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Abstract 
Supervision is a potentially effective tool for empowering social workers to perform their duties to 

their optimal abilities.  There are, however, indications from research and practice that this potential 

has not always been fully realised in South Africa.  This especially applies to educational supervision.  

The aim of the study on which this article is based was to help address this deficiency by profiling 

the educational supervision needs of a group of child protection social workers of a provincial 

department of social development.  Its results could be used to address deficiencies not only in that 

province, but also further afield. 
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CONTEXTUALISATION 

Social work supervision has been part of the profession since its inception.  However, since then it has 

developed a separate methodology that is substantively different from the process and meaning that are 

usually associated with the concept of supervision.  Instead of referring only to an administrative 

function, it now also encompasses an educational or formative function, as well as a supportive or 

restorative function (Engelbrecht, 2014). These three functions are reflected in the following definition 

as adopted by the Department of Social Development (DSD) and the SA Council for Social Service 

Professions (SACSSP) in 2012: 

Social work supervision is an interactional and interminable process within the context of a 

positive, anti-discriminatory relationship, based on distinct theories, models and perspectives 

on supervision whereby a social work supervisor supervises a social work practitioner by 

performing educational, supportive and administrative functions in order to promote efficient 

and professional rendering of social work services (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:10). 

Supervision is a potentially effective tool in empowering especially newly qualified social workers with 

the additional knowledge and skills required to serve individuals, families, organisations and 

communities even more effectively.  However, there are strong indications from research and practice 

that this potential is not always fully realised in South Africa, especially as far as the educational function 

of supervision is concerned (DSD & SACSSP, 2012; Engelbrecht, 2010; Mbau, 2005; Pullen-Sansfacon, 

2014). This necessitates further research into this field in general and especially into educational 

supervision.  

The basic goal of the study on which this article is based was to contribute to this field by identifying and 

profiling the educational supervision needs of a group of social workers of the North-West Province’s 

Department of Social Development.  The group selected was the Department’s child protection social 

workers.   

The need for more specialised research into supervision in the child protection field came sharply into 

focus with the enactment of the Children’s Act 38 of 2005 (RSA, 2005).  This Act placed considerable 

new demands on social workers (DSD, 2010).  Its promulgation also coincided with sociodemographic 

changes in the country (e.g. an increase in AIDS orphans), which led to a sizeable increase in the number 

of children in care.  These trends, coupled with a resultant increase in new entrants into the social work 

profession and child protection field, contributed to a need for the more effective supervision of child 

protection social workers (DSD & SACSSP, 2012; Engelbrecht, 2013).  

The sheer number of cases to attend to, coupled with the diversity of expectations in the child protection 

and related fields, is often experienced by practitioners as overwhelming.  In May 2020, for example, 

social workers had to attend to 355,609 children in foster care, of whom 28,495 resided in the North-

West province (SASSA, 2020).  In the DSD, the practitioners’ main activities cover the handling of all 

facets of foster care cases, including intake, new children’s court hearings, foster care supervision 

services and reconstruction services to biological parents.  The same practitioners also have to attend to 

the other programmes of the Department (e.g. services to women, to older persons, to people living with 

HIV and Aids etc.) (DSD, 2020).  It is expected of them to perform well in all their assigned duties and 
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to apply relevant and up-to-date theories and policies to guide their work.  These outcomes can only be 

achieved if evidence-based and effective supervision services are in place. 

The current trends do not only place a heavy burden on the shoulders of the frontline social worker, but 

on their supervisors as well.  In South Africa social work supervisors are responsible for their supervisees 

and are held accountable for the latter’s actions (SACSSP, 2007).  Hence, they need to ensure that the 

services delivered to recipients are in line with set policies and guidelines.  It they fail at this 

responsibility, Section 5.4.I(a) of the Policy Guideline for Course of Conduct, Code of Ethics, and the 

Rules for Social Workers (SACSSP, 2007) comes into play.  This section states that the supervisor could 

be held liable in an instance where a complaint of alleged unprofessional conduct is lodged against his 

or her supervisee (social worker).  Supervisors can only comply with these responsibilities if they too are 

equipped with evidence-based knowledge and skills. 

It is clear from the above that there is a need for specialised research into the educative, supportive and 

administrative supervision needs of social workers in the employ of the DSD in particular and other 

sectors in general.  It would, however, not be possible to cover all three functions within the scope of one 

article.  The discussion will consequently be limited to the educational supervision of child protection 

social workers.  These are practitioners whose primary function it is to deliver preventative, counselling, 

rehabilitation and placement services to destitute, neglected or abused children, or children who may be 

at risk or in need in other ways (National Association of Social Workers, 2012; RSA, 2005; Social Work 

Degree Guide, 2017). 

The nature and results of the empirical study on which this article is based will be covered in more detail.  

AIM 

The aim of the study was to ascertain the current nature of, and needs for, educational supervision as 

experienced by child protection social workers in the Dr Kenneth Kaunda District of the North-West 

province’s Department of Social Development. 

To realise this aim, the following four objectives were pursued:  

• to profile the educational supervision that a group of child protection social workers in the District currently 

receives; 

• to profile the education supervision needs of the same group; 

• to compare the two profiles with each other and with social work literature; and  

• to utilise the results of the comparisons to make recommendation and provide guidelines on how educational 

supervision in the North-West province’s Department of Social Development could be improved. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The primary research design used in the study could be typified as a cross-sectional quantitative survey, 

also known as a cross-sectional analysis, transversal study or prevalence study (Lavrakas, 2008).  It 

basically involved the use of a survey questionnaire “administered at a single point in time from a sample 

drawn from a specified population” (Dumont &Sumbulu, 2010:208).  The population referred to will be 

described in more detail next.  

POPULATION AND RESPONDENTS 

The target population for the study was all the frontline child protection social workers with less than 10 

years’ practice experience and who were employed at three service points of the DSD in the Dr Kenneth 

Kaunda District of the North-West province.  One of the reasons for this demarcation was that it could 

be accepted that they would all still be under supervision because of the trend that practitioners only 

qualify for a supervisor post and a promotion to that rank after 10 years’ experience (albeit that the 

minimum requirement is five years) (DSD & SACSSP, 2012).  Another was that, because of the DSD’s 



409 

Social Work/Maatskaplike Werk 2021:57(4) 

structure, the targeted groups would not only be representative of the particular districts, but also fairly 

representative of the particular cadre within the provincial department as a whole.  This provincial 

department was the ‘universe’ in the study. 

It was intended to involve all the Grades 1 to 3 social workers in the selected service points who met the 

selection criteria.  These service points were Maquassi Hills, Potchefstroom and Matlosana (Klerksdorp).  

At the time of the empirical study (December 2019/January 2020), there were 101 potential respondents.  

Of these, 63 (62.38%) ultimately completed the questionnaire.  

The study applied the Kaiser, Meyer, Olkin (KMO) formula to test whether this sample was adequate for 

factor analysis (Glen, 2016).  It produced a score of 0,781.  This indicates that it was more than adequate 

for the purposes for which the research was undertaken (Glen, 2016). 

RESEARCH PROCESS 

The entire process followed in the study is summarised in Table 1.  It should be noted that some of the 

phases overlapped in terms of their timeframes. 

TABLE 1: RESEARCH PROCESS FOLLOWED 

Steps Procedure 

Phase 1:  

Approval of research project 

Approval by North-West University’s COMPRESS research unit. 

Approval by the Health Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of the Faculty of Health Sciences of North-

West University (Ethics Approval Number: 00088-18-A1). 

Approval by the Provincial Head Office of the Department of Social Development.   

Provincial Head Office informed the managers of the three selected service points of their decision 

(managers functioned as ‘gatekeepers’ in the research process).  

Phase 2:  

Development of the survey 

questionnaire 

Development of a draft questionnaire based on appropriate South African and other studies (e.g. Bell, 

2010; Crisp & Cooper, 2008; Du Plooy, 2011; Mak, 2013; Mbau, 2005; Parente, 2011). 

Peer review of draft questionnaire by a group of five MSW Child Protection students at North-West 

University. 

Adaptation of the questionnaire based on feedback received. 

Approval of the questionnaire by the Statistical Consultation Services of North-West University. 

Technical finalisation and duplication of the questionnaire. 

Phase 3:  

Administration of the 

questionnaire 

Telephonic contact with each service point manager in order to inform them of the nature of the research 

and their role in it, the fact that the Provincial Head Office had approved the study (if not done so 

previously by Head Office) and to make practical arrangements. 

Delivery of questionnaires to service points. 

Collection of completed questionnaires. 

Follow-ups in cases where completed questionnaires were not made available within the timeframe 

provided and the collection of these questionnaires. 

Phase 4:  

Data capturing and 

interpretation 

Provision of the completed questionnaires to the Statistical Consultation Services of NWU for data-

capturing. 

Interpretation of the data in conjunction with the Statistical Consultation Services of NWU 

Phase 5:  

Completion of research 

reports 

Completion of the research reports. 

Only some of the more pertinent elements of the research process as contained in Table 1 will be looked 

at in more detail. 

In the study a questionnaire was used to “obtain the fact and opinions about a phenomenon” (Delport & 

Roestenburg, 2011:186), in this case educational supervision, from the selected group of social workers.  

In this context, a questionnaire was seen as “a document containing questions and/or other types of items 

designed to solicit information appropriate for analysis” (Rubin & Babbie, 2007:246). 

The biggest challenge in finding or developing a questionnaire was to have one that would fit the unique 

setting in which the research was being conducted (i.e. a South African provincial “welfare” department) 

and a unique population (i.e. child protection social workers), as well as one that would at the same time 

be reliable, valid and appropriate for local circumstances.  No single instrument could be found that met 

all these requirements.  The study’s questionnaire was consequently based on several instruments utilised 

in international supervision-focused studies, as well as two from South Africa.  
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The South Africa studies by Mbau (2005) and Du Plooy (2011) were the only recent ones which could 

be found that specifically dealt with supervision within a so-called provincial “welfare” department and 

also contained some or other form of measuring instrument or questionnaire.  Both studies were, 

however, undertaken before the 2012 adoption of the Supervision Framework by the National 

Department of Social Development (DSD & SACSSP, 2012).  This meant that some of their questions 

and sections were outdated.  The questionnaires did, however, give indications of how questions could 

be ‘indigenised’ to better address unique South African circumstances.   

The other questionnaires that were used as a basis in developing the questionnaire were the following: 

• Bell, L. 2010.  Child welfare professionals’ experience of supervision (UK); 

• Crisp, B. R. and Cooper, L.  2008.  The content of supervision scale (USA); 

• Mak, M.A. 2013. Supervision training needs: the perspectives of social work supervisees (USA); 

• Parente, M.  2011.  Experience of supervision scale (USA). 

The instrument that was developed for the study consisted of seven sections.  Three predominantly 

contained descriptive questions and their results were consequently interpreted by means of descriptive 

statistics.  The other four sections took the form of independent scales that were interpreted by means of 

inferential statistics.   

In the development of the instrument, five members of North-West University’s MSW in Child 

Protection class were used to review the draft questionnaire.  Their tasks as a panel of experts were to 

assess the face validity of questions, as well as to identify questions that were unclear, ambiguous, etc. 

and to make recommendations in this regard.  The feedback received was used to adapt questions or to 

eliminate those that did not meet the requirements or were deemed unnecessary.  The instrument was 

then submitted to an expert of the Statistical Consultation Services of North-West University to verify 

whether it complied with their requirements, which it did.   

The data generated by the questionnaire were subjected to a statistical analysis by the Statistical 

Consultation Services through the use of the SPSS and statistical power calculations.  It included the 

calculation of the Cronbach alpha coefficients (α) of scales, and the means (x̅) and average standard 

deviation (σ) of items.   

Four of the questionnaire’s sections were specifically designed to function as individual scales.  These 

covered the (perceived) need for social work supervision (see Table 5), the current administration of 

these services at the selected service points (see Table 10), the general nature of supervision received 

(see Table 11), and then a more focused look at the educational supervision they received (see Table 12).  

The Cronbach alpha coefficient (α) for each scale was calculated to determine its reliability in terms of 

the Likert scale components of the questionnaire (Field, 2009; Gravetter & Forzano, 2003).  The formula 

applied for this purpose was: 

 

Where N = the number of items,  = the average inter-item covariance 

among the items and the average variance (UCLA Institute for 

Digital Research & Education, 2019). 

According to Statistics Solutions (2020), the “general rule of thumb is that a Cronbach’s alpha of .70 and 

above is good, .80 and above is better, and .90 and above is best.”  This view is similar to those of Ellis 

and Steyn, (2003), Field (2009) and Jackson (2003).  In the study, two of the scales were above 0.8 and 

another two above 0.9.  They could therefore be viewed as reliable to very reliable. 

FINDINGS 

The data produced by the study were much more robust, valid and reliable than originally expected.  However, 

because of length constraints, only the most important findings will be reported on here.  These will be 

c
v
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structured according to the sections and themes covered by the questionnaire. For ethical reasons, specific 

service points will not be identified by name. 

Socio-graphic profile of respondents 

All three service points were sufficiently represented in the responses with 20 (31.75%) coming from 

Area 1, 23 (36.5%) from Area 2, and 20 (31.75%) from Area 3.  All the respondents had a 4-year BSW 

degree as their highest qualification.  Profiles of their age, number of years of social work experience 

and rank are summarised in Table 2. 

TABLE 2: PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS 

1. AGE 2. YEARS PRACTISING SOCIAL WORK 3. PRESENT RANK 

Age 
Frequency 
(%) 

Years Frequency (%) Rank Frequency (%) 

≤ 25 1 (1.6%) 0-2 6 (9.5%) Social Worker 59 (93.7%) 

26-28 9 (14.3%) 3-4 12 (19.0%) Senior Social Worker 2 (3.2%) 

29-31 13 (20.6%) 5-6 18 (28.6%) Missing* 2 (3.2%) 

32-34 9 (14.3%) 7-8 15 (23.8%)   

35 ≥ 27 (42.9%) 9+ 11 (17.5%)   

Missing* 4 (6.3%) Missing* 1 (1.6%)   

Total 63 (100%) Total 63 (100%) Total 63 (100%) 

* The number of respondents who did not complete the question 

It could be concluded from the data in Table 2 that the study did indeed encompass the type of 

respondents that it originally targeted inasmuch as that the majority of respondents (35/57.1%) had fewer 

than seven years of practice experience and fell into the under 35 years of age group (32/50.8%).  The 

only anomaly was the two (3.2%) with the rank of “senior social worker” who also responded.  The 

probable reason why they still received supervision was that they had moved from another section and 

were new to the child protection field.  Whatever the case might be, their small number (2/3.2%) would 

not have had a significant effect on the outcome of the study. 

Training in social work supervision and policy 

One component of the questionnaire dealt with the university-based and inhouse training that the 

respondents had received on social work supervision and policy.  It included both a quantitative and 

qualitative component.  The reason for this combination of question types was to gain a better 

understanding of the nature of and reasons for the respondents’ answers.  Their responses to the 

quantitative questions are summarised in Table 3. 

TABLE 3: TRAINING IN SOCIAL WORK SUPERVISION AND POLICY 

QUESTIONS FREQUENCY (%) 

 Yes No Missing Total 

Q1 Did you receive training in social work supervision on 

university level? 

33  

(52.4%) 

28  

(44.4%) 

2  

(3.2%) 

63  

(100%) 

Q2 Have you received any on-the-job training in social work 

supervision? 

11  

(17.5%) 

50  

(79.4%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63  

(100%) 

Q3 Have you received any other form of training in social work 

supervision? 

8  

(12.7%) 

55  

(87.3%) 

0  

(0%) 

63  

(100%) 

Q4 Did your organisation provide you with its formal supervision 

policy? 

14  

(22.2%) 

48  

(76.2%) 

1  

(1.6%) 

63  

(100%) 

A total of 28 (44.4%) respondents indicated that they did not receive any supervision training at university 

(see Table 3: Q1).  Of the 33 respondents who did answer in the positive, 25 (39.7%) indicated that it 

formed part of one module, five (7.9%) that it comprised approximately one module, one (1.6%) 

approximately two modules, and two (3.2%) three or more full modules.   
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The answers to the first question were somewhat perplexing.  They do not correlate with the fact that the 

inclusion of supervision in undergraduate social work training programmes has been mandatory since 

the publication of BSW Exit Level Outcome 21 in Government Gazette No. 24362 of 7 February 2003 

(South African Qualification Authority, 2003).  A similar requirement also applies to training institutions 

who after 2015 started to migrate to competency-based training as required by the Council on Higher 

Education (2015).  Based on the fact that only 11 (17.5%) respondents had been practising for nine or 

more years (see Table 2.1) and also that the statistical analysis indicated no significant correlation 

between years of practice and university training in supervision, it can only be concluded that the 28 

respondents had simply forgotten that they had received such training. 

The 11 (17.5%) respondents who indicated that they received on-the-job training in social work 

supervision were asked to describe this training briefly. Some indicated that it consisted of presentations 

by colleagues who had attended supervision training before. Others responded that they attended 

supervision workshops organised by their employer.  From these and other responses it can be concluded 

that a structured in-service social work supervision training programme was somewhat lacking.  

Only 14 (22.2%) respondents indicated that their employer provided them with its formal supervision 

policy.  In a follow-up question, however, they were also asked how well they knew this policy.  Their 

responses are summarised in Table 4. 

TABLE 4: KNOWLEDGE OF THE ORGANISATION’S FORMAL SUPERVISION 

POLICY 

Q5 How well do you know your organisation’s formal supervision policy? 

1. 

My organisation does not 

have such a policy 

2. 

I do not know the 

policy 

3. 

I know a bit about 

the policy 

4. 

I know the policy fairly 

well 

5. 

I know the policy 

very well 

Missing Total 

1  

(1.6%) 

25  

(39.7%) 

16  

(25.4%) 

13  

(20.6%) 

3  

(4.8%) 

5  

(7.9%) 

63  

(100%) 

 

The analysis of the data indicated that a distinction should be drawn between the physical issuing of the 

policy document and knowledge of its contents.  It would seem as if the majority of respondents 

(48/76.2%) did not have the document in their possession. This is a deficiency that should be addressed 

by the employer.   

Although only one (1.6%) respondent did not know of the existence of such a document and another 25 

(39.7%) did not know its contents, the knowledge of at least 32 (50.8%) of the others varied between “a 

bit” to “very well”.  This result should be juxtaposed with the results of the statistical analysis that 

indicated a direct correlation between years of practice (see Table 2:2) and knowledge levels (see Table 

4).  This showed that respondents with more years of practice knew the policy significantly better.  This 

indicates that employers should make a concerted and continuing effort to train their employees in the 

policy. 

The need for social work supervision 

The second section of the questionnaire was intended to find answers to the question as to whether the 

respondents thought that supervision could empower them professionally and was indeed necessary.  It 

thus measured their attitudes towards social work supervision. This would provide a baseline against 

which their views and experience of supervision within their employer organisation could be measured.   

The section contained seven statements. Each respondent had to indicate on a Likert-type scale whether 

they “Strongly disagreed”, “Disagreed”, “Agreed” or “Strongly agreed” with each statement.  The 

questions and the responses they generated are summarised in Table 5. 
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TABLE 5: THE NEED FOR SOCIAL WORK SUPERVISION 

STATEMENTS 

Frequencies (Percentages %)   

1. Strongly 

disagree 

2. 

Disagree 

3. 

Agree 
4. Strongly agree Total Missing Total X̅ Σ 

Q1 Social work supervision is not necessary because social workers are fully trained professionals. ▼ 

28  

(44.4%) 

28 

(44.4%) 

3 

(4.8%) 

3 

(4.8%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
1,69 0,781 

Q2 The money and manpower currently spent on supervision can be better spent elsewhere (e.g., by converting supervisor’s posts into 

social work posts).▼ 

24 

(38.1%) 

27 

(42.9%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

3 

(4.8%) 

61 

(96.8%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
1,82 0,827 

Q3 Social work supervision is intended to ensure efficient and effective service delivery to the client system. 

2 

(3.2%) 

0 

(0%) 

35 

(55.6%) 

26 

(41.3%) 

63 

(100%) 
- - 3,35 0,652 

Q4 Social work supervision is intended to enhance the personal and professional development of the social worker. 

0 

(0%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

31 

(49.2%) 

31 

(49.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
- - 3,48 0,535 

Q5 Social work supervision is intended to monitor the quality of a social worker’s work performance. 

0 

(0%) 

0 

(0%) 

33 

(52.4%) 

30 

(47.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
- - 3,48 0,503 

Q6 Social work supervision is intended to ensure that social work is practiced in a professional manner. 

2 

(3.2%) 

0 

(0%) 

33 

(52.4%) 

28 

(44.4 %) 

63 

(100%) 
- - 3,38 0,658 

Q7 Social work supervision should be planned and scheduled on a regular basis. 

0 

(0%) 

0 

(0%) 

33 

(52.4%) 

29 

(46.0%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
3,47 0,503 

Cronbach alpha (α) = 0.848.  ▼= Scores were reversed to accommodate negatively formulated item. x̅ = 

2,9. σ = 0,87 

The statistical analysis of the responses (see Table 5) indicated that the scale had a Cronbach alpha 

coefficient (α) of 0.848 and could therefore be viewed as very reliable.  In the calculations, the responses 

to the first two items (see Table 5: I1, I2) were reversed to accommodate the fact that they represented 

‘negatively’ formulated questions. 

In general, the respondents exhibited a very positive stance towards supervision.  For example, they did 

not see it as an insult to professionals or a waste of money (see Table 5: Q1 & Q2).  The vast majority 

also regarded it to be a useful tool for enhancing practitioners’ efficiency, effectiveness and 

professionalism (see Table 5: Q3, Q4 & Q6) and to monitor work performance (see Table 5: Q5).  

However, an analysis of the individual responses indicated that three individuals tended to hold an 

opposing view.  Although this did not have a significant influence on the overall trend, it had to be 

considered in the interpretation of the data generated by other questions. 

The primary conclusion that could be reached from the analysis of the data produced by Section 2 was 

that most respondents viewed supervision in a positive light.  This implies that possible negative 

responses to the state of supervision in the selected service points could not be attributed to an initially 

negative stance, but rather to other factors. 

Profile of supervision received 

The third core section of the survey was intended to profile the supervision received by the respondents 

and their experience of this service.  It was not designed as a scale, but rather as several separate 

questions.  Their responses will be clustered in accordance with the three themes covered by the section. 

The first theme was the amount of supervision received.  In this regard, respondents were asked to 

indicate how many times they had received supervision in the previous 12 months and their feelings 

regarding this amount of supervision.  Their responses are summarised in Table 6. 
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TABLE 6: THE AMOUNT OF SUPERVISION RECEIVED 

QUESTIONS 

Q1: How many times have you had supervision in the past 12 months? 

Never 1-4 times 5 – 10 times 11 – 20 

times 

21 – 30 

times 

31 – 50 

times 

More than 50 

times 
Total X̅ Σ 

4 

(6.3%) 

16 

(25.4%) 

18 

(28.6%) 

12 

(19.0%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
3.27 1.322 

Q2: How do you feel about the amount of supervision you currently receive? 

1. 

I receive far too little 

supervision 

2. 

I receive too little 

supervision 

3. 

I receive too much 

supervision 

4. 

I receive far too much 

supervision 

Total X̅ Σ 

7 

(11.1%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

29 

(46.0%) 

5 

(7.9%) 

63 

(100%) 
2.51 0.801 

There are no hard and fast rules regarding the amount of supervision that a beginner child protection 

social worker should receive. According to the DSD and SACSSP (2012) Supervision Framework, 

however, it is mandatory that all newly qualified social workers should receive supervision during the 

first year of practice on at least a fortnightly basis, after which the frequency may be reduced to at least 

once a month. The British Association of Social Workers (BASW) and Commonwealth Organisation for 

Social Work (CoSW), on the other hand, recommend that supervision should be done “weekly for the 

first six weeks of employment for a newly qualified social worker, fortnightly for the next six months, 

and at least monthly after that” and that each session should “last at least an hour and a half of 

uninterrupted time” (Godden, 2012:10).  These views would, on average, place supervision within the 

range of 12 to 17 formal sessions per annum for the first seven years of employment.  

Both the average number of sessions (±14) reported by the respondents and the mean (x̅ = 3.27 – i.e.11-

20 times) generated by the survey (see Table 6: Q1) indicated that they did on average have the 

appropriate number of supervision sessions. What was striking, however, was the wide range of 

responses with 20 (31.7%) having had four or fewer sessions and two (3.25%) more than 31.  The reason 

for this range is probably the profile of respondents (see Table 2), which indicated that 11 had nine or 

more years of practice experience and six less than two. 

The extent to which the number of sessions did indeed meet the respondents’ expectations was covered 

by the second question of the section (see Table 6: Q2).  It produced a nearly 50/50 split with 29 (46%) 

viewing it as too little and 34 (54%) as too much.  The clustering of responses, as indicated by the mean 

(x̅ = 2.51) and standard deviation (σ = 0.801), shows that this component was fairly well balanced. 

The second theme covered in the section primarily dealt with the focus and usefulness of supervision 

received.  It also included the functions covered in supervision during the preceding 12 months.  It was 

indicated, in this regard, that supervision had three core functions, viz. an administrative function (i.e. to 

ensure that supervisees’ implement an organisation’s policies and procedures correctly, effectively and 

appropriately), a supportive function (i.e. to improve supervisees’ morale and job satisfaction) and an 

educational function (i.e. improve supervisees’ skills and capacities) (DSD & SACSSP, 2012; 

Engelbrecht, 2010; Mbau, 2005; Pullen-Sansfacon, 2014).  Their responses to this and the other two 

related questions are summarised in Table 7. 
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TABLE 7: THE FOCUS AND USEFULNESS OF SUPERVISION RECEIVED 

QUESTIONS 

Q3: In a typical supervision session you were involved in during the past 12 months; what percentage of time was spent on each 

of these functions? 

The administrative function  The supportive function The educational function Total  

49,5% 26,7% 23,8% 100% 

Q4: How useful is the supervision that you currently receive for your work in the child protection field? 

1. 

Irrelevant 

2. 

Slightly 

useful 

3. 

Moderately 

useful 

4. 

Useful 

5. 

Very 

useful 

6. 

Essential Total Missing Total X̅ Σ 

3 

(4.8%) 

5 

(7.9%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

16 

(25.4%) 

9 

(14.3%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
4.13 1.312 

Q5: How satisfied are you with the supervision you currently receive?  

1. 

Completely 

dissatisfied 

2. 

Mostly 

dissatisfied 

3. 

Somewhat 

dissatisfied 

4. 

Somewhat 

satisfied 

5. 

Mostly 

satisfied 

6. 

Completely 

satisfied 

Total X̅ Σ 

5 

(7.9%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

12 

(19.0%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
4.17 1.397 

 

Table 7 indicates that supervision sessions were dominated by administrative matters with supportive 

and educational supervision combined making up a total of only 50.5%.  This is a somewhat unusual 

finding as it is generally expected that the time spent proportionately on the three functions should be in 

balance, especially where beginner social workers are involved (DSD & SACSSP, 2012; Mbau, 2005; 

Social Workers Registration Board, 2009). 

In order to clarify issues that may arise from question 3, it was followed up by two others that specifically 

dealt with the usefulness of the supervision that these child protection social workers received and their 

satisfaction with their supervision (see Table 7: Q4, Q5).  In this regard, nearly a quarter (15/23.8%) 

found it less than useful and 16/25.4% expressed some level of dissatisfaction.  This should be viewed 

as significant as it suggests that there are some deficiencies in the current system.  The cross-referencing 

of responses indicated that an over-reliance on administrative supervision could have been the primary 

causal factor. 

Thirdly, the section focused on the supervisor.  It covered two factors, namely whether their supervisors 

were qualified for their task and whether they prepared sufficiently for supervision sessions.  These two 

were selected for inclusion in the survey as they are often singled out as contributing to ineffective 

supervision in practice (Bell, 2010; Mak, 2013; Parente, 2011).   

TABLE 8: THE ABILITY AND PREPAREDNESS OF SUPERVISORS 

Q6: To what extent is your supervisor qualified to offer child protection supervision? 

1. 

Not at all qualified for 

his/her task 

2. 

Poorly qualified for 

his/her task 

3. 

Well qualified for 

his/her task 

4. 

Extremely well qualified 

for his/her task 

Total X̅ Σ 

4 

(6.3%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

39 

(61.9%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,97 0,761 

Q7: Does your supervisor prepare sufficiently for your supervision sessions?  

1. 

Never  

2. 

Rarely  

3. 

Occasionally  

4. 

Frequently  

5. 

Usually  

6. 

Every time  
Total Missing Total X̅ Σ 

4 

(6.3%) 

5 

(7.9%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

8 

(12.7%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
4,13 1,476 

Question 6 elicited a very positive response with 52 (82.5%) of the respondents indicating that their 

supervisors were well or extremely well qualified for their task.  This implies that any deficiency 

identified through the research could not be attributed (solely) to a supervisor’s ability to perform his/her 

task.   
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Another factor that would have had a negative influence is how well supervisors prepared for their task.  

In this regard, the responses of 22 (34.8%) of the participants were that their supervisors “Never” or only 

“Occasionally” prepared for supervision, and another 8 (12.7%) that this happened frequently but not 

usually (see Table 8: Q7).  This implies that nearly half of the supervision sessions were probably of an 

unplanned or ad hoc nature. 

The types of supervision that were used 

The next section of the survey was intended to profile the types or format of supervision that the 

respondents took part in.  In this regard, the demarcation provided by Du Plooy (2011) and Silence (2017) 

were used as a basis to structure the responses (see Table 9). 

TABLE 9: THE TYPES OF SUPERVISION RECEIVED 

Q: How often did you have the following forms of supervision during the past 12 months?  

Frequencies (Percentages %)   

1. 

Seldom/ Never 

2. 

Sometimes 

3. 

Periodically 

4. 

Usually/ Always 
Total Missing Total X̅ Σ 

I1 Individual supervision: formally scheduled by supervisor 

12 

(19.05%) 

12 

(19.05%) 

26 

(41.3%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,63 1,021 

I2 Individual supervision: informal, i.e., initiated by the supervisor or supervisee as the need arises 

9 

(14.3%) 

14 

(22.2%) 

27 

(42.9%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,70 0,961 

I3 Group supervision (e.g., in the form of sectional meetings) 

6 

(9.5%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

32 

(50.8%) 

14 

(22.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,86 0,877 

I4 Group training 

23 

(36.5%) 

17 

(27.0%) 

16 

(25.4%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,11 1,033 

I5 Peer supervision: formally organised by supervisor 

29 

(46%) 

15 

(23.8%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
1,94 1,054 

I6 Peer supervision: unofficial/self-organised amongst supervisees 

29 

(46%) 

19 

(30.2%) 

9 

(14.3%) 

6 

(9.5%) 

63 

(100%) 
  1,87 0,992 

The relatively high standard deviations (σ) in the responses to the question indicate that the types or forms 

of supervision used differed markedly between respondents.  This could be expected, since less 

experienced social workers would normally require more individual supervision, whereas experienced 

practitioners would often benefit more from group training (Cleak & Smith, 2012; Ross & Ncube, 2018).  

What, however, stood out strongly was the abundant use of informal individual supervision and a relative 

lack of formally scheduled sessions (see Table 9: I2, I1).  In this regard, nearly two thirds of the respondents 

indicated that informal supervision was either “Usually/ Always” (13/20.6%) or Periodically (27/42.9%) 

used and that formal sessions were used less than 38% of the time.  This would, to some extent, 

substantiate the conclusion drawn from Table 8 that supervision tended to be of an ad hoc nature.   

Table 9 also indicates that the other forms of supervision tended to be under-utilised and that their use 

mainly fell into the “Seldom/Never” or “Sometimes” categories.  This included group training 

(40/63.5%), peer supervision that was formally organised by the supervisor (44/69.8%), and peer 

supervision self-organised amongst supervisees (48/76.2%) (see Table 9: I4, I5, I6).   

The non-individual type of supervision that seemed to dominate was group supervision, usually in the 

form of sectional meetings.  These were either periodically (32/50.8%) or usually/always (14/22.2%) used 

(see Table 9: I3).  It should be noted that this type of supervision is not well suited to address the 

educational needs of individual child protection workers. 
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The administration of supervision services 

The next section of the survey questionnaire involved a Likert-type scale that contained seven questions.  

It was aimed at measuring different facets of the management of supervision at the selected service points.  

These facets or dimensions included the use of contracts and agendas, as well as the accessibility of 

supervisors in urgent cases. 

The scale produced an overall mean (x̅) of 2.8 and standard deviation (σ) of 0.72, as well as a Cronbach 

alpha coefficient (α) of 0,869.  The latter places it in the very reliable category.  The results obtained with 

the use of the scale are summarised in Table 10. 

TABLE 10: THE ADMINISTRATION OF SUPERVISION SERVICES 

Q: In your personal experience, how often have the following occurred in the past 12 months?  

Frequencies (Percentages %)   

1. 

Seldom/ Never 

2. 

Sometimes 

3. 

Periodically 

4. 

Usually/ Always 
Total X̅ Σ 

I1 Supervision was based on a contract between the supervisor and supervisee(s). 

8 

(12.7%) 

5 

(7.9%) 

18 

(28.6%) 

32 

(50.8%) 

63 

(100%) 
3,17 1,040 

I2 Supervision sessions were conducted according to a pre-determined agenda. 

8 

(12.7%) 

12 

(19.0%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

20 

(31.7%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,87 1,008 

I3 Supervision sessions were conducted based on the needs expressed by supervisees. 

8 

(12.7%) 

18 

(28.6%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

14 

(22.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,68 0,964 

I4 Supervision sessions were conducted based on the needs expressed by supervisors. 

7 

(11.1%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

32 

(50.8%) 

17 

(27.0%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,94 0,914 

I5 Supervisees came well prepared to planned supervision sessions. 

7 

(11.1%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

28 

(44.4%) 

18 

(28.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,90 0,946 

I6 Planned supervision sessions were cancelled. ▼ 

14 

(22.2%) 

31 

(49.2%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,17 0,908 

I7 Supervisors were accessible for urgent cases assigned to supervisee(s) in order to give the advice needed. 

7 

(11.1%) 

12 

(19.0%) 

26 

(41.3%) 

18 

(28.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,87 0,959 

 

Cronbach alpha (α) = 0.869.  ▼= Scores were reversed to accommodate negatively formulated item. x̅ = 

2.8. σ = 0.72 

The results produced by the scale are indicative of a well-structured, albeit somewhat rigid, supervision 

system. Some indication of this can be found in the response to item 7, where less than a third (18/28.6%) 

of supervisors were usually or always available in urgent cases and 7 (11.1%) were never/seldom 

available, implying that the supervisees would then have to wait for a prearranged session (see Table 

10:I7).  Supervision also seemed to be supervisor driven, as sessions tended to be based on the needs 

expressed by supervisors (49/77,8%) rather than those of supervisees (37/58,7%) (see Table 10:I4, I3).  

The prevalence of cancelled sessions (28,6%) (see Table 10: I6) is also somewhat high.  

It would seem that the strengths of the administration of the system lie in the use of contracts between 

supervisors and supervisees (50/79,4%) and of pre-determined agendas (43/68,2%) (see Table 10:I1, I2).  The 

latter response, however, also indicates that the sessions were of an ad hoc nature at least 31,7% of the time. 

General nature of supervision received 

The sixth section of the survey specifically dealt with the nature of the supervision that the respondents 

received.  It was primarily based on the scales developed by Crisp and Cooper (2008) and Parente (2011), 

but additionally also included components of the Social Work Accreditation and Advisory Board (2017). 

Supervisor Competency Assessment Form and core themes covered in the previous section of the survey.  
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Although this was basically a new scale, it proved to be remarkably reliable with a Cronbach alpha 

coefficient (α) of 0,981. The data generated by it are shown in Table 11. 

TABLE 11: GENERAL NATURE OF THE SUPERVISION RECEIVED 

Q: In your personal experience, how often have the following occurred in the past 12 months? 

Frequencies (Percentages %)   

1. 

Seldom/ Never 

2. 

Sometimes 

3. 

Periodically 

4. 

Usually/ Always 
Total Missing Total X̅ Σ 

I1 My supervisor(s) gave me appropriate advice and guidance 

6 

(9.5%) 

8 

(12.7%) 

25 

(39.7%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
3,05 0,948 

I2 My supervisor(s) shared his/her knowledge with me. 

7 

(11.1%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,90 1,003 

I3 My supervisor(s) helped me to improve my therapeutic skills. 

10 

(15.9%) 

15 

(23.8%) 

17 

(27.0%) 

19 

(30.2%) 

61 

(96.8%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,74 1,079 

I4 My supervisor(s) functioned as a role model for me. 

11 

(17.5%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

17 

(27.0%) 

61 

(96.8%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,75 1,059 

I5 My supervisor(s) had a positive attitude towards supervision. 

5 

(7.9%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

61 

(96.8%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
3,05 0,939 

I6 My supervisor(s) did not allocate enough time to me for individual supervision with him/her▼ 

22 

(34.9%) 

15 

(23.8%) 

14 

(22.2%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,23 1,122 

I7 The relationship between my supervisor(s) and I is of such a nature that it encourages me to learn new “things” from him/her. 

10 

(15.9%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

19 

(30.2%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,81 1,053 

I8 I felt free to discuss work related matters with my supervisor(s). 

6 

(9.5%) 

9 

(14.3%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

25 

(39.7%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
3,06 0,973 

I9 My supervisor(s) gave constructive feedback in order to empower me personally as well as professionally. 

8 

(12.7%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

20 

(31.7%) 

61 

(96.8%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,90 1,012 

I10 My supervisor(s) has the ability to teach me social work skills 

10 

(15.9%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,85 1,069 

I11 My supervisor(s) has the ability to enhance my knowledge of social work practice. 

9 

(14.3%) 

9 

(14.3%) 

24 

(38.1%) 

20 

(31.7%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,89 1,026 

I12 My supervisor(s) has kept him-/herself informed of new developments in social work theory in order to guide me/us better 

8 

(12.7%) 

9 

(14.3%) 

25 

(39.7%) 

19 

(30.2%) 

61 

(96.8%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,90 0,995 

I13 My supervisor(s) has kept him-/herself informed of new developments in social work practice in 

9 

(14.3%) 

7 

(11.1%) 

25 

(39.7%) 

20 

(31.7%) 

61 

(96.8%) 

2 

(3.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,92 1,021 

Cronbach alpha (α) =0,981.  ▼= Scores were reversed to accommodate negatively formulated item. x̅ = 

2,9. σ = 0,87 

The scale specifically focused on the relationship between the supervisor and supervisee in the preceding 

12 months (Items 1 – 2, 5 – 9), as well as the respondent’s perceptions of their supervisors’ attributes 

and competencies (Items 3 – 4, 10 – 13). The comparatively high mean generated by the survey (x̅ = 2.9) 

implies that the supervisors predominantly behaved in an appropriate manner.  As a result, only their 

relative strengths and weaknesses will be covered next.  In this regard, the mean of x̅ = 2.9 will be used 

as a demarcation mechanism.  It should be noted that three (see Table 11: I2, I9, I12) of the 13 items had 

this mean and will not be covered.   

In terms of the relationship component of the scale, only one item fell markedly below the demarcation 

point and could, therefore, be viewed as a relative weakness.  This was their ability to function as role 
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models (x̅ = 2,75) (see Table 11: I4). Their strong points were a positive attitude towards supervision, 

the ability to give appropriate advice and guidance, and to make supervisees comfortable to discuss work-

related matters (see Table 11: I5, I1, I8). 

The supervisors’ attributes tended to measure lower with four items below x̅ = 2.9.  These were to teach 

respondents social work (x̅ = 2,85) and therapeutic skills (x̅ = 2,74), to enhance their knowledge of social 

work practice (x̅ = 2,89) and to encourage them to learn new “things” from him/her (x̅ = 2,81) (see Table 

11: I4, I10, I11, I7).  No item was markedly above the demarcation point. 

If the responses to the scale are taken as a whole, it would seem that the supervisors had good 

relationships with their supervisees and were especially good at their task of providing administrative, 

and to a large extent also supportive, types of supervision.  Most of the items that could be viewed as of 

an educational in nature, however, tended to measure somewhat lower.  This indicates that current 

educational supervision is insufficient and should receive more attention in future. 

The very large standard deviation (σ) of some of the items indicate that there were marked differences in 

the way in which respondents experienced their supervision.  One of the items (see Table 11: I6) that 

stood out in this regard was the extent to which (some) supervisors allocated time to supervision (σ = 

1,122). In this regard, 25/39,7% of the respondents indicated that it was insufficient.  Although this did 

not seem to negatively influence the supervisor-supervisee relationships and is probably due to work 

pressures, it could have contributed to the relative lack of attention to educational supervision, which 

tends to be time consuming.   

Nature of the educational supervision received 

The final section of the survey questionnaire was specifically designed to profile the educational aspects 

of supervision on which supervisors focused during the preceding 12 months.  It was primarily based on 

a successful sociometric scale developed by Parente (2011), but which had to be indigenised to better fit 

South African circumstances.  The statistical analysis of the data produced in the survey showed that the 

adapted scale had a Cronbach alpha coefficient of α = 0,978.  This high reliability coefficient, together 

with the good face validity indicated by the panel of experts, implies that it did meet the purpose for 

which it was intended. 

The scale basically covered the best practice techniques that could be used in educational supervision 

(Parente, 2011).  These included encouraging supervisees to master specific traits, empowering them to 

make their own decisions and providing them with appropriate opportunities and examples.  Details of 

the data generated by the scale are contained in Table 12. 

The overall mean of x̅ =2,59 for the scale indicates that the use of the identified techniques predominantly 

fell within the “Periodically” category.  This could be seen as somewhat of a confirmation of the under-

utilisation of educational supervision by supervisors as identified via the previous scale. 

The five techniques most often used by supervisors were: 

• to review the supervisees’ reports in order to help them improve their quality and completeness (I2: 

x̅ =2,97); 

• to empower them to make their own decisions regarding the cases/clients they were handling (I3: x̅ 

=2,87); 

• to encourage them to have their own ideas about cases (I8: x̅ =2,76); 

• to help them do a better job when they were struggling, rather than to take over the case (I10: x̅ 

=2,77); and  

• to notice when they had become better at doing something (I12: x̅ =2,71). 

A striking feature of the five most often used techniques, coupled with the others that were used more 

frequently, were that they tended to be case- and administration-focused.  This included enabling them 

to improve their ability to deal with specific client systems and to improve their report-writing skills.  
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The response to Item 12, which involved noticing when respondents had become better at doing 

“something”, has a strong supportive supervision dimension. 

TABLE 12 

NATURE OF THE EDUCATIONAL SUPERVISION RECEIVED 

Q: How often has your supervisor(s) done the following in the past 12 months?  

Frequencies (Percentages %)   

1. 

Seldom/ Never 

2. 

Sometimes 

3. 

Periodically 

4. 

Usually/ Always 
Total Missing Total X̅ Σ 

I1 Challenged me when I had unreasonable expectations of clients 

14 

(22.2%) 

19 

(30.2%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

8 

(12.7%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,38 0,974 

I2 Reviewed my reports in order to help me improve their quality and completeness 

6 

(9.5%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

27 

(42.9%) 

20 

(31.7%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,97 0,933 

I3 Empowered me to make my own decisions regarding the cases/clients I was handling 

8 

(12.7%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

25 

(39.7%) 

19 

(30.2%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,87 0,992 

I4 Arranged for workers to share what they have learned at training/ a workshop/ a meeting/ etc. with the rest of the team 

22 

(34.9%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

18 

(28.6%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,25 1,107 

I5 Encouraged me to connect the training I have received to specific case situations and/or my intervention efforts 

16 

(25.4%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,52 1,098 

I6 Encouraged me to develop areas of expertise 

14 

(22.2%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

14 

(22.2%) 

60 

(95.2%) 

3 

(4.8%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,65 1,152 

I7 Encouraged me to develop my strengths 

12 

(19.0 

10 

(15.9%) 

24 

(38.1%) 

16 

(25.4%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,71 1,062 

I8 Encouraged me to have my own ideas about cases 

11 

(17.5%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

19 

(30.2%) 

20 

(31.7%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,76 1,088 

I9 Encouraged me to use policy to find answers for myself 

15 

(23.8%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

14 

(22.2%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,65 1,180 

I10 Helped me do a better job when I am struggling, rather than taking over the case 

11 

(17.5%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

23 

(36.5%) 

18 

(28.6%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,77 1,062 

I11 Matched what he/she provided in supervision to my level of experience 

13 

(20.6%) 

9 

(14.3%) 

25 

(39.7%) 

16 

(25.4%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,70 1,072 

I12 Noticed when I have gotten better at doing something 

11 

(17.5%) 

13 

(20.6%) 

22 

(34.9%) 

17 

(27.0 

63 

(100%) 
  2,71 1,054 

I13 Used role play to help me practice new skills 

27 

(42.9%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

15 

(23.8%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,16 1,167 

I14 Provided examples when teaching a skill 

22 

(34.9%) 

10 

(15.9%) 

16 

(25.4%) 

15 

(23.8%) 

63 

(100%) 
  2,38 1,197 

I15 Provided opportunities for me to try new things 

19 

(30.2%) 

5 

(7.9%) 

27 

(42.9%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,48 1,112 

I16 Used his/her own experience doing the job to teach me how to do the job better 

14 

(22.2%) 

11 

(17.5%) 

21 

(33.3%) 

14 

(22.2%) 

60 

(95.2%) 

3 

(4.8%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,58 1,094 

I17 Used observations of my work in the field to help me improve my practice skills 

16 

(25.4%) 

12 

(19.0 

17 

(27.0 

17 

(27.0 

62 

(98.4%) 

1 

(1.6%) 

63 

(100%) 
2,56 1,154 

Cronbach alpha (α) = 0,978.Mean: x̅ =2,59.  Standard deviation: σ = 0,92 
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The five lowest ranking techniques were: 

• to use roleplays to help supervisees practice new skills (I13: x̅ = 2,16); 

• to arranged for workers to share what they have learned during training/ a workshop/ a meeting/ etc. 

with the rest of the team (I4: x̅ = 2,25); 

• to provide examples when teaching a skill (I14: x̅ = 2,38); 

• to challenge respondents when they had unreasonable expectations of clients (I1: x̅ = 2,38); and 

• to provide opportunities for them to try “new things” (I15: x̅ = 2,48). 

A trend that emerged from the scale was that core training techniques, such as the use of role plays, 

examples and previous training, were somewhat neglected.  The focus seemed to be on teaching 

supervisees to deal with issues at hand, and not to see supervision as a broader learning opportunity. 

MAIN CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

The first and somewhat unexpected outcome of the research was that the scales that were developed for 

the study proved to be very reliable and also had a high face validity within the South African context.  

This implies that the “The need for social work supervision” scale (α = 0.848), “The administration of 

supervision services” scale (α = 0.869), the “General nature of the supervision received” scale (α =0,981) 

and the “Nature of the educational supervision received” scale (α = 0,978) could be used in similar types 

of local quantitative supervision research.  They should, however, also be tested within non-government 

settings and then subjected to statistical power analysis in order to ascertain whether the same reliability 

levels would be maintained in diversified contexts.  It is also not yet clear whether they would be able to 

measure change over time. 

The overall impression created by the study was that most respondents saw supervision in a positive light 

and had very high expectations of their supervisors.  This suggests that the supervisor has many roles to 

fulfil and that a well-developed supervision system needs to be in place.   

The responses to the survey indicated that the current system has a number of strengths and weaknesses.  

Its primary strength lies in the fact that it is well structured, albeit somewhat rigid. It is generally 

characterised by the use of contracts between supervisors and supervisees, as well agendas in pre-planned 

sessions.  Supervisors are well qualified for their task, predominantly behave in an appropriate manner, 

maintain good relationships with their supervisees, and organised an appropriated number of supervision 

sessions per annum.  They were generally good at the provision of administrative supervision, had the 

ability to give appropriate advice and guidance, and made supervisees comfortable about discussing 

work-related matters.   

The research also brought several weaknesses to the fore that should be addressed by the selected 

provincial Department of Social Development.   

Supervisees did not seem to be au fait with supervision theory and did not receive substantial in-service 

training to address this and other deficiencies.  The majority were also not provided with the 

organisation’s supervision policy document and/or were not familiar with its contents.  

The rigidity of the system is characterised by the fact that it tended to be supervisor-driven with little 

input from supervisees and that it predominantly focused on administrative matters.  Supportive and 

educational supervision sessions combined made up only half of the time spent. These trends evidently 

produced some level of dissatisfaction among supervisees and need to be dealt with by the employer in 

order to avoid contributing to burnout amongst especially newly qualified social workers (Hirst, 2019). 

It would seem that the system is geared towards teaching supervisees to deal with issues at hand, and not 

to see supervision as a broader learning opportunity.  

The research also revealed several other deficiencies that need to be addressed.  These include 

comparatively high numbers of cancelled sessions, an overreliance on ad hoc and informal sessions, the 
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apparent overuse of group supervision which is not designed to address the individual needs of the 

supervisee, the allocation of insufficient time to supervision sessions and sometimes the unavailability 

of supervisors for urgent matters.   

One of the core findings of the study was that educational supervision is under-utilised in the system.  It 

revealed that the majority of the respondents received supervision based on their daily work activities, 

and that is aimed at improving their ability to deal with specific client systems and to improve their 

report-writing skills.  It is not actually geared towards empowering child protection social workers with 

the additional knowledge and skills required to serve individuals, families, organisations and 

communities even more effectively.  This implies that educational supervision should receive more 

attention in future.  

Although these implications especially apply to the selected provincial department, they may in all 

probability also be true for other South African social work settings.  Further research in this regard is 

consequently essential.  
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