Supervision – Help In a Crisis Or a Continuous Process?

Five years ago, when I was offered to become a supervisor in PRIMA, I said that I do not know anything about drugs. I was also aware that this theme is particularly sensitive for me. On the other hand, I could be the person with long-term practice in the group work, while staying independent in the organization. It was new for me to start to study the topic. What wasn’t new, however, was getting to know the people with whom I was supposed to be meeting regularly. These were streetworkers coming and leaving the organization as their lives, attitudes, needs were changing. Most of them were, and are, young people studying at universities to become helping professionals. There is somehow a clear expectation that they have got something like inherent interest and ability to care about other persons. It seems to me it is never so easy. Sometimes their motivation to do this work is not apparent to them or it is quite complicated. When we talked about the reasons for which they got involved in this work, there were quite different answers. I can not remember any general one like: “I want to help other people”, but only more personal ones – “My friends are among drug abusers, I want to know more”, “I need some real addition to my studies”, or one of the most touching for me – “I want to know that I am on the other side”. Sometimes there is more than what is overtly expressed - they are very attracted by the way of life of drug addicts, but they do not want to cross the borderline, sometimes they think they are the “chosen ones” to save or to cure the addicts, or they try to find a place where they feel valued. 

They usually start this work not trained enough and not skilled enough. They have developed some ideas about how they ought to be in the world. They feel that being a helper probably requires them to fit a certain pattern, to do particular things in particular ways in particular situations. They also work under the organization rules, from which they are not exempted, even if it is “just voluntary” work for a civic association. These rules may not always be in tune with their own expectations and needs. They are confronted with their colleagues, the director as an authority, and conditions of work, and they are starting to develop their own professional self-concept. They open to create the character that they are, or can be, as practitioners, in line with what is allowed and not allowed in the helping practice. In the relationship to clients, the profession demands to stick to some set of regulations. Such a framework for good practice in streetwork is provided by ethics. Streetworkers are undertaking their role of helpers and become providers of a special kind of service to its recipients – clients. They must firmly embed ethical principles in order to solve concrete situations. There is a necessity to respect the client, his/her rights, dignity and autonomy, to be fair to every client, to protect his/her confidentiality, to work strictly in the limits of competence, to avoid any form of clients exploitation (sexual, financial, emotional or any other), not to provide service when unfit to do so due to illness, personal circumstances or intoxication, and to foster self-knowledge and care for self.

Streetwork calls for special attention to be paid to careful considering of any legal requirements and obligations while remaining alert to potential conflicts between legal and ethical obligations. However, helpers sometimes encounter circumstances when a choice between several ethical principles may be required. As the practitioner has a responsibility and a commitment to promote the client’s well-being and to avoid harming him/her, he/she needs to provide the service on the basis of adequate training and systematic monitoring and reflecting of the practice. On top of all these demands on how a streetworker should work, I can add some of the personal qualities we should expect of him/her. They should be caring but not over-involved, empathic, integrated, challenging, competent, fair, responsible, etc… It is therefore logical, with all these tasks, that regular and obligatory supervision seems to be necessary. 

Streetworkers in PRIMA, as we have said, are obliged to meet for supervision regularly - once a month. Supervisees have to meet with their supervisor regardless of whether they are aware of problems, incongruence or not. I think that there is always some experience, situation or relationship which is alive for exploration. At the beginning, expressing of a problem may not be clear, it can start with a need to share some feeling, thoughts, frustrations or just a question. Depending on the perception of trust, safeness and acceptance in the group and towards the supervisor, the exploration can be honest and deep.

Supervision is a teaching process with an aim of acquiring better essential helping skills or competence, but also better understanding of the supervisee’s self. You can never know what the final result will be; what is important is the process of becoming. It is an interpersonal process, in which the supervisee finds himself/herself in interactions, which should improve effectiveness of helping people, facilitate competence in a broader than behavioural term. Thus the process is cooperative and supportive, in the sense that the professional development is experienced in a group situation with people who have understanding for the person and the helping situation. Sometimes, the support from the group and usually from an older or more experienced colleague, works like help in crisis. The supervisee can come with anger, pain, and anxiety arising in response to the client’s situation, words or acts. Or some experience, situation can disclose some sensitive point in the streetworker. Sometimes they feel being over-involved, under-involved or burnout. Supervisees also have the possibility of an individual session with the supervisor if they need to discuss some issue, situation or more personal question – but it can’t replace regular therapy - it is more a help in an acute crisis, not in a long-felt disorder. I remember a guy leaving this work after a long fight with the burnout syndrome, another one giving up after helpless struggle with former director or a girl who lost her enthusiasm after few weeks of work. Leaving this work was probably the best sign of self-respect for them. Care about oneself is absolutely necessary and can’t be separated from other important ethical principles. Every helper has to find personal and professional support and enhancement in various activities, which are independent from street work.

In my work as a supervisor, there is a trust in supervisees’ work and their clients, belief in their capacity to do the best and the most they can according to the inner and outer circumstances. Sometimes I feel I would be glad if they got further in their explorations, if they were more courageous in expressing their wishes to their director or if they had more energy for activities in PRIMA. But it is only my wish and I am also aware of the limits of what I can achieve. I believe that my expressed acceptance, empathic and accurate understanding, my real interest and care, if it is perceived like that, can facilitate their exploration better than any kind of pressure.

And I hope their development in this profession will echo developmental model of competence – from unconscious incompetence, through conscious incompetence and conscious competence to unconscious competence. I expect that also thanks to the influence of supervision, streetworkers could grow to become “reflective practitioners”, ones who are more critical, independent and able to explore their thoughts, feelings about their work and themselves in its context.

