilience might be promoted. 
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Supervision 

The importance and functions of supervision in the CPSW practice setting is 

acknowledged globally (Aducci & Baptist, 2011; Bradbury-Jones, 2013; Department of 

Social Development (DSD) & South African Council for Social Service Professions 

(SACSSP), 2012; Green & Dekkers, 2010; Ingram, 2013). The mandatory role that 

supervisors play in supporting social workers and DSWs was recently acknowledged by 

the DSD and SACSSP (2012). In South Africa supervision in the social work context is 

defined as a “process whereby the supervisor performs educational, supportive, and 

administrative functions in order to promote efficient and professional rendering of 

services” (New Dictionary of Social Work, 1995). From this definition it is clear that the 

social work supervisor in South Africa (Botha, 2002) and elsewhere (Kadushin & 

Harkness, 2002) has a duty to fulfil three main functions, namely administrative, 

educational and supportive. The support function, which is concerned with emotionally 

supporting social workers, is the function in which resilience of South African DSWs 

could be promoted.  

Recent studies found that supervision has been neglected in CPSW; furthermore, a key 

problem with existing supervision practices is that they are mainly deficit-based and 

consequently focus on the limitations and shortcomings with limited attention to 

emotional support (Bradbury & Jones, 2013; Carpenter & Webb, 2013; Russ et al., 

2009). In addition, other researchers argue that it is professionally and personally 

dangerous if supervision of CPSWs does not meet the “empathic-containing function” 

(Gibbs, 2001:330; Goddard & Hunt, 2011). Current supervision practices in CPSW thus 

call for an alternative model that would balance the function of supervision, and separate 

managerial and professional supervision in order to enhance the emotional wellbeing of 

CPSWs (Beddoe, 2010).  

There are different models of supervision and they are used across professions such as 

the police (Brehm & Gates, 1993), medicine (Kilminster & Jolly, 2000), counselling 

(Dunbar-Krige & Fritz, 2006; Ward & House, 1998) and education (Emde, 2009; Weiss 

& Weiss, 2001; Weigand, 2007). Similarly, the literature in social work reports the 

application of a few models and interventions in the supervision context, namely 

feminist supervisory practices (Green & Dekkers, 2010); a model for the co-creation of 

emotionally intelligent supervision (Ingram, 2013); a study participant-driven model 

using the International Association for Social Work Practice (Muskat, 2013); the 

collaborative affirmative approach (Aducci & Baptist, 2011); and reflective supervision 

(Bradbury-Jones, 2013; Paris, 2012).  

Reflective supervision 

Reflective supervision is recognised in social work (Emde, 2009), and its value was 

already highlighted as far back as 2001 (Gibbs, 2001; Johns, 1995). Paris (2012) 

underlined that enhancing social worker resilience could take place by means of 

reflective supervision. Similarly, Russ et al. (2009:331) suggested that there be an 

“increased use of reflective practice, supervision, on-going learning, and collaborative 

peer support in promoting resilience in child protection staff”. For decades reflective 
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supervision has been used – and is still being used – by professionals, amongst others, in 

education (Emde, 2009; Weiss & Weiss, 2001; Weigand, 2007), nursing (Driscoll & 

Teh, 2001) and social work (Bradbury-Jones, 2013; Gibbs, 2001; Grant & Kinman, 

2012; Paris, 2012). Worldwide, authors have commented on the potential positive 

outcomes and need for reflective supervision in social work, and highlighted the direct 

relationship between reflection and resilience (Collins, 2008; Engelbrecht, 2013; Gibbs, 

2001; Grant & Kinman, 2012; Russ et al., 2009). So far, however, we could not find any 

available scholarly articles or grey literature on guidelines to support South African 

DSW supervisors to reflectively promote the resilience of their supervisees. We 

therefore decided to embed prospective resilience-promoting guidelines for supervisors 

of South African DSWs within a reflective supervision model (Paris, 2012). 

Resilience-promoting approaches 

Given the complexity of resilience, enhancing resilience should be well planned within a 

suitable intervention approach. Three approaches to the promotion of resilience are 

identified by Masten, Cutuli, Herbers and Reed (2009) and include a risk-reduction 

approach, an approach attentive to assets and a process-orientated approach. The first 

focuses on reducing risk and aims to reduce exposure to adversity. The second is 

attentive to assets: this approach is interested in increasing the number and quality of 

resources. Third is a process-orientated approach that involves influencing processes that 

will improve the life of the person at risk, instead of merely limiting exposure to risks or 

increasing the number of resources (Masten et al., 2009). Although these approaches are 

aimed particularly at fostering resilience in children who are at risk, the principles may 

be applied to others at risk, such as CPSWs. The process-orientated approach was 

chosen as a reference for South African DSW resilience-promoting guidelines, since it is 

very unlikely that exposure to risks in CPSW would be reduced or that there would be 

an escalation in the availability of resources, especially in the context of South African 

DSWs. Such a process-focused approach could be implemented during CPSW 

supervision. 

Russ et al. (2009) provided direction for the application of such guidelines, and he 

strongly argued that resilience processes in CPSWs could be used to build resilience in 

others. As such, a recent South African study explored resilience processes of South 

African DSWs (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014) and found that these professionals 

engage in four fundamental resilience-enhancing processes, namely practice- and 

purpose-informing creeds, supportive collaborations, constructive transactions and 

accentuating the positive (Truter, 2014). All four of these resilience processes can 

potentially be supported by DSW supervisors who are responsible for monitoring and 

supporting the emotional wellbeing of CPSWs (Botha, 2002; Kadushin & Harkness, 

2002). Given these findings (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014), which suggest that South 

African DSW resilience relies on an investment by their social ecology, and in light of 

the mandatory role that supervisors play in supporting DSWs (DSD & SACSSP, 2012), 

this article focused only on the role of DSW supervision and the DSW supervisor as 

representatives of a social ecology (Ungar, 2012).  
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RESEARCH QUESTION 

The research question that guided this study asked: What guidelines could be developed 

to assist DSW supervisors in promoting South African DSW resilience within reflective 

supervision?  

METHOD AND PROCEDURE 

This article draws on the findings of three individual studies, which we converted into 

guidelines. These studies included: (a) a systematic meta-synthesis of 13 qualitative 

studies which explored DSW risk and resilience across the globe; (b) a qualitative study 

pertaining to possible indicators of resilience in resilient DSWs as formulated by an 

advisory panel (AP) of social work experts; and (c) the stories of 15 South African 

resilient DSWs who shared their exposure to and experience of professional risks and 

their processes of adjusting to these risks (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014). From the 

meta-synthesis it was evident that very little attention has been paid to DSW resilience 

worldwide, despite detailed attention to the taxing nature of DSW and several calls for 

DSW resilience to be enhanced (Truter, 2014). The AP concluded that indicators of 

South African resilient DSWs might include a value-embedded life, personal strengths, 

and support networks (Truter et al., 2014). From the lived experiences of the 15 resilient 

DSWs, it was found that their resilience was a result of engaging in four resilience 

processes, namely practice- and purpose-informing creeds, supportive collaborations, 

constructive transactions and accentuating the positive. A salient observation we made 

was that these resilience processes were reciprocated between the DSWs and their social 

ecologies (for example, their families) and that these shared processes were, mostly, 

unequally weighted and, at times, equally weighted. What this means was that in some 

instances DSWs and their social ecologies invested an equal amount of energy in the 

process of inspiring resilience; yet at other times either the DSW or the social ecology 

invested more effort to initiate resilience (Truter, 2014). Evidently, these DSWs could 

adjust well to workplace adversities not only because they navigated towards, and 

negotiated for, support from their ecologies, but also because their social ecologies 

responded positively to the plea for support (Truter, 2014; Ungar, 2006). For DSW 

supervisors to use these findings meaningfully to promote DSW resilience, these 

findings needed to be transformed into practical resilience-promoting guidelines. A 

possible way of transforming such findings into relevant guidelines is explained below. 

Development of guidelines 

First we identified a framework within which guidelines could be rooted. Paris (2012) 

proposed an adapted model of reflective supervision (adapted from the work of Boud, 

Keogh & Walker, 1985; Johns, 1995). We chose this adapted model (Paris, 2012) as a 

framework in which South African DSW supervisors could support South African DSW 

resilience, because this model specifically relates not only to social work but also to 

resilience enhancement. In his model Paris (2012) focuses on identifying feelings related 

to a specific event/situation, helping the individual to reflect on how he or she could 

have handled the event/situation better, and to use emerging knowledge to consider 

alternative ways forward (Weiss, 2001). We adapted this model so that it focuses on 
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identifying situations in the DSWs’ life that potentially introduce risks and helping the 

DSW to reflect on current resilience processes, along with the proposal (through 

reflective questioning) of alternative resilience processes that involved navigation 

towards, and negotiation with, their supportive social ecology (Ungar, 2006). Identifying 

ways of sustaining resilience processes is a further focus of our modified model. The 

model was also adjusted in terms of the labels of each stage and the contents of each 

stage: Stage 1 was originally labelled “Return to experience”; Stage 2 “Attend to 

feelings and identify potential risks”; Stage 3 “Re-evaluate the experience”; and Stage 4 

“Learning”. We modified the labels of Stage 2 “Attend to feelings and explore 

development of further potential risks” and Stage 3 “Evaluate existing processes of 

positive adaptation to risks”. The labels of Stages 1 and 4 remained unchanged. See 

Figure 1 for a visual summary of theses stages.  

Figure 1 

Resilience-promoting guidelines framed by an adapted 

reflective supervision model 

Relevant literature and research findings (Truter, 2014) were utilised to direct the design 

of the guidelines. See Figure 2 below for a schematic representation of these research 

findings and how they align to the literature on resilience. The research data were 
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originally coded to formulate themes and answer the former research questions (Truter, 

2014). Secondary data analyses (Russel, Bernard & Ryan, 2010) of the data were done 

independently by both authors, followed by a consensus discussion (Schurink et al., 

2011), after which reflective questions and actions were formulated. 

Figure 2 

South African DSW Resilience Indicators (Truter et al., 2014) and Processes 

(Truter, 2014) aligned with recognised (Masten & Wright, 2010) resilience 

processes and former empirical findings  
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RESILIENCE-PROMOTING GUIDELINES FRAMED BY REFLECTIVE 

SUPERVISION ENDORSED 

The literature is clear on what would be regarded as an acceptable supervisory style 

in the context of reflective supervision, and several fundamentals in this regard are 

proposed (Adamson, 2012; Franklin, 2011). Because of the central role that the DSW 

supervisor will adopt during the implementation of the proposed resilience-promoting 

guidelines, we recommend fundamentals of reflective supervision, followed by key 

considerations that the DSW supervisor could take into account prior to the 

application of the resilience-promoting guidelines. Next, we outline the four stages of 

the adapted model (Paris, 2012), with resilience-promoting processes embedded in 

Stage 3.  

Fundamentals of reflective supervision 

Various researchers acknowledge that reflective supervision prefers process over 

content as well as experiences and personal reactions (Weigand, 2007). This entails 

that the supervisor needs to separate managerial and professional supervision, and 

promote a more collaborative and emotionally supportive atmosphere (Beddoe, 2010; 

Franklin, 2011). Therefore the supervisor should actively listen to emotional content, 

and assist the supervisee in examining and processing the emotional content (Lawlor, 

2013) through reflective questioning. Dunbar-Krige and Fritz (2006) and Beddoe 

(2010) advocate that the supervisor should first establish a trustworthy relationship 

with the supervisee by adopting a non-judgemental attitude, as well as a realistic 

approach to the risks and challenges the DSW might experience. The cultivation of a 

trustworthy relationship that prioritises confidentiality and respects the uniqueness of 

each DSW is thus imperative.  

Key considerations pertaining to resilience contexts and guideline stages 

Throughout implementation of the proposed guidelines, the influence of time, context 

and culture on how DSWs at risk adjust to adversity must be taken into account 

(Adamson, 2012; Ungar, 2011; Ungar, 2012, 2013). The guidelines may therefore be 

adaptable and vary across different groups of DSWs, times and contexts, and DSW 

supervisors should be aware of this and apply accordingly, when attempting to 

promote DSW resilience.  

To support supervisors in nourishing DSW resilience, we developed a set of 

reflective questions, relevant to each stage. Stage 1 allows for the DSW to determine 

which events or experiences he or she would like to discuss and to reflect on related 

feelings (Franklin, 2011). During the second Stage the DSWs’ feelings about such 

events are explored in depth by allowing the DSW to reflect more specifically on 

feelings evoked by experiences (Gibbs, 2001; Lawlor, 2013; Weigand, 2007). The 

supervisor might then be better able to explore and assist the DSW to identify current 

risks and the development of further potential risks. Stage 3 will follow, when the 

DSW will reflect on, and evaluate, existing ways of either adapting positively or less 

so (Adamson, 2012). The supervisor may then apply guidelines to help the DSW 
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reflect on alternative processes of systematically supported positive adaptation 

(Lawlor, 2013). Finally, Stage 4 offers the opportunity for learning and planning a 

way forward either to sustain resilience processes or to explore alternatives (Franklin, 

2011; Russ et al., 2009).  

STAGE 1: Return to the experience 

In the first Stage the supervisor allows the DSW to relate to, and re-experience, 

emotionally significant events (presenting potential risks), such as work pressure, 

financial strain, challenges unique to DSW, psychological tension and exhaustion 

(Franklin, 2011; Weigand, 2007). Possible reflective questions and actions in the first 

Stage include:  

 What recent work-related or personal events would you like to reflect on? 

 Explore feelings on what happened and on what the DSW did. 

STAGE 2: Attend to feelings and explore development of further potential 

risks 

During the second Stage the supervisor should recognise negative feelings emanating 

from precarious events disclosed during Stage 1: evaluate the feelings, thoughts, 

intentions and actions evoked during those events (Gibbs, 2001; Lawlor, 2013; 

Weigand, 2007). The motive for this evaluation and recognition of negative feelings 

is that such feelings relate to threatening events that place the DSW at risk of 

negative outcomes (Benjamin, 2007; Child Welfare South Africa, 2009; Gibbs, 2001; 

Lonne, 2008; Maposa, 2006; Tham, 2006). During this stage, the supervisor will 

attempt to explore the development of further potential risks. Figure 3 below 

summarises reported risks in DSW (literature and research findings) and suggestions 

for reflection. 

South African DSWs (Truter, 2014) identified the professional risk factors listed in 

Figure 3. These reported risks align with risks reported in other studies of CPSW 

risks (Truter, 2014). During this second Stage it is crucial for the supervisor to assist 

the DSW to explore and identify current or further potential risks that may develop. 

Often DSWs might be so overwhelmed that they do not realise when they are at risk 

and what the risk factors are. Therefore, the supervisor could play a key role to 

heighten awareness of further potential risk development (or recognition of existing 

risks) (Lawlor, 2013). Examining existing resilience processes and offering an 

opportunity to reflect on alternative resilience processes follow the exploration and 

identification of risk.  
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Figure 3 

Potential and existing risks and related feelings 

 
 

STAGE 3: Evaluate existing processes for positive adaptation to risks, and 

propose reflection on additional resilience processes  

During the third Stage the supervisor encourages the DSW to reflect on existing 

processes of adaptation and provides the DSW with an opportunity to reflect on the 

value of such adaptation (Adamson, 2012). Possible reflective questions and actions to 

explore the value of existing resilience processes include: 

 What did you do during this risk or event? How did it support your positive 

adaptation? 

Following this reflection, attempt to enable the DSW to consider alternative resilience 

processes by asking the following potential reflective question:  
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 In which other ways could your dealing with such risks be enhanced? 

The supervisor could then assist the DSW to identify which of the four resilience 

processes identified in the research findings and illustrated in Figure 1 need further 

promotion in the DSWs’ life. This could be achieved by taking decisive action based on 

certain reflective questions (to the DSW). 

Practice- and purpose-informing creeds 

Rationale and application: a dominant process of resilience that emanated from 

research findings (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014) was the belief of having a calling to 

do DSW, and often the calling to DSW was related to the DSWS’s religion (the 

Christian faith). The rationale, then, is to cultivate a purpose- and practice-informing 

creed as a resilience-supporting process.  

What is important to note at this point is that (a) not all DSWs might have a sense of 

being called to do DSW; (b) not all DSWs will necessarily relate their calling or passion 

for DSW to faith or religion; and (c) not all DSWs will necessarily be Christian, as was 

the case with the DSWs in the study conducted by Truter (2014). The focus is therefore 

in the first place to explore whether the DSW does consider her/his position as a DSW to 

be a calling. Second, it is to remind the DSW of the meaning he/she ascribed to doing 

DSW and, third, if the particular DSW reflected on her/his work as a calling, to provide 

the DSW with an opportunity to renew the connection between being a DSW and having 

a calling.  

It is imperative first to explore the application of existing resilience processes and allow 

the DSW to reflect whether these are adaptive or less so in his or her life (Russ et al., 

2009; Adamson, 2012). The DSW supervisor may use reflective questions to encourage 

or provide the opportunity for self-discovery or rediscovery of the meaning ascribed to 

practice- and purpose-informing creeds to promote resilience in the DSW’s life 

(Franklin, 2011; Lawlor, 2013). Ultimately, it is the DSW who needs to take decisive 

action, therefore heightened awareness (Walker-Williams & Fouché, 2015) of the shared 

responsibility that his/her social ecology has in promoting resilience is imperative. 

Possible actions and reflective questions by the DSW supervisor include: 

 The supervisor could encourage the DSW to reflect on why he or she became a DSW 

in the first place and what it means to him/her; 

 What made you become a DSW? / How much of that motivation is still part of you? 

 Why do you still practise DSW? Do your family, friends, and colleagues know about 

your calling/passion? 

Examples of questions that may facilitate decisive action include:  

 What have you become aware of in terms of whether you need to revisit your 

personal creed or not? Would you like to change anything in this regard? 
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Supportive collaborations 

Rationale and application: Nourishing and relying on supportive relationships proved 

pivotal to DSW resilience (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014). The supervisor might 

therefore probe the existence of current supportive relationships in the DSWs’ life and 

allow him/her to reflect on the support function and value of these relationships (Masten 

& Wright, 2010). Different options and choices (to nourish and use these relationships 

towards dweveloping resilience) are then explored with the DSW. The DSW supervisor 

may use reflective questions to explore existing supportive attachments as well as how 

the DSW is connecting with them, theirvalue for the DSW and possible promotion of 

this specific attachment. Ultimately, the supervisor will encourage the DSW to take 

decisive action by facilitating a heightened awareness (Walker-Williams & Fouché, 

2015) of the shared responsibility that his/her social ecology has in promoting resilience. 

Possible actions and reflective questions by DSW supervisor include: 

 Exploring the function and meaning of significant relationships in the DSW’s life, for 

example, friends, family and religious peers; 

 Helping the DSW to reflect on these relationships and recognise the change that is 

necessary within these relationships and/or their value for his/her positive adjustment 

to workplace risks: If religion/spirituality is mentioned, then follow-up questions 

could be formulated;  

 What do you do if you need to talk to someone?  

 What would you want your friends/family/others to do when they become aware that 

you are not well?  

 What do they normally do when they discover that you are not well? How do you 

prioritise time with family or friends?  

Examples of question that may facilitate decisive action include:  

 What have you become aware of in terms of the meaning that supportive 

collaborations have for you?  

 What have you become aware of in terms of whether you need stronger supportive 

collaborations or not? 

Constructive transactions 

Rationale and application: At this stage the supervisor will attempt to encourage the 

DSW to actively engage in constructive transactions, such as: respecting personal needs 

and boundaries; investing in self-care activities; being solution focused; engaging in 

continuous training and education; and practising self-control. 

First the supervisor could explore the application of existing constructive transactions 

and allow the DSW to reflect on whether these are adaptive or less so (Adamson, 2012; 

Lawlor, 2013). The supervisor may use reflective questions to explore how the DSW is 

making a connection with constructive transactions, their value for the DSW and 

possible promotion of specific constructive transactions. The supervisor needs to 
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heighten the DSW’s awareness of the shared responsibility that his/her social ecology 

has in promoting resilience. 

Possible actions and reflective questions by DSW supervisor include: 

– Exploring: 

 How the DSW respects and maintains his/her emotional and physical boundaries; 

 The DSW’s need for, and the meaning of, self-care activities; 

 The DSW’s view of continuous training and education, and its value; 

 The DSW’s emotional self-regulation. 

– Respecting personal needs and boundaries: 

 How would you allow yourself to respond to the following situation: Your workload 

not allowing you to go home at the stipulated hour? 

 How do your family, friends and colleagues help you to respect your own 

boundaries? Would you like to do this differently?  

 If “Yes,” how could you communicate this to them? 

– Investing in self-care activities: 

 What do you do for fun? 

 What is the impact of this on your ability to adjust to stress at work? 

– Engaging in continuous training and education: 

 What does it mean for you when you attend workshops? 

– Being solution focused: 

 How do you handle problems generally?  

 How would it support you to handle problems head-on and immediately? 

– Practising self-control: 

 How would you describe your ability to control yourself? 

Examples of questions that may facilitate decisive action include:  

 What have you become aware of in terms of the meaning of constructive transactions 

for you?  

 What have you become aware of in terms of whether you need constructive 

transactions or not? 

Accentuating the positive 

Rationale and application: “accentuating the positive” was an umbrella term applied to 

three resilience sub-processes that promoted positive adjustment (Truter, 2014; Truter et 

al., 2014). These three sub-processes included the DSWs focusing on what they did 

achieve, a sense of humour, and purposefully selecting with whom they spent (positive) 
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time. The supervisor could nurture these sub-processes of accentuating the positive 

(Gibbs, 2001). 

First, explore the application of existing practices that emphasise the positive, and allow 

the DSW to reflect on whether they are adaptive or less so in the DSW’s life. The 

supervisor may use reflective questions to explore how the DSW is making a connection 

with accentuating the positive, its value for the DSW, and the possible promotion of this 

specific process that emphasises the positive. Ultimately, it is the DSW who needs to 

take decisive action. Heighten the DSW’s awareness of the shared responsibility that 

his/her social ecology has in promoting resilience. 

Possible actions and reflective questions by the DSW supervisor include: 

 Exploring the DSWs’ view of what victories he or she experiences at work, even 

small victories; 

 Allowing the DSW to reflect on who he/she considers positive company and the 

effect of such company on him/her. 

– Celebrating victories: 

 What does it mean for you when clients demonstrate that they are grateful? 

 Could you share one success story you achieved with a client recently or in the past? 

– Sharing humour: 

 How does laughing or sharing humour affect you, and who are the people with whom 

you laugh the most, and how often do you see them? 

– Choosing positive company: 

 Describe the impact that spending time with positive people has on you? 

Example of a question to facilitate decisive action:  

 What have you become aware of in terms of the meaning of accentuating the positive 

for you? 

STAGE 4: Learning and planning 

Although this Stage proceeds from Stage 3, it should be incorporated into all stages 

because, as a DSW develops awareness, learning and planning could follow. During 

Stage 4 the focus will be shifted from reflection to learning (Franklin, 2011). The 

supervisor could encourage opportunities for the DSW to consider what he or she has 

learnt with regard to existing processes of resilience. The DSW explains how these 

learning experiences will support him or her in future exposure to risks in order to adjust 

positively. “The supervisor should encourage the use of the professional understanding 

for professional growth, development and resilience promotion” (Weigand, 2007:18). 

Possible reflective questions to encourage learning include: 

 What have you learnt about your own adaptation to risk?  
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 What have you learnt about the role of your social ecology in supporting you to adapt 

to workplace risks? 

The DSW could then be assisted to reflect on how these decisive actions could be 

applied and sustained to increase his or her chances of resilience. The supervisor might 

ask certain reflective questions to support the DSW towards such a plan of action. 

A second set of possible reflective questions to nourish learning includes: 

 How could you ensure the application of these decisive actions?  

 How will you ensure the continuous application of these lessons throughout exposure 

to risk? 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this article was to formulate resilience-promoting guidelines for South 

African DSW supervisors to apply within a suitable framework of reflective supervision. 

Given the central role of a DSW supervisor in the professional life of a DSW, as well as 

the established support function of DSW supervisors, the DSW supervision relationship 

was selected as the setting in which these proposed guidelines could be implemented. 

Although the supervision model (Paris, 2012) from which this framework with 

guidelines was adapted has been verified and is based on established work (Boud et al., 

1985; Johns, 1995), it cannot guarantee resilience promotion in South African DSWs. 

Still, the proposal of the guidelines is a first step toward supervisory support of DSW 

resilience.  

Despite the resounding call to promote social worker (and DSW) resilience (Carson et 

al., 2011; Collins, 2007; Gibbs, 2001; Green, Gregory & Mason, 2003; Littlechild, 

2003), not many DSW resilience-promoting guidelines have been formulated to 

integrate theory with practice. Resilience theories alone will not be sufficient to change 

the way in which these professionals adjust to the many risks they face. Practice has 

proven that the penalty of not promoting DSW resilience is high – with negative 

consequences for several stakeholders, including vulnerable children. Moreover, non-

South African (Ungar, 2011, 2012) and South African (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014) 

studies point to the importance of social ecologies partnering with DSWs to support their 

resilience. Of concern is that resilient South African DSWs, more often than not, are the 

ones to initiate resilience-promoting engagement with their social ecologies, as opposed 

to their social ecologies reaching out and responding to the adversity in which most 

DSWs find themselves on a daily basis (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 2014).  

Thus, by offering possible resilience-promoting guidelines for DSW supervisors and 

promoting a reflective supervisory context, the responsibility of the social ecology 

toward South African DSW resilience is foregrounded. DSW supervisors, as 

representatives of their social ecology, may use these guidelines to initiate and/or 

strengthen processes of South African DSW resilience. By asking pertinent reflective 

questions, DSW supervisors can heighten DSWs’ awareness of their right to expect 

social ecological support. Thus, it is our strong recommendation that the suggested 

resilience-promoting guidelines within reflective supervision might be valuable and 
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should be implemented within an appropriate programme and verified in different 

subgroups of DSWs across South Africa (Engelbrecht, 2013). Also, longitudinal studies 

should be implemented to determine the transferability of these guidelines.  

LIMITATIONS 

First, the proposed resilience-promoting guidelines have not been evaluated, and this 

calls for a follow-up study. Second, these guidelines are DSW focused. Even though 

they are to be facilitated by a DSW supervisor and even though they encourage 

reflection om the role of the social ecology in resilience processes, they do not engage 

the social ecology directly. Thus, there is a need for these findings to be translated into 

guidelines for families, colleagues, communities and so forth to support DSW resilience 

(Ungar, 2012).  

These guidelines are based, in part, on empirical findings (Truter, 2014; Truter et al., 

2014) that emanate from a meta-synthesis of only 13 qualitative studies, possible 

indicators of resilience in resilient DSWs as formulated by a small group of AP 

members, and a relatively small and homogenous sample (that is, 15 female, Christian 

South African DSWs). This could restrict the applicability of the guidelines to other 

DSWs (e.g. male atheists). Nonetheless, these proposed guidelines are a first step 

towards South African DSW resilience promotion with active input from a 

representative from their social ecology (i.e. DSW supervisors). This in itself is 

valuable, especially if follow-up studies investigate the practical value of DSW 

supervisors using these guidelines.  
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