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INTRODUCTION: Many social work professional bodies and regulators mandate regular
supervision and professional development. Supervision is believed to support continuing
development of professional skills, safeguarding of competent and ethical practice, oversight of
the practitioner’s work for adherence to organisational expectations, and support for practitioner
wellbeing.
METHOD: Phase two of the Enhancing the Readiness to Practice of Newly Qualified Social
Workers (Enhance R2P) project employed a mixed methods study (surveys and interviews) to
explore how well prepared newly qualified social workers (NQSWs) are, in their first two years
of practice, to enter professional social work. A survey of managers/supervisors and NQSWs in
Aotearoa New Zealand about the readiness to practise of recent graduates was conducted.
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FINDINGS: Questions about supervision and professional development were included in the
survey and in interviews with both NQSWs and supervisors/managers. Around half of NQSWs
were supervised at least once every two weeks, but another half were supervised monthly or
less frequently. Observation of practice by supervisors was either very infrequent or entirely
absent from the professional development of NQSWs.
IMPLICATIONS: Study findings revealed great variability in the formal supervision and other
supports available for NQSWs which may impact on retention and practitioner wellbeing. More
integrated systems of supervision, peer support and planned professional development are
needed.
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Supervision is generally regarded as a core
element in career-long competency and
professional development for social workers
and, as such, it is mandated by professional
bodies. The authors have conducted a
three-year study examining the social
work education curriculum and readiness
to practise (Ballantyne et al., 2019a, 2019b,
2019c) and this has included exploring the
supervision and professional development

experiences of NQSWs. Expectations of
supervision begin during pre-service
education for social workers in Aotearoa
New Zealand. The programme recognition
standards of the Social Workers Registration
Board ([SWRB] 2018) require that a social
work student undertaking field education
should be supervised for at least one hour
per week. Further mandates regarding
supervision are in place in practice.
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The SWRB sets out its expectations of
supervision stating that it should be
undertaken by registered social workers in
Aotearoa New Zealand at least monthly.
The policy document states:
Professional supervision is one of the
essential means to develop workers and
ensure quality service provision. ….
It is the direct practice, guidance and
reflection provided by supervision that
enhances professional development and
supports competent, accountable and safe
practice. (SWRB, 2018, p. 2)
Whilst this section does not mention
anything regarding increased supervision
frequency for NQSWs, it seems reasonable
to assume that the monthly minimum is
imperative for new graduates and that a
higher frequency, perhaps at least once
every two weeks, might be appropriate.
The professional association, the Aotearoa
New Zealand Association of Social Work
(ANZASW) however, does recommend
that, in the first year of practice, ANZASW
members have a minimum of one-hour core
social work supervision per week with a
career-long expectation of a minimum of one
hour per month (ANZASW, 2015, p. 3). Little
is known about the extent to which these
policies are implemented in social work in
Aotearoa New Zealand, and even less that
specifically relates to NQSWs. Neither policy
makes reference to observation of practice as
part of feedback.
In a recent survey conducted over
2014–2015, O’Donoghue (2019) asked
about the frequency of registered social
workers’ supervision contact and revealed
that slightly more than half (56.2%, n = 155)
had monthly contact (p. 65). Over a fifth of
respondents (22.8%, n = 63) had fortnightly
supervision. Overall, 88.4% (n = 243) had
supervision at least monthly or more. The
‘other’ category (11.6%, n = 32) revealed a
range of experiences related to infrequent
supervision which included from six-weekly
and bimonthly, to very infrequently and
rarely having supervision at all.
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This study did not specifically address the
supervision arrangements of NQSWs but,
amongst this ‘infrequent supervision’ group
of 32 respondents, all but one were fully
registered, with one being provisionally
registered, thus suggesting that the SWRB’s
policy was not being followed (O’Donoghue,
2019, p. 71).
Newly qualified social workers are often
characterised as ‘green’ as in new, untested
and expected to present with a mix of
uncertainty and enthusiasm (Franklin, 2011).
Prior to qualification, placement supervision
initiates the beginning social worker
into the world of practice including the
experience of supervision. Field placement
supervisors will have, ideally, provided a
secure relationship and process in which
students can be guided toward effective
use of self and a developing professional
identity (Davys & Beddoe, 2010; Bogo,
2015). Social workers, supervisors and
managers understand that placement is, to
some extent, protected time and not ‘the
real world’ of busy agency life; however,
the segue from placement to the first
professional appointment can be challenging
if supervision, support and ongoing
professional development opportunities
are not made available (Hay, Franklin, &
Hardyment, 2012). The study reported
in this article goes some way toward
addressing the gap in our knowledge about
the NQSW experience, particularly related to
professional development and supervision.

Structured support for newly
qualified practitioners
There is general agreement that newly
qualified social workers are beginning
practitioners and thus in need of
additional support (Grant, Sheridan, &
Webb, 2016; Moorhead, Manthorpe, &
Baginsky, 2019). The experiences of
NQSWs often attract descriptions such
as a “baptism of fire” (Bates et al., 2010)
and the transition from the protected
world of placement, “a shock” (Hay et al.,
2012, p. 4). In an ideal situation, NQSWs in
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Aotearoa New Zealand would have access
to a structured, early-career programme
such as the English “Early Professional
Development” programme reported by
Carpenter and colleagues (Carpenter et al.,
2013; Carpenter, Shardlow, Patsios, & Wood,
2015). This programme included dedicated
time for professional development and
supervision of the beginning practitioners,
supporting materials for participants and
supporting materials and comprehensive
training for supervisors and programme
coordinators. However, despite the
substantial investment made in social work
education, little is done in Aotearoa
New Zealand to support the needs of newly
qualified practitioners beyond an induction
programme which may be offered by some
larger employing agencies (Ballantyne et al.,
2019b). For those beginning work in smaller
organisations, their support needs will be
met by colleagues and their supervisor (Hay
et al., 2012; Hunt, Lowe, Smith, Kuruvila, &
Webber-Dreadon, 2016). Access to further
professional development may be limited
and continuing education is frequently
available only for those willing to selffund and use personal leave. Practitioners’
hopes that greater regulation of social work
would lead to better resourcing for further
professional development have largely
remained unrealised (Beddoe, 2013, 2018).
For early-career social workers however,
provision of supervision has benefited
from employers’ obligations to meet
mandatory requirements set by regulators
(Beddoe, 2016). Obstacles remain for further
development, notably the lack of resources
in agencies, particularly non-government
sector agencies and the lack of any mandate
to foster post-qualifying education by
the Aotearoa New Zealand regulator, as
demonstrated in the paltry minimum of 20
hours contributing professional development
per annum required by the SWRB (2019).

Supervision for newly qualified
social workers
Supervisory support has been found to
be positively linked to job satisfaction,

particularly in child welfare social
work (Burns, 2010), retention (Chen &
Scannapieco, 2010; Dickinson & Painter,
2009), stress levels (Engstrom, 2017),
developing professional identity (Moorhead,
Bell, & Bowles, 2016) and greater perceptions
of wellbeing (Mänttäri-van der Kuip, 2014).
While licensing or full registration of social
workers frequently mandates minimum
hours of supervision, research demonstrates
that compliance with such expectations can
be patchy, as research in both Australia and
England reported that practitioners did
not receive regular supervision (Baginsky
et al., 2010; Egan, 2012; Robinson, 2013;
Turner-Daly & Jack, 2014). An English
study explored the content and purpose
of supervision for beginning practitioners
(Manthorpe, Moriarty, Hussein, Stevens, &
Sharpe, 2013) seeking the views of NQSWs
and their managers on various elements of
their support and development in their jobs.
A significant finding was that those with less
frequent supervision were less likely to feel
they had a manageable workload and felt
less engaged with the job.
Space does not allow for a more detailed
exploration of international research on the
needs of early-career practitioners in this
article but it seems clear that high quality
supervision, and structured and informal
team/peer support (Manthorpe et al., 2013)
is vital and needs resourcing for further
development and evaluation. Social work
supervision provided by an experienced
social worker is most appropriate at this
stage and this is often offered by those who
also have some managerial responsibility for
the practitioner’s work and thus having a
dual role (Rankine, 2017; Wong & Lee, 2015).
In-house supervision may also become more
managerial if it is separated from “reflective”
supervision (Beddoe, 2011) as external
supervision grows as a practice in social
work, even for NQSWs. External supervision
is defined as professional supervision of
a social worker by a supervisor who is
not employed in the agency where the
supervisee practises (Beddoe, 2011). Often
in smaller agencies, supervision is provided
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by an external supervisor and limited to the
required monthly session (Rankine, 2019).
This article discusses findings regarding
supervision and professional development
from the second phase of the research
project, “Enhancing the Readiness to Practise
of Newly Qualified Social Workers”. Whilst
the first phase of this three-year project
focussed on the content of the social work
curriculum in Aotearoa New Zealand (see
Ballantyne et al., 2019a), the second phase
focussed on the following research question:
How well prepared are NQSWs (social
workers in their two years of practice) to
enter professional social work, and how
is their learning being supported and
enhanced in the workplace?
This phase of the study had two parts: an
online survey and qualitative interviews
with NQSWs and their managers/
supervisors. This article draws on both
the survey data and the interview content
related to supervision and professional
development. Ethics approval for the
study was obtained from the University of
Canterbury Human Ethics Committee.

Method
Participants were invited to respond to the
online surveys during 2017 through social
media and an invitation circulated to: a)
all members of the ANZASW; and b) all
social workers registered by the SWRB.
Both surveys employed selection criteria.
For the NQSW survey there were three
selection criteria—the respondent needed to
have: a) completed a recognised social work
qualification from an Aotearoa New Zealand
tertiary education institute within the last
two years; b) been employed in a social
service agency for a minimum of six months;
and c) been in current paid employment as
a social worker. There were a total of 195
responses to this survey, however, 71 (36%)
failed to meet the selection criteria, mostly
because they had been qualified for more
than two years; this resulted in a sample
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of 124 NQSWs. The survey was organised
into the following sections: respondent
demographic details; present employment
position; views on workplace supervision;
views on workplace induction; views on
workplace learning and development; and
views on respondent’s qualifying degree
programmes. Some respondents dropped out
of the survey immediately after adding their
demographic details, and these individuals
were excluded leaving a final sample of 119.
The managers/supervisors survey required
respondents to have managed or supervised
a NQSW within the last two years (a NQSW
was defined as someone who had been
qualified as a social worker for two years
or less). There were a total of 193 responses
to this survey; those who failed to meet the
selection criteria or who dropped out after
adding their demographic details were
excluded, resulting in a final sample of 158
managers/supervisors. SPSS version 24
was used for the analysis of survey data;
however, the cell sizes were too small on
almost every test conducted. Once it was
apparent that cell sizes were consistently
too small, any further statistical analysis of
this nature was discontinued, and the tables
below report descriptive statistics.
In the qualitative component of this study,
semi-structured telephone or Skype
interviews were conducted over 2017–2018
with 15 newly qualified social workers
in their first two years of practice and 17
managers/supervisors of newly qualified
social workers recruited by an invitation
that was contained in the survey. The two
groups were not matched. The interview
questions addressed various aspects of
readiness to practise, the supports in
place for NQSWs and the availability of
professional development planning and
opportunities. NQSWs were asked about
provision, frequency of and satisfaction with
supervision, appraisal, and whether they had
been observed in practice.
The qualitative data were analysed using
theoretical thematic analysis, described as
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“driven by the researcher’s theoretical or
analytic interest in the area, and…thus more
explicitly analyst driven” (Braun & Clarke,
2006, p. 84). In this study, our analysis began
with an examination of responses to the
main questions asked of each participant.
Three of the authors coded all the transcripts
using NVivo 11TM to develop node reports on
our core questions. As areas of new thematic
insights were identified, NVivo text searches
were performed and relevant data were
more finely coded by other team members.
Thematic tables were produced and checked
for agreement amongst the team.

Participant details
The majority of NQSW survey respondents
(55.4 %) were under 35 years of age and
83.2% identified as female. Respondents
were invited to select up to three ethnicities
with which they identified: most identified
as NZ European (64.7 %), 13.4 % identified
as Māori, 5% as Chinese, 5% as British/Irish,
and smaller proportions identified with 13
other ethnicities.
Sixteen tertiary institutions in Aotearoa
New Zealand which provide social work
education were represented in the sample
with 55.5% attending universities, 37%
institutes of technology or polytechnics,
5% wānanga and 1.7% a private tertiary
institute. Of the qualifications gained, two
thirds were undergraduate (66.4%) and
one third were postgraduate (33.6%) with
82.4% attending full-time. Half of the NQSW
respondents (50.4%) completed their social
work qualification fewer than 12 months
prior to the survey and the remainder
qualified between 12 and 24 months prior
to taking the survey (49.6%). Almost half
the NQSW respondents worked in nongovernmental agencies, almost one third
in Oranga Tamariki, with 16% in District
Health Boards. Most were full-time (85.7%)
with permanent contracts (87.4%).
Almost all of the managers/professional
supervisor survey respondents (96.3%)
were over the age of 35 and the majority

(81.6%) identified as female. Respondents
were invited to select up to three ethnicities
with which they identified: most managers/
professional supervisors identified as
NZ European (66.5%), a quarter (24.7%)
identified as Māori, 5.7% as British/Irish,
smaller proportions identified with over 18
other ethnicities. Over a third (35.4%) of the
supervisor/manager respondents worked
in non-governmental agencies, a quarter
(24.1%) in Oranga Tamariki, 13.9% in district
health boards, 5.7% in Iwi/ Māori agencies
and the remainder in other settings. One
quarter worked in child protection, 13.3%
community, 11.4% health and the remainder
in other settings.

Findings
The findings reported here focus on
questions asked both in the survey
and interviews about supervision and
professional development and NQSWs.
Pseudonyms are used for participant quotes.
Major themes identified include: variability
in frequency of supervision which suggests
that practice is not always well aligned with
professional expectations; considerable
NQSW support for external and cultural
supervision, and lesser focus on professional
development than is professionally desirable.

Supervision frequency
Supervision frequency was variable with
many NQSWs reporting less than the
optimal fortnightly supervision for NQSWs.
Internal supervision [line management] is
meant to be once a month, but it happens
more like once every three-ish months. It
would be nice if it happened more often,
but when it does happen it’s also great.
(Rae, NQSW)
I don’t think they were competent in
supervision, well—that’s a big call to
make. They also probably didn’t have
the time, so it was very much casemanagement, their priority and your
supervision would come secondary to
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that and if there wasn’t time then there
wasn’t time. And there was never time.
(Ailsa, NQSW)
Not everyone was happy with what was
offered and its frequency:
You’re supposed to have supervision
every week and you’re supposed to have
this and that—my supervision was case
management and it wasn’t every week,
and my supervisor, I didn’t really get a
lot from, so I felt really unsupported in
that sense. (Ailsa, NQSW)
Twelve items in the NQSW survey sought
their views on supervision in terms of
frequency, content and expectations.
Table 1 shows that the majority (87.5%) of
respondents were having formal supervision
meetings at least once a month with almost
half (48.8%) meeting at least fortnightly. A
smaller proportion (7.6%) were accessing
supervision less than monthly. About half
of respondents (see Table 2) stated that
supervision frequency was less than when
they commenced the job.
Table 1. Regularity of supervision
How regularly do you have formal supervision meetings?
Response

n

%

Once a week

27

22.7

Once every two weeks

31

26.1

Once a month

46

38.7

Less often

9

7.6

Not stated

6

5.0

Total

119

100

n

%

Table 2. Changes in Supervision Frequency
Has this frequency changed since you started this job?
Response
More often now than when I started

8

6.7

About the same as when I started

37

31.1

Less often now than when I started

61

51.3

Don’t know yet—not been in the job long enough

7

5.9

Not stated

6

5.0

Total

22

119

100

Focus of supervision, external and
cultural supervision
The main focus for supervision (83.2%)
identified by most NQSWs was advice
and guidance on more difficult cases,
although personal support (68.9%) and
case review (61.3%) were also frequently
identified. Less frequently identified were
performance against targets (26.1%), help
in applying theory to practice (33.6%) and
agency policies (36.1%) (see Table 3). Help
in applying theory to practice also emerged
as an aspect of supervision that most
NQSWs (62.2%) would like to see more of
in their supervision sessions (see Table 4).
In addition, around half wanted a lot or
a little more discussion on training needs
(53.8%) and suggestions for developing
reflection and self-awareness (50.5%). Taken
together these three items suggest a strong
expectation that more attention is paid to the
educational and developmental aspects of
professional supervision.
The desirability of an educational and
developmental emphasis in supervision is
reflected in the comments made by NQSWs
who participated in qualitative interviews.
Significantly, many valued external
supervision and this is explored further later.
Chrissie notes the importance of having a
supervisor who was trained in supervision:
In [location] I had good supervision,
but then there was a changeover
in employers, so then I was being
supervised by somebody who didn’t
have their supervision qualification. She
was still good, but I definitely felt the
difference between that supervision and
then being supervised by somebody who
did. (Chrissie, NQSW)
This theme arose again in interviews with
Delia, Ginny and Brent:
My current supervisor [external] is
much more affirming. She affirms what
I did, but still invites me to reflect.
And we don’t just talk about cases and
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Table 3. Aspects of Formal Supervision
What do formal supervision meetings usually cover? (N = 113)
Responses

Response
Advice and guidance on more difficult cases

n

% of cases

99

83.2

Personal support, encouragement and appreciation

82

68.9

Review of each of my cases

73

61.3

Discussion of my training needs

63

52.9

Suggestions for developing reflection and self-awareness

63

52.9

Closing cases

54

45.4

Agency policies

43

36.1

Help in applying theoretical approaches or explanations to my practice

40

33.6

My performance against targets

31

26.1

6

5.0

Not stated

Table 4. Preference for Aspects of Supervision
Which of these aspects of supervision would you like more of, or less? (N = 113) (Q43)
Response
Help in applying theoretical approaches or
explanations to my practice

Much more

A little more

Just the same

Less

Not stated

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

35

29.4

39

32.8

38

31.9

0

0.0

n
7

%
5.9

Discussion of my training needs

25

21.0

39

32.8

46

38.7

1

0.8

8

6.7

Suggestions for developing reflection and
self-awareness

24

20.2

36

30.3

50

42.0

1

0.8

8

6.7

Advice and guidance on more difficult cases

22

18.5

30

25.2

58

48.7

0

0.0

9

7.6

Personal support, encouragement and appreciation

18

15.1

34

28.6

60

50.4

0

0.0

7

5.9

Agency policies

17

14.3

25

21.0

63

52.9

5

4.2

9

7.6

My performance against targets

12

10.1

19

16.0

69

58.0

9

7.6

10

8.4

Review of each of my cases

8

6.7

30

25.2

68

57.1

4

3.4

9

7.6

Closing cases

5

4.2

20

16.8

81

68.1

3

2.5

10

8.4

about what I’m currently doing, she’s
helped me to think a lot more about
my core values and where those come
from, and why I practise the way that I
do. And what in my environment and
what in my upbringing has made me
the way I am and made me think about
things the way I do. Which has been
very beneficial, I’d say not just in my
professional life, but also in my personal
life. (Delia, NQSW)
A strong focus on learning and to some
extent the inclusion of theory in the

supervision space, with the supervisor
having a broad focus:
So, we can talk about theories and
what guides my practice, and also look
at critically analysing things. So, if
something’s struck a chord with me, or
something’s upset me or something’s
bothered me, she’s really good at looking
at why and how do we overcome that,
and what does that look for your practice.
And I can be completely honest if I’ve
done something that’s questionable, I can
talk to her about that and what I should
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do. It’s fantastic, I always like going to
supervision. (Ginny, NQSW)

Trust and the security of feeling in control
of sharing personal challenges, noted by
Egan, Maidment, and Connolly (2017) were
highly significant for these participants.
Ailsa was hoping to be able to have external
supervision to avoid this dynamic, while
Sally also emphasised how trust enhanced
their willingness to be honest in their
external supervision:

Well I’m very much satisfied because
we have, it covers all aspects, like our
personal wellbeing, self-care. He’s asking
how is your health, family, everything,
there’s a personal bond. The second part is
the case load, any advice or anything that
is required, there’s a case discussion. And
any other thing, any other thing regarding
learning, if I say I’m not comfortable
dealing with trauma, or trauma-informed
practice or that sort of thing, then as soon
as training comes, I’ll be sent for that.
So, all supervision, personal aspects and
professional aspects are discussed so I am
very happy. (Brent, NQSW)

External supervision would be really,
really awesome. …It also removes a
whole lot of the workplace dynamic,
because whoever you’re talking to isn’t
part of that, you can be really open and
honest with…what you’re struggling
with. (Ailsa, NQSW)
They let me know that I’ll have external
supervision, which is really great,
because it’s really hard having internal
supervision because you kind of have to
trust that what you tell your supervisor
doesn’t go anywhere, but you might
not bring up an issue with them if you
wanted to, like with your colleagues
or your management, because you’re
aware that they know them and they’re
involved with them. So, it’ll be great to
have that external supervision where
I can just speak about anything and know
that it’s not really going to go anywhere.
(Sally, NQSW)

As noted in the literature, internal supervision
(Beddoe, 2011; Rankine, 2017) can be limited
by issues of power and workplace dynamics.
The tensions of having supervision with
a supervisor holding dual roles (Wong &
Lee, 2014) were illustrated by interview
participants’ description of their experience:
Well the thing is in big organisations,
when you’ve got an internal supervisor
who is sometimes your manager or has
some sort of oversight of your job, their
thoughts can be clouded. So I’ve had an
internal supervisor, where you could see
it all over her face that she didn’t like her
job, and I’d go into supervision and she
would sit there and go “oh I’ve had a
big day” and it’s kind of like, oh well it’s
not about you it’s about me right now.
(Chrissie, NQSW)

Table 5 explores respondents’ views on the
extent to which supervision helps them to
undertake certain professional tasks and
improving professional practice is the most
highly rated with over three quarters (79.9%)

Table 5. Improvement Under Supervision
To what extent do you feel your supervision helps you to improve?
Response
Improve your professional practice

A great deal

A little

Not much

Not at all

Not stated

n

n

n

%

n

%

n

%

59

49.6

36

30.3

10

8.4

6

%
5.0

8

%
6.7

Maintain professional boundaries with service users

43

36.1

43

36.1

16

13.4

8

6.7

8

6.7

Cope with stress

40

33.6

47

39.5

14

11.8

10

8.4

8

6.7

Work with the cultural issues in your practice

38

31.9

33

27.7

25

21.0

14

11.8

9

7.6

Prioritise your workload

33

27.7

49

41.2

23

19.3

5

4.2

9

7.6

24
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stating that supervision helps a great deal or
a little.
Supervision was found to be not much,
or not at all helpful by 32.8% respondents
in relation to work with cultural issues and,
somewhat surprisingly, by 23.5% with
regard to prioritising workload.
What was particularly valued by interview
participants was the reflective nature of
external supervision:
Internally you do often get caught up
talking about the clients as opposed
to where you are at as a professional
and as a worker. It’s good to have that
internal to keep on top of that caseload,
but external was where I got most of my
learning from as well. [External] was way
more reflective. It was often brought back
to who am I as a practitioner, not just
the worker, the social worker. (Chrissie,
NQSW)
We also asked questions about cultural
supervision and one quarter of NQSW
respondents (25.2%) stated they had
received cultural supervision or kaupapa
Māori supervision, to support their work
with Māori and/or other cultural groups.
Of those who had received cultural
supervision, the overwhelming majority
(90%) found it very, or quite, helpful. In
addition, of those who had not received
cultural supervision, the majority (72.3%)
agreed that it is something that would be
helpful to them.
The finding that routine supervision is less
helpful with cultural issues, taken together
with the strong NQSW support for cultural
supervision (amongst both the minority
who accessed it and the majority who have
not), suggests that agencies should consider
reviewing access to cultural supervision for
NQSWs. One of the NQSW interviewees
expressed this point very clearly:
I guess the one thing I’ve been thinking
about recently is that [my supervisor is]

Pākehā, I’m Pākehā, half of my clients
are Māori. Actually, it’d be really good
to have someone who can speak to best
practice with Māori and what that looks
like. And she’s not terrible at that, but
I’m just starting to think actually it would
probably be better if I had a Māori social
worker. (Becky, NQSW)

Professional development other than
supervision
Since social work practice is essentially
a relational and interpersonal practice
that most often occurs in places out of
the view of supervisors (for example, in
closed offices and family homes) then the
observation of practice by a supervisor
can be a good source of information about
a practitioner’s strengths and areas for
development (Davys & Beddoe, 2015). In
field education in Aotearoa New Zealand
there is an expectation that students will be
observed on placement regularly, although
it is not a requirement of the SWRB and
nothing is reported about the ongoing
observation of qualified practitioners. We
asked NQSWs to report how frequently
their supervisor observed their practice
and the results (see Table 6) indicate
clearly that this is not a routine part of
supervisory practice: around a quarter
stated that they were observed at least
once a month (24.3%), another quarter
less often (23.5%) and approaching half
(46.2%) stated their practice had never
been observed.

Table 6. Frequency of observation of practice
How often does your supervisor actually observe your practice?
Response
About once a week

n
6

%
5.0

About once every two weeks

11

9.2

About once a month

12

10.1

Less often

28

23.5

Never

55

46.2

Not stated
Total
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Collaborative observations of practice, with
a peer or supervisor, can provide useful
information to feed into annual performance
appraisals as well as providing formative
feedback (Davys & Beddoe, 2015). Asked
whether they had had a formal appraisal by
their supervisor over half (54.6%) stated they
had not. However, in response to question 50,
asking: How well do you think your supervisor
rates your performance so far in your present
job?, almost all considered that they were
rated either very highly (32.8%) or quite highly
(58.8%) by their supervisor. Furthermore,
81.5% considered this assessment of their
performance to be a fair assessment.
There are other forms of learning and
development activities, such as working
alongside more experienced peers or group
sessions for newly qualified workers, that
an employer can set up for NQSWs. Table 7
shows responses to seven different types of
learning and development and that around
half of participants had access to shadowing of
a more experienced social work colleague (54.6%),
peer supervision (51.3%) and co-working a case
with more experienced social work colleague
(47.9%). Group sessions for NQSWs were far
less commonly reported.
As shown in Table 8, less than half of
respondents (47.9%) stated that they had
a professional development plan (PDP)
in place, but for those who did, most had
discussed it with their supervisor (75.4%)

and the majority stated that the supervisor
was helping them to implement the plan
(61.4%). In the English study, in a context
where personal development planning had a
strong policy emphasis, a higher proportion
of NQSWs had a PDP (61%), yet only 41% had
discussed it with a line manager and only 35%
agreed that a line manager helped them to
implement the plan (Manthorpe et al, 2013).
Support from supervisors and line managers
was crucial to the effectiveness of personal
career planning yet, as noted, earlier in
Table 4, approximately 40% of NQSWs
wanted more opportunity to discuss their
learning needs with supervisors. Where
this did occur, it was valued by NQSWs.
One participant highlighted the value of
their agency’s commitment to professional
development planning:
We have the standard personal
development plan, which most
workplaces will have, but they’ve put
a lot of value into … what learning you
want to get and what will help you
to continue your learning … To give
meaning to your work, and to what
you’re doing and then yourself. And the
conversations that we have, even just
with the manager there, we were in the
car the other day and … I just know how
much he values [learning] and then how
much in the organisation that is a really
strong value. (Ailsa NQSW)

Table 7. Learning and devdelopment in the workplace
Have you had experience of any of the following, in your current job? (n = 97)
Responses

Response

n

% of cases

Shadowing of a more experienced social work colleague – from your own team

65

54.6

Peer supervision – when several social workers from your team share experiences with your professional supervisor

61

51.3

Co-working a case with more experienced social work colleague/s

57

47.9

Shadowing a colleague – from a different profession

28

23.5

Shadowing of a more experienced social work colleague – from a different team

27

22.7

Group session/s for newly-qualified social workers (including action learning sets or support groups)—within your
own team

18

15.1

9

7.6

Group session/s for newly-qualified social workers (including action learning sets or support groups)—involving
NQSW from other teams or agencies

26
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The supervisors/managers were also
asked a survey question about the kinds
of learning and development activities
undertaken by employers and their views
on how well this was done. As can be seen
from Table 9, most employers identified
that they did the following well: taking
students on placement (63.9%); provide
“shadowing” for social work students (55.1%);
recruiting newly qualified social workers from
among those having undertaken a student
placement in your organisation (53.2%) and
providing closer supervision for newly qualified
social workers than for more experienced
recruits (50%).
Of the items that respondents thought their
agencies could do more or better, the highest
rated were providing induction programme for
newly qualified social workers (40.5%); qualified
social workers on your staff giving (occasional)
lectures/seminars to students on social work
programmes (37.3%) and closer supervision

Table 8. Professional developmetn plan
Do you have a Professional Development Plan (PDP)?
Response

n

%

Yes

57

47.9

No

50

42.0

Not stated

12

Total

10.1

119

100

for newly qualified social workers than for more
experienced recruits (36.1%).
The supervisors’ and managers’ interviews
revealed great variability in the perceptions
of support available for NQSWs, with
agencies and supervisors often providing a
good support system:
We also have things such as fortnightly
team meetings, and there is a practice
component to all of that. We have regular
training. Everyone has a training budget,

Table 9. Employer activities
Employer activities as reported by managers (Q16)

Response

We don’t do this
at all

We do this well

We could do this
more, or better

Not stated

n

%

n

%

n

%

n

%

Sponsor unqualified staff to qualify as social workers
by paying their salaries while they are studying

77

48.7

32

20.3

32

20.3

17

10.8

Encourage staff to gain a qualification in supervision

39

24.7

54

34.2

49

31.0

16

10.1

Qualified social workers on your staff giving
(occasional) lectures/seminars to students on social
work programmes

32

20.3

49

31.0

59

37.3

18

11.4

Provide further training opportunities to qualified social
workers

16

10.1

75

47.5

51

32.3

16

10.1

Recruit newly qualified social workers from among
those having undertaken a student placement in your
organisation

15

9.5

84

53.2

42

26.6

17

10.8

Provide “shadowing” for social work students

14

8.9

87

55.1

38

24.1

19

12.0

Induction programme for newly qualified social
workers

12

7.7

66

41.8

64

40.5

16

10.1

Take social work students on placement

12

7.7

101

63.9

26

16.5

19

12.0

Limited initial caseload for newly qualified social
workers

11

7.0

77

48.7

53

33.5

17

10.8

6

3.8

79

50.0

57

36.1

16

10.1

Closer supervision for newly qualified social workers
than for more experienced recruits
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it is $1200, and the supervisor works
with them [on] a development plan …
And that’s part of their induction as well,
is going out and meeting all the different
agencies, picking up the resources and
all of that. So for the first year we’re
working to give them the knowledge
and make sure that they can reflect
and observe … so that in the second
year they’re flying more by themselves
(Davina, SupMan).
So they get a two-week orientation, as
opposed to some other places, you’re not
just shown your desk and here’s your
caseload and off you go. They get to
meet and greet people and find out what
in-house players’ roles are. For the first
two to three months they are encouraged
to do quite a bit of networking if they
haven’t already established some
networks. …Usually somebody is
available to kind of be, not a designated
buddy and maybe that’s something we
need to consider. But people are available
to pick their brains… And also usually
they’re supervised (Sam SupMan)
Some NQSWs, however, were less
enthusiastic
I definitely felt my boss … wasn’t that
gracious towards new graduates. She
didn’t really have a lot of time for people
who didn’t know what she was talking
about straight away, especially in terms
of she was very knowledgeable about
[name of ward] and I’m not obviously
when I come straight from uni with not a
lot experience, so that was difficult. (Sally
NQSW)
NQSWs reported that they did not only
rely on their supervisors for support and
guidance and that learning from peers and
more experienced colleagues was very
highly valued:
At my workplace actually, it’s very,
very generous, not only my buddy, but
anybody I can approach. Anybody, all

28

of the newbies can approach any of the
senior social workers and they are all
more than ready to help us, and that’s
really helping us. (Brent NQSW)
…but also having social worker and
counselling colleagues there as support
to learn off and they’re very good at
wanting to help all the time. … And
there’s quite a few people that are social
work trained around here as well, so it
means that I can just run things past them
if I need to. We’ve got quite a few people
who used to work at Child, Youth and
Family, so because I’m kind of working in
that environment now I can go and pick
their brains about it as well. (Teri NQSW)
Always learning from colleagues, so even
through peer supervision and things like
that. Always learning all the time, so
that’s really awesome. (Josie NQSW)
NQSWs were asked to rate the extent to
which they received help and support from
their workplace to improve on six factors.
Table 10 indicates that most participants
received a great deal or a little support in
relation to all six factors. Whilst this is
reassuring, it is also worthy of note that 2
out of 10 NQSWs considered that they had
not much or no help and support in relation to
feedback from service users and carers on your
practice (22.6%) and the accuracy and analytical
insights of your case assessments (20.1%).
Adding this to the lack of direct observation
of practice and formal appraisals does raise
concerns about inputs to their professional
development.

Conclusions
The study findings demonstrate a
patchy provision of support for NQSWs
development, which is perhaps unsurprising
given the lack of any clearly mandated
expectations. Agencies employing NQSWs
may need to check that their practice of
supervision in the first two years is better
aligned with the recommendations and
expectations of professional bodies. While
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Table 10. Support for practice improvement
How much appropriate help and support have you received in your current workplace for improving your practice?
A great deal
of help and
support

Response

n

A little help
and support

%

n

Not much help
and support

%

n

No help and
support at all

%

n

Not stated

%

n

%

The overall quality of your practice

36

30.3

53

44.5

9

7.6

4

3.4

17

14.3

Your choice of suitable interventions more likely
to lead to better outcomes for the service users
and carers on your caseload

32

26.9

50

42.0

14

11.8

6

5.0

17

14.3

Your personal confidence

32

26.9

50

42.0

13

10.9

8

6.7

16

13.4

Your own professional abilities

30

25.2

55

46.2

15

12.6

3

2.5

16

13.4

The accuracy and analytical insights of your
case assessments

29

24.4

49

41.2

18

15.1

6

5.0

17

14.3

Feedback from service users and carers on
your practice

25

21.0

49

41.2

16

13.4

11

9.2

18

15.1

half of NQSWs were supervised at least
once every two weeks, the remainder were
supervised monthly or less frequently.
Whilst monthly supervision is the SWRB
requirement for all social workers, this
seems seriously infrequent for NQSWs given
the evidence of supervision impacting on
professional identity (Moorhead, Bell, &
Bowles, 2016) confidence, satisfaction, stress
(Engstrom, 2017) and intention to remain
(Burns, 2010; Chen & Scannapieco, 2010;
Dickinson & Painter, 2009; Manthorpe et
al., 2013) and wellbeing (Mänttäri-van der
Kuip, 2014). In the majority of cases, the
primary focus of supervision was on advice
and guidance on difficult cases, although
personal support and case review were also
frequently identified. In the interviews,
NQSWs with external supervision reported
greater access to reflective supervision.
NQSWs wanted more attention paid to the
educational and developmental aspects of
professional supervision including: help in
applying theory to practice; more discussion
on training needs; and suggestions for
developing reflection and self-awareness.
In addition, the finding that routine
supervision is less helpful with cultural
issues, taken together with strong NQSW
support for cultural supervision suggests
that agencies should consider reviewing

access to cultural supervision for NQSWs. In
the interviews, there was strong support for
external supervision for the reasons usually
cited in the literature: trust, openness and
distance from the dynamics of the dual role
of supervisor/manager (Rankine, 2017;
Wong & Lee, 2014). Trust and feeling safe are
important aspects of a positive supervision
relationship (Egan, Maidment, & Connolly,
2017) and perhaps more so in the early years.
As noted above, most NQSWs were very
positive about professional support from
colleagues and the friendliness of other staff
in the workplace. There was agreement on
teamwork. Managers/supervisors were very
positive about NQSW team contributions.
NQSWs highly valued learning from peers
and more experienced colleagues. Around
half of NQSWs stated they had access to peer
supervision, and opportunities to co-work
or to shadow more experienced colleagues.
Findings indicate clearly that the observation
of practice was either very infrequent
or entirely absent from the professional
supervision of NQSWs. Given the value of
these opportunities there is clearly scope for
employers to consider making peer support,
external supervision and observation of
practice more widely available. The absence
of any significant professional leadership for
the development of any mandated beginning
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practitioner programme will continue to be
an obstacle to change.
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