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1  | INTRODUC TION

Supervision research has been around for over 60 years now, and its 
importance for the field's advancement has been increasingly rec-
ognised (Inman et al., 2014). As supervision studies have continued 
to accumulate and supervision has acquired greater empirical mass, 
supervision research reviews have become ever more common fare. 
Reviews of supervision studies have long been valued for providing 
a critical perspective on the available research, identifying (a) what 
can be learned to guide practice, (b) what obstacles emerge as lim-
itations across investigations and (c) what areas are in need of at-
tention going forward (cf. Mulrow, 1994; Munn, Peters, et al., 2018). 
Such reviews serve as barometers of progress, ideally reflecting in-
creasing methodological sophistication and data base solidification. 
But is that the case for clinical supervision? Do supervision research 
reviews reflect such ‘progress’? Those questions are subsequently 
examined.

2  | RESE ARCH IN CLINIC AL SUPERVISION: 
A SHORT STATUS REPORT

Five broad areas of supervision research study are as follows: (a) su-
pervision effects on client outcomes; (b) supervision effects on the 
supervisor–supervisee interaction; (c) supervision's direct effects on 
supervisee competence; (d) factors that mediate and moderate super-
visor impact on supervisee competence; and (e) supervisor and super-
visee characteristics (Bernard & Goodyear, 2014). Most research has 
focused on mediating and moderating factors (e.g. relationship varia-
bles, developmental considerations; Bernard & Goodyear, 2014), what 
Ladany and Malouf (2010) refer to as ‘inside supervision’ matters. Data 
support the supervisor–supervisee relationship, perhaps the most sub-
stantial ‘inside’ matter, as being integral to fostering supervisee change 
(Carifio & Hess, 1987; Ellis, 2010; Park, Ha, Lee, Lee, & Lee, 2019). Data 
further suggest that supervision positively impacts supervisees, result-
ing in such gains as enhanced self-awareness, enhanced self-efficacy 
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and enhanced skill acquisition (Goodyear & Guzzardo, 2000; Inman et 
al., 2014; Wheeler & Richards, 2007). But research supporting super-
vision's impact on skill transfer remains limited, as does research ad-
dressing supervision's impact on client outcomes.

The current state of supervision research can be compared to psy-
chotherapy research in the 1950s or 1960s: measurement and effec-
tiveness issues loom large as major concerns (Milne et al., 2012). It 
remains the case that ‘…although our knowledge and understanding 
of supervision has bourgeoned…, that which we do not understand 
or understand well continues to be vast’ (Inman et al., 2014, p. 86). 
Hampering that understanding, supervision research has often been, 
and continues to be, criticised for the following reasons: small sample 
sizes, over-reliance on self-report measures, limited number of valid 
supervision measures, ex post facto designs, limited attention to client 
outcomes and lack of longitudinal data (Ellis, D’Iuso, & Ladany, 2008; 
Ellis & Ladany, 1997; Hill & Knox, 2013; Russell, Crimmings, & Lent, 
1984). As Milne et al. (2012) have stated, ‘… we are currently about 
“half-way there”, working on the “search for scientific rigour”...’ (p. 144).

3  | SURVE YING SUPERVISION RESE ARCH 
RE VIE WS: R ATIONALE ,  FOCUS AND 
APPROACH

3.1 | Rationale

In continuing that search, I wondered this: Might a survey of super-
vision research reviews add to our current understanding about su-
pervision's impact, how previously identified supervision research 
needs are being addressed and how supervision study has changed 
over time? Furthermore, if ‘…the evidence of supervisor impact has 
been well established’ (Bernard & Goodyear, 2014, p. 301), how 
might that evidence be on display across reviews?

Survey is defined here as a ‘detailed critical inspection and com-
prehensive considering’ (see WordWeb; https​://wordw​eb.info/). To 
my knowledge, no survey of supervision research reviews has been 
conducted. It could be informative to assemble review findings, so as 
to potentially reinforce and bolster current perspective, identify new, 
promising findings that might not have been properly recognised, or 
indicate areas that continue to show lack of progress and sorely need 
attention. Moreover, because a spike in supervision research reviews 
has occurred across these last five years alone (e.g. Alfonsson, Parling, 
Spännargård, Andersson, & Lundgren, 2018; Barrett, Gonsalvez, & 
Shires, 2019; Forshaw, Sabin-Farrell, & Schröder, 2019; Kühne, Maas, 
Wiesenthal, & Weck, 2019; Newman, Simon, & Swerdlik, 2019), the 
time for such a survey would seem especially apropos.

3.2 | Focus

The last 25 years, 1995 through 2019, was selected as the review 
period. That period of time was chosen for three reasons: (a) it 
covers the most recent generation of supervision scholarship; 

(b) research is reported to have increased in both quantity and 
quality during that time period (Inman et al., 2014); and (c) that 
particular period captures a time of significant transformation in 
supervision's history, where the shift to a ‘competency-based’ and 
‘evidence-based’ perspective has been increasingly embraced and 
become defining (e.g. Falender & Shafranske, 2017; O'Donoghue, 
Ju, & Tsui, 2018).

Focus was given to what might broadly be thought of as social 
(as opposed to medical) services, the specific provision of coun-
selling, psychotherapy or emotional support being an important 
part of professional role functioning. Social work, counselling, psy-
chology, psychiatric nursing and psychiatry were all included for 
study. However, reviews were excluded that combined both social 
and medical services (Cutcliffe, Sloan, & Bashaw, 2018; Dawson, 
Phillips, & Leggat, 2013; Ducat & Kumar, 2015; Farnan et al., 
2012), focused exclusively on medical services (Snowdon, Leggat, 
& Taylor, 2017), relied primarily on a noncounselling/psychother-
apy database (e.g. learning disabilities; Milne & James, 2000) or 
were primarily scoping (e.g. Goodyear, Bunch, & Claiborn, 2006; 
Sewell, 2018) or summary (MacDonald & Ellis, 2012; Weerasekera, 
2013) in nature. Focus was given to systematic research reviews, 
defined here as ‘a type of research synthesis…to identify and re-
trieve international evidence that is relevant to a particular ques-
tion or questions and to appraise and synthesize the results of this 
search to inform practice, policy and in some cases, further re-
search…’ (Munn, Stern, Aromataris, Lockwood, & Jordan, 2018, p. 
144). Such reviews are conducted for a host of reasons: to confirm 
current practices, identify new practices, identify conflicting re-
sults, identify areas for future research, uncover international ev-
idence and produce statements to guide decision-making (Higgins 
& Thomas, 2019; Munn, Peters, et al., 2018). Journal articles, 
which met that definition and comported with those reasons, were 
included. Both in-print (already in bound journal form) and online 
(early view) review articles were allowed. Book chapters, with but 
two exceptions, were excluded. The decision was made to include 
the two chapters by Ellis and colleagues (Ellis et al., 2008; Ellis & 
Ladany, 1997) because they are (a) well-done, highly rigorous sys-
tematic research reviews of supervision study methodology and 
(b) unique in the thoroughgoing attention and scrutiny given to 
methodological matters.

3.3 | Selection/Analysis approach

Four steps were taken to identify articles for examination: (a) da-
tabase searches (e.g. Google Scholar, PsycINFO), using such search 
words as ‘supervision’, ‘clinical’, ‘research’ and ‘review’, were con-
ducted for the 1995–2019 period; (b) reference sections of iden-
tified articles were examined to identify reviews that might have 
been missed; (c) supervision journals or journals that publish some 
supervision material were examined for recent reviews; and (d) 
recent supervision texts (e.g. Bernard & Goodyear, 2019; Scaife, 
2019) were also examined to further find possible missed work. 

https://wordweb.info/
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Potential articles/chapters were identified and examined to deter-
mine their being a systematic research review, a set of reviews was 
then identified for further examination, and each review was then 
read and studied so as to map its main features. Mapped features 
across the set of reviews included review focus, inclusion criteria, 
appraisal procedure, findings and limitations/issues. Other impor-
tant features (e.g. attention to/omission of multicultural factors) 
were also examined and noted. Next, all reviews were examined 
for consistencies, inconsistencies and defining features, and all 
such facets were identified and recorded, the hope being that the 
resulting supervision information might confirm current practices, 
identify new practices, identify conflicting results, identify areas 
for future research and uncover international evidence (cf. Munn, 
Peters, et al., 2018).

Examination of reviews was approached in two ways. First, a 
broad view was taken, with consistencies, inconsistencies and de-
fining features being determined across the entire body of identi-
fied reviews. Second, the body of reviews was divided into two 
groupings of 12  years each: (a) the 1996–2007  years; and (b) the 
2008–2019 years. No supervision reviews were identified as having 
appeared in 1995, so that year was excluded in order to make for two 
groupings equivalent in number of years covered. Those two periods 
were examined for any defining differences.

4  | RESULTS

A total of 20 clinical supervision research reviews were identified for 
study. Table 1 provides the mapped features of each review.

4.1 | What do these reviews tell us? The broad view

4.1.1 | Focus of reviews

The reviews were varied in focus and can be roughly grouped as 
follows: general reviews, where ‘the whole’ of supervision was ex-
amined (Bogo & McKnight, 2006; Borders, 2006; Buus & Gonge, 
2009; Newman et al., 2019; O’Donoghue & Tsui, 2015; Tsui, 1997); 
reviews primarily focused on supervision effects on supervisees 
and/or clients (Alfonsson et al., 2018; Carpenter et al., 2013; 
Freitas, 2002; Kühne et al., 2019; Reiser & Milne, 2014; Watkins, 
2011; Wheeler & Richards, 2007); single reviews about evidence-
based practice (Barrett et al., 2019), supervision models (Simpson-
Southward, Waller, & Hardy, 2017), the supervisee's experience of 
receiving supervision (Wilson, Davies, & Weatherhead, 2016) and 
the supervisor's experience of providing supervision (Forshaw et 
al., 2019); and reviews focused on methodology and rigour (Ellis et 
al., 2008; Ellis & Ladany, 1997; Ellis et al., 1996).

Quantitative, qualitative, single-case or other
Virtually all reviews focused exclusively on quantitative stud-
ies. However, two reviews were exclusively qualitative in nature 

(Forshaw et al., 2019; Wilson et al., 2016), and one was a content 
analysis (Simpson-Southward et al., 2017).

The reviewers reviewing
The reviews cut across several mental health disciplines, being 
provided by representatives from social work, counsellor educa-
tion, nursing and psychology. Countries from which the reviews 
originated were Australia, Canada, China, Denmark, Germany, New 
Zealand, Sweden, the UK and the United States.

Journals in which reviews appeared (excluding two book chapters)
Reviews appeared in a host of varied journals: BMC Psychology, the 
British Journal of Social Work, Children and Youth Services Review, 
Clinical Psychologist, Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy, Clinical 
Supervisor, Cognitive Behaviour Therapy, Counselling and Psychotherapy 
Research, International Journal of Mental Health Nursing, Journal of 
Social Service Research, Mental Health Review Journal, Psychology in 
the Schools, Psychotherapy and Training and Education in Professional 
Psychology.

4.1.2 | Inclusion criteria

Two inclusion criteria were consistently applied across most reviews: 
that the selected articles have been peer-reviewed and be in English. 
Where not explicitly stated, those criteria still seemed to be in play. 
Other criteria typically were reflective of any given review's particu-
lar focus (e.g. that a measure of outcome be included where outcome 
was the primary concern).

4.1.3 | Appraisal procedure/criteria

Thirteen of 20 reviews involved the use of some type of objective ap-
praisal procedure, with some type of rating of study quality typically 
being made. Different rating tools mentioned included the Critical 
Appraisal Skills Programme, Weight of Evidence approach and re-
searcher-created evaluation checklists. PRISMA reporting guidelines 
(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses) were applied in at least five reviews, and in three cases, 
a research protocol was produced and registered (with PROSPERO; 
International Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews) before the 
review's initiation. With PRISMA (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, 
& the PRISMA Group, 2009) and PROSPERO (Page, Shamseer, & 
Trico, 2018) both being products of the last approximate decade, 
their use across supervision reviews is understandably a most recent 
phenomenon.

4.1.4 | Features of reviewed publications

The number of reviewed articles across reviews ranged from a low of 
four (Barrett et al., 2019) to a high of 131 (Ellis et al., 1996), with about 
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half of the reviews involving anywhere from 10 to 40 articles. The total 
span of years covered ranged from 1964 (Simpson-Southward et al., 
2017) up to 2017 (Barrett et al., 2019), with most reviews account-
ing for a span of 10–30 years. The vast majority of reviewed studies 
came from the United States. Other primary contributors were the 
UK and Australia, followed (in alphabetical order) by Canada, Finland, 
Germany, Hong Kong, Israel, New Zealand, Norway and Sweden.

4.1.5 | Findings/conclusions

Findings/conclusions can be placed together into four rough group-
ings: supervision impact, supervision models, methodological mat-
ters and other (miscellaneous concerns or conclusions).

Supervision impact
Supervision, found to be positively associated with job satisfaction, 
job retention and ability to manage workload (Carpenter et al., 2013; 
O’Donoghue & Tsui, 2015), appears to be seen as helpful by supervi-
sees (Kühne et al., 2019) and may even benefit their therapeutic compe-
tence (e.g. enhanced self-awareness, enhanced sense of self-efficacy; 
Alfonsson et al., 2018; Kühne et al., 2019; Wheeler & Richards, 2007). 
But supervision's favourable impact on worker outcomes is weak at 
best, yet to be proven (Bogo & McKnight, 2006; Carpenter et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, the client has been, and continues to be, summarily ne-
glected in supervision research: supervision's impact on client outcome 
has yet to be proven (Alfonsson et al., 2018; Bogo & McKnight, 2006; 
Buus & Gonge, 2009; Carpenter et al., 2013; Ellis & Ladany, 1997; Ellis 
et al., 1996; O’Donoghue & Tsui, 2015; Simpson-Southward et al., 2017; 
Tsui, 1997; Watkins, 2011; Wheeler & Richards, 2007).

Study data about giving and receiving supervision also accentuated 
this: supervision, because of its multifaceted nature, inherent power 
imbalance and competing demands, can be highly challenging and have 
significant personal and professional impacts, positive and negative, on 
both supervisor and supervisee, and both parties are advised to remain 
mindful of those realities (Forshaw et al., 2019; Wilson et al., 2016).

Supervision models
Supervision models largely went untested, with no clear evi-
dence supporting any given model (Alfonsson et al., 2018; Bogo 
& McKnight, 2006; Buus & Gonge, 2009; Carpenter et al., 2013; 
Ellis & Ladany, 1997; Ellis et al., 1996; Simpson-Southward et al., 
2017). Supervision lacks evidence-based practice research and an 
evidence-based practice model (Barrett et al., 2019; O’Donoghue & 
Tsui, 2015; Simpson-Southward et al., 2017).

Methodological matters
Methodological issues and study shortcomings were consistently iden-
tified and can be placed into three (not necessarily mutually exclusive) 
broad groupings: (a) failure to control for compromising variables; (b) 
type of study conducted; and (c) recurring issues about critical study 
components. Frequently identified compromising variables included 
unaddressed threats to validity, sources of bias and confounds, as well A

ut
ho

rs
Fo

cu
s o

f r
ev

ie
w

In
cl

us
io

n 
cr

ite
ria

A
pp

ra
is

al
 p

ro
ce

du
re

/
cr

ite
ria

Fe
at

ur
es

 o
f r

ev
ie

w
ed

 
pu

bl
ic

at
io

ns
Fi

nd
in

gs
/c

on
cl

us
io

ns
St

ud
y 

lim
ita

tio
ns

/i
ss

ue
s

W
ils

on
 e

t a
l. 

(2
01

6)
To

 e
xa

m
in

e 
tr

ai
ne

e 
th

er
ap

is
ts

’ e
xp

er
i-

en
ce

s 
of

 re
ce

iv
in

g 
su

pe
rv

is
io

n
To

 p
er

fo
rm

 q
ua

lit
a-

tiv
e 

m
et

a-
sy

nt
he

-
si

s 
of

 re
vi

ew
ed

 
st

ud
ie

s

a.
	T

ha
t q

ua
lit

at
iv

e 
de

si
gn

 b
e 

em
pl

oy
ed

, w
he

re
 in

te
r-

vi
ew

s 
or

 fo
cu

s 
gr

ou
ps

 w
er

e 
us

ed
b.

	T
ha

t f
oc

us
 b

e 
on

 tr
ai

n-
ee

s’ 
pr

ev
io

us
 s

up
er

vi
si

on
 

ex
pe

rie
nc

es
c.

	I
n 

En
gl

is
h 

la
ng

ua
ge

C
rit

ic
al

 A
pp

ra
is

al
 S

ki
lls

 
Pr

og
ra

m
m

e
15

 a
rt

ic
le

s 
re

vi
ew

ed
 (o

ut
 

of
 1

,0
19

 in
iti

al
 h

its
)

Ye
ar

s 
co

ve
re

d:
 

19
96

–2
01

2
9 

st
ud

ie
s 

fr
om

 th
e 

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es
, 3

 fr
om

 th
e 

U
K

, 
1 

fr
om

 A
us

tr
al

ia
, 1

 fr
om

 
C

an
ad

a 
an

d 
1 

fr
om

 
N

or
w

ay

a.
	F

ou
r c

ru
ci

al
 th

em
es

 id
en

tif
ie

d:
 s

up
er

vi
-

si
on

 a
s 

a 
le

ar
ni

ng
 o

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
; t

he
 

su
pe

rv
is

or
y 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
p;

 p
ow

er
 in

 s
up

er
-

vi
si

on
; a

nd
 s

up
er

vi
si

on
 im

pa
ct

. P
os

iti
ve

 
an

d 
ne

ga
tiv

e 
as

pe
ct

s 
of

 e
ac

h 
th

em
e 

co
ns

id
er

ed
b.

	S
up

er
vi

si
on

 c
an

 c
on

tr
ib

ut
e 

to
 s

up
er

vi
se

e 
pe

rs
on

al
 a

nd
 p

ro
fe

ss
io

na
l d

ev
el

op
m

en
t, 

bu
t a

ls
o 

ha
s 

th
e 

po
te

nt
ia

l t
o 

ca
us

e 
su

pe
r-

vi
se

e 
st

re
ss

, a
nx

ie
ty

 a
nd

 s
el

f-
do

ub
t

c.
	S

up
er

vi
so

rs
 s

ho
ul

d 
re

m
ai

n 
m

in
df

ul
 o

f 
th

e 
po

w
er

 d
iff

er
en

tia
l a

nd
 it

s 
im

pa
ct

 o
n 

su
pe

rv
is

io
n

M
aj

or
ity

 o
f p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 fe

m
al

e

N
ot

e:
 C

O
N

SO
RT

, C
on

so
lid

at
ed

 S
ta

nd
ar

ds
 o

f R
ep

or
tin

g 
Tr

ia
ls

; E
PP

I, 
Ev

id
en

ce
 fo

r P
ol

ic
y 

an
d 

Pr
ac

tic
e 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

an
d 

C
o-

or
di

na
tin

g 
C

en
tr

e;
 P

RI
SM

A
, P

re
fe

rr
ed

 R
ep

or
tin

g 
Ite

m
s 

fo
r S

ys
te

m
at

ic
 R

ev
ie

w
s 

an
d 

M
et

a-
A

na
ly

se
s;

 P
RO

SP
ER

O
, I

nt
er

na
tio

na
l P

ro
sp

ec
tiv

e 
Re

gi
st

er
 o

f S
ys

te
m

at
ic

 R
ev

ie
w

s;
 S

TR
O

BE
, S

tr
en

gt
he

ni
ng

 th
e 

Re
po

rt
in

g 
of

 O
bs

er
va

tio
na

l S
tu

di
es

 in
 E

pi
de

m
io

lo
gy

.
EP

PI
-R

ev
ie

w
er

 s
of

tw
ar

e 
is

 a
 W

eb
-b

as
ed

 s
of

tw
ar

e 
pr

og
ra

m
 fo

r m
an

ag
in

g 
an

d 
an

al
ys

in
g 

da
ta

 in
 li

te
ra

tu
re

 re
vi

ew
s.

TA
B

LE
 1

 
(C

on
tin

ue
d)



14  |     WATKINS

as inadequate reporting and description of study specifics (Alfonsson 
et al., 2018; Buus & Gonge, 2009; Carpenter et al., 2013; Ellis et al., 
2008; Ellis & Ladany, 1997; Ellis et al., 1996; Freitas, 2002; Kühne et 
al., 2019; Tsui, 1997). The vast majority of studies were described as 
being ex post facto, cross-sectional and correlational (i.e. no randomi-
sation, no independent variable manipulation), with very few being 
experimental investigations (Bogo & McKnight, 2006; Borders, 2006; 
Carpenter et al., 2013; Ellis & Ladany, 1997; Ellis et al., 1996; Tsui, 
1997). Recurring problematic issues included small sample sizes, an 
over-reliance on self-report measures and retrospective accounts, and 
a lack of sound supervision measures from which to draw (Alfonsson 
et al., 2018; Bogo & McKnight, 2006; Borders, 2006; Buus & Gonge, 
2009; Ellis et al., 2008; Ellis & Ladany, 1997; Ellis et al., 1996; Kühne et 
al., 2019; O’Donoghue & Tsui, 2015; Tsui, 1997).

4.1.6 | Other study limitations/issues

Other study limitations/issues included inclusion criteria being 
overly restrictive or perhaps not restrictive enough (e.g. Barrett et 
al., 2019; Carpenter et al., 2013), some studies selected for review 
having incomplete information (Alfonsson et al., 2018) and being of 
variable quality (Wheeler & Richards, 2007), and about one-third of 
the reviews involving no objective appraisal procedure (e.g. Bogo & 
McKnight, 2006; Watkins, 2011). Additional issues also mentioned 
or identified were as follows: supervision process is a neglected 
variable and could benefit from study (Alfonsson et al., 2018); and 
neither a supervision manual nor supervisor training is routinely in-
cluded in supervision research (Kühne et al., 2019).

4.1.7 | What do these reviews tell us? The two 12-
year periods compared

Perhaps the clearest comparative results to emerge would be the fol-
lowing: (a) the primary problematic features of and limitations that at-
tended clinical supervision research from 1996 to 2007 (e.g. ex post 
facto designs, small samples) have loudly lingered into the 2008–2019 
period and remain as current problematic features and limitations; (b) 
the use of some type of study appraisal procedure was standard fare 
for most reviews appearing from 2008 to 2019, but the reverse was 
the case for reviews appearing during the earlier time period; and (c) 
systematic supervision reviews appearing in the last several years have 
been more apt to be conducted in accordance with established sys-
tematic review guidelines (e.g. PRISMA and PRISMA-P [PRISMA for 
Protocols; Moher, Shamseer, et al., 2015; Shamseer et al., 2015]).

5  | DISCUSSION

These survey findings can be viewed in two ways, as the ‘glass being 
half empty’ and the ‘glass being half full’. It seems important to hold 
both views in mind.

5.1 | The ‘Glass Half Full’

These reviews appear to reflect (a) a growing and lively research 
interest in supervision that increasingly stretches around the globe, 
that interest being most clearly on display across these last 15 years 
(cf. Pelling, Abbott, & Lack, 2017); (b) some diversification in study de-
signs and sophistication of statistical analyses, particularly the wel-
come embrace of qualitative studies (Borders, 2006; O’Donoghue 
& Tsui, 2015); and (c) continuing efforts being made across mental 
health disciplines to closely scrutinise supervision research so as to 
advance the field. Those observations are also reflected in other re-
cent assessments about supervision and its research and seemingly 
are givens going forward (Bernard & Goodyear, 2019; Inman et al., 
2014; Sewell, 2018). Supervision researchers are clearly ‘working on 
the “search for scientific rigour”...’ (Milne et al., 2012, p. 144), and all 
indications are that they will continue to vigorously do so.

5.2 | The ‘Glass Half Empty’

Four issues are most concerning: supervision impact, supervision 
models, methodological matters and evidence-based supervision.

5.2.1 | Supervision impact

Scholarly opinion—based upon the supposed weight of empirical evi-
dence—is that supervision contributes to supervisee competence de-
velopment and skill transfer, but any impact on client outcome has yet 
to be proven (e.g. Bernard & Goodyear, 2019). But what is most sur-
prising from this survey of reviews is the limited evidence that affirms 
any type of supervision impact at all: although attention to clients 
and client outcome was identified frequently and repeatedly as being 
sorely needed (e.g. Alfonsson et al., 2018; Kühne et al., 2019), any 
evidence that supervision benefits supervisees was highly tentative 
and quite thin at best. Supervision has indeed been found to be as-
sociated with some positive outcomes (e.g. increased sense of super-
visee self-efficacy; Carpenter et al., 2013; O’Donoghue & Tsui, 2015; 
Wheeler & Richards, 2007), but beyond saying that, these reviews 
offer little else that can be definitively concluded about supervision's 
impact. If ‘…the evidence of supervisor impact has been well estab-
lished’ (Bernard & Goodyear, 2014, p. 301), where is that evidence?

The question ‘Does supervision work?’ still seems to be a wide 
open question, not answered affirmatively and conclusively on any 
front across these reviews. Could it be that claims about supervision's 
impact and effectiveness have been overstated, maybe even over-
sold (Alfonsson et al., 2018; Carpenter et al., 2013; White, 2017)?

5.2.2 | Supervision models

Supervision models generally went unexamined across these re-
views, any such study appearing to be more often a product of the 



     |  15WATKINS

past than present. The idea of evidence-supported supervision 
models appears to be far more hope and dream than reality at pre-
sent. Even when the one model-specific review about cognitive-
behavioural supervision (Alfonsson et al., 2018) is closely examined, 
one could question whether it is truly a model-specific review. For 
example, one of the five reviewed ‘so designated’ CBT supervision 
studies—the often cited research investigation by Bambling, King, 
Raue, Schweitzer, and Lambert (2006)—mentions CBT minimally, 
instead the focus being on alliance and problem-solving conditions, 
and involved the use of an unsound, nonspecific supervision manual 
(Milne, 2016). Three of the other four studies, while occurring within 
the context of supervised CBT, were examinations about the impact 
of different modes of supervision delivery (e.g. bug-in-the-eye vs. 
video feedback, cotherapy treatment/supervision vs. single-pro-
vider treatment/supervision). The fifth study's supervision condition 
consisted of but one 30-min Skype contact per month for a total of 
three months. Again, that these purportedly ‘carefully selected stud-
ies’ are actual tests of CBT supervision can be questioned.

Pushing this line of thinking even further, how much do supervi-
sion models really impact daily supervision practice anyway? Could it 
be that ‘most supervisors eventually develop their own unique inte-
grationist perspectives..., [that that outcome] probably is inevitable’ 
(Bernard & Goodyear, 2004, p. 100)? If that is the case, what specific 
purpose does the multitude of models serve (Simpson-Southward et 
al., 2017)? Perhaps such models provide supervisors with the bits and 
pieces from which they construct those unique integrationist per-
spectives, with some of those larger bits and pieces (e.g. supervisory 
alliance; Park et al., 2019) ideally enjoying some level of empirical 
support. But beyond possible piecemeal support, empirical backing 
for the vast majority of models (with the discrimination and devel-
opmental models excepted; Bernard & Goodyear, 2019; Rønnestad, 
Orlinsky, Schröder, Skovholt, & Willutzki, 2019) appears lacking. 
Based on this survey of reviews, it does not seem beyond reasonable 
to wonder, ‘Is research on supervision models dead?’

5.2.3 | Methodological matters

The primary methodological problems that plagued supervision re-
search in the 1990s are still the problems that plague research today: 
‘The conclusions from previous systematic reviews of clinical super-
vision, that there is a dire need for more empirical evaluations and 
that many studies in this area lack adequate methodological rigor, 
unfortunately still hold’ (Alfonsson et al., 2018, p. 219). Supervision's 
long lingering methodological issues—predominance of ex post 
facto, cross-sectional, correlational designs, small sample sizes, over-
reliance on self-report measures, lack of psychometrically sound 
supervision measures, lack of experimental designs and longitudinal 
study—remain in force, temper any resulting research findings, com-
promise the field's advancement and leave us with this reality: we still 
know relatively little about the effects of supervision on supervisees, 
supervisors or clients (Hill & Knox, 2013). Numerous supervision 
scholars agree that substantive research benefits will only accrue 

when supervision studies do a better job of the following: employ-
ing a pluralistic research approach that, in conjunction with ex post 
facto, cross-sectional study, also includes experimental investiga-
tion and randomisation as well as data-driven case studies (Borders, 
in Goodyear et al., 2016; Pelling et al., 2017); conducting multisite 
studies so as to increase sample size (Hill & Knox, 2013; Russell et 
al., 1984); developing psychometrically sound supervision measures 
and subjecting existing substandard measures to proper validation 
procedures (Ellis et al., 2008; Ellis & Ladany, 1997); employing a mul-
timethod, multitrait measurement approach, where self-report is but 
one type of data gathered (Ladany & Malouf, 2010; Lambert & Ogles, 
1997); attending seriously to particular methodological issues (e.g. 
inadequate statistical power, threats to validity) during study devel-
opment and execution (Ellis, 1991; Wampold & Holloway, 1997; cf. 
Schutt, 2012); examining supervision longitudinally (Holloway, 1992; 
Hill & Knox, 2013; cf. Potts, 2018); and studying supervision as a full-
fledged triad, including the client and client outcomes as important 
parts of the supervisory picture (Ladany & Inman, 2012; Lambert 
& Ogles, 1997). Although those remedies have been identified for 
decades now, their implementation still lags far behind, negatively 
affects supervision research product and awaits realisation.

5.2.4 | Evidence-based supervision

Evidence-based supervision—built on a foundation of research 
evidence, expert consensus and practitioner expertise—can be 
understood practically as involving two fundamental features: (a) 
supervisor utilisation of research-supported supervisory methods 
and techniques during supervision; and (b) supervisor encourage-
ment of supervisees to use empirically validated psychological 
interventions during therapy (Barrett et al., 2019; Milne, 2018). 
Evidence-based supervision (along with that which is competency-
based) has indeed emerged as supervision's Zeitgeist, is gener-
ally touted as being a widely beneficial scientific stance to adopt 
(Bernard & Goodyear, 2019) and is considered crucial for good su-
pervision practice and supervision's advancement (Reiser & Milne, 
2012; O'Donoghue et al., 2018). But one contrary reality remains: 
any evidence-based supervision studies seem to be a most scant 
commodity (Barrett et al., 2019), highly desirable but largely uni-
dentifiable in the literature. If supervision is an evidence-based or 
evidence-informed affair, or is at least moving increasingly in that 
evidence-based direction, where is the actual evidence that points 
to that being so (cf. Barrett et al., 2019; O’Donoghue & Tsui, 2015)?

5.3 | An emerged trend? An emerging trend? And 
a caution

5.3.1 | An emerged trend?

That effort has been increasingly made to bring some type of more 
objective appraisal procedure to the systematic review process 
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seems good. Whereas 13 of these 20 reviews involved the use of 
an appraisal procedure or criteria, almost all of those 13 reviews 
appeared during the last approximate decade alone. This would 
seem to reflect increasingly ongoing efforts to render the review 
process ever tighter and more rigorous. Those efforts seem des-
tined and designed to bring benefit to any resulting supervision 
product.

5.3.2 | An emerging trend?

Efforts have also been increasingly made across these last 15 years 
to put more ‘systematic’ in the systematic review process and its 
product. Examples of that include the (2012) establishment of the 
journal, Systematic Reviews (Moher, Stewart, & Shekelle, 2015), re-
lease of the second edition of the Cochrane Handbook of Systematic 
Reviews of Interventions (Higgins & Thomas, 2019), introduction 
and widening embrace of the PRISMA (systematic review) guide-
lines (Moher et al., 2009), and the widening embrace of proto-
cols that document the systematic review plan and procedures 
(e.g. PRISMA-P; Moher, Shamseer, et al., 2015; Shamseer et al., 
2015) and the subsequent registration of those protocols (e.g. with 
PROSPERO, the international register launched in 2011; Page et 
al., 2018). All indications are that these systematic review changes 
are highly valued and here to stay because they (a) provide a pur-
pose-driven organising structure for reviews to follow, (b) increase 
the rigour of the review process, (c) make prespecification explicit 
and (d) promote consistency, accountability, research integrity and 
transparency (Moher et al., 2009; Moher, Shamseer, et al., 2015). 
That three of the most recent supervision reviews surveyed here 
(Alfonsson et al., 2018; Barrett et al., 2019; Kühne et al., 2019) 
followed these systematic review and registration guidelines 
also seems good, reflecting efforts by supervision researchers to 
maintain the highest research standards, be highly rigorous in the 
process and produce the promised product for study and scrutiny. 
Future supervision systematic reviews would do well to follow the 
lead of these three efforts (Alfonsson et al., 2018; Barrett et al., 
2019; Kühne et al., 2019).

5.3.3 | A caution

But just as there is much value to be found in their review ap-
proach, two of these reviews (Alfonsson et al., 2018; Barrett et 
al., 2019) also raise this question for consideration: At what point 
does restriction of allowed studies become so restrictive that find-
ing meaningful results becomes a virtual impossibility? Four stud-
ies were reviewed in Barrett et al. (2019) and five in Alfonsson et 
al. (2018). It would seem that whereas more studies reviewed do 
not necessarily lead to quality findings, studies that are both more 
variable in content and fewer in number will be increasingly apt 
to lead to highly limited, less robust review findings. For example, 
Alfonsson et al. (2018), in commenting on their selected studies, 

stated: ‘The five studies varied greatly regarding background, 
scope and quality, making it difficult to compare the studies and 
summarize the findings…’ (p. 219). The combination of study num-
ber and variability would seem a most important consideration to 
bear in mind when thinking about supervision study selection for 
a systematic review.

5.4 | Survey limitations/Cautions

Three particular limitations or cautions attend this survey of re-
views and merit mention. First, being a single-author effort, this 
survey does not benefit from having another set or multiple sets 
of eyes and perspectives brought to bear on what was done. 
Although I have tried to be careful in my thinking about this sur-
vey and be meticulous in its conduct, readers may reasonably take 
issue with some aspects of what was done here and how it was 
done (e.g. my decision about what reviews to include and exclude). 
Second, review findings are a product of the reviewed studies; 
these 20 reviews, while providing generally good coverage of the 
supervision literature, did not cover the entire expanse of super-
vision investigations. It is possible that some of my conclusions, 
while consistent with what is in these 20 reviews, are not in sync 
with the broader body of supervision literature. Third, I have taken 
a highly critical view here; some might even say too much so. If 
nothing else, perhaps this highly critical perspective might serve 
as a stimulus for counterpoint discussion.

6  | CONCLUSION

Practising supervisors and supervisees tend to believe in, and have con-
viction about, the benefits, power and potential of supervision (Rast, 
Herman, Rousmaniere, Whipple, & Swift, 2017). But belief and convic-
tion do not necessarily translate into empirical reality. It could be rea-
sonably argued that supervision is still too much a product of ‘proof by 
association’, that supervision's methodological morass long lingers (e.g. 
compare Hill & Knox [2013] with Holloway & Hosford [1983]), and that 
if supervision is to ever substantially and fruitfully advance, research 
has to move beyond a preponderance of ‘proof by association’, more 
studiously address methodological shortcomings in research planning 
and execution and seriously abide by long-available, well-informed, ad-
mittedly challenging yet doable recommendations (e.g. Ellis, 1991; Hill 
& Knox, 2013; Russell et al., 1984). If supervision is to ever be evidence-
based, then there is sore need for more, better and broader evidence.
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