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Chapter 6:  The Creating Community Group 

“The greatest gift of relationship proves to be that as the result of 
encountering each other, we are obliged to grow larger than we had 

planned”. 

(Hollis, 2008, p.xi) 

In this chapter I write about what happened in the Creating Community Group. I 

introduce the group and its members and follow the format of the previous Chapter with 

vignettes, moments and experiences that contribute to the mosaic of the research. 

Part One: Beginning 

Introduction to the Creating Community Group 

This group is named the “Creating Community” group because most of them described 

their experiences within this group as the safest, most trusted environment for them to 

show up just as they were—a supportive environment where they were able to bring life 

struggles, challenges and difficulties. There were six coaches, based in North America, 

four of them having engaged in supervision together before, and two joining the group at 

the start of the research. I supervised the group, and consequently there will be “in the 

room” stories as with the Daring Group. The demographics are shown in Table 6 below. 

All six were active participants throughout the research. 

Coach12 Years following 

certification 

Actively 

coaching 

Other roles Gender 

Bob 1-5 One internal 

client 

In transition because of 

required retirement 

M 

Felicia 1-5 no In transition from prior 

career to coaching 

F 

Debra 1-5 beginning to 

develop role— 

HR & OD practitioner 

in organization 

F 

12 Fictitious names are used. 
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started with 5 

internal clients 

during the year 

Andy 1-5 no In transition because of 

required retirement 

M 

Candice  1-5 Yes  Facilitator and trainer F 

Ellen 1-5 no HR & OD practitioner 

in organization 

F 

 

Table 6: Creating Community Group Demographics 

Life narratives 
 
The three internal coaches were Ellen, Debra and Bob. Two coaches, Andy (new) and 

Felicia were not yet coaching clients; they were in transition toward building a practice. 

Candice (new) had a robust facilitation and coaching practice; she was significantly more 

experienced as a coach. I have chosen not to share their life narratives at this point, as I 

did with the Daring Group. Rather, I embed their individual narratives in the vignettes, 

where it is relevant, so the reader does not have to track between this section and the 

vignettes by individual group member. 

 
Logistics 
 
We engaged in 10 supervision sessions, beginning in October 2017 and ending in 

September 2018, with one organizing meeting and three action learning meetings, 

between September 2017 and May 2019. All ten 90-minute supervision sessions and the 

four 60-minute meetings were recorded and transcribed as part of the field texts. The six 

coaches submitted individual journaling entries following most of the sessions.   

 

Attentiveness to relationships  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, focused on supervisory relationships. 
 
Four of the coaches, Felicia, Bob, Debra and Ellen, had been in supervision with me, as 

part of a group of six, for the prior two years. We were starting our third supervision year 
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together. With the addition of two new coaches, to bring us back to the standard size of 

six, we became a new group in some ways, and remained familiar in others. Our newness 

came from integrating Candice and Andy; our familiarity came, in part, from the patterns 

and relationships among the five of us who had been together for so long. In part, it came 

from other connections. I had prior coaching relationships with Candice, as I had with 

Ellen; I had been a mentor coach for Andy, as I had with Debra. Thus, I had relationships 

with both the coaches joining. Andy had been in the coach training and certification 

program with Felicia, Bob, Debra, and Ellen. He was not a stranger to them. Candice had 

an ease in joining the group. These relationships contributed to less novelty than might 

have happened if the two new coaches had been unknown to us. It was something 

between a new group and an existing group. 

 

As mentioned above, I had a coaching relationship with Ellen; it was an existing one that 

had renewed during the prior supervision year, with the group’s permission. I had 

disclosed this to both Andy and Candice when we had explored their joining this group. 

There were no references in the sessions or in the journaling that this additional 

relationship with Ellen created issues within the group. In many of my groups, and across 

the groups within the supervision center, there were multiple relationships, among the 

coaches, and sometimes the supervisor. I held a watchful curiosity throughout the 

research; I continued to stay curious about the interplay of relationships outside the 

group within the group.  

 

There is a curiosity for me in how the group is described as a group of six. As noted in the 

glossary at the beginning of this thesis, and in the literature on groups (Bernard and 

Goodyear, 2019; Ögren, Boethius and Sundin, 2014; Proctor, 2008), the group is 

described by the number of supervisees. This perplexes me as I consider myself a group 

member as the supervisor. Thus, when I think of this group, I think of us as a group of 

seven. I did not find supervision literature consistent with this. 
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Organizing Meeting  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, focused on supervisory relationships and as facilitator of 
the dynamics of the group setting. 
 
I began this group, with their permission, with an organizing meeting that did not count 

as one of our 10 sessions. Typically, I would contract for our session structure and process 

in the first of the 10 sessions; however, I expected there would be several questions 

about the research process, and I did not want to answer those during a paid session. I 

wanted to honor that the coaches were paying for supervision and volunteering 

incremental time for the research13. 

 

In the advance-meeting email I sent, I acknowledged we were a new group and that we 

would agree on how we would work together, using the last year’s process as the starting 

point. I intended this to be the co-design of our supervision sessions over the coming 12 

months, with a particular focus on the use of observational experiences. 

 

I arrived for the session. There were user difficulties with the Zoom link, which delayed 

our start. When those were resolved, 4 coaches were on video; one was audio only, just 

as he had been in the prior two years14. The sixth coach would join in the next meeting. 

With the technology challenges and the opening inquiry “How are you arriving?” we 

utilized 45 minutes, half the session. Typically, we would take no more than 15 minutes 

opening the session. I made the decision to allow for longer responses to begin to build 

the relationships necessary for co-creation of the container. The coaches were sharing 

more about themselves as they met the new-to-the-group coach and caught up with 

each other after the summer hiatus.  

 

 
13 I took this action because it felt appropriate. I hesitated momentarily to consider if it set up any 
inequities with the other research groups. I had not discussed this with the other supervisors because it felt 
inappropriate to suggest they give additional unpaid time; they had been quite clear at the outset that time 
was limited, and I should not ask them to give any more beyond the original ask. As it turned out they 
utilized the same approach. 
14 His organization had a firewall that did not allow video conferencing applications; he was at work during 
the sessions. 
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The discussion about the research components, with many questions and clarifications, 

took up the remaining time. I felt anxious. I wasn’t sure whether it was in the field, or my 

projection; it was undoubtedly both. The detailed level of the questions, what was most 

on their minds, were how they could be good participants and do what the research 

needed. I shared my commitment to be unattached to the outcomes for the research and 

to be intentional, and vigilant, in wearing my supervisor hat. I confirmed with them that 

they were still willing to participate. 

 

We had a short organizing discussion of how we would be together in supervision. The 

previous members shared what they wanted us to continue, and they issued a joint 

challenge to themselves to bring more cases, and to be willing to coach each other in the 

session (live-action coaching) to use as a case study. They shared the sentiment that they 

had relied on a prior group member the previous year to bring most of the cases and they 

did not want to do that this year.  The newest member, Candice, was open to whatever 

worked for the group. She was enthusiastic to experiment and “lean in”.  

 

Two items were on my mind following the session. I wondered why there had been Zoom 

link issues—we had had other kinds of Zoom issues in prior sessions, but not where the 

coach had the wrong link. Calendar invites and an advance email had been sent with the 

correct link. Second, one of the coaches asked if I was going to waive the fees for 

supervision this year, since the group was in service to my research. I appreciated the 

question; I had expected it in the recruitment process, and it had not arisen. Here it was, 

and interestingly, it was after everyone, including the inquiring coach, had paid the fees. I 

replied that the research had been developed to be in the commercial setting. She 

replied that was fine, she just wanted to check if that was the case. Her question planted 

another seed within me to be even more attentive to the nature of our relationships—

paid supervision and research volunteers. 
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Process from our prior year  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting and as 
guardian of reflective practice. 
 
As mentioned above, we were going to use our process from the prior year and modify it 

as we proceeded. The process was similar to the one I used in the Daring Group.. The key 

elements were: 

1. A reflection question and call for cases/issues/themes sent a few days in advance. 

2. Initial check-in “How are you arriving? What do you have for us?” to get 

everyone’s voice in the room and build connection. 

3. Reflections on the reflection question to the extent it resonated with the group. 

4. What was our focus for the session, which coaches had something, did anyone 

want to engage in live-action coaching? 

5. I would offer the order and time allotment for their concurrence or revision. 

6. We would begin, and I would contract with each presenting coach on their 

inquiries; the group would co-inquire, we would proceed around the circle, to 

ensure everyone had opportunities to add to the conversation. 

7. In conclusion of each case/issue/theme I would ask the presenting coach to state 

what they were “sitting with” or “taking” from the dialogue. I would then ask each 

coach what they were taking as their own learning about their selves as coach or 

about their practice. 

8. We would move to the next item and follow a similar path. 

9. At the end of the session, we would each offer closing comments, thoughts, take-

aways or learning. 

10. I would send the reflective journal prompts immediately. 

11. I would send the link to the recording of the session and any promised resources 

within about a day of the session. 

 

Our sessions were more fluid than this list may convey. I used in-the-moment contracting 

and permission-based interventions to dance with the emergence within our space. 

These elements served as guideposts; they were not rigid. 
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Fullness of life 
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, focused on supervisory relationships. 
 
Similar to the Daring Group, there were, throughout the year, an enormous amount of 

life challenges among the six coaches and me. These included two facing possible cancer 

diagnoses, loss and grief, severe health challenges within families, forced retirement, 

challenging and unsettling developments with young adult children, DNA results that 

opened up family secrets and new family members to two of us, three of the coaches 

moved residences, and the day-to-day challenges of our work, whether in organizations 

or building a practice. There were ongoing discussions and reflections around these 

events. I reference the fullness of life in the vignettes below, but not with specificity or 

time of any particular challenge, in service to protecting anonymity. 

 
Part Two: Vignettes 
 
Journaling 
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting and as 
guardian of reflective practice. 
 
I sent the journal prompts immediately following the organizing session via email. They 

responded very quickly. I noticed, as I reviewed the entries, that more than one coach 

had referred to their experience in the session as practice space for their coaching 

competencies. Ellen wrote “My ability to be present and listen to everything everyone 

was saying and how it was said. This helps me in my coaching by really allowing me to 

“see” the client”. Debra noted she felt her mind wandering, she had been distracted. She 

wondered “How often does this come across in my coaching practice. Will watch for 

this”. Felicia had technical issues and wrote that she wished she had taken the time to 

ensure Zoom was working in order to have been present in the session. She connected 

this to her coaching “not preparing in this way shortchanged the experience with the 

group and would certainly impact any coaching session. This was a good reflection and 

noticing for me”. 
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Writing about shared vulnerability, Candice said “I like the vulnerable sharing about 

performance anxiety because I feel now like I could share any concern and it will be held 

respectfully”. Ellen raised a concern about how to continue the level of vulnerability 

“How will we continue to make our sessions a place where we can be real, authentic, not 

feeling the need to “show up” in a certain way but a place where we can bring our whole 

selves and not censor”. 

 

As with the Daring Group, the entries were informative glimpses into the individual’s 

experience in the group and reminded me that the abilities to observe one’s self, and to 

reflect varied across the group. The variances stood out more starkly to me in the 

journaling than in that initial session. Candice had written extensively, noticing several 

aspects of herself and connecting to what others had shared, noticing how she 

participates in a group, identifying a known “saboteur lingering”, and how she might take 

this into her coaching. Bob wrote briefly and factually about what had happened.  

 

I had been caught off guard with the mentions of practicing within the sessions. It was 

not an explicit purpose I had articulated for supervision and our processes. I wondered 

about my assumptions and what I was doing in supervision of which I was unaware. I had 

no memories of having stated to any of the coaches that supervision was practice space 

for coaching competencies. In fact, in considering how to bring recordings, I was quite 

clear we would not approach the reviews as competency reviews, but rather as reflective 

reviews. Clear that was what our approach would be; I wasn’t clear about what the 

distinctions were between those two approaches. I appreciated the idea of practice 

space. I was going to look for more opportunities that arose that could be defined as 

practicing space. 

 

A prior breach of trust  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, focused on supervisory relationships. 
 
Debra, at the end of her journaling, wrote she had experienced a breach of trust with me. 

She shared when we had been together at a conference, several months before, I had 

offended her and that needed to be addressed. I was not surprised. Intuitively I knew 
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something had happened between us as she, uncharacteristically, had not responded to 

my emails during the summer. We had a one-on-one call.  We explored the situation and 

repaired the breach in our relationship. It was a reminder that our intentions can be 

constructive or positive, yet the impact on the recipient can be critical or negative; that 

was what had occurred. It was also a reminder that when there was hurt, one could 

repair it through listening, acknowledging and apologizing.  

 

Interestingly, the journal entry was a safer space than other ways of communication for 

her to share this; I wondered about the dynamics of that. I noticed, again, the value of 

the journaling as a vehicle for informing me of individual perspectives that were not 

being raised in other settings. I wondered what might have created the conditions that 

she could have reached out to me directly, and sooner, to have this discussion. 

 
First supervision session – Jumping in  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting. 
 

I sent the advance email with a reflection question about their developmental goals, a 

request for cases/issues/themes, an invitation for them do to a brief write-up in advance 

if it would serve their learning, and the Zoom link. Three group members jumped right in. 

Andy and Candice, the two newest to the group, sent in brief write-ups. Candice also 

volunteered to bring a recording and transcript to the following session in November, and 

Bob wrote up a case for the November session as he was not able to attend this session 

as the date conflicted with a holiday in his country—here was a cultural miss in our 

scheduling15.  

 

This was an opportunity for us to continue to contract collectively for the coming year, 

building on our prior organizing session. I took us into the session, using the process and 

structure outlined above. In this group it worked as four of the coaches “knew” the 

process and Candice was willing to go with the flow; in her journaling after the organizing 

 
15 We had a regular practice of keeping our dates unless more than 2 coaches could not attend, in which 
case we would reschedule. He may have assumed we would not reschedule; I learned from this to ask each 
group, at the start of the year, if there are any holidays we need to take into consideration. 
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meeting, she had written “I also like both structure and ambiguity. I think we set the 

stage for both to come in”.  Andy engaged as well.  In my reflections following this 

session I was wondering if I should have done more explicit contracting? What is the level 

of contracting that sets the stage for each member of the group to know their roles and 

responsibilities, to have a comfort level with expectations and the process? Were any 

members of this group feeling the way Sally had been, hiding within the larger group? Or 

were there other points of differentiation that contributed to our ability to proceed 

without additional contracting, such as, these were all coaches who had been certified in 

the last five years and therefore had been introduced conceptually to supervision in the 

training; or were Candice’s and Andy’s needs for structure less than Sally’s? Or were 

Candice’s and Andy’s inner critics quieter? How to assess each group’s needs and tailor 

the contracting process, as well as the structure and processes within the sessions? A 

rigid standardized approach to the beginning of each group was inappropriate. 

 

How are you arriving?  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting. 
 

I have paid close attention, in my supervision practice, to ensure that every one’s voice is 

in the room, and that there are comparable opportunities for each person to speak 

throughout the session. The concept of the circle is easily facilitated in a small group on 

Zoom. We approached this in a couple of different ways—in the opening, one person 

would start, and then pass to another. During the inquiries into the case or issue or 

theme, we would speak as we were moved; each person would typically participate. 

Often it was through offerings to the presenting coach, rather than a back-and-forth 

dialogue. The goals were to open perspectives and expand possibilities, not to convince 

anyone of a particular point of view or solution. We were not problem solving; we were 

co-inquiring. 

 

I welcomed them, introduced Andy who was joining the group for the first time, and 

asked how they were arriving. This got everyone’s voice “in the room” and started the 

sharing. The candor of the responses reflected the starting structure of the container, 

and the level of relationships. In listening, I was able to feel the connectivity or 
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resonance, candor in disclosure, presence, or challenges, or the lack thereof. Often as a 

new group comes together, there is hesitancy or caution. That morning there was deep 

engagement. Candice set a high bar with her willingness to bring the messiness of her 

practice immediately to a new group by bringing a case to the first session, having shared 

a write-up in advance and volunteered to bring a recording of her coaching to the 

following session. Her vulnerability and openness were the boldest I had seen with a 

coach coming into an existing group. It was refreshing, inspiring, and a good reminder 

that how we operate in a group, and what we each need to feel safe, were significantly 

influenced by who we were.  

 

I felt, in the session, a perceptible stepping up by the other group members. Were we all 

swimming in performance anxiety and trying to get it right for the research? Was there 

an undertone of competition spurred by the addition of Candice? What were the subtle 

dance moves? Over the course of the year, I came to hold another question about how 

Candice came into the group. She occasionally referenced her need to perform, her need 

to prove her worth and add value. In the later sessions she journaled about not getting so 

“wrapped up in adding value”. Was her vulnerability bold? Or driven by her need to 

establish her value within the group?  

 

Experimentation adds to the container  
 

Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting and as 

guardian of reflective practice. 

 

We had the written cases from Candice and Andy, and Debra brought a case verbally. I 

offered the order and time we would give to each, and the group agreed. We began.  

 

Candice briefly described her case, I contracted about what she wanted from the group. 

She wanted others to share what they had done in similar client situations.  I had the 

possibility of an experiment on my mind because my group coaching supervisor had done 

this in several sessions over the past years and I had found it useful. I had introduced it in 

the Daring Group, and they had found it useful and they had encouraged me to bring 
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more experimentation to our sessions. The benefit of what the others noticed often 

opened up a new perspective or awareness for the presenting coach.  It was an 

opportunity to notice one’s reactions as practice of observing one’s self in the moment.  

 

 I asked if the group would try something new, briefly, before we responded to Candice’s 

ask. They agreed. I invited the group to share “What came up for you? Visuals or feelings 

or stirrings—just what did you notice in yourself as Candice described the case?” We took 

turns responding. Felicia and Andy moved right to offering a solution; they did not name 

any noticing in themselves. Debra shared she had felt tenderness and care; Ellen found 

herself in many different places as she tried to notice what she was observing and stay 

present to Candice’s descriptions. I shared an image that had popped for me that Candice 

was an adult figure, and her client was a younger person, and that they were not 

shoulder to shoulder. 

 

As the next step, I paused the group and asked them to share what they noticed about 

themselves as coach in the responses to what was stirred in them. Andy and Felicia, who 

had jumped to solutions, noticed that they had done that and reflected on the challenge 

of learning to let go of their solution orientation and move into coach mode. Ellen shared 

she was unable to stay in presence. Debra discovered by not taking notes she had found 

herself able to be fully present: “my ideas or thoughts just floated away…I’ve never 

noticed that before”. Candice discovered a theme as she listened to the others—over the 

last 90 days, she had been shifting her stance with some clients away from unconditional 

positive regard when she had a story about their lack of resourcefulness. 

 

The experiment stayed with us—this idea of learning how to observe one’s self and stay 

present to the others. Ellen shared “there was an ask to pay attention to what we’re 

noticing in ourselves…staying present for myself... and [the presenting coach] …and of 

course thinking about the story and how would I coach, and oh yes, I had a similar client. I 

found myself being in many different places”. The coaches noticed the links between 

what they were experiencing in the session and how it tied back to how they were in the 

world and as a coach.  
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As we were nearing the end of the session, I contracted with the group on two items 

regarding experimentations. The first, what were they noticing in hearing the case, and 

what were they taking about their self as coach—was it useful, should we do it again? 

This experimentation created, I learned, a greater sense of safety: “I thought this was an 

extremely powerful call…you’re holding a really special container for us to allow us to 

bring ourselves in a different and special way”. There was agreement to integrate 

experiments into our process.  

 

There was the paradox that one cannot have a safe container without vulnerability, and 

yet vulnerability needs a sense of safety to engage. This was our first session; we had 

begun to construct our safe space. We were a new group, and this was the invitational 

introduction of a new process. It contributed to our overall willingness to be vulnerable. 

 

The second was to contract about our next experiment—the recording and transcript 

Candice was bringing in the next session. Would people agree to listen in advance? What 

would one listen for? We distinguished assessment for competencies and development 

areas, as they experienced in the coaching training program, from reflective inquiry about 

the recording. I was struggling to articulate what the differences were. While I had used 

recordings in my own sessions as a supervisee, I used them intuitively, and had not 

articulated my process. My attempt was “This is listening and being present to what’s 

happening in the session in response to the questions...[that she] will tee up for 

us…That’s the first level. The second level is, gosh, as I listen…what is stirring for me 

about my stance as coach”. Candice noticed she felt “a little scared”. I noted her 

willingness to share that with the group, her openness, and wondered how it would show 

up in the next session. 

 

I appreciated how experimentation in the session had created opportunities for us to 

reflect, disclose, and learn in different ways. I decided to continue to integrate 

experiments into my supervision process going forward and utilize the permission-based 

approach through contracting in the moment. 
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Communications outside the group  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, focused on supervisory relationships and as facilitator of 

the dynamics of the group setting. 

 

For the next session, Candice had volunteered to share a recording and transcript with 

the group. I sent the reflection question a week in advance and referenced that she 

would be sending the recording and transcript prior to the session. She sent them to the 

group and then emailed me that she was feeling “guilt and shame” for sending the 

recording a few days later than she intended. I felt compelled to create an empathic 

connection with Candice as an individual group member. I have found there were 

appropriate times for the supervisor to have one-on-one communications outside of the 

full group setting. 

 

In addition to assuring her that everything that happens is fine just how it happens, and 

that it would provide learning no matter what, I also wrote: 

Your timing is absolutely fine. If someone doesn’t have time to listen - 

that will be good input as well - and I am not sure whether it will be 

about timing or about their own views and responses to recordings. 

Great grist for the mill. If folks do take the time to listen, again that will 

be rich with learning for all of us. In my experience whatever happens is 

an opportunity for learning - about ourselves, about the group, about 

the ways we are reflecting and learning together… I am holding no 

judgment about the timing. Our lives are all full - sometimes more than 

we hope. It is a new undertaking to share with the group your recording 

and I am appreciating that you have done so (Downing, 2017a). 

Candice responded: 

Wow. Your response made me feel seen and heard and valued. What a 

cool experience to have across email and appreciate the beautiful 

reminder that there is learning in everything. I’m actually going to save 
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your email for a reference in other times when I notice my inner noise 

voices are getting in the way of being present.  

 

My response demonstrated unconditional positive regard and an understanding of shame 

and shame spirals; it deepened my connection with her. Candice felt, as evidenced by her 

response, seen and heard as well as valued. I believed this was an appropriate interaction 

within the boundaries of the group system. 

 

The issue of when it was appropriate for a supervisor to have one-on-one 

communications with a group member was one I had explored several times with both of 

my supervisors. I was consistently on the lookout for the shades of gray that were lurking 

in these interactions. My primary experiences interacting with a coach individually, 

outside the group, was when I had said something that disrupted their sense of 

unconditional positive regard or breached our relationship. For example, when they had 

been triggered by a comment or observation. There were a handful of times when a 

group member seemed to reach out in a bid to build a closer alliance; in those situations, 

I did not respond, or I responded with a request to bring the point to the group.  

 

Many of my colleagues, in the US and Europe, shared with me they did not have 

interactions with individuals outside the group setting. I thought I may be more of the 

exception in my approach. Through the research, I discovered I was not unique within my 

community; in the three groups supervised by my colleagues, there were individual 

interactions between a group member and the supervisor. I learned about those from the 

journaling; in each situation it was mentioned as increasing the coach’s safety within the 

group. Did it decrease the safety of others in the group? 
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Shame in the group  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting and as 

guardian of reflective practice. 

 

Candice’s shame about sending the recording late preceded further shame in the group. 

The group had committed to listen to the recording in advance of the session; when they 

arrived, they reported that one listened and read the transcript, one read the transcript 

but did not listen, three did not listen or read the transcript. I wrote about this in a 

chapter on using observational data in supervision and the need for a variety of kinds of 

safety: 

 One aspect that I noticed throughout was that the participation of the 

individuals who had not listened contained more hesitancy and 

apologies for not having listened. This shifted the dynamic in the session 

by placing individuals in different strata – those “in the know” and those 

who viewed themselves as not. This difference in strata felt to me as 

though it significantly diminished the presence of those who had not 

listened as their numerous apologies and body stance suggested 

diminution.  It raised contracting issues, questions about committing 

unexpected time to prepare, and the different levels of communication 

needed when transcripts or recordings were sent in advance. This also 

raised the question about how many containers were needed for this 

one group? I use the word “container” here to describe the boundaries 

around the different elements that make up the whole holding of the 

group within the supervision context. For example, how does the 

supervisor hold a container for the person bringing the recording, for 

the part of the group that listened, for the other part of the group that 

read the transcript and for the part of the group that was using the 

narrative description only? (Downing, 2019, p.99). 

 

As we began our exploration of the recording, I moved to settle the group about the 

impact of not everyone having watched the recording: 
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What I want to say to each of you as a group is however you're coming 

into this discussion is fine, just as it was with Bob. Sometimes we don't 

have time to read an email. Sometimes we don't have time to listen to 

recordings. Sometimes we don't see it in the inbox. Sometimes it doesn't 

arrive, so let's just let any feelings about that go, and let's just be 

present. Those of us who heard the recording will reference it, no doubt, 

and those of you who haven't, just be in this as the way you would any 

case in the group. 

 

This was insufficient. The group members who had not listened could not move into a 

safe space in this session; their inner critic and sense of shame held them captive. This 

was an example of an insufficient container; in those moments, their sense of safety was 

contaminated—they could self-disclose that they had not listened, but they could not 

fully be open, explore and inquire in the reflections as they were immersed in their not 

having done enough. My reassurances weren’t enough to rebuild the container during 

that session.  

See the illustration below which shows there may have been safety among the group 

members who came prepared, the presenting coach and myself. There were not safe 

enough relationships among the three coaches because of their inner dialogues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 15: Relationship Diagram 

 

Figure 15: Genuine Relationships Diagram – breaches in red 
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This session reinforced my emerging understanding that the fabric of the container is 

stretched, shrunk and torn by individual members by situations and circumstances that 

happen outside the group, as well as within the group. That the process or topic or 

content that we considered in the session had triggered a lack of ability of one or more 

coaches to arrive, be present and fully participate. They were in a space that was 

diminishing rather than generative. 

 

Courage to respond to feedback  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting. 
 
In this same session, I asked each coach to share what they had learned about self as 

coach in reflecting on a case presented by Bob, an internal coach. Felicia asked for 

feedback, as she noticed she went right to problem-solving while the rest of the group 

was more reflective. She saw how she responded differently than others in the group. 

The group reassured her she could come as she was. I responded that I thought it was a 

contracting question with the presenting coach, in this case whatever Bob wanted. 

Although she had not responded directly to his inquiry, he assured her that he 

appreciated her comments. 

 

On reflection, I had different views of the group’s reassurance. I realized I did not trust 

that I could provide Felicia with direct feedback in a way that she would truly hear it. 

Prior experiences of her fierce temper had impacted my ability to be candid. However, I 

felt my hesitance took away some of the safety within the group because honest 

feedback was requested, in service to another’s development, and there was insufficient 

candor. Was this lack of courage? Was it insufficient commitment to her growth? Was 

this collusion with the group to avoid conflict, choosing assurance instead? Was it 

knowledge, or projection, about how Felicia would react, based on difficult prior 

experiences? Were we (was I) unsure of our working alliance and whether it was strong 

enough for sharing experiences truthfully? Had I moved out of unconditional positive 

regard?  
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On the other hand, in a subsequent session, Candice shared that this interaction with 

Felicia had increased her level of safety—she had realized in that moment that it was OK 

to have a different approach or response than the majority of the group. Two good 

reminders came up for me: that each of our experiences were shaped by who we are 

individually, and with the interactions we have had with another individual; and that 

diversity of perspectives adds to the depth of the container. 

 

I also recognized through this experience that the container had gained more 

dimensionality— I added to the consideration of the qualities and conditions necessary 

for the coaches, those necessary for the supervisor. “However, rooted and grounded in 

respect, empathy and authenticity a group facilitator may be, there will be times when 

one, or more, do not seem accessible” (Proctor, 2000, p.117). I felt I had let an important 

moment for candid feedback go by, which would have had rich possibilities for individual 

and group learning. 

 

Supervisor self-disclosure  
 

Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, utilizing all three roles: supervisory relationships, guardian 

of reflective practice and facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting. 

 

A pivotal moment in my work with the Creating Community Group was triggered by an 

invitation from one of the other supervisors to participate with her group for an 

exploratory discussion about their participation. She strategized with me, based on what 

had occurred in the last few months with the other groups, to develop an approach she 

thought would be beneficial to her group and to the research.  

 

When we came together, she asked the group if they would play a bit with her, and they 

readily agreed. She then shared with them, in the session, several minutes of a recording 

of one of her own “messy” coaching sessions. She asked them to supervise her, and they 

explored the session together. This was self-disclosure by a supervisor in action.  At the 

conclusion of the session, she said to them, “You know I would never invite you to do 

something, I wouldn’t do myself. That’s why I brought my recording first, before you 
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made a final commitment to participate”. I was moved by her approach, as was her 

group. They opted in; and they were the only group in which every coach brought a 

recording. They said she inspired them!  

 

My literature reviews were intentionally plural, as I was not homing in on a handful of 

literature areas; rather I was identifying all my curiosities about areas that could be 

relevant. There was interplay between my learning, thinking about and applying ideas in 

my practice and holding the research process. A few weeks after the session with my 

colleague, I was reading about the supervisory relationship between supervisee and 

supervisor (Beinart and Clohessy, 2017) and I focused on three journal articles exploring 

what supervisees reported got in their way (Ladany et al., 1996), about beneficial 

supervisor self-disclosures (Ladany and Lehrman-Waterman, 1999), and non-disclosures 

by trainee-supervisees (Mehr, Ladany and Caskie, 2010).  

 

I was curious about self-disclosure, given how my colleague had shared her recording, as 

well as through my reading. I took this experience into the work with my group. The 

quantitative research on supervisor self-disclosure found: “The results also support our 

hypothesis that supervisor self-disclosure predicts the strength of the supervisory 

working alliance. That is, the more frequently a supervisor self-disclosed, the greater was 

the agreement between the supervisor and the trainee on the goals and tasks of 

supervision and the stronger was the emotional bond between the two…. the study 

shows that sharing counseling struggles uniquely influenced the emotional bond between 

the supervisor and the trainee” (Ladany and Lehrman-Waterman, 1999, pp.156-157). I 

also had in mind Sheppard’s (2017) research findings that included one of the ways 

coaching supervisees hinder their supervision experiences is by having the supervisor on 

a pedestal.  

 

At about this same time, every member of the Creating Community group was struggling 

with serious life and work issues that left them drained: the fullness of life for them 

collectively was quite daunting. There was less inquisitiveness about their own coaching 

practices. They arrived at the February session with no cases, themes or issues. We 

explored a YouTube video on coaching with metaphors (TPC Leadership, 2012) and 
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Candice gave us a brief update on a client. Sensing that I could be of service to their 

learning, and my own, I made a quick decision to self-disclose about my work with one of 

my coaching clients. I asked if they would supervise me as I was “stuck with a client”.  

 

I was wondering how it might shift the energy for us to work on my sticky situation. As 

Brown, B.C. (2012) often says vulnerability invites vulnerability and I was testing that 

theory in an experimental way. 

“When we pay attention, right in the midst of the difficulties and strains, 

and the pleasures and pains of our lives, it’s the unexpected, the puzzles, 

the paradoxes that catch us, open us, change us”.  

(Marc Lesser, 2019) 

 

This opened up a discussion on mastery, as there was some consternation and doubt, 

particularly from Andy, that I could be “stuck” since I was a supervisor. He considered me 

to be a masterful coach who would not get stuck and expressed it was “ironic”. We talked 

about what mastery means and the potential for lifelong supervision, regardless of our 

level of mastery. Here it was in the moment—the asymmetrical nature of my relationship 

to the group as supervisor: I was on a pedestal of varying heights, holding the power of 

approval (Ögren, Boëthius, and Sundin, 2014). 

 

With their agreement, I described the circumstances of the case. Their co-inquiry with me 

was useful to me as a coach. It also gave me the opportunity to give feedback to them, in 

real time, about what input, inquiry or reflection was helpful and what was not. I was 

quite explicit as to what I wanted and didn't want and engaged with them by articulating 

the feelings and thoughts that were coming up in me from their responses.  

 

I took the opportunity to address Felicia’s problem-solving. I shared that when she 

jumped to a conclusion about the client and knew what the solution was, it was not 

helpful or useful. In the journaling following the session, and in the 3 action learning 

meetings, some members of the group seized on my self-disclosure as being the most 

pivotal in our years together. One coach also wrote about my interactions with Felicia, 
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describing them as “the in-the-moment reaction that was not judgmental but also 

highlighted how to raise awareness about impact”. It created a deeper sense of safety, 

because if I could get stuck it was more OK for them to share when they were stuck. It 

also role-modelled for them a way to give more direct feedback to a group member. 

 

Here were two instances of supervisor self-disclosure, from my colleague and my own. I 

discovered additional instances throughout the research, especially when the coaches, in 

the three groups supervised by others, shared appreciation of their supervisors in the 

meetings with me. Many of the coaches exclaimed that the supervisor’s willingness to 

share their struggles had contributed to their overall experiences in the group and 

enabled their stepping into their own vulnerability to share their challenges. 

 

Pivot #2 I let go fully of my original focus on observational experiences and 
moved the focus to the creation and stewardship of the container  

 
Figure 16: Pivot #2 realized 

Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, all three roles: focused on supervisory relationships, 

guardian of reflective practice and as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting. 

 

In preparation for our first action learning meeting, I sent out reflection questions. We 

were at the midpoint of our year together.  I inquired about the impact, if any, of 

participating in the research. I was continuing to focus on the use of observational 

experiences. It was my learning in this action learning meeting that crystallized my focus 
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back to the full supervision experience.  The reflection questions are set forth in Appendix 

14. 

 

I had intended to facilitate this action learning meeting with my researcher role at the 

forefront. However, as we were exploring our work in the supervision sessions, I found I 

was front and center as the supervisor, paying attention to our relationships, our 

dynamics and how we were crafting our reflective practices. We started with our usual 

check in of how we were arriving. As each coach put their voice in the room, I sensed 

again the fullness of life in this group. Felicia was focused on her website; consistent with 

having claimed in earlier sessions her failure to launch, she said she had no expectations 

in the next year or so for any new business. Candice was noticing her reflections and 

anxiousness about business, while also noting the hope of seeing spring flowers emerge. 

Andy was facing into continuing serious health issues with a family member. Ellen’s 

husband was home on crutches, she was dealing with aging parent issues, and was the 

mother of an almost teenager. Bob was facing into forced retirement, selling and buying 

homes, and imagining how it would be to start over in a new community. Debra was half 

a world away on business travel, so could not join because it would have been in the 

middle of the night for her. I arrived present and in recovery mode from jet lag, having 

been in London for a couple of weeks. 

 

As had developed from my early sessions with the Daring Group, I started the discussion 

reiterating that whatever was coming up for them was just what the research needed, 

just as in our regular sessions. I was looking for their usual candor and vulnerability. I 

asked them to share their responses to how it was to be in this group with the overlay of 

the research.  

 

There was as much diversity in their responses as in how they were arriving. Andy shared, 

being new to supervision, “this had been really special...feeling emotional support…each 

time I join these calls”. He identified no negatives. Felicia noted her mixed feelings about 

the questions— “Ugh, you’re gonna ask me to go inside my body…Oh, god. I gotta go 

inside and really have a thoughtful opinion…I struggle, am I doing it right?” Ellen spoke 

about her belief that to be of value she had to perform, and “this is giving me the space 
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to open myself up more to others and to be vulnerable”. She noticed no negatives, and 

she was not feeling observed; yet she wondered if she was giving me enough for there to 

be value to the research. There she was in her story; I felt in the moment that there 

might have been a negative of being in the research if she was feeling more pressure to 

perform. Bob shared that he was growing professionally and personally, that the learning 

was sticking more for him because of responding to the journal prompts. He was happy 

to give back for the research, and that the group felt “like a family”. Candice shared, 

being new to supervision, she didn’t see any impact of the research except feeling good if 

she is contributing. She noted that the “contemplation” that we do within the group was 

very valuable; the reflection “cements or opens up some new learning”. 

 

What was noticeably absent in these comments were references to observational 

experiences, until Candice, who went last, shared her appreciation for the reflections on 

her recordings. I invited the group to share how it was for them, and they stayed briefly 

there, but noted it was an intervention. That caught my attention. Ellen challenged the 

group to step up to more live-action coaching since there were few opportunities for 

several of them to bring recordings or transcripts because they were not actively 

coaching. “We say we feel secure…held in the group…supported…what’s holding us 

back?” It would be “bringing more to the game”. The conversation pivoted from the 

interventions to considering whether the space was safe enough for them to challenge 

themselves.  

 

The group focused on the value of supervision as a unique experience of being in 

community, supported and held, learning about themselves and their practices. Two 

coaches raised that the most impactful experience had been my asking them to supervise 

me. My self-disclosure as a supervisor had been powerful.  

 

Their focus throughout was on the overall supervision experience, and that took me back 

to my research inquiry—what are the elements of creating and maintaining a space 

sufficient for the coaches to self-disclose and learn? The recordings were intimidating for 

most of the group; only Candice brought them. The response to introducing them 

brought the qualities necessary for safety to the forefront. I had not asked the participant 
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discussing a case or issue what the barriers were to their bringing a case to the group—

they each brought them, with varying degrees of vulnerability.  When I asked the 

question about the recordings, the inquiry evoked participant’s stories about themselves, 

about their fears or comfort, about their willingness, or inability, to share more of 

themselves. I asked them one more question. 

 

What would they say to a colleague considering supervision, and would they say anything 

about observational experiences? The answers were rich with the value of supervision; 

and confirmed that was where my focus should be. Nurturing a unique space; a safe 

place to share and learn; learning from each other, supported by each other; power in 

witnessing the experiences of others; value of dialogue about the process without being 

in the process; a way to continue learning; deepen capacities as human beings, and 

coaches.  

 
The journaling provided peeks into inner dialogue  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as guardian of reflective practice and as facilitator of the 

dynamics of the group setting. 

 

The group members had varying levels of emotional intelligence (“EQ”) (Goleman, 

2013)— some had greater self-awareness, some were better able to be mindful in their 

interactions. They had different levels of practice and competency as coaches. Some had 

more comfort in the group setting than others.  

 

The journaling provided insights into each individual’s reactions to the interactions in the 

sessions—a candid view that was sometimes different than what was shared within the 

session. Their journal entries presented brief peeks into their inner dialogue. Descriptions 

of their life narratives included “never good enough”, “need to solve it immediately”, 

“sabotage myself – failure to launch”, “care what others think so edit what I share – am I 

adding enough value”. These inner voices impacted their ways of being in the group; in 

different moments, the voices led to an individual loss of safety, often with no outward 

manifestation.  

ORCiD: 0000-0002-6586-6169



  
 
K.M. Downing   143 

 

Reading how they were processing the sessions gave me different vantage points to 

reflect on what I was doing as a supervisor. This was a feedback loop unique to being a 

researcher. Candice wrote that she was really irritated with a group member giving 

advice when that was not how she had framed her inquiry. I wondered if I should have 

been more assertive in the session, and paused the coach who was giving advice, or 

paused the presenting coach to encourage them to re-contract with the advice-giving 

coach on what they wanted. Candice also wrote of her impatience with long soliloquies; I 

inquired with myself whether my facilitation could be crisper. I continued to consider the 

journaling entries as I observed myself.  

 

What was evident was that the individuals who were more reflective, and had deeper 

capabilities to observe, could question their meanings and values and design new 

experiments to learn. A couple of the coaches, Bob and Felicia, would acknowledge their 

life narratives, but did not evidence any further reflection; they stayed, at least as of 

then, in the place of acknowledging who they were.  

 

These entries enriched what I was awake to in the sessions. I continued to use the 

information to shift my facilitation in nuanced ways, e.g., to make the group dynamics 

more explicit, to pause and have us reflect on what was going on in the room, what were 

we each learning about ourselves from the others. I started with small experiments and 

fine-tuned my approaches based on the experiences. I began to develop a frame about 

the container that went beyond its co-creation. I had an expanding sense that it was a 

vibrant, living container, ebbing and flowing in response to large and small ripples, some 

visible and many invisible. My intentional attention was shifting. 

 

Catching up with my development  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, using my self-reflection to inform guardian of reflective 

practice and focus on supervisory relationships. 
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I noticed I was appreciating the work the group members were doing, calling out their 

courage, their willingness to explore, their transparency, the joy of being in the messiness 

of our coaching practices. It did not feel to me that this was different from how I was in 

the past. Yet, they stated that I was showing up differently and that was creating a safer 

space for them.  

 

Debra sent me an email in early December about how different the sessions were this 

year, attributing that to how I was different as the supervisor. She noticed several 

elements: my combination of flexibility with structure, nice balance in managing the time, 

“a lovely balance between inquiry, connection, sharing a point/points of 

view/observation”, asking profound questions, and more intentionality coupled with 

respect. 

 

It was hard to accept acknowledgment of what I was doing well. Yet I found Debra’s 

reflections, as if she held up a mirror for me to see more of myself, useful indicators of 

what was shifting in my ways of supervising that were not yet conscious competencies 

(Burch cited in Bryson, 2016). She articulated some of the important threads in our 

weaving a safe container. 

 

I wondered if, in the fuller context of gratitude for the research, I was more animated in 

my appreciations. I viewed, just as I had in the Daring Group, our relationships as more 

mutual—in prior years I was supervising in service to their learning and development; I 

always learned from them, but that was not a stated purpose for our engagement. The 

added dimension was that they were explicitly in service to my learning and development 

both as a supervisor and as a researcher. We were mutually in service to each other and 

somehow that was being transmitted to, received, or felt by them. 

 

In combination, the feedback from Debra, with my experiences in the Daring Group that 

had raised bringing our good work to supervision, and the greater mutuality in our 

relationships, focused more of my attention on myself as a supervisor. With each 

supervision session I led, I was gaining experience as a supervisor. Immersion in the 

research had awakened me to noticing and inquiring in completely different ways and I 
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especially benefited from the comparing and contrasting with the three other groups. 

The breadth and scope of my reading across additional academic fields had opened up 

new ways of thinking, framing and exploring. Could the change in my energy and pace 

have resulted in a positive impact? 

 

I wondered, as I had in the Daring Group, about highlighting positive shifts in 

development, signposts on the journey toward mastery. My responses were discomfort 

for doing that myself and a drive to offer it in my groups. My curiosity was about inviting 

coaches to bring their moments of coaching to supervision in which they felt satisfied 

with or even very good about; I wanted us to learn from those interactions, as well as the 

ones where we were in inquiry about stuck-ness or challenges. I decided to experiment 

with inviting this kind of reflection in some of my groups; and to experiment with 

claiming those moments when I was a supervisee. I appreciated that I had more 

enthusiasm to offer it to the coaches than to do it myself. I knew I needed to use my 

resistance as I framed the offer in the groups. 

 

At the end of our year long engagement, in the action learning set #3 with the Creating 

Community Group, I asked about how we had invited work into the sessions and asked 

how they would design supervision in the future. Their answers were phrased mostly as 

feedback on my development as a supervisor. Shifts in me that they named included: 

● My bringing my case to them, articulating my challenges, and what I was sitting 

with, was unique to this year and had been intriguing and appreciated. 

● Demonstrating my own vulnerabilities more and “driving home this is a never-

ending learning cycle”. 

● The question asked every session about how what we were discussing impacted 

each of them as a coach. 

● The benefit of the initial contracting question with each presenting coach which 

opened the possibilities to noticing, observation, inquiry rather than advice or 

consulting. 

● The session in which I noticed the lack of energy and responded to that with my 

case. I had noticed and respected how they were in those moments with a 

response that had served the group. 
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● My ability to pivot in the moment when I noticed a group dynamic, and respond 

to it, which was helpful to the dynamics and safety of the group. 

● Ability to create an environment where the coaches could come, be vulnerable 

with each other, not be judged or need to nudge each other, with a commitment 

to each other’s growth and development. 

● My providing the mid-point check in and inquiring what each might do differently 

in the second half of the engagement resulted in one coach stepping up more. 

● I created an invitational space; there were not expectations of performance. 

● My pausing the sessions and asking the group “what are you noticing right this 

moment in yourself and your self as coach?” 

● An enhanced balance of asking, listening and information rather than as much 

telling as the first year I supervised. 

● I had developed the capacity to “hold command differently”, I commanded in a 

way that others wanted to follow, “not demanding and not like commanding with 

a salute” but through presence which held the space. 

● I was settling into my wisdom in the role of supervisor. 

 

The feedback enabled me to catch up with my development and learn what had been 

visible to the group through the year. 

 

An interesting dynamic – competitiveness  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting. 
 

Coming into one session, Candice had volunteered to coach or be coached in the session. 

When I inquired about what the group had for us, there was interest in live-action 

coaching16.  

 

 
16 The coach and client would work together for about 15 minutes. The rest of us were observers, muting 
our microphones, and turning off our videos. At the conclusion of the coaching, we came back on video and 
debriefed together, focusing the inquiry on what we noticed about ourselves. It was not a competencies 
evaluation of the coaching; we were not providing feedback to the coach unless they requested it. 
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Ellen said she would like to be the coach and Felicia said she would like to be the client. I 

asked Candice to defer, although she had volunteered first, because she had already had 

a lot of time as the presenting coach in the earlier sessions. She readily agreed, and Ellen 

checked in with her, sharing her intent was to be vulnerable and open, not to “bump her 

off”.  We started with sharing our responses to the reflection questions, which had been 

about judgment. Andy had asked to explore the major transition he was in, as it related 

to his judgment of his client, before we moved into the live-action coaching. 

 

I invited Andy to present on the transition he was in; I inquired of the group how it was to 

hear of this type of transition from a colleague as contrasted with a client. Quickly in the 

discussion, something very different happened. As if spurred by Ellen volunteering to 

coach, Felicia stepped in and began to coach Andy, who responded to the coaching. I was 

curious about what was happening and let it continue for about 3 minutes, and then I 

paused the interaction to return us to the question. I invited Debra to share her 

reflections, and she engaged with Andy, referencing when she had coached him in the 

past, rather than as a group member in mutual inquiry. Andy responded in the rhythm of 

a client. I let it continue for just a couple of minutes, curious about what dynamics were 

at play.  

 

It felt like competitiveness. It may have been in response to the higher bar of vulnerability 

set in the earlier sessions, or, in this session, by Ellen and Candice both volunteering to be 

the coach in the live-action setting. In the prior year, I don’t believe Felicia or Debra had 

volunteered to coach, yet here they were, consciously or unconsciously volunteering 

through their actions. What does this mean about the ebb and flow of safety? Does one’s 

competitiveness make one braver, so one is less concerned with safety? Or does one’s 

competitiveness mean that a slightly different version of the person was present in this 

session, one who was more willing to be vulnerable? Or, does it represent a diminishing 

sense of individual safety—comparing oneself to the coach, and wanted to be perceived 

as just-as-good-as or even better-than? 
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How I am arriving as supervisor  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, using my self-reflection to inform guardian of reflective 

practice and focus on supervisory relationships. 

 
Between the December session and our January session, the fullness of life in my part of 

the world was roiled in disruption and tragedy. We had what was at that point the most 

destructive wildfire in California’s history. I evacuated with 2 grandchildren, 2 great 

grandchildren, a husband, a friend, 2 rabbits and 2 dogs. We fled south, not knowing for 

two weeks if our homes would be spared or perish; watching on TV the ongoing 

destruction of our beloved communities. We returned home 23 December, having driven 

through miles and miles of complete devastation. Then on 9 January came massive debris 

and mud flows, with 23 lives lost, and unfathomable devastation. Our 2 grandchildren, 2 

great grandchildren and the bunnies moved in with us.  

 

Ten days later, the group convened for our next session. In a bit of casual talk while the 

group was arriving, a group member asked me about what had happened, and I shared a 

brief overview.  I did not share how as I was arriving, rather I noted several facts including 

a 5-word reference to the fire and mudslides and we began. It bothered me that I had not 

acknowledged any emotion—my response had been flat and succinct. In the next couple 

of weeks, I went back and watched the recordings of all of our sessions. What I noticed 

was that my answers to “How was I arriving” felt a bit constrained to me through the 

Autumn as did my fact-based check-in in January.  

 

The purpose for the “how are you arriving” question is to invite the coaches’ voices into 

the room and to have a good sense of what is in our field that day, the personal 

connection with their full lives. The reason for me to share is that I, too, was a part of the 

group; if I did not, I would be separating myself. It was our opening ritual, our collective 

way of greeting each other. The ritual afforded us the opportunity to practice 

vulnerability in the group; to know that however one was coming to the group was 

perfect; to embrace acceptance of things as they are. Yet, as a supervisor I had a 

responsibility to hold and facilitate. I could not arrive depleted or overwhelmed.  My 

intent was to arrive at each session calm, centered, open-hearted to be with them with 
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warmth, care, and intentional attention. I wanted to arrive with love. My self-disclosure, 

in the earlier case of sharing a client struggle, added depth and richness to the container. 

Yet, in this scenario, the self-disclosure felt like it would impact the container differently 

 

I took these observations and desires to my individual supervisor in our next session. We 

explored how I viewed my role as supervisor, how I wanted to show up with sincerity, not 

with cheeriness. My concern with sharing more about how I had been in January was that 

the group may have moved to rescue or caretake, or they might have felt shortchanged 

by my presence. The foundational question, with respect to January, was: “Was I fit for 

purpose?” (Hodge, 2014) Was I resourceful enough, able to be in relationship and 

present with the group? Or was I traumatized, grieving and therefore too limited in 

emotional capacity to have supervised? I had traveled this terrain before. I knew the 

necessary internal inquiry and assessment, and I had concluded I was fit for purpose prior 

to the group session. My supervisor and I did not uncover any new perspectives that 

altered that assessment.   

 

As we continued to explore, I discerned a framework to use in considering both the 

regular monthly sharing and sharing in the context of a more significant circumstance.  

Pausing to consider if I was capable of engaging the group was a necessary first step. If 

not, then I would reschedule. If I was, then what did I want to share, if anything? In this 

case, all of the coaches had been in the town I live for their coach certification training, 

and they knew from the national news coverage what had happened. Looking back, I 

wished I had shared in January that I felt loss, that I had sufficient resources for myself 

and I was arriving fully to be with them.  

 

This experience made me wonder, what did I want to share month to month? If there 

was a minor situation, e.g., recovering from a cold, or wishing the sun was out, or the joy 

of a new grandchild, I would likely share that. If there was a significant development that 

they would not otherwise know about, e.g., a health issue in the family, or other personal 

development, I would not share. This framework is set out in Figure 17. 
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Figure 17: Supervisor Framework 

 

 

This decision tree could be useful for coaches, who were similarly situated. When there 

were situations in their life, it was likely that on occasion they would need to assess their 

ability to be a good enough coach on a given day. In this group, there were huge personal 

challenges; coming to our sessions depleted was acceptable. There were times when I 

experienced one of them as unable to coach in those moments. One of the purposes of 

supervision is to resource the coach; one of the purposes must also be to provide a 

process or framework for how a coach would consider their “fitness for purpose” (Hodge, 

2016). I offered them my decision tree process. 

 

Reflection – inadvertent role-modelling  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, using my self-reflection to inform guardian of reflective 

practice and focus on supervisory relationships. 

 

I was in London for our March session, and the hotel Wi-Fi was not sufficient for me to 

stream my video and have audio without delays. My solution was to stream the group 

Zoom video on my laptop, but with my audio and video turned off. I called into the 

session to have the best audio quality.  The group accepted this, and we proceeded in our 

usual ways. It was most helpful that I could see them. 

 

In the next session, Candice, who joined our call before attending a seminar, selected 

audio- only. Then Ellen joined audio-only because she was not attired professionally, 

Figure 17: As supervisor, “how am I arriving?” 
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having taken a very early morning call. Neither had joined with audio-only in the past; 

there was no indication from either of them that it made a difference in their 

participation. Then in the next session, Bob, who had been on audio for all of our 

sessions, suddenly joined with video. The group responded to Bob being on video with 

delight and gentle teasing. In our last supervision session Ellen joined by audio-only 

because she was on a long-distance car trip. The group did not express any feelings about 

the audio-only participation. I did not ask what was behind the shifts, although I noticed 

them. I accepted, without questioning, the explanations the coaches offered. I had a 

strong feeling that by participating with audio-only when I was in London, I role-modelled 

it was acceptable.  I think it was likely that the coaches used my actions to have given 

themselves permission to join that way.  

 

I had experienced a realness in Ellen as she had participated in the session. I was curious 

to see what she would share, if anything, in her journaling. Her experiences were 

transformative, a culmination of a number of years in supervision, that blossomed 

through the phone lines that morning. She shared that she had “a feeling of being free on 

the call, speaking my mind, not self sensoring [sic], no rehearsing in my head what I might 

say, but just waiting my turn and sharing what was coming up for me in the moment…it 

will impact me as a coach by growing my confidence, trusting myself, using immediacy…it 

will help me by bringing more of my authentic self to all interactions at work and outside 

of work”. When I varied my routine, the container was more robust with options. What I 

did opened up possibilities to the group. This was an example, similar to my asking them 

to supervise me, of my actions having repercussions. Ellen’s reflections articulated her 

learning over the last few years; this learning came from a variety of experiences, not just 

supervision. She had had the opportunity to catch up with her own development. 

 

Building trust  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting. 
 

We valued in our sessions the care for each other, our showing up, bringing our work 

forward, curiosity and inquiry, giving and receiving challenge and encouragement. The 

holding up of mirrors for each other in service of our mutual growth. We kept our 
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promises as best we could and practiced forgiveness when it was not actualized. Showing 

up distracted, late, or with low energy gave the group the opportunity to practice not 

striving for perfection. This was practice space to also deepen one’s ability to meet others 

where they were while striving to regard them as competent, capable and able.  

My acceptance of what the coaches brought was expansive; I moved into negative 

judgment rarely.  In one case a coach shared she was very judgmental, of everyone. 

My response was how good that she knew that, and I invited her to use our time 

together to play with noticing when she moved into judging. I responded to another 

coach who had shared a deep fear that “I really marvel at your saying you’re feeling 

out of your depth, because I think that’s such an important thing for us to feel and 

own, that we are skilled in a certain frame and not in others…. I think it takes great 

wisdom to say I’m out of my depth. I think it’s a very strong statement of recognition 

of what’s going on [with the client]”. 

 

These values were consistent with three of the four elements in Feltman’s (2009) trust 

model: sincerity, reliability, care and competency. What was missing was in the 

dimension of competencies. The experiences of coaching were vastly disparate between 

the actively coaching member, Candice, and the non-coaching members. This impacted 

the amount of trust in the group interactions, especially around opportunities for shared 

vulnerability, and for giving and receiving challenges. The less-experienced coaches held 

the more experienced coach in a more rarified space, on a pedestal of sorts. They did not 

have cases to bring—while they could inquire together based on their life experiences, 

their inquiries were limited by the lack of coaching experience. Andy journaled “It was 

clear to me that I would be getting more out of these sessions if I had actual coaching 

clients”. 

 

Candice expressed, in her journaling, occasional frustration and impatience with the 

others. Meanwhile, a couple of the other non-practicing coaches journaled about how 

much they learned from Candice’s cases and themes and how grateful they were to have 

her in the group. My read was that Candice grew slightly more frustrated with the group 

as the year progressed. In the sessions, she participated fully and showed appreciation 
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for her colleagues. In her journaling, she voiced more of her frustrations noting that the 

long narratives of others caused her to “go unconscious” and lose the train of thought; 

that advice giving is not useful to her, and she recognizes that she does it sometimes with 

her coaching clients, noting curiosity about how it might land with them.  

 

These interactions nagged at me and made me wonder about our selection criteria for 

group membership. I recognized that I had encouraged Candice to join the group without 

exploring the characteristics of the other coaches’ practices. Through observation, I saw 

clearly the difference in abilities to observe, reflect and challenge one’s self that Candice 

had developed as contrasted with the others. They were in different places in their 

learning journeys. I wondered about selecting group members based on matching more 

closely their respective levels of coaching practice and developmental maturity (Kegan 

and Lahey, 2009). I recognized that would raise inclusion and exclusion issues and go 

against the culture that certified coaches were treated similarly in my communities. 

 

Practicing coaching competencies  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as guardian of reflective practice. 
 
As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, some of the coaches referenced practicing 

coaching competencies in their journaling. We had opportunities to practice intentionally 

in our sessions and I began to identify those more consistently with the group. There 

were practice opportunities when the coaches arrived deep in worry or loss; just as their 

clients might. We acknowledged with compassion and empathy that we heard their 

struggle. We (one of us, either myself or a group member) would inquire if there was any 

support we could provide. We respected his or her answer. The respect reflected our 

shared commitment to hold that group member as competent, capable and able; to not 

move to caretaking or rescuing.   

 

Debra reflected in her journaling about practicing following our ninth session: 

“Supervision is a learning intervention on many levels” noting that the opportunity to 

practice showing up authentically without the need to perform, while a stretch, is “a 

great place to explore this side of my ‘self as coach’ work”. Felicia shared that she found 
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being with “coaching clients is very different than being with a group of coaches” which 

raised for me whether she saw this as practice space. 

 

In one of our sessions in a recording that Candice brought, the client was a millennial. 

Felicia and Andy pounced on the negative stereotypes for that generation, affirming 

them based on their own experiences. I paused the discussion and named the negative 

judgment; the group laughed, seemingly letting the judgment go and refocused to the 

struggle of holding clients as competent, capable and able. We each attempted to 

embody unconditional positive regard, and we demonstrated our own fallibility when we 

moved out of that stance. Yet moving out of the stance also allowed us to learn how to 

notice our perspective and practice letting go of the judgment. These interactions 

increased the safety for the group, because we were not asking each other for perfect 

behaviors—rather, we were using the sessions as practice space to further develop our 

abilities to embody this foundational coaching competency. 

 

These instances of moving into judgment of our clients necessitated cultivating the ability 

to notice in the moment and reflect on what had just happened. Judgment was always 

present in the room, just as it was always present in our daily lives. Our relationship with 

judgment was one we discussed several times in a variety of settings. The theme I shared 

was that all judgment was data, which was a framing I had learned from my supervisor. It 

could be useful if we were self-aware enough to notice we had moved to judgment, and 

then instead of immediately acting on it, paused and considered what it was telling us. 

Then there was the opportunity to use that information in one of at least three ways: if 

the judgment was about ourselves and had no relevance to the client or to our 

supervision session, we could use our skills in self-awareness coupled with self-regulation 

and put it aside for the moment. If the judgment was about the client, the coach could 

use it, immediately, in the session, e.g., if the coach felt the client was condescending, the 

coach could share with the client those feelings, and ask the client if they recognized that 

in feedback from others. Was this a pattern for the client? The client could defer, deny or 

move forward at their discretion. The third option could be for the coach to note it and 

put it aside until a time when it was relevant to the work with the client, or until they felt 

they could challenge the client with this potential insight. 
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There were aspects of teaching, as well as opening of possibilities and expanding 

perspectives in these actions. I noticed I was moving into a mentoring or teaching role 

less and less as I supervised more groups. What was this about? I discerned that some of 

the coaches in my groups with whom I had been supervising for two and three years had 

learned more about coaching and supervision. Some of the coaches had not. The focus of 

the inquiries by the coaches was moving from a focus on tools and how to do something 

and shifting to more of an inquiry on what was going on in the relationships with the 

client, the client’s system and within themselves as the coach. There were opportunities 

to practice; did that mean that there was a place to teach and or mentor? What 

happened to the container when I shifted to more of an expert mode? How to balance 

the concepts of practicing with reflecting?  

 

Development of the group over time  
 
Role(s) at forefront: Supervisor, as facilitator of the dynamics of the group setting and 

focused on supervisory relationships. 

 

In the journaling, the coaches who had participated in prior years, were writing about 

how the group felt safer than past experiences. They experienced others as sharing more 

openly and with more transparency. They attributed it in part to how I was facilitating 

and in part to the collective cohesiveness of the group. I was puzzled about this. I held 

multiple perspectives on my facilitation: in the early sessions, I was observing my faster 

pace, which I imagined was not in service to safety—my definition of safety has a lot to 

do with quiet, stillness, spaciousness, and sitting in deep inquiry. I had internalized what 

one of my supervisors always said: “Nothing to do, nowhere to go”. I knew I was 

wrestling with some performance anxieties that made me feel less safe, and likely I was 

projecting those.  

 

I contemplated the group composition and whether it was working. I wondered if 

Candice’s all-in approach with the group was inviting their vulnerability as they saw she 

felt safe to be open and vulnerable. I also wondered if it felt safer because there was less 
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pressure for them to bring cases because Candice had a richness of situations for the 

group each month. I wondered if their experiences in the prior year had given them a 

greater sense of what supervision was about, which was giving them more confidence 

 

I had another set of perspectives, and this was in noticing how they were engaging with 

each other. In the first two sessions, Andy and Candice, both new to the group, 

introduced a pattern of appreciating the other members—they would acknowledge what 

another said, reference the point another made as also true for them, build on the idea 

another coach raised, and respond to an offering with why it wasn’t within their 

framework while still valuing the offering. Ellen and Julie had appreciating patterns as 

well, though there were slight differences in the ways they did this. Ellen would admire 

what the other had done or said or offered, often in the context that she was inspired by 

their courage and vulnerability. Debra would embed her appreciation in a longer 

narrative and link it to her own experiences; she also often gave advice in the mix. Bob 

was more reserved; when he offered his appreciation, it was simultaneously heartfelt and 

succinct.  

 

There were expressions of the courage it took for the presenting coach to bring the case, 

or theme or recording to the group. This was done when most of the group could feel and 

sense the level of vulnerability it took to bring the messiness, often with shame, of that 

case forward. A coach would offer they could hear how much the presenting coach cared 

about their work with the client, or was really frustrated, or felt the difficulties with the 

client. The acknowledgment had one or more impacts for the presenting coach—it 

normalized their challenges, or they did not feel negative judgment from the group, or 

they felt seen and heard, or held by the group. 

 

By contrast, Felicia almost always responded differently—with advice, with what should 

be done, with having created a story out of whole cloth about the client. These actions 

distanced her from the group, and she articulated this separation throughout the year 

long engagement. She felt that she was different in her approach, that she moved to fix, 

that she didn’t see the issues the others saw. In the moments she was responding, there 
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was less connection in the session, in those moments it was as if she was in a separate 

container from the rest of us.  

 

I contracted with the presenting coach about their inquiry—what did they want to 

explore, how could the group support them. Sometimes they were not sure, and they 

started by simply describing the client, the situation and the questions they had. In these 

situations, I explored possibilities, what I heard as questions or themes, and together we 

continued the exploration until the coach articulated what he or she wanted from the 

group. To the extent the other coaches honored the ask of the presenting coach, there 

was a sense of having been heard; to the extent the other coaches moved to what was on 

their mind rather than what had been asked, and especially if they offered advice, there 

was a slight crack in the container. Those cracks were most visible in the journal entries. I 

became increasingly curious about inviting the expressions of frustrations into the 

sessions for us to learn together. If the coach was offering advice in this setting, likely 

they were doing the same with clients. This was an important learning opportunity about 

our group interactions and about one’s competencies as a coach. 

 

I wondered about the interrelationships of vulnerability inviting vulnerability (Coyle, 

2018; Brown, B.C., 2012; Isaacs, 1999), the lessening of the pressure to bring cases, the 

gestures of appreciation creating bonds of inclusion (Coyle, 2018; Isaacs, 1999); and the 

repercussions within the group from our relationships with Felicia’s ways of being and 

engaging. I noticed a challenge for me was to be in relational presence (Cavicchia and 

Gilbert, 2019) with the full group; I had relational presence with subsets of the group. I 

was challenged most by Felicia, and also by Bob. What was that about for me? What was 

driving my feelings of wanting to be more in service to the others? What were my biases? 

 

I started to diagram how many relationships there were. I counted twenty-one dyadic 

relationships (coach<—>coach, and supervisor<—>coach) plus the supervisor with the 

full group equaled 22 relationships. In addition, there would be a variety of other subsets 

of relationships within the groups. There were numerous complexities. I felt greater 

awareness as the supervisor to pay attention to these differing relationships, including 

the ones I had with the various combinations.   
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Impacts of participating in the research 
 
Role(s) at forefront: Researcher 
 
The third action learning set was following the completion of our 10 sessions. I inquired 

with the group about what impact participating had had on their supervision experience. 

Both Andy and Candice, who were new to supervision, stated that they did not feel any 

parts that were research, as distinct from what they experienced as supervision. Debra 

noticed that she came more intentional to the sessions, with a bit more preparation; she 

wanted to be a good contributor to the research. Ellen, Felicia and Bob shared it did not 

have any impact; that it felt like the prior year. 

 

However, they each noticed the impact of having the journal prompts immediately 

following the session and commented on the power of reflecting and writing following 

the session. Their desires for the content of the prompts varied; Felicia would have 

preferred unique prompts each time; Candice preferred the same ones.  The others had 

views in between. Yet there was unanimity that having the accountability from a research 

requirement to submit their journaling was a catalyst that deepened their learning from a 

session, and over the year. 

 
  

ORCiD: 0000-0002-6586-6169




