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coaching supervision… 
the ‘must have’ in professional coaching 

 

Supervision is simply the process of 
someone bringing his or her professional 
work to another individual (or a small 
group) in order to learn how to do that 
work better.  The UK Chartered Institute of 
Professional Development (‘CIPD’) defines 
coaching supervision as “[a] structured 
formal process for coaches, with the help 
of a coaching supervisor to attend to 
improving the quality of their coaching, 
grow their coaching capacity and support 
themselves and their practice”.  
 
It is said to be “the art of waking up to what 
happens in practice” (Ryan, 2008), a 
description that speaks to the constructive 
reflective inquiry that lies at the very heart 
of supervision. 
 
This paper outlines the current practice of 
coaching supervision and explores the 
impact on the coaching industry, coaches 
and, importantly, coaching clients.  While 
recognising the existence and value of 
informal and peer supervision, our 
discussion focuses primarily on formal 
professional supervision.  
 
Professional supervision has been the norm 
for health and social science practitioners 
such as psychotherapists, counsellors, social 
workers and psychologist for decades. In 
these fields, supervision is not just for new 
practitioners – they participate in for their 
entire professional careers.  Most therapists 
and psychologists consider it inconceivable 
that they could go about their work without 
regular supervision.   
 

Increasingly, supervision is being adopted 
as ‘better practice’ continuing 
development for professional coaches.  
Indeed, in some parts of the world, it is 
difficult for coaches to be taken seriously if 
they are not in regular supervision.   
 
In its Change Agenda paper on coaching 
supervision in 2006, CIPD concluded that 
“For coaches, coaching supervision is an 
essential of their continuous professional 
development.  It’s the pivotal link between 
theory and coaching practice.  For those 
who organise coaching services, it’s the 
key to effective quality assurance, to 
managing the risks that can be inherent in 
coaching, and to drawing learning from 
the coaching conversations that take 
place in the organisation.  It can help to 
increase the return of an investment in 
coaching and can even help to provide 
evidence of that return.” 
 
Today, many corporates and other 
organisations in Europe, require regular 
supervision as a prerequisite for coaches to 
be accepted into their coaching pool.   
 
Similarly, selected coaching associations 
require or strongly recommend regular 
supervision for their members. The 
Association of Coaching (‘AOC’), the 
Association of Professional Executive 
Coaches and Supervisors (‘APECS’), 
European Mentoring and Coaching 
Council (‘EMCC’) and the Worldwide 
Association of Business Coaches (‘WABC’) 
have specific clauses in their codes of 
ethics outlining supervision requirements for 
their member coaches (refer Figure 1), 
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Figure 1:  Professional Coaching Associations - Supervision Requirements for Member 
Coaches 
 

 

Many of the world’s professional coaching associations believe in the importance of coaching 
supervision. The following four associations require or strongly recommend their members to be in 
regular supervision as these extracts from their code of ethics illustrate: 

 

o APECS – Association for Professional Executive Coaching and Supervision (Ethical Guidelines) 

“’Supervision’ or ‘Supervisor’ refers to the relationship between the coach and a qualified person 
who is not in any managerial relationship with the coach wherein the coaching work with 
particular clients may be discussed in strict confidence with the purpose of enhancing the quality 
of the coaching work and of ensuring client safety.” 

“2. Ongoing professional development 

Executive Coaches and Supervisors with APECS will be committed to their own learning and 
development and take steps to ensure that they are up to date with current thinking and 
knowledge. They will review the steps they take to ensure this in professional supervision and they 
and their supervisor will agree an annual development plan that will be part of their supervisor's 
report.” 

 

o EMCC – European Mentoring and Coaching Council (Code of Ethics) 

“1. The coach/mentor will … [m]aintain a relationship with a suitably-qualified supervisor, who will 
regularly assess their competence and support their development.” 

 

o Association for Coaching (Code of Ethics and Good Practice) 

“8. Coaches are expected to have regular consultative support for their work, typically in the form 
of an appropriately qualified and experienced coaching supervisor.” 
 

o WABC (Worldwide Association of Business Coaches) (Professional Standards for Business Coaches) 

“9. Professional Development  

I am committed to professional development and to continuously enhancing my competence. 
This means that I will: 

o Seek appropriate external feedback, on a regular basis, to maintain and improve my 
coaching effectiveness. 

o Keep my learning and practice up to date through appropriate professional 
development, such as conference and workshop attendance, work-based learning, 
reading, research, training and supervision activities, presentations and involvement 
with WABC or other relevant professional associations.” 
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Coaching supervision has already arrived in 
Asia Pacific.  In a recent Australian study 
“82.7% of respondents were receiving 
supervision in some form or other”.  25.7% 
had a formal supervisor.  The quality of 
supervision was seen be crucial.  “70.1% of 
participants said that coaches who provide 
coaching supervision services should have 
a specific qualification or training in 
coaching supervision.” (Grant, 2012) 
 
In Asia, a number of Singapore-based 
organisations, including INSEAD Business 
School, Civil Service College and The Air 
Institute, require their executive coaches to 
be in regular external coaching supervision.  
The Center of Creative Leadership adopts 
an internal mentor coaching process with 
regular ‘head coach’ reviews for coaching 
quality and coach development purposes.    
 
When it comes to coaching, despite a lag 
effect, Asia has shown that it is generally 
quick to ‘catch up’.  It is therefore likely to 
be only a matter of time before supervision 
becomes the norm for Asian-based 
professional coaches. 
 
 
Why is Supervision Important? 
 
How has the need for coaching supervision 
evolved?  Let’s start with the big picture 
and move to the individual benefits. 
 
Perhaps the most compelling reason to 
adopt coaching supervision is to 
professionalise the coaching ’industry.’  
Unlike other services such as accounting, 
law and mental health therapy the 
provision of coaching services is non-
regulated.  It is essentially ‘caveat emptor’ 

– the buyer must be aware and take 
responsibility for ascertaining the quality of 
services before they purchase them.  Being 
self-regulated, the coaching industry has 
itself introduced various processes including 
formal coach training, codes of ethics, 
entrance requirements and credentialing, 
and coach declaration of continuing 
professional education. These have and 
continue to have a positive impact on 
increasing transparency, improving 
coaching quality and making purchase 
decisions safer for clients.  We see 
coaching supervision as being, not merely 
the latest, but the most significant step to 
date towards the professionalisation of the 
coaching industry.  
 
Supervision is also important because all 
parties involved in the coaching - client, 
sponsor (where this is different to the client 
eg: an organisation buying the coaching) 
and the coach require protection.  While 
supervision is not specifically about 
‘policing’, it does have a quality control or 
auditing component to it.  A supervisor is 
able to spot an ethical, risky or dangerous 
coaching intervention early on and help to 
coach to address it quickly. 
 
Clients belong to a system – for example, 
the organisation, industry, function, culture, 
family and so on.  Typical ways of operating 
are accepted as the norm and passed 
along the system, handed from person to 
person, much like throwing and catching a 
ball.  Coaches are often the recipient of 
expectations, norms and ways of behaving 
when they coach.  They may catch, for 
example, the client’s (and system’s) 
anxiety, anger, fear, perfectionism, 
intimidation or sense of urgency.  At times, 
in supervision, the coach unintentionally 
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passes this onto the supervisor in what is 
called ‘parallel processing’.  Part of the 
supervisor’s role is to notice this, bring it to 
the supervisee’s attention in order change 
its quality and offer it back to the coach to 
take it back up through the system with 
awareness, insight and choice. Supervision 
on the impact of systems is particularly 
important for internal coaches.  Being part 
of the same system as their clients means 
that they are subject to the same 
assumptions, norms and influences.  
 
As any coach knows, coaching work can 
be intense, demanding and isolated. In 
most cases, coaches are on their own with 
their clients and their ‘in the moment’ work 
is not subject to direct observation, review 
or feedback.  For any one coaching 
moment, there are a myriad ways the 
coach could handle it. While this flexibility 
and fluidity is essential to coaching, it can 
also create uncertainty, confusion and 
vulnerability.  Indeed, many coaches crave 
an alternative to this isolation and welcome 
the opportunity for informed discussions 
about their coaching sessions, interventions 
and options.  Supervision provides this 
sounding board and helps the coach 
expand their coaching awareness, toolkit 
and quality. 
 
Coaching is often a close, involved, 
intimate experience where immense trust 
and rapport are developed between 
coach and client.  This privileged nature of 
the coaching relationship makes it easy for 
the coach to get over-involved and to 
potentially collude with the coachee, 
seeing themselves as ‘on their side’.  This is 
usually unintentional and unnoticed by the 
coach. Supervision provides the 
opportunity for the coach to step back and 

reflect on the coaching relationship and to 
identify any thoughts, feelings or behaviour 
that could indicate such a change in the 
relationship.  It can also open the coach’s 
eyes to experiences such as projection, 
transference and counter-transference that 
may be taking place. 
 
Coaches are human beings and, as such, 
subject to normal psychological 
experiences and reactions that could 
impact the coaching relationship. Our 
clients, their stories and our interactions 
naturally evoke emotions and reactions in 
us. Because of our own histories, 
preferences and psychological profiles, 
coaches take on certain roles, behaviours 
and scripts without realising it, fall into 
patterns and are unconsciously drawn into 
client ‘games’.  A coach can easily 
become an unwitting party to a client’s 
unproductive way of operating.  This is 
exaggerated where the client has a 
psychological tendency such as narcissism, 
borderline personality or other condition 
that the coach (and often the client) is 
unaware of.  
 
As every coach knows, unexpected things 
can happen in the coaching space.  A 
simple question can trigger a dramatic 
response, send the client to a different 
place and stir up the coach’s emotions.  
Coaching is rarely predictable and a 
coach needs to be equipped to respond 
calmly and handle the unexpected.  
Supervision plays an important part in 
helping a coach process and understand 
unexpected reactions that have taken 
place and to help them be more prepared 
to manage such situations effectively. 
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Coaching is a diverse field that is constantly 
developing.  In addition to coaching’s own 
frameworks, techniques and practices, 
coaching often draws on a myriad of other 
influences and schools of thought.  
Supervision is one of the ways that a coach 
can gain exposure to diverse coaching 
theory and practices, and keep abreast of 
developments and approaches that 
continually expand their coaching and 
help them find their current learning edge. 
 
These are just some of the industry, sponsor, 
client and coach needs that regular 
coaching supervision addresses.  
Supervision essentially has three purposes 
directly related to these different 
stakeholders: 
 
o Normative: ensuring the supervisee’s 

work is professional, ethical and 
competent, operating within applicable 
ethics, codes and laws. This is about 
upholding quality standards for the 
profession, association, school and 
other ‘institutions’ 

o Formative: building and enhancing the 
knowledge, understanding, skills, 
techniques and behaviour, and 
develop personal attributes, qualities 
and styles that continually increase 
practitioner competence, mastery, 
maturity and wisdom 

o Restorative or Supportive: creating a 
protected, constructive space away 
from the coaching relationship for 
exploring the supervisee’s vulnerabilities, 
confusion, stress, emotions, reactions 
and patterns that impact on their 
coaching and practice.  

       Adapted from Brigid Proctor (1986) 

 
 

What is Supervision? 
 
As a practice that has only gained 
professional momentum in the early to mid 
2000s, coaching supervision is still a 
relatively new and subject to much variety 
in underlying philosophy and actual 
practice. It can be challenging to arise at 
an accepted definition. Here is a sample of 
definitions that attempt to clarify the 
essence of coaching supervision:  
 
o “Supervision is a working alliance 

between two professionals where 
supervisees offer an account of their 
work, reflect on it, receive feedback 
and receive guidance if appropriate.  
The object of this alliance is to enable 
the worker to gain in ethical 
competency, confidence and creativity 
as to give the best possible service to 
clients.” (Inskipp & Proctor, 2001) 

o  “The process by which a 
coach/mentor/consultant with the help 
of a supervisor, who is not working 
directly with the client, can attend to 
understanding better both the client 
system and themselves as part of the 
client-coach/mentor system, and 
transform their work,” (Hawkins & Smith, 
2006) 

o “Coaching supervision is a formal 
process of professional support, which 
ensures continuing development of the 
coach and the effectiveness of his/her 
coaching practice through interactive 
reflection, interpretative evaluation and 
the sharing of expertise.” (Bachkirova et 
al, 2005) 
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Types of Supervision 
 
Just as in coaching, there is no single 
accepted model of supervision.  Globally 
the industry is experimenting with different 
approaches that constitute the 
constructive reflective inquiry that lies at 
the very heart of supervision and that 
achieves the ultimate intention of leading 
to higher standards of coaching.  
 
In a recent Australian study by Anthony 
Grant, three types of supervision - formal, 
informal and peer supervision - were 
defined as follows: 
 
o Formal supervision – “supervision that 

takes place within the boundaries of a 
clearly designated and defined 
supervision with another individual 
whose primary role in that relationship 
was to provide supervision.” 

o Informal supervision – “supervision that 
takes place informally without a clearly 
designated and defined supervision 
agreement with another individual 
whose primary role in that relationship 
was to provide supervision.” 

o Peer supervision – “supervision with a 
colleague or peer who is not a 
designated or expert supervisor.” 

 
Each of these forms of supervision can 
contribute a valid and beneficial 
component of a coach’s continuing 
professional development.  If we take a 
global viewpoint, informal and peer 
supervision are the most common forms of 
supervision.  As identified earlier, this paper 
focuses primarily on formal supervision.   
Despite the many variations, most formal 
supervision currently being practised can 

be broadly classified into the following two 
main types: 
 

1. Supervision that has its roots in the 
mental health sciences models of 
supervision, and which focuses on 
facilitated reflective inquiry.  It 
usually involves a formally qualified 
supervisor who has been through 
supervision training and certification 
 

2. Supervision often related to a 
specific coaching school, 
methodology or professional 
association to assist their coaches in 
reaching a particular standard for, 
for example, certification or 
credentialing purposes.  

 
While these two broad categories of formal 
supervision have some common intentions 
and characteristics, there are also some 
basic differences which we have outlined 
in Figure 2.  For the purpose of this 
comparison, we have referred to the first 
type as ‘Reflective Coaching Supervision’ 
and to the second as ‘Mentor Coaching 
Supervision’.   
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Figure 2:  Reflective Coaching Supervision vs Mentor Coaching Supervision 
 

 Reflective Coaching Supervision Mentor Coaching Supervision 

Timing of 
supervision 

Throughout the coach’s entire professional 
coaching life – from new coach to 
seasoned coach  

Typically associated with a specific step 
in the coach’s development, such as 
after completing certain training or 
gaining a particular certification or 
credential or entry into a relevant 
professional association  

Purpose To generate coach insights through 
facilitated reflective enquiry that will 
improve the quality of his or her coaching.   

To enhance and expand coach 
capability, craft and confidence 

To reach a particular standard in a 
specific school or methodology of 
coaching, or demonstrate specified 
coaching competencies and other 
credentialing requirements for a 
specific association or sponsor.  

Scope Broad and expansive Targetted and specific 

Role of 
Supervisor 

Helping the coach discover ways of being 
more effective and build his or her own 
‘internal supervisor’  

Observing and highlighting patterns 

Refining and expanding coaching 
knowledge, skills and methodologies  

Passing on and refining specific 
coaching knowledge, skills and 
methodologies 

Coaching vs 
Counselling / 
Therapy 

Utilises psychological therapeutic 
concepts – in order to understand self and 
client  

Typically stays away from psychological 
or therapeutic concepts  

Core Functions Addresses the Formative, Normative & 
Restorative / Supportive needs of the 
coach.  Not usually related to a specific 
school, methodology, institution or stage of 
coach development 

Addresses the Formative and Normative 
needs of the coach, helping them 
reach a particular standard (usually 
related to a specific coaching school, 
methodology or institution).  

‘Eyes’ 
Addressed  

(refer to Figure 
5: The Seven-
Eyed Model of 
Supervision – 
Hawkins & 
Shohet, 2000) 

Typically moves between all 7 eyes, as 
relevant, in the supervision session and 
ongoing supervision relationship: 

1. Client (Coachee) 

2. Coaching interventions 

3. Coach / Client relationship 

4. Coach 

5. Supervisor / Supervisee (including 
parallel processing) 

6. Supervisor 

7. Wider Systems 

Typically deals with the first 4 eyes of the 
Seven–Eyed Model, particularly Eye 2 
(unless otherwise specified by the 
certifying entity):  

1. Client (Coachee) 

2. Coaching Interventions 

3. Coach/Client relationship 

4. Coach 
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What to Bring to Supervision 
 
There are no hard and fast rules about 
what you can and can’t bring to 
supervision.  Supervisees may bring 
anything that might impact on their 
coaching practice – whether it be 
professional, technical or personal.   Typical 
kinds of issues include: 
 
o a challenge you’re facing with a 

specific client 
o personal life changes or challenges 

affecting your work 
o tension, problems or conflict in a work 

relationship (eg; peer, boss, client) or 
team 

o challenges in the ‘system’ in which your 
or your client operate (eg: organisation, 
markets, industry, culture, family, 
economy etc) 

o fears, concerns or anxieties 
o ethical, boundary or safety issues  
o a pattern or trend you’re noticing in 

your coaching 
o anything you want to make sense of. 
 
Some real life examples of issues and 
challenges coaches have brought to 
supervision are provided in Figure 3.   
 
 
What is Supervision really like? 
 
Formal definitions have their place, but 
what is supervision really like?  Figure 4 
provides an evocative array of 
explanations and explorations of what it 
can be like to experience the reflective 
inquiry of coaching supervision. 
 

Choosing a Supervisor 
 
Just as with a coach, it is important to 
choose the right supervisor.  Suggested 
selection guidelines include: 
 
o Supervision training and/or certification 

or equivalent professional learning 
specifically related to supervision 

o Experience in coaching supervision 
o In touch with developments in the field 

of coaching and current coach 
education 

o Understanding of psychodynamic, 
therapeutic, psychological, and related 
concepts that can potentially impact 
coachees, coaches or coaching 
relationships 

o Sensitivity to the coach’s situation, 
issues, needs and vulnerabilities 

o Ability to work with coaches with diverse 
coaching styles and methods 

o At least five years’ practice of 
professional coaching experience 

o Knowledge of a wide range of 
coaching skills, techniques and 
frameworks 

o Own work has been professionally 
supervised over a number of years 

o High ethical and professional standards. 
 

In addition to these recommended 
requirements, it is also important to have 
good chemistry between the supervisee 
and supervisor.  The coach needs to feel at 
ease with the supervisor – comfortable 
enough to have a conversation in which all 
areas of his or her work, including 
vulnerabilities, can be safely explored.  This 
support mixed with constructive challenge 
is essential to help the coach develop 
personally and professionally through 
supervision. 
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Figure 3:  Examples of Actual Supervision Issues  
 

• Dealing with the anxiety, fear and spiralling 
negative self-talk when she ‘gets stuck’ 
during coaching.  Remaining present and 
calmly utilising and exploring the coachee 
and /or coach stuckness  

• Dealing with an erratic client showing 
potential signs of mental health issues 

• Undervaluing the value and 
professionalism she brings to her clients. 
Struggling to make a living due to 
undercharging clients and doubling 
agreed session duration 

• Experienced coach categorising clients 
based on similarity of issues and profiles 
and being proud of their swift ‘coaching 
solutions’.  Treating cases as templates and 
missing the uniqueness of each client 

• Coaching being impacted by an 
executive’s resemblance to a significant 
person in the coach’s life 

• Being in awe of a highly successful client, 
putting him on a pedestal and not feeling 
‘good enough’ to coach him 

• A pattern of being uncomfortable and 
brusque if a coachee expresses emotions 
or mentions a disturbing past event.  Failing 
to show appropriate empathy and too 
readily closing down and assuming 
therapy would automatically be needed 

• Coach assuming he knew the solution that 
the coachee ‘should’ take and being 
frustrated and confused by the coachee 
rejecting his approach 

• Getting frustrated and pushing a ‘non-
progressing’ client who wanted to reflect 
rather than follow a goals-based coaching 
process 

• Handling a coachee’s unexpected 
emotional reaction to a simple coaching 
question, as well as the coach’s own 
memories and issues triggered by the 
coachee’s reaction 

• Feeling bound to follow the structured 
coaching methodology she’d been 
trained in, yet finding it was no longer 
working.   Wanting to free herself up to a 
more flexible coaching style 

• Coaching a client for the second time 
where the impact seems less effective. 
Can they shift the relationship or would 
another coach be better? 

• Addressing poor contracting that involved 
a third party who wanted to change the 
terms of the contract after the coaching 
has started 

• Feeling intimidated and lacking 
confidence with a dominating senior 
executive client 

• Unconscious pattern of protecting and 
rescuing clients 

• Struggling with the unfamiliar ‘system’ in 
the coachee’s organisation where 
longstanding poor performance had been 
tolerated.  Feeling angry with the culture 
and lack of support the client received 
when he tried to address it 

• Experienced coach feeling stale and 
going through the motions, with coaching 
no longer being challenging.  How to spice 
it up and discover their learning edge to 
go to the next level  

• Unravelling the differences between 
coaching and counselling to become 
more competent and confident in 
recognising the boundaries 
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Figure 4:  What Is Supervision Really Like? 
 

• Supervision is “becoming students of our 
own experience… sitting at the feet of our 
work.”  (Zacchary, 2002)  

• “Supervision offers us the opportunity to 
bring our defences, the norms we have 
introjected, into awareness and gives us 
the chance to free up our passion rather 
than be herded into a respectable 
orthodoxy.”  (Robin Shohet, 2008) 

• [S]upervision enhances ‘seeing’, the 
seeing into one’s practice, the illumination 
of subtle processes in coaching 
conversations and of blind spots in oneself 
and in one’s thinking.  Supervision is then 
something that I, the coach, take away 
with me – an enhanced view, a super-
vision of my practice.” (Edna Murdoch, 
2008) 

• “Supervision of coaching is like climbing up 
in a tall tree, or standing on a hilltop 
looking out over the sea and the 
landscape around us.  It is also like 
polishing a mirror that has become fogged 
with activity.  It is also like revisiting our 
truest self from which our best coaching 
emerges.    

Unlike coaching for performance or to 
build a new strategy or life, coaching 
supervision has no intention to go 
anywhere.  On the contrary, it is about the 
coach coming home and turning on the 
lights again rather than bumping around in 
the dark.  It is a balancing antidote to the 
very legitimate demand for concrete 
results expected by coaching clients.”  
(Sam Magill, 2011) 

• “Supervision… if we can hold our nerve, 
offers a container where we can rest in 
uncertainty.” (Joan Wilmot, 2008) 

• “Supervision is a place of trust where a 
healthy relationship gives me a safe place 
to acknowledge and work with my clinical 
concerns, stresses, fears and joys.” 
(Johnson, 2003) 

• “[S]upervision is a place for everyone in  
the system to be thought about or held in 
mind. It is a place to have deep 
conversations: it is a place to think 
creatively with a joined heart/mind 
perspective.” (Joan Wilmot, 2011) 

• “Supervision does not accept what is 
presented at face value.  It is looking with 
interest into all that is there and includes 
the discarded, the discounted and the 
disgraced… 

When we take a moment to pause, to 
rewind and replay the action we see more 
clearly what the matter is – and what we 
are already doing to make it better.”  
(Sheila Ryan, 2008) 
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Concepts & Approaches Drawn On 
During Supervision 
 
How does supervision differ from coaching?  
Supervisors and coaches have a lot in 
common, though supervisors facilitate their 
clients through a constructive reflective 
inquiry about their coaching practice.  
Below are just some of the concepts and 
approaches that are often drawn on 
during supervision: 
 

o Contracting – exploration of both formal 
and psychological contracting, both at 
the beginning of a coaching or 
supervision relationship and on an 
ongoing basis at any moment 
throughout the sessions 

o Transactional analysis – applying 
concepts such as ego states (child, 
parent, adult) and the Karpman drama 
triangle (victim, persecutor, rescuer) in 
relation to the supervisee, coaching 
client or other players in the system 

o Strong presencing – drawing on 
concepts and practices such as Theory 
U (Otto Scharmer, 2007) and Time to 
Think (Nancy Kline, 1998)  

o Psychological perspectives - 
understanding of unconscious 
processes, conflicts, transmissions and 
defence mechanisms related to 
psychology such as projection, 
transference, counter-transference, 
idealisation.  Additionally, some 
understanding of mental health 
conditions that can afflict coachees 
and other people, such as narcissism, 
borderline personality, bipolar disorder 
etc is useful 

 

 

 

 

o Parallel process – some aspect of the 
supervisor-supervisee relationship or 
interaction mirrors what is happening 
with the coach-coachee or something 
passed down through the ‘system’ to 
the supervisor 

o Practices for opening individuals up to 
view the situation from diverse 
perspectives eg: role playing, ‘chair’ 
work, meta-positions 

o Various schools of psychology and 
related approaches eg: Gestalt, 
transpersonal, psychodynamic 

o Quantum physics and energy 
management 

o Creative techniques such as metaphor, 
drawing, constructing, using cards, and 
storytelling  

o The Seven-Eyed Model of Supervision 
(Hawkins & Shohet, 2000) – refer to 
Figure 5 for more details. 
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Figure 5:  The Seven-Eyed Model of Supervision 
 

This model, developed by Peter Hawkins and Robin Shohet, is one of the most well known supervision 
frameworks and is central to most formal reflective coaching supervision.  It lays out seven ‘eyes’, 
essentially representing seven different perspectives from which to view and reflect on the coaching 
practice.  Each of the eyes is explained briefly below: 

        

1. The Client Anything about the coaching Client and what they’re working on eg: history, 
current role, strengths, development areas, behaviours, habits, goals, family etc.  
When discussing a specific coaching case, the Supervisee and Supervisor often 
feel that the Client is ‘with them’ in some way – together they figuratively ‘bring’ 
him or her into the room 

2.  Interventions What is the Supervisee (Coach) doing with the Client eg: techniques, methods, 
skills, pace, tone, intentions, dialogue etc 

3.  Coach / Client 
Relationship 

What is happening between the Coach and the Client – at both a conscious 
and unconscious level?  What is the dynamic of the relationship?  eg: 
contracting, boundaries, emotions, metaphors, transference / counter 
transference.  It involves taking a step back and observing the relationship and 
interaction from a third, neutral or meta position – a stance which helps one 
notice and gain insight into the interactions, relationship and underlying issues 

4.  The Coach What’s going on for the Coach? (ie: Supervisee) eg: feelings, images, metaphors, 
theories etc.  This is an opportunity for the coach to increase self-awareness, 
deepen their learning, identify blocks and expand toward their full potential 

5.  Supervisor / 
Supervisee 
Relationship 

(The Parallel Process) 

What is happening between the Supervisor and the Supervisee?   

Eg: contracting, boundaries, tension or conflict, uncertainty,  frustration, 
protection etc.  What is being stirred up?  Does this have any bearing on the 
Coach’s relationship with their client?  This perspective offers valuable 
observations that sometimes uncover an unconscious mirror or parallel to the 
Coach/Client system  

6. The Supervisor What’s going on for the Supervisor and their immediate experience?  Eg: 
thoughts, emotions, physical sensations.  The Supervisor uses him or herself as an 
instrument.  Does it belong to the Supervisor (ie: they ‘brought’ it with them) or to 
the Supervisee or system? 

7. The System The wider picture and contextual basin for all the players and their relationships.  
Eg: client’s organisation, culture, society, politics, physical environment, ethics, 
client’s family, impactful global events etc 

 
Adapted from Hawkins & Shohet, 2000
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Conclusion 
 
With coaching supervision still in its infancy 
and with difference practices taking place 
across the world, a definitive global 
explanation of supervision remains elusive.  
Just like coaching, it is likely to be a flexible 
practice with many variations for some time 
to come, until different schools of thought 
and methodology gradually move towards 
some semblance of appropriate 
convergence with acceptable diversity. 

The growth and positive impact of 
coaching supervision since the early to mid 
2000s has lead to supervision being 
mandated by a number of professional 
coaching associations for their members, 
and has already prompted many 
corporate and government buyers of 
coaching to insist that the professional 
coaches they hire undertake regular 
supervision.  

Contrary to many people’s understanding, 
supervision is not just for ‘newbie’ coaches.  
Ideally, coaches start supervision as soon as 
they enter the field and continue to be 
supervised for the vast remainder of their 
professional coaching life.  The nature of 
the supervision may well take differing 
guises throughout different phases of their 
professional career.  

The combination of these trends suggest 
that, in the not-too-distant future, regular 
supervision will be an essential and 
fundamental component of all coaches’ 
continuing professional development.   

Indeed, supervision is fast becoming the 
‘must have’ in professional coaching. 
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