
The ménage à trois complexity 
of external supervision

Paul Flanagan – University of Waikato

Vivianne Flintoff – Waikato Institute of Technology



Locating ourselves

• Excusé moi! Please excuse our French…

• Practice background
• Paul

• Vivianne

• Ideas
• Social constructionism

• Analysis of power relations

• Narrative supervision practices
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thinking/background of title: relationships, 2’s company, 3’s a crowd
How do we ethically manage  confidentiality and privacy and accountability and responsibility

Soc Const: how SV has been constructed over time, and how currently constructed leads us to explore and critique (discourses) what shapes this construction  external SV

Nar SV: storying practice



Pathways to today’s presentation

• NZAC Conference
• Flintoff, V., & Flanagan, P. (2009, September). Exploring the 

landscapes of external supervision. Workshop presented at the 
NZ Association of Counsellors' Conference, Hamilton, New 
Zealand.

• NZJC Article
• Flintoff, V. & Flanagan, P. (submitted February 2010). Exploring 

the landscapes of external supervision. NZ Journal of 
Counselling.

• Troubling taken for granted ideas of external supervision dyad

• That closer collaborative 3-way relationships can better serve the 
purposes of external supervision
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
At NZAC conf we were standing back looking at landscapes

Today, focus more within the household – relationships, what enables these to work; what questions we ask ourselves



Background
• Concern about accountability and responsibility of external 

supervision – our experience

• Critique and interrogation of taken-for-granted ideas about the 
‘sacrosanct’ nature of the supervision dyad

• Social work literature encouraged our further exploration of our 
critique of the dyad relationship

• Surprise response from others e.g. social workers

• Mixed responses from counsellors and counselling supervisors:
• Don’t touch it!

• Good on you.
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Foreground – Practitioners, supervisors, 
agency (managers)

• Relationships – who are the partners in a ménage à
trois?

• What are the ethical challenges to be considered ?

• Responding to some calls to the professions 

• Current managerial and economic contexts

• Making explicit the implicit
• This relationship of three already exists: how are we going to 

attend to this reality in ways that better serve the purposes of 
external supervision?
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Partner Relationship Development

• Threading

• Values

• Ethics

• Pragmatics

• Through the three-way relationships
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
These things shape our attending to the partners and the realtionship(s)



A (professional) Household of Three

• Professional spaces
• Not sleeping partners or ‘in your pocket’

• Independent and interdependent 

• Patterns of relationship
• Two’s company; three’s a crowd?

• Collaborative and collegial

• Individual roles, responsibilities, accountabilities, that are enacted 
in overtly acknowledged relationships with each other
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Dictionary definition of Menage a trios is “household of three”



Questions: 
Accountabilities & Responsibilities

• Questions for the individual professional about their 
relating with the professional other/s

• Questions that speak to the concerns and hopes of the 
professional – practitioner; supervisor; manager

6 December 2010 8

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These are some of the questions that each partner needs to be asking of themselves and wondering of the questions of the others to better develop the collegial and collaborative relationships for the purpose of better supporting the practitioner in their practice.

Concerns and hopes – we are going to move on to some of the questions that speak to these concerns and hopes for each of the professional partners



Supervisor
• What is my responsibility to the:

• Practitioner?

• Clients and their whanau?

• Agency? 
• E.g. Agency report? Meeting with agency?  When? Where? 

Why? How often?

• Profession?

• How do I understand the relationship with the agency? 

• How does the agency understand the relationship with me?

• How are power/agency politics addressed?

• Who do I talk with if I have concerns about the 
practitioner/a client/someone in the agency?
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Presentation Notes
The questions relate to the supervisor’s relationship with the agency.
In our experience these are questions that are not frequently asked and we are contending in talking about the menage a trios that these are the questions that need to be asked – as we critique the 3 way relationship.
The questions that the Sver would ask of the practitioner and their work are familiar to us as existing currently with in the dyadic practice of 2 way sv.
NB -  there is nothing in the NZAC code of ethics S9 related to the relationship of supervisor and external sv to the 
S9 1© hints at this not to have sv from a person in authority over them
On the other hand s9 1(e) says that “counsellors and svers shall be jointly responsible for establishing a sv contract.
We suggest that it should be a 3 way negotiation for the contract when the agency pays the sver
NB – intro to s9 “work contexts”
NB – prof  sv is a partnership – A Crocket has challenged us to think of partnership in a wider context than a dyad, see Crocket (2009)



Benefits to supervisors 

• Closer collaborative relationships better facilitate:
• An understanding of the context of the practitioner and their work, 

• Interactions with the agency

• Leading to:

• Increased support for the practitioner, 

• Shared responsibility for the practice work with the client

• Clearer understanding of the supervision provision 
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Presentation Notes
Clarity for sver for their role, purpose and the sv work in relation to the work contexts



Practitioner
• What forms of external supervision are going to provide the 

best service for me?

• What relationship would I prefer between the external 
supervisor and the agency? And why?

• Who decides who my external supervisor is?

• As the ‘payers for supervision’ what could/should my agency 
expect to know?

• Who is responsible for negotiating the supervision agreement?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
What would a menage a trios of external supervision going to provide that is over and above or difference from what the traditional dyad sv provides?
Best service
Difference



Benefits to practitioner

• Reassurance and knowledge that agency / manager 
and supervisor are better positioned to support 
practitioner

• ‘Evidence’ of increased understanding, support,  
monitoring of practice, and professional development 
opportunities
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Agency (Manager)

• How do I know that the supervision is effective and useful?

• Is this supervision value for money? 

• Is this supervisor doing what I expect the supervisor to be 
doing? 

• How do I know the practitioner is making ‘good’ use of 
supervision?

• How will I know if there is something I should know? And 
what could these things be?

• What are the contractual requirements for external 
supervision? 

• How does the supervisor understand the relationship with 
the agency?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The agency professional is the one who’s been cuckolded – or has been the sleeping partner in ext sv relationships
So again we suggest that these are the questions that need to be considered within the ménage a trios to better serve the purposes of sv



Agency (Manager) continued…

• How are power relations (e.g. agency politics, within 
supervision) addressed?

• Who decides who the supervisors are and why?

• What does the agency want in the supervisor? Skills, 
knowledge, training - compatibility with the agency values, 
theoretical approaches, professional codes

• What relationship do I as service manager have with the 
external supervisor?  And what relationship should/could 
there be?

• How might the external supervisor understand that we 
share responsibility in supporting the practitioner and their 
practice?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
LAST question: crux of the questions about manager responsibility for practitioner



Benefits to agency / manager

• Knowledge that the supervision service provides what is 
contracted for

• Safety of practice 

• Safety for the practitioner

• Knowing of effective client work

• Assurance
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Our  Noticings:
• Appreciation by each professional for the closer collaborative 

relationship

• Reassurance and knowledge that the supervision service is 
providing what is hoped for and paid for

• Hopes are not assumed but made explicit within the ménage à 
trois relationship

• Retains the strengths of the dyadic relationship and addresses 
the worries that confidentiality and privacy might be 
undermined

• Better serves the purposes of external supervision
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
From our own practice and from conversations with others: representative of the three partners



Conclusion:  
Common threads, different patterns

• Different pattern is the ménage à trois

• External supervision is usefully shaped as an explicit three way 
relationship

• Ménage à trois is shaped by values, ethics, and pragmatics 
threading through contracting conversations and subsequent 
interactions

• The common threads are woven through the relationships and 
interactions by each partner, together weaving the pattern we 
call external supervision – welcome to the ménage à trois.
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