SARAH PhD supervision is difficult.

Being supervised as a PhD candidate is difficult.

But when is too much supervision a bad thing and when is too little supervision
acceptable?

In this episode of Kafe Student, Sarah Heen, Professor of Social Work at the
University of Stavanger and a PhD supervisor, talks to Associate Professor Heidi
EriKsson, who has recently completed her PhD on the supervision process in
students working on social work practice placements. We ask each other that
as PhD supervisors and PhD candidates, what can we learn from these other
supervision contexts?

SARAH 1'm here in the studio with Heidi Eriksson.

She has recently successfully completed her PhD study in the field of practice
supervision.

specifically looking at supervision processes in the field of social work, bachelor
programs, and the supervision process.

Welcome, Heidi.

Congratulations on your recent PhD.

A very impressive disputas to us, or viva, if | may say so.

And thank you for talking to us.

This particular podcast is about, was directed at PhD supervisors.

to try and help them be better PhD supervisors.

And although your study is about practice supervisors or people that are
supervising social work students in the practice

field, there was so much in your viva or your disputas that spoke to me as a
PhD supervisor.

So hence dragging you into the studio and thank you very much for being here.

HEIDI Thank you so much.

SARAH So yeah, we were having a conversation before we started recording
and | was really interested to hear a little bit about

your own background and who you are and how that impacted on your
supervision experience.

But | was just wanting to start off with, so what is the starting point of your
PhD?

Why the PhD?

How did you start that particular topic?

HEIDI Yeah, thank you.



When | started my PhD or the phase before that, my plan hadn't been doing a
PhD.

That was something that became clear to me as a possibility after | had
finished my master's degree some months before

that.

And the teachers that | had had on my master's degree had

encouraged me in a way to think about the possibility of applying for a PhD
scholarship.

So | decided that | wanted to give it a shot and got that.

But at that point | was

| had been working for 16 years as a social worker, more or less, in different
parts of the Norwegian welfare state.

| had also been living abroad for three different countries in Chile, Spain and
Guatemala that had shaped my

..who | was as a person and | was actually myself just here in Norway too | was
not from Stavanger | grew up in Bergen

and yeah and | have a husband that is from another part of the world so | had
been moving a lot or several times and |

was used to

...to getting to know new people, adapting to new contexts.

I've been working in different contexts too.

So | think | was quite open-minded, quite experienced, having a busy private
life as well and being a teenage mom, for

instance, that can be quite challenging too.

But | knew who | was and | saw the PhD

as an opportunity of getting more knowledge and getting the possibility to
learn more about the topic that | was very

interested in, from having supervised students myself, and also having been
supervised as a bachelor student in field

placements before, many years ago.

Which actually leads to bring us into the next question, because we were
talking, | think, earlier about how

You became a PhD candidate and you were being supervised by two very
experienced supervisors.

SARAH How do you think your background, your very varied and different, |
suppose, experiences kind of impacted on the way
you managed your supervisor, supervisor,



HEIDI | think | was both from my professional background as a social worker
working directly with service users for quite a

long time and also from my private experience | had learned the importance of
what is necessary when it comes to

creating good relationships with people.

And | knew that, or | saw it as a big part of creating the relationship with my
supervisors was my own responsibility and

up to me.

So | think maybe | took quite a lot of responsibility of creating that and | saw
that as important.

| also was very aware that

the vulnerable part when it comes to if the supervisory relationship wouldn't
work, | was the one who was going to fail

or to have the most to lose, right?

So it's an asymmetrical relationship between a PhD student and supervisors.
But for me also coming in, it was like, | was quite experienced out in the field.
| was used to people coming to me

asking for help or | had the role of, what should you say, teaching new
colleagues how to do the job.

| was very engaged in my work.

And when | was coming into the university, | felt like in every way | was going
down several to the basement again, if

you can say that.

But | was

| was conscious and aware that it was necessary for me to be able to grow as a
researcher because | felt completely

unexperienced as a researcher.

And | knew that | had so much to learn from my supervisors.

So you seeg, it's a...

quite different here the way | was | was very experienced as a social worker in
the social work field like which was my

topic too very related to that had a lot of knowledge about that and felt secure
but at the same time | didn't didn't know

anything about what it would be to become a researcher what | was going to
go through and how | what | was

what | needed to develop when it comes to skills and just the whole... But just
like the role and the identity of being a

researcher, that was something that | understood quite quickly that this is
something completely else than being a social



worker.

SARAH Yeah, absolutely.

It's interesting because | love when you were talking about, and I've read this
before actually,

the humbleness that you need when you become a student and the humility
that you need to become a student, which is,

| think, what supervisors are looking for in their students.

But what | think what the supervisor sometimes needs to remember is that
actually we're dealing with people that have a

lot of experience and that actually for them to come down, not down, but to...
wear that humble cloak again, it can be very, very difficult.

As you say, you're a very experienced social worker and suddenly you're now
no longer at the top of the tree, you're in

the basement.

So | quite liked that.

But | think supervisors also need to recognise or remember that actually we're
dealing with quite experienced

individuals and how to manage that.

HEIDI Yeah, and | would just like to add that
the thing that part that as a phd student you might have a lot of resources in
one thing you can be very insecure about other things

SARAH right so there's ... the supervisor need to adapt yeah to that i think
that's quite important absolutely and it

also leads that's why i was so interested in your study because you you're in a
very interesting position that you're

Yes, you were a PhD candidate, but you were also somebody that your PhD
was studying what it was to supervise.

And you kind of have used that, that you actually have a foot in the two camps.
That actually became the subject of your PhD to some degree.

So | wonder if you could say a little bit about what your PhD was about.
Yeah.

HEIDI Yeah, | was investigating the supervision that social work students get
when they are out in the field placement period,
which is in their fifth semester.



It lasts for five months and the students are then going out to different
organisational contexts out in the field and it's an

experience social worker having the daily

responsibility of the students and also has the responsibility of supervising the
students on a weekly basis at least.

So | was investigating both ethical dilemmas and challenges that the students
were experiencing when they were out in

the field.

And | was interested in the supervisor's role for how the students were

were experiencing the ethical dilemmas and also whether ethical challenges
were developing into ethical dilemmas.

SARAH What was the difference between challenges and dilemmas?

HEIDI So that's something that I've been investigating and to just say directly
the supervisors and how they are handling the

students and helping the students

supporting the students does actually have an importance when it comes to
how the students are experiencing ethical

challenges out in the field and also whether it develops into ethical dilemmas
or not.

So the seriousness of the ethical complications that the students are
experiencing, supervisor has a role for that.

And I've also been interested in asymmetrical aspects of the supervisory
relationship.

So when | was talking about ethical dilemmas now, | was interviewing students
about what kind of ethical dilemmas

they had been experiencing.

But when | was interested in asymmetrical aspects, | thought it was
necessary for me to go out and observe and to see with my own eyes and be
there in the room where this supervision

was happening.

So | felt very privileged that they would let me in because often supervision is
seen as something of quite a sensitive,

quite something of a private character too, right?

And you don't always know what is going to happen in the supervisory
conversations, right?

So letting a researcher come in.

| think that was quite brave of my participants.



And | used my former experience as a social worker and having worked in the
same context or having had different

cooperation

with the context, the work context where the supervision and the field
placement was going on, | was using that to get

access, so to speak.

They would let me in because they saw me as a social worker interested in my
own field, doing research about that.

SARAH 1t's really interesting because a lot of what you're talking about, you're
talking about a particular supervision experience.

social workers in practice supervising social work students but there seems to
be so much transferability that a

supervision relationship is a supervision relationship so what | think we'll get to
what the how this transfers to the PhD

situation but | wonder because I've got loads of questions about you know
which is maybe a difficult one about you

know what are the challenges and dilemmas that PhD students

deal with and how can the supervisors or PhD supervisors, what are their role
in helping the student with that?

But maybe before we go into that transferability, what are the key findings
from your study?

HEIDI Yeah, the first one | already talked about that the supervisor have a role
for the ethical dilemmas and the students are

experiencing different ethical dilemmas and challenges.

and that the supervisor should | think maybe know more about how to help
the students navigate in those kind of issues.

And the other thing is that students, when | talked about asymmetrical or
symmetrical issues in the relationship,

| was looking at how the students were showing resistance in supervision,
right?

Because supervision is, | think it's quite a complex phenomenon and also very
interesting one when it comes to, if we're

going to talk about transferability, because people can show resistance in so
many ways and resistance can have

many different causes.

But from, what should | say, a traditional way of looking at the resistance in a
supervisory relationship has been like a



psychoanalytical one, where you can see resistance as something negative,
something that is kind of destructive in the

relationship.

But you can also see from a sociological point of view, resistance as a way of
protesting in a way of something that is

going on or something against the supervisor.

But | decided to look at it as, and | think that's also one possible way

of course | think that if not | wouldn't have focused on it, about the students
developing a proper agency and getting

more agency.

And by agency | mean that the students are taking more place, creating like a
space for them to grow and be able to

form the relationship that they are a part of.

| didn't always know where my supervisors wanted me to go.

There's a lot of things you don't know.

And then, of course, it's uncomfortable if you feel that the supervisors are
expecting something from you that you're not

able to grasp.

SARAH What is it?

HEIDI So you're maybe trying to meet their expectations, but you don't really
know

What are they expecting and how are you going to get there?

That's something difficult.

But at least from my point of view, | try to look at resistance as a way of, or as
a symptom really, of students developing

their own agency.

But | also think | focused on the students in those supervisory conversations.
So something else | could have done would have been focusing on the
resistance of the supervisor or what was causing

the resistance from the students.

So | have not been investigating them.

That could be interesting because | also think that the supervisors can have
resistance towards Both what the students are thinking, what they are saying,
how they are doing in the process, who they are as a person

as well.

Those kind of aspects, like the resistance of the supervisors, could also affect
the relationship.



SARAH Yes, especially because | hear real problems sometimes.

because | get very excited when I'm in a student's project, and | have to sort of
think, if a student comes to me with an

idea that | disagree with, I've got to think, okay, am | disagreeing because this
is not the way | would have done it, and

it's not my PhD, or is it something that, okay, this is just bad research, versus
this is actually just a different approach,

So | often have to really look at my own motives for disagreeing with a student,
but also at the end of the day, | have

more experience in general research, but | often don't know anything about
the actual field they're in.

| also have to really question, especially if I've written the original project
proposal,

And then thinking, okay, if this was my project, | would be going down this line
and that line.

But thinking, no, the student needs to take it over now.

So it's a kind of think of also balance by giving them agency and enabling them
to develop autonomy.

And autonomy means actually them doing...

moving past me their knowledge in some ways.

And | was more experienced as a supervisor, perhaps more secure as a
supervisor.

The key part that | absolutely love with a successful student is when | suddenly
realise the student knows more than Ido

| think | resisted that when | was a really young supervisor.

But the joy | get out of it now when | see them suddenly knowing more about
the method than me, knowing more about

the subject area than me, that's actually, when that happens, then | know the
student's ready to gain that autonomy.

But what | find difficult is trying to find that balance.

When do | allow them to fly solo and drift away from my guiding kind of box?
Or when do, for some students, when do they need support?

| struggle with the fear of providing sufficient care but not by providing so
much care that | disempower them.

Do you think you're not knowing what you know now about, from a PhD and
your experiences with



talking to students who are being supervised, do you think your own
supervision practices have changed?

The way you supervise your bachelor, your masters, and probably PhD
students in the future, has your practice changed

as a result?

HEIDI Yes, | think so.

It has definitely changed.

And what you are talking about too, about the security of yourself as a
supervisor,

the importance of that.

| think for myself, just getting the opportunity of investigating what is going on
or what can be going on in supervisory

relationships, I've become much more aware of some things.

One of the things is the importance of

letting the students develop their own agency and being able to grow.

And also the importance of when it comes to adult learners, then you can, |
think you should, or at least | would try to

strive for symmetrical relationships when | can.

But at the same time, having respect for that

They sometimes need that | know something that they don't know and being
able to help them developing knowledge in

areas that | see that they need help.

But | think when you see that the students are taking off and flying in some
areas, | think it's important to let them do

that.

And for me personally, that happened, for instance, in the data collection.
phase of the PhD project | almost didn't need supervision at all in that phase
for me that phase was was easy yeah | had

all my interviews and observations in five months and it was finished | didn't
if my supervisors would have interfered, to use that word, in that face, it would
have been disturbing for me, | think.

So | was glad that they backed off in that phase.

But also the other thing that | was aware of that when | was starting the PhD
process, but I'm even more aware of it now,

the importance of

talking about expectations in the beginning of the PhD relationship.

So that's something I'm definitely going to take with me.



What do | expect of them as a supervisor?

What are they expecting from me?

What do they need in being able to grow and to learn?

and having the best possible learning process.

Because if you're not talking very well and clearly about the expectations and
also how you function as a person.

We talked before we started recording about are you being direct in the way of
confronting or talking about problems

and challenges when they occur.

Or are you avoiding problems?

SARAH Yes.
| think the solution was | avoid problems.

HEIDI But it's about communication style, being clear about how you'd like to
be communicated with or not.

SARAH Yeah.

HEIDI But you've got to be quite a self-reflecting kind of individual to engage in
that.

And hence | think when you're talking about the maturity of it,

PhD student.

SARAH Also the maturity of the supervisor, you know, we might be 100 years
old but we're not necessarily that mature.

HEIDI No.

We're able to, versus developing any trusting relationship, you need to have
your boundaries and be able to have

communication channels.

SARAH Yeah.

Which are all very easy but when you try to operationalise these concepts, so |
wonder maybe trying to draw things

together if we

If you had some top tips for supervisors and top tips for students as well about
how to create these open communication



channels where you can communicate expectations upfront, as you say, but
also regularly, perhaps, because your
expectations may change, | suppose, as you get into your PhD study.

HEIDI Yeah, I'll try.

Yeah, | think it is important to have that kind of metacommunication about
expectations in the beginning.

But then, because then you are in peace, to put it that way.

You both are very, or the three of you are very eager to start.

Everyone's happy and glad and enthusiastic, right?

But you know, in a PhD project,...bad weather will come

So how can we try to prevent the bad weather and what are we going to do
when the storms come up?

| don't say that that will be the solution of everything, but | think it's a good
base of starting.

a good foundation and then when problems come up and my own supervisory
relationship lasted for almost six years

and of course it hasn't been only easy for me and | don't think it has been easy
for my supervisors either but | think what

we have managed to do is trying to

we have created a safe space where we can give each other feedback.

So | have known all the time that my supervisor, my main supervisors, and
then afterwards my co-supervisors, they

have believed in me and my ability to grow and to learn and becoming a
researcher.

So that has been important for me.

And then

me as a student | have sometimes felt that their expectations have been higher
than | was able to meet at different points

but then it has been important that the way that they are speaking to me that
it's always | need that kind of risk like a

respectful tone I'm not for me it's

it doesn't work very well if they're very harsh.

| like directness, but in a very, in a warm way, is it possible to say that?

SARAH Direct but warm.
HEIDI So that it's just underlined that they think that | won't be able to meet
what they're expecting, right?



So it's like an underlining of

They're believing in me.

And if | have that, then I'm able to continue working.

The work-life balance hasn't always been that good.

It has been a lot more work than it gets, maybe.

probably normal, but more work than would have been healthy for me and my
family at some points.

But I've managed to have spaces as well and have that balance that | think is
important in some way.

But | have also gone back to my supervisors and I've told them when | felt that
they have been maybe too harsh or

if they have expected more than what | was able to meet and what | needed in
order to get there.

So I'm being quite conscious about what | need in order to be able to grow
myself and | have told them.

I've also been very honest with them about what hasn't worked out for me and
asked if it's possible to

to maybe change some things.

And | think it's also important that the supervisors can admit when they have...
Got it wrong.

SARAH Yeah, got it wrong.

Because we get it wrong, all the time.

But as you say, it's the...

It's being honest and authentic and being able to, not apologise, but say, but
it's a funny balance because some students,

if I've gone down one alley and | think, oh God, that was the wrong alley and
I've come back.

For some students, they appreciate that honesty and they see I'm learning as
well.

But | think for some students, maybe,

It can also be, oh my God, my supervisor doesn't know what she's talking
about.

And that's not the situation.

Well, there are many things | don't know what I'm talking about, but it's not a
sign of weakness to change your view or

to say, actually, | don't think that was the right decision.

And | think for students that can be, yeah, it depends on the level of maturity
to understand.



But what | really liked about what she was saying, when you're talking about
align and critiquing the work and pushing the student and trying to get them to
take the reins and all the rest of it.

But that thing of constantly believing in them, | think that's really key.

| think when | struggle with supervision or struggle with a supervision
relationship, | think the student thinks that I've

lost faith in them.

And | think that's

It's quite a big thing.

So | really like that about, because in many students, | think, why are they
getting upset?

Because they're fantastic.

But I've forgotten to tell them that | think they're fantastic.

So there's something that | really liked when you talk about showing students
you continue to believe in them, even

though you really question them.

| liked the stuff about safe space.

Because a lot of stuff | do is about creating my research, it's about how we
create safe spaces in a new relationship.

And then the importance of the PhD being very reflective, the reflective
practitioner, the reflective student is important.

And also this development of an almost therapeutic alliance, and a reciprocal
therapeutic alliance, which | think a lot of

the people who

by health professionals and social workers and psychologists will recognise this
development of safe space,

development of trust and respect.

But | really do like this thing of showing the student, despite how rude you are
about their work, that actually you

believe in them.

HEIDI Yeah, | think that's key because you need

Here's actually a link for another finding in my PhD.

| was investigating what the supervisors were focusing on when supervising
students.

And it came out that they are very focused, for these bachelor students
anyway, about their

psychological safety and creating that safe space.

And I'm actually criticizing that that is taking too much and dominating over
the professional knowledge and the skills



that the students need to learn.

And now I'm also in my PhD discussing in my thesis that

importance of the supervisors challenging the students.

But of course, that is after you have created that safe space.

And | think you always need to check in.

Also, when | reflect about my own process to students, I've been supervising
myself out in the field that you need to to

just reassure them from time to time that

yeah, you're doing a good, this is really important what you are doing, continue
doing that, but what do you think about

this?

Or why are you, how can it be that you are doing this?

Have you ever thought about like making them, making them think and
developing further?

So the challenge bit, | have called it critical symmetry.

in my phd thesis that is something uh can you say it sounds a very obscure
topic can you say a little bit more about it yes

yeah because uh i have in the beginning of my ph or and more and more aware
of it's not just that you're it's not an ex

accepting symmetrical relation it needs to be a critical

symmetrical relationship.

So | think that is really important too in a PhD process, that the students, even
though it's a good student that you think

are very independent, doing very well, they still need that this supervisor is
daring to challenge them.

So even though you're talking about when the students... It's a good feeling
that you see that or you think that you've

achieved a lot when they are learning more and they maybe know more about
you, about the topic in the final phase.

Then the student still needs to be... Reassured?

SARAH Yeah, and to be challenged.

| think what you're saying is this thing of it's being challenging but reassuring
that you're...

you're trying to establish that actually that i also when i was doing my phd they
stopped calling the supervisor supervisor and we had to start calling them
advisor and that probably is a way of trying to establish um this is somebody
that's going to be giving you new ideas and guiding you and



eventually hand over to you, but they're not your supervisor. It says
something about an asymmetry, as you say, but an
advisor is somebody that's a colleague, a partner, a facilitator.

So maybe the end point of this particular podcast is that actually we're not
talking about the PhD supervision experience,

we're talking about the PhD advising or facilitating experience.

But...

HEIDI But just to add one thing to that, | think it's different what the PhD
students are expecting too, right, from theirsupervisors.

| think some students expect that their PhD supervisors are going to know
more about them in all the different aspects.

SARAH Well, good luck to them.
Yeah.
They won't get it from me, that's for sure.

HEIDI No, and | don't think it's realistic, right?

So it's...

But there comes also in the expectation part, right?

That the students need to also take responsibility of and know what are their
strengths in the PhD project.

And for me, that was social work practice, bachelor students out in the field.

| knew a lot about that, but | didn't know anything about research and a lot of
other things, right?

Regarding that aspect.

So it's...

| was maybe not asking for help when it came to understanding social work.
That was not what | needed.

And also the importance of that this was my project.

| had to be in the driver's seat, you can say it that way.

And that my supervisors

| expected for them to help me, but | didn't expect them to, to tell me what to
do all the way.

| saw it as my, as my job, asking, asking them when | needed help.

SARAH Oh my God.
| wish you'd been my student.
But Heidi, thank you very much.



I've been talking for ages and ages about PhD supervision, but thank you very
much.

for your time and good luck with your academic career that's going to be really
long and successful I'm sure so thank

you very much thank you very much

SARAH We have heard in this podcast about the importance of what Heidi
calls critical symmetry in supervision relationships.

We learn of how both supervisor and student need to take responsibility to
communicate and manage our expectations.

We learn how student and supervisor need to be humble, curious and
respectful of each other.

and how both parties are likely to feel resistance during this time, but this is to
be expected and is in fact a necessary

phenomenon when we are learning with, from and about each other and the
field of study we are engaging in.

Supervision and being supervised is not easy, but it can also be a unique and
rewarding experience if all involved work

together to create a safe space, one in which we can challenge each other and
grow in developing our identities as both

supervisor, researcher and co-collaborator.



