
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022167818802905

Journal of Humanistic Psychology
 1 –21

© The Author(s) 2018
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/0022167818802905

journals.sagepub.com/home/jhp

Article

Existential Psychotherapy 
Supervision: The 
Supervisor’s Perspective

Sara Silva1 and Daniel Sousa2

Abstract
Supervision is a cross-disciplinary practice among various professional groups. 
This study focuses on clinical supervision as a practice linked to psychology 
and psychotherapy. The literature highlights the need to expand and 
consolidate knowledge in this area. Specifically, in the few existing approaches 
to research on existential supervision, the need for the systematization 
of knowledge is clear. The use of qualitative methods is recognized as an 
approach that is likely to enrich knowledge of supervision. Objective: The 
aim of this study was to explore the theme of clinical supervision, particularly 
as it relates to existential psychotherapy, from the supervisor’s perspective 
to assess insights from the experience of each participant. Method: The 
three participants are both existential psychotherapists and supervisors that 
apply the same approach, in group mode, in the context of psychotherapist 
training. The data were collected using phenomenological interviews. A 
comprehensive analysis of the transcripts of the interviews was performed 
using the phenomenological method. Results: Emerging themes presented 
a general meaning structure that represents eidetic dimensions and how 
they are related. The eidetic dimensions, relationship and responsiveness, arise 
in the existential approach as the foundational and promotional aspects of 
successful supervision.
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Introduction

Supervision is an international and multidisciplinary phenomenon (Cutcliffe, 
Hyrkäs, & Fowler, 2011) with evaluative, formative, and regulatory aspects; 
is based on a collaborative relationship over time; and aims to advance the 
professional development of the supervisee (American Psychological 
Association [APA], 2014). In psychotherapy, supervision also includes the 
personal development of the supervisee/therapist (Watkins, 2012). The need 
for an evidence-based practice has been emphasized in the literature and is 
stressed in the APA (2014) Guidelines for Clinical Supervision in Health 
Psychology Service.

What Are the Main Variables Identified?

In a literature reviews of publications from the past decade, the main approaches 
considered included the following: (a) the supervisor’s education/training, (b) 
the supervisor’s personal development, (c) alliance; and (d) process.

One of the arguments that supports the relevance of researching the super-
visor’s education/training is based on the challenge presented by Worthington 
in 1987 (reissued in 2006) that supervisors do not become competent only by 
the accumulation of supervisory experience (Watkins, 2012; Worthington, 
2006) or clinical practice (Keegan & Hunsley, 2013). Knowledge of supervi-
sion does not imply that one knows how to supervise, much less how to 
supervise well (du Plock, 2009).

As for the supervisor’s personal development, the relational dimension 
emerges as relevant and is considered to play a critical role in supervisory train-
ing. Security, trust, and respect are aspects identified in this dimension; and 
authenticity, presence, and honesty are defined as the supervisor’s qualities that 
favorably influence successful supervision (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009).

Alliance, which is considered to be nuclear and transtheoretical and is 
referred to as “the heart and soul of supervision” (Watkins, 2014b, p. 20), has 
been the dominant variable in supervision research. The most salient factors, 
such as (a) secure base/environmental facilitators; (b) empathy, genuineness, 
and positive reinforcement; (c) rupture/repair; (d) remoralization; (e) readi-
ness and fitness of the supervisee; and (f) corrective emotional experience are 
considered to contribute to the establishment and maintenance of the alliance 
(Watkins & Scaturo, 2013).

The main instruments for measuring alliance that were identified in the 
literature between 1990 and early 2013 consisted of the Supervisory Working 
Alliance Inventory (Watkins, 2014a; supervisor and supervisee versions); the 
Working Alliance Inventory (Watkins, 2014a; supervision version, in which 
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bond and rapport emerged as the more frequent and relevant elements 
[Watkins, 2014b]); and the Supervisory Relationship Measure (supervisor’s 
perspective; developed and validated by Pearce, Beinart, Clohessy, & Cooper, 
2013). The factors identified included (a) safe-base; (b) the supervisor’s com-
mitment; (c) the supervisee’s contribution; (d) external influences (stress 
generating issues, evaluation-related issues, and previous experience of 
supervision); and (e) the supervisor’s investment, thus reflecting the com-
plexity of the concept of alliance in supervision. Some of the emerging fac-
tors in the measurement of the therapeutic alliance scales are clearly from the 
domain of the relationship. The fact that constructs sometimes appear unclear 
and indistinct is frequently mentioned in the literature (Pearce et al., 2013), 
and consequently, the quality of the construct’s measurement (Stoltenberg & 
McNeill, 2012) is likely justified by the complexity of these factors. 
Psychotherapeutic processes, in general, and supervision, in particular, are 
both relational in nature and thus understandable with respect to the influence 
of various factors.

Within the variable process, several domains have been studied, namely: 
(a) the therapeutic and supervisory relationship, (b) supervisee’s anxiety, (c) 
conflict and counterproductivity, (d) therapeutic outcomes and process, (e) 
characteristics of the participants, (f) multicultural issues, (g) legal and ethi-
cal issues, (h) competence to supervise, and (i) other issues related to respon-
sibility (Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2012).

The main conclusions directly relevant to our study point to the relevance 
of the supervisor/supervisee relationship and its multifaceted influence on 
both the quality of the supervisory process and professional development of 
the supervisee (Worthen & McNeill, 1996). From the supervisee’s perspec-
tive, a good relationship is based on warmth, acceptance, respect, under-
standing, and trust; however, other factors may contribute to a positive or 
negative experience with supervision (Hutt, Scott, & King, 1983). From the 
supervisor’s perspective, the relationship should contribute to a good alliance 
by encompassing aspects that provide a platform for reflection on their own 
work regarding the development of empathy toward their supervisees, such 
as evaluation, feedback, openness, and flexibility in conflict management; 
additionally, the relationship should cultivate patience, stimulate the strengths 
of the supervisees and clarify the need for their development. A positive 
supervision experience must simultaneously integrate these aspects of the 
relationship and task management (Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2012).

The anxiety of the supervisee is one of the factors that has been identified 
as important and not always harmful, as it can exhibit a strong effect on his 
or her professional development. An optimal level of anxiety (or activation) 
promotes a better performance rather than inhibits it (Stoltenberg & McNeill, 
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2012). With regard to conflict and counterproductivity, the main conclusions 
tell us that when the relationship is not experienced by the supervisee as pro-
moting a safe environment, the therapeutic alliance may be negatively influ-
enced (Gray, Ladany, Walker, & Ancis, 2001; Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2012).

The studies on the outcomes of supervision, which are directly related to 
the therapeutic process (supervisee–therapist/client), could improve if the 
gap between research and practice is reduced. It is essential to demonstrate 
that supervision influences the outcomes related to the client’s progress and 
change (Watkins, 2011). The overvaluation of clinical outcomes in supervi-
sion entails unnecessary risks since these outcomes often imply weak causal 
logic and fail to identify the mechanisms of change (Reiser & Milne, 2014). 
In a more integrative attempt, Swift et al. (2014) suggested that both the out-
comes and client feedback be brought to the supervisory process to pursue an 
informed supervision, similar to the search for evidence-based practice in 
psychotherapy. This is a way to support clinical judgment, which benefits the 
client compared with supervision that does not integrate feedback (Stoltenberg 
& McNeill, 2012). As in psychotherapy and based on the idea that the psy-
chotherapist’s characteristics are predictive of results (Anderson, Ogles, 
Patterson, Lambert, & Vermeersch, 2009), we should also consider the char-
acteristics of the participants in evaluating supervision. These characteristics 
consist of personal factors, including beliefs, attitudes, life experience, per-
sonality, and interpersonal styles, as well as external aspects of learning con-
texts, clinical training, and professional practice (Falender & Shafranske, 
2014). The multicultural issues are related to diversity in the supervisory con-
text (supervisor and supervisee) and the therapeutic context (supervisee/psy-
chotherapist and client; Falender & Shafranske, 2014). There are few 
empirical studies on the legal and ethical issues, competence to supervise, 
and management responsibility (Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2012).

Conclusions regarding the various aspects of supervision reveal that its 
practice is not homogeneous and that studies of supervision are typically lim-
ited by the process variable (Watkins, 2014a). Qualitative studies could sub-
stantially contribute to the conceptualization, research, and practice of 
supervision because they generate comprehensive structures, promote wider 
perspectives, and strengthen knowledge on this topic. Ideally, they must 
respect the same quality criteria required for quantitative approaches 
(Watkins, 2014a). The use of qualitative studies in psychotherapy/supervi-
sion is necessary to the development of guiding principles for practice, as 
well as the application of qualitative meta-analysis and advancement of pub-
lic policy reviews (Levitt, 2015). Supporting studies in personal development 
with a solid, evidence-based theory can also be beneficial for ensuring valid-
ity, reliability, and generalization (Barker & Hunsley, 2013).



Silva and Sousa 5

What Are the Main Identified Models?

Several authors have proposed models that are more or less empirically sup-
ported that shift the focus from the supervisor’s development and supervisee’s 
development to the role of the supervisor and the corresponding relationship 
styles. One proposal is the discrimination model (1979, 1997) and another is 
the developmental model (1987). The first is built around the supervisor’s role 
(teacher, counselor, and consultant) and focuses on areas in supervision (coun-
seling performance skills, cognitive counseling skills, self-awareness, and 
professional behaviors). The second, on the contrary, does not adhere to a 
uniform scheme because its emphasis is on the developmental area, while the 
sharing of issues, behaviors, motivations, and perspectives on progress differs 
depending on the approach (whether it is cognitive or psychosocial develop-
ment; Borders & Brown, 2005). In Stoltenberg and McNeill’s (2012) review, 
the main concern is the supervisee’s development as it is prescribed in the 
interpersonal approach model (Ladany, Frielander, & Nelson, 2005) and the 
integrative developmental model (Stoltenberg & McNeill, 2012).

Research on Group Supervision

There is scarce literature on the topic of group supervision (Smith, Riva, & 
Cornish, 2012). There seem to be few similarities between individual and group 
supervision; however, some specific issues emerge in the latter. The advantages 
often referred to include the existence of a wider range of perspectives and the 
enlargement of the clinical reference since the supervisees become aware of 
their colleagues’ experiences and those of their clients, along with the supervi-
sor’s teachings. However, the supervisor has a disadvantage in group setting 
because it is more difficult to promote and conduct the supervisory process 
while simultaneously responding to the individual needs of each supervisee and 
maintain a good working relationship with the group. It is also important to 
consider the development of a supervisee’s skills within the context of a diverse 
environment; for example, if the supervisor does not avoid conflicts within the 
group but instead offers the opportunity for conflict interactions to be construc-
tive, he or she allows the supervisees to express themselves, and different points 
of view are considered and reflected (Ögren & Sundin, 2009).

Guidance that informs practice is mostly absent from the literature, which 
raises ethical issues, among other problems (Smith et al., 2012). One way to 
ensure a well-planned, structured, and ethically protected group supervision 
is to implement the use of contracts. As a well-recognized element in indi-
vidual supervision, a contract defines and clarifies the objectives, determines 
the roles and explicates the evaluative component of supervision (Smith, 
Cornish, & Riva, 2014).



6 Journal of Humanistic Psychology 00(0)

Diversity/multiculturalism was also considered to be one of the relevant 
aspects of group supervision, which is ideally a self-reflective process and 
therefore enriched by various perspectives pertinent to clinical practice (Chin, 
Petersen, Nan, & Nicholls, 2014).

Existential Supervision: Proposals and Research

As suggested by Craig, Voss, Cooper, and Correia (2016), existential psycho-
therapies are based on assumptions, such as the following: (a) human beings 
are oriented to and have the need for meaning and purpose; (b) human beings 
have the capacity for actualizing freedom and choice and for embracing 
responsibility for that freedom; (c) humans beings face inevitable limitations 
and challenges in their lives; (d) human being’s subjective, phenomenologi-
cal flow of experience is a central focus for psychotherapeutic work; and (e) 
human being’s act of being-in-the-world-with-others is a fundamental aspect 
of being human.

There is scarce literature on existential supervision, although some concep-
tual and research efforts have been made. van Deurzen and Young’s (2009) 
edition addresses the experiences of various authors on existential training and 
practice and offers several consistent arguments for considering existential 
supervision. Their work was a first attempt to systematize knowledge in exis-
tential supervision, highlighting the importance of research, and the transtheo-
retical possibilities of this perspective since all supervision is, to some extent, 
existential in nature. Some specific themes emerged suggesting how the prac-
tice of supervision can reach a coherent perspective within its existential, 
theoretical, and philosophical assumptions. The emergent themes are (a) 
being-in-the-world; (b) phenomenology; (c) dialogue; (d) love, care, and 
respect; (e) embodiment; (f) worldview, spirituality, and meaning; (g) respon-
sibility and freedom; and (h) organizational context. The proposal is then to 
ensure that these themes form the structure of existential supervision.

According to Farber (2010, 2012), humanistic–existential supervision val-
ues the relationship and experiential depth in a pluralistic and integrative 
way, which is aligned with the 21st-century competency-based framework. 
These experiential and interpersonal aspects (including depth) are central to 
humanistic approaches to promote intersubjective construction of meaning 
and appreciation for the “here and now,” which in the supervisory context, 
helps supervisees address countertransference issues in therapy while devel-
oping personally and professionally (Krug & Schneider, 2016). To offer a 
model for existential supervision, Sarah Pagdin (2013) stresses the transtheo-
retical possibilities that result from attending to the lived experience and the 
reported and embodied experiences of the people involved (therapists and 



Silva and Sousa 7

clients), as well as the relationship centrality. One interesting issue she dis-
cusses is the idea of the supervisor’s whole self being involved in the process, 
which may raise the questions of whether this aspect is a specific character-
istic of this perspective and how this aspect influences supervision. To 
Spinelli (2015), existential supervision with an inclusive approach cannot 
avoid some overseeing issues related to its formative, normative, and restor-
ative functions, but this approach also has distinctive features, such as its 
focus on the supervisee’s experience of the encounter with the client and its 
ability to “open up the supervision-world space for an exploration,” which 
classify it as a seeing-over approach.

With regard to research on existential supervision research, du Plock 
(2009) made a pioneering contribution in a study that aimed at identifying the 
essential structures from therapists’ experiences of receiving and facilitating 
so-called existential supervision. He identified the following four dimensions 
common to both the supervisor and supervisee: (a) assistance/consideration 
offered to the supervisee, (b) support from a philosophical attitude, (c) pro-
motion of a relational perspective, and (d) the role of the supervisor as a peer 
and mentor. The author focused on the possibility of being in a relationship 
based on cooperative reflection and used a nonauthoritative approach and 
exploration as the distinctive features of existential supervision. Other aspects 
worth mentioning include the centrality of the therapeutic alliance based on 
the relationship, as well as the encounter, and meaning attribution.

Although much work has already been performed in supervision research, 
a review of the literature highlights the need to expand and consolidate 
knowledge in this area. Qualitative methodologies are one possible way to 
achieve that goal.

Taking into consideration the research framework in supervision, the aim 
of this study was to explore the theme of clinical supervision from the super-
visor’s perspective, making note of his or her experience in practice informed 
by an existential approach, thus broadening knowledge in this field. We con-
ducted a comprehensive analysis of the emerging themes from interviews 
with each participant, which were conducted using the phenomenological 
method in an overall structure represented by the eidetic dimensions and how 
they relate to each other.

Methodology

Design

Regarding the objectives of this study, we opted to use a qualitative method-
ology, which takes a comprehensive naturalistic approach and is focused on 
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the assessment of meaning from the experiences of each participant. This 
choice is suitable for studying processes that occur over time, exploring com-
plex issues and seeking to answer the questions of what and how rather than 
why (Ritchie & Lewis, 2009). The descriptive phenomenological method rec-
ommended by Giorgi (Giorgi & Sousa, 2010) was selected to analyze the 
interviews because it is a qualitative method supported by a theory of knowl-
edge, requires accuracy for its application, and is aligned with the epistemo-
logical position of the researcher. As a result, this choice suits the purpose of 
this study.

Participants

The selection of participants was determined by their suitability and the rel-
evance of their testimony about their experiences with regard to the likeli-
hood of their contribution within the explored theme. Participants were 
selected in accordance with the criteria of a qualitative research validation 
framework (Sousa, 2014), taking advantage of the easier access of the SPPE 
(Portuguese Society for Existential Psychotherapy), which conducts group 
supervision in training contexts for psychotherapists. Three supervisors of 
SPPE were interviewed, one female and two male participants, with an aver-
age age of 44 years. One participant is a psychiatrist with 28 years of clinical 
experience and 10 years as a supervisor. The other two participants are clini-
cal psychologists, and both have 14 years of clinical experience and 5 years 
and 7 years as supervisors. They are all psychotherapists with an existential–
phenomenological perspective.

Procedure

We initially contacted people via e-mail to invite them to participate in the 
study and schedule interviews. The interviews were conducted by the study 
investigators at different places according to the preference of each partici-
pant. Before each interview, informed consent was provided. The use of a 
voice recorder, as well as the purpose of the study and method of analysis 
that would be applied later, were all explained. Before the recording com-
menced, the participant was offered an opportunity to ask questions and 
was informed about requesting further clarification at the end of the inter-
view. Once the voice recorder was on, each participant was asked to 
describe, in as much detail as possible, their supervisory experience from 
the supervisor’s perspective. The average time for each interview was 48 
minutes.
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Instruments

The phenomenological interview was the instrument used to collect the data 
for this study. This type of interview differs from other interviews in the 
underlying theory that supports it and in the purpose of its use in relation to 
the content of the data to be collected and later analyzed. This type of inter-
view aims to produce conceptually distinctive knowledge (Kvale, 1996). As 
opposed to structured interviews or closed questionnaires, which aim mainly 
to test hypotheses, the phenomenological interview exhibits an exploratory, 
interrelational and dialectical style (Giorgi & Sousa, 2010).

Results

Overall Structure: Key Constituents (P1, P2, and P3)

The existential–phenomenological approach to supervision is based on the 
centrality of the relationship and the responsiveness the supervisor offers to 
the unique features and needs of each supervisee. Insecurity of supervisees 
emerges as a common difficulty; thus, the promotion of a secure space is 
important for overcoming anxieties that can lead to avoidances or even omis-
sions. For supervisees, supervision is a professional and personal development 
space, in which the paths that lead to clinical practice are explored. Supervision 
is also a space for knowledge integration, which enables the connection 
between knowledge and know-how. Supervision in the existential–phenome-
nological approach is a collaborative process of coreflection, in which the 
contribution of supervisees is valuable for discussion and the supervisees are 
encouraged to broaden their perspectives in a working partnership. It is pos-
sible to identify a balance between relational and clinical aspects in the focus 
of supervision, emphasizing the practical aspects over the background level 
for theory. An opening space is created for a discovery process that fosters 
personal and professional progress, spurred by permanent self-questioning 
promoted by the supervisor, offering him or herself as a foundational model. 
As a result of the opening attitudes and questions, the groundwork for the 
availability to integrate different perspectives is built, which is a recognized 
advantage of group supervision. The supervisor has an important responsibil-
ity to adjust expectations that should facilitate the integration of new pros-
pects and assist supervisees in facing their own limitations. Supervision in 
the existential–phenomenological approach also serves as a learning space for 
the supervisor. From his or her perspective, clinical practice supports the prac-
tice of supervision and supervision incorporates the influence of the supervi-
sor’s experience as a supervisee while promoting the ability to respond to 
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emerging needs. Humility, authenticity, consistency, and openness to uncer-
tainty are revealed to be supervisor qualities that define his or her stance in 
relation to the existential–phenomenological approach that informs his or her 
practice (Table 1). To the supervisor, pleasure and challenge are present 
throughout the process, encouraging him or her to face each supervision experi-
ence as unique (Figure 1 .

Discussion

By taking a panoramic perspective to assess the key constituents or eidetic 
dimensions and determine how they relate, a dynamic temporal–spatial con-
figuration is presented, which is fed, nourished, and revitalized by the rela-
tionship and supervisor’s responsiveness. This configuration entails (a) a 
situated starting point (a horizon of expectations), (b) an intermediate space 
of experiences (the process), and (c) a space-product (in an extended present 
and future horizon).

Table 1. Empirical Variations (Examples): P1, P2, and P3.

Centrality of 
relationship Responsiveness

Openness to not 
knowing

Humility, 
authenticity, and 

consistency

“( . . . ) we are 
asking people 
to tell us about 
the parts that 
are not so good 
about what 
you’re doing ( . . 
. ) where are you 
feeling limitations 
and difficulties. ( . 
. . ) it’s important 
( . . . ) that there 
is a relational 
ground that 
allows this to 
happen.” P2

“( . . . ) It’s 
necessary to wait 
for them to be 
prepared to self-
questioning.” P1

“( . . . ) within the 
complexity of 
being a person 
and the way we 
respond to them 
. . . the particular 
way, to the person 
who is in front of 
us, right?” P3

“( . . . ) some people 
considered a little 
more difficult to 
handle . . . I didn’t 
feel any of that 
in supervision; 
on the contrary, 
I felt it was only 
a matter of being 
careful when 
approaching 
them.” P2

“I don’t ask . . . 
some supervisors 
do . . . well, not 
in this Society, 
but in some 
other places, the 
supervisors ask 
for the clinical 
case in advance 
. . . so they can 
have a previous 
appreciation. I 
don’t want any 
case, I want to be 
challenged in that 
moment . . . ” P2

“( . . . ) Un-knowing 
is, sometimes, an 
attitude, I mean,  
a humble 
attitude.” P3

“( . . . ) we are 
people in our 
complexity as 
people, failures, 
nonsenses . 
. . hmm . . . 
doubts, fears, 
and insecurity 
and in that 
field, we are 
as patients as 
our patients, 
because we all 
are people.” P3

“That is what I 
try to convey 
even more in 
my supervisions, 
hey, be peaceful 
at what you 
don’t know.” P1
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A Horizon of Expectations

When beginning a supervision process, four actors (supervisors and supervis-
ees) share the ontological quality of human beings facing the same data of 
existence; however, at the ontic level, some aspects are revealed that will 
influence how the process develops, particularly the situated starting point. 
From an analysis of the descriptions of the participants, it is evident that the 
insecurity felt by supervisees at the beginning of supervision is related to the 
fact that they are initiating the psychotherapeutic activity in the existential 
approach. This aspect stands out and significantly influences how the super-
visor will address the supervisory situation by establishing the conditions for 
the professional development of the supervisees and simultaneously consider 
the regulatory aspect of psychotherapeutic practice with regard to its ethical 
and clinical dimensions. Compared with the supervisee, the supervisor has a 
broader experience because his or her clinical knowledge results from psy-
chotherapeutic practice and the experience of having been a supervisee. He 
or she is attentive to the needs of the group, considering each supervisee’s 
uniqueness, acting responsively and creating space for the encounter. Rollo 

Figure 1. Overall structure.
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May refers to the human encounter as a significant powerful moment, which 
is connected to the experience of looking at another human being with a 
degree of fascination, a type of unexpected vividness, and a recognition of 
the presence of the self-other that amazes and arouses our own presence as 
being (May, Angel, & Ellenberger, 1958). The concept of presence is an onto-
logical recognition of being in relation to another being, thus allowing one to 
marvel and generate empathy, promoting openness (paths), and interactions 
that Schneider calls awe (Schneider, 2007). It seems that supervisors also 
intend to promote a secure space from the centrality of the relationship with 
the supervisees. Supervisors expressed the following sentiments: “if we take 
care of the relationship (supervisor–supervisee), then everything can grow 
from there . . . ” or “a relaxed environment is an environment where people 
feel good and where people are not afraid to expose themselves because they 
will not be criticized.” However, these concepts of presence and secure space 
also constitute the process of pushing boundaries, step-by-step. Perceiving 
themselves in such safe environments, supervisees can be pushed to reflect 
about themselves and the relationships they have with their clients. As 
expressed by one supervisor,

We push the boundary a little more and try to determine whether the person is 
okay and whether she accepts it or not. If she accepts, it’s a sign that she’s 
prepared to go a little further, that is, I can question her more and help her to be 
more self-reflective about her behavior.

By being responsive, the supervisor helps the supervisee develop empathy 
and enhance his metacognitive skills, which are crucial in the psychotherapy 
training process (Fauth, Gates, Vinca, Boles, & Hayes, 2007). In addition to 
the supervisor’s experience, there are some personal qualities, such as humil-
ity, authenticity, consistency, and openness to uncertainty, which are devel-
oped and valued by the existential approach, which informs how the 
supervisor will relate to the supervisee(s) and become the facilitator of an 
open coconstructive process. The aspects that relate to the personal develop-
ment of the supervisor are consistent with the attributes of genuineness, hon-
esty, and presence, which are qualities that are considered to be beneficial for 
successful supervision (Majcher & Daniluk, 2009). Thus, the horizon of 
expectations is more like a direction to which paths converge, which is 
founded and defined through the participation of both parties, mediated by 
the relationship rather than a standard process, predefined, and suitable to all 
supervisees in pursuit of the ultimate objective of supervision, namely, devel-
opment in preparation for professional psychotherapy practice.
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The Process

In the process—the intermediate space of experiences—the type of response 
given to the needs that arise during the time of supervision is disclosed. Given 
the perception of supervisee insecurity, promotion of a safe space is crucial to 
allow them to explore possibilities and discover their identities as psycho-
therapists, relying on the supervisor, on the group and on themselves to avoid 
the omission of information and exposure of vulnerabilities through compro-
mising questions. This relationship between the perception of safety and opti-
mal learning was identified in a study by Yourman and Farber (1996), which 
concluded that the decrease in the perception of safety negatively influences 
optimal learning. The literature also suggests that trust and security are asso-
ciated with the variables of conflict and counterproductivity, especially in 
group supervision, and that when these features are absent, they have a nega-
tive influence on the alliance (Webb & Wheeler, 1998). Being responsible for 
guiding the process, how will the supervisor promote conditions that will 
result in the creation of a perceived safe space? Supported by an accepting 
attitude, empathy, congruence, respect, care, and flexibility, and the rela-
tional ground that establishes the alliance and maintains cohesion in group 
supervision, the supervisor adjusts supervisees’ expectations so that unrealis-
tic objectives are not idealized. Using the metaphor of the convergent paths, 
we recall that the supervisor’s task is to take the initial steps and be aware of 
the direction in which the supervisee is heading. From here, the supervisor 
will continue along a shared path that has been simultaneously revealed and 
discovered in a collaborative, coreflected process. Existential supervisors 
seem to focus on creating a space of mutual responsibility in which to con-
struct meaning from the clinical discussion, especially with regard to cases 
and the supervisee’s doubts. One of the supervisors/participants said, “I strive 
to follow a collaborative process, which is to listen to everyone’s contribu-
tion. Let’s think, how can we get ourselves to do this in practice?” In existen-
tial group supervision, all members play an active role in commenting and 
proposing ideas about the case being discussed. To this end, the supervisor 
wishes to promote a space in which meaning is created through the use of an 
intersubjective space. Illustrating this point, another supervisor/participant 
said, “a construction is a coconstruction that I also think is very close to the 
existential approach.” Along the way, the supervisor and supervisee will 
assess how they experience being in supervision and also, in the supervisee’s 
case, how they experience being with patients in the psychotherapeutic pro-
cesses, both in a permanent self-questioning and in a coconstructive dynamic. 
At this point, we highlight the crucial role of the supervisor’s responsiveness. 
Responsiveness means the supervisor has the capacity to empathically 
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recognize and respond to the specific needs of that particular supervisee. The 
supervisors/participants often mentioned, “I would say that I make clinical 
decisions in terms of supervision rather than the approach I take with that 
particular supervisee.” The appreciation of relational aspects is a central fea-
ture of the existential approach; however, the supervisor also focuses on 
clinical issues, meaning that there is some concern about not only how the 
supervisee relates to the patient but also how he or she is conducting the 
therapeutic process. This situation is clearly recognizable in the training con-
text, according to the participants. Regarding the existential perspective and 
appreciation of the relational aspects, Spinelli (2007) stated that the individ-
ual only emerges and appropriates their distinctive self through the relation-
ship and not the opposite, as assumed by most conceptual models in 
psychotherapy. This assumption is also supported by psychotherapy research 
since the relationship emerges as one of the determining factors for the devel-
opment of the therapeutic process, particularly in determining how the meth-
ods and techniques will translate to results (Norcross, 2002; Norcross & 
Goldfried, 2005; Norcross & Lambert, 2014). The approach of theoretical 
and methodological clarifications is also recognized as a necessity for super-
visees that allows for constant epistemological updating toward clinical 
applications. This broader focus is consistent with the conclusions of Hutt 
et al. (1983) and Stoltenberg and McNeill (2012), who state that successful 
supervision must simultaneously integrate aspects of both the relationship 
and task. In occupying a space for knowledge integration, existential supervi-
sion also serves as a learning opportunity for the supervisor. Relying on the 
attitudes of openness and discovery and sustained by the supervisor’s avail-
ability for the relationship, the process of supervision integrates theoretical 
and clinical aspects and applies them to the practice of psychotherapy and the 
diversity of group contributions. The process of acknowledgment is multidi-
rectional and multidimensional because the supervisee strengthens learning 
and the respect for integrating others’ perspectives and the supervisor enriches 
his or her experience, despite some asymmetry. Some considerations noted in 
the literature regarding the supervisor’s personal and professional develop-
ment are stressed in this study; for example, the idea that the amount of clini-
cal experience is not the only determinant for competency (APA, 2014; du 
Plock, 2009; Keegan & Hunsley, 2013; Watkins, 2012; Worthington, 2006).

Due to the relevance of considering the supervisees’ individual situa-
tions and characteristics, we propose the integration of the deliberate prac-
tice method with existential clinical supervision. Deliberate practice is a 
method of training used in several professional areas that experts—top per-
formers—use to develop their know-how. Deliberate practice is currently 
being introduced to psychotherapy and is a promising area of training 
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(Rousmaniere, Goodyear, Miller, & Wampold, 2017). Deliberate practice 
can be integrated into the classical types of supervision and entails “repeti-
tively practicing specific skills with continuous corrective feedback; 
reviewing videos of therapy sessions and repeatedly role-playing to iden-
tify mistakes made in videotaped sessions to address knowledge deficits 
specific to the therapist; working exactly at the therapist’s performance 
threshold” (Rousmaniere et al., 2017, p. 9). This method requires solo train-
ing of the supervisee outside the context of supervision and sessions. Solo 
training—which should be recorded—emphasizes the relational areas that 
the supervisee and supervisor agree are in need of further development. 
This serves as a way to develop the supervisee’s sense of self-reflection and 
to practice interacting with clients. At the same time, solo training can be a 
very idiosyncratic type of training.

Extended Present and Future Horizon

The concept referred to as space-product, in the temporal–spatial configura-
tion that summarizes the structure of existential supervision, extends beyond 
the process of supervision. By this, we mean that the supervisor and supervis-
ees are part of a personal and professional transformation process that allows 
them to explore in themselves unfamiliar, or even feared, dimensions and is 
focused on development in preparation for psychotherapy practice. Space-
product remains a significant part of supervision because it is integrated in 
each participant’s experience and goes beyond the process since it is not lim-
ited to the supervision context. More than seeing this as an outcome, which 
points to some finished result, space-product can be understood as a new 
quality that serves the future. Space-product reflects the supervisee’s per-
sonal and professional development, in which a growing attitude toward inte-
grating different perspectives is evident. We also want to stress the gains in 
terms of both enjoyment and challenge that stimulate and color each supervi-
sory process, aspects which van Deurzen and Young (2009) highlight and 
recommend in any approach to supervision, and reflect the personal invest-
ment of the supervisor. This work occurs in a coconstructive, relational, 
respectful, accepting, caring, and flexible scenario. In both cases, (for the 
supervisor and supervisee), the space-product is continuity.

Conclusion

The results of this study, translated into an overall structure of meaning, are 
consistent with several current findings in the literature on psychotherapy 
supervision, including the most widely recognized and agreed on elements of 
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the APA guidelines. When one considers the APA (2014) definition of super-
vision, which has been developed from the evidence-based practice para-
digm, similar to the guidelines for psychotherapy, the first highlighted aspect 
is the collaborative relationship and its influential character.

The concept of responsiveness and how it contributes to successful super-
vision is also a relevant consideration and is closely linked to relationship 
qualities. The emergence of the eidetic dimension of responsiveness is con-
sistent with Friedlander’s (2015) discussion, which stresses the importance of 
the adequacy of the supervisor in matching the characteristics of the supervis-
ees that are associated with the alliance maintenance, breakdown and repair, 
both in the supervisory and psychotherapeutic processes. The evidence that a 
particular approach is more effective than another is nonexistent; thus, we 
agree with Watkins (2012), who stresses the importance of including respon-
siveness as a variable in supervision research.

Again, the findings demonstrate considerable similarity to the findings in psy-
chotherapy research, particularly with regard to transtheoretical issues such as 
responsiveness (Norcross & Wampold, 2011). The dimensions identified as inte-
grating existential supervision in du Plock’s (2009) study, although they were 
presented differently in this article, can also be identified in the overall structure 
of meanings emergent in this study, particularly the distinctive features—the cen-
trality of the relationship, collaborative process, and coreflection.

The aspects of the dimension du Plock refers to as support from a philo-
sophical attitude have been considered by us to be resultant qualities of the 
supervisor’s attitude toward the theoretical perspective that inform his or her 
practice. The results also revealed that the experience of the existential super-
visory process falls within the seeing-over perspective rather than overseeing 
perspective as well as fulfills the regulatory criteria, training and restorative 
functions, meeting Spinelli’s (2015) proposal. For Spinelli, the seeing-over per-
spective is an integrative aspect of existential supervision that can be incorpo-
rated into other theoretical models, mostly dependent on the overseeing 
perspective. By trying to relate the overall structure of emergent meanings to 
the aforementioned proposal of van Deurzen and Young (2009), we identified 
several aspects of proximity between the dimensions identified in this study 
and the emerging themes from the collection of existential supervisors’ experi-
ences; however, the comparisons are limited because the methods and objec-
tives leading to the findings in both cases are different. Still there is a remarkable 
convergence in the emphasis on the care for the being-in-the-world of the other 
and on the role of the truth as a guide in the supervision practice.

There was no emergence of any dimension linked to the increase of diffi-
culties for the supervisor in group supervision contexts, contrary to the sug-
gestions of several approaches in the literature.
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The results also support some criticisms of the literature regarding 
the relevance of the focus of the investigation; particularly; the ten-
dency toward overvaluation of the variable outcomes associated with 
the therapeutic process (Reiser & Milne, 2014), through the absence in 
the results of any corresponding theme. Since the method for analysis in 
this study was appropriate for identifying essential, invariant dimen-
sions, there was no emergent constituent associated with levels of suc-
cess or effectiveness of the therapeutic processes practiced by the 
supervisees.

This study contributed to the understanding of supervision, highlighting 
the importance of responsiveness, a fundamental aspect acknowledged in 
psychotherapy. As to the centrality of relationship, we believe that this study 
strengthens the conclusions offered in the literature identifying this aspect as 
the main component for success in all areas of the supervisory process. The 
supervisor models presence, promoting emotional maturity, which is aligned 
with the existential–humanistic perspective and is supported by research, 
stressing the relevance of experiential and interpersonal aspects of supervi-
sion (Krug & Schneider, 2016). All other eidetic dimensions, which are con-
stituents of the overall structure of meaning, are relevant and related to 
supervision. The observed dimensions suggest a dynamic structure resulting 
from a balance between formative and regulatory aspects, with a clear empha-
sis on relational issues.

Recommendations and Limitations

The most obvious limitation is the use of one view, that of the supervisor. It 
would be interesting to perform a thorough analysis of supervisory experi-
ence with supervisees to obtain another perspective of the other elements in 
this shared process and make note of convergences or divergences. Another 
limitation is that the described experiences are related to group training con-
texts. It would then be valuable to conduct studies in nontraining contexts, 
whether in group or individual contexts. Would the observed dimensions, 
including responsiveness, be positively related to greater inexperience and 
the supervisees’ stage of development? Or would they emerge as fundamen-
tal aspects of the interrelationship, regardless of the experience of clinical 
practice?
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