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Background Context

 DipSW Dissertation on Adoption and Adult 
Attachment Assessment

 Adoption and Permanence

 Use of the Attachment Style Interview 
(Bifulco, 2003)

 Leadership, management and supervision 
role

 Challenges in supervision

 MA journey explored initial ideas

Initial Curiosity…

Attachment Theory - “A broad theory of social development that describes the 
origins of the patterns of close interpersonal relationships” (Ravitz et al., 2010, p. 
419) 

How infant attachment patterns 
and styles…

…transfer to adult patterns in 
supervision specifically

Methodological Decisions

 Preliminary search – what has been done so far?

“attachment theory offers researchers a conceptual 
framework for developing theoretically grounded 
hypotheses regarding the supervision process”  

(Bennett et al., 2008, p.91)

 Can I add anything? What is achievable?
 Sought advice from a lead researcher in the field 
 Decision to review literature – achievable!
 Critical Interpretative Synthesis – Method (Dixon-Woods et al, 

2006)

Research Question
Primary Question

 What is the relevance of attachment theory; and role 
of adult attachment styles in reflective social work 
supervision?

“CIS treats the research question as a compass rather than 
an anchor” 

(Eakin and Mykhalovskiy, 2003)

Secondary Question (emerged during the review)

 What is the potential impact of adult attachment styles 
on social work intervention in the UK?
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The Literature – Search Outcomes

“using CIS to synthesise a diverse body of evidence enables the generation of 
theory with strong explanatory power” 

(Dixon-Woods et al, 2006, p. 2)

 Social Work Supervision – 8 articles

 Psychotherapy and Counselling Supervision – 4

 Primary Research - 7

 Conceptual Papers – 4

 Secondary Research – 1

 Papers selected - 6

Research Findings – Social Work
 Bennett et al (2008) – differentiate between ‘general’ and ‘supervision 

specific’ attachment style and are mostly unrelated. Students with higher 
levels of general attachment avoidance were more likely to develop insecure 
attachment-related responses to their supervisor; and supervision-specific 
attachment strongly predicted supervisory alliance, regardless of general 
attachment style. 

 Bennett et al. (2012) – explored factors which contribute to supervision 
related positive affect and negative affect in the relationship, and supervisory 
working alliance. The results indicated that positive associations existed 
between attachment anxiety and negative affect among supervisors and 
between positive affect and supervisory alliance for all participants. 

 Deal et al. (2011) - focused on the concepts of ‘student competencies’, 
‘supervision alliance’ and student’s attachment styles. Relationships were 
found between students’ anxious and avoidant attachment styles and student-
rated performance.Draws on the need for supervisors to have an awareness of 
supervisee’s attachment styles, behaviours and needs; and how this may 
impact on their learning and competency during social work training. 

Research Findings - Psychotherapy
 Gunn and Pistole (2012) - The study was designed to examine the supervisee’s 

attachment to the supervisor and to explore the concept of ‘disclosure’ in 
supervision, mediated by the supervisory working alliance. The results indicated 
that supervisee ‘security’ was positively associated with supervisory alliance, 
rapport and client focus; and that supervisee disclosure is increased by facilitating 
supervisor attachment security.

 Riggs and Bretz (2006) - explored how relational characteristics of clinical 
counselling trainees and supervisors influence the supervisory relationship, using 
attachment theory as a theoretical framework. The findings indicate that 
perceived supervisor attachment style was significantly associated with the 
supervision task and bond. Regardless of their own attachment style, participants 
reporting secure supervisors, rated the bond higher than participants reporting 
insecure supervisors. 

 Watkins and Riggs (2012) – A conceptual literature review – Q:“How useful is 
attachment theory in stimulating understanding of the psychotherapy supervision 
relationship?” The paper suggests an argument against considering the concept of 
the supervision relationship as an ‘attachment’ in its purest sense – suggest a 
‘leader-follower’ concept. The hypotheses discussed in the paper bring about 
ideas for a model for supervision which is relevant in considering training on social 
work supervision and perhaps recommendations from this review. 

Findings - 5 Key Themes Emerged

 Attachment Styles in 
Supervision

 The Supervision Relationship

 Issues with Disclosure and a 
Clinical Supervision Perspective

 Supervision as a Secure Base

 Supervision Training

Attachment Styles in Supervision

 the most problematic attachment styles for the supervision 
alliance is the supervisee’s avoidant/dismissing style. May be 
more self-reliant, particularly under stress

 Secure supervisees will engage and access support no matter 
what the supervisor style

 Ambivalent supervisees are likely to work hard to access 
support and ask questions

 Most studies are of supervisee style and not supervisor

 General attachment style doesn’t determine supervision style –
it is ‘supervision specific’

 Supervision relationship isn’t a typical attachment relationship 
in adulthood due to power difference

 Most risky dyad is avoidant:avoidant

The Supervision Relationship

 The majority of literature reviewed draws on 
the impact of attachment styles on the 
supervisory working alliance 

 All reported the impact that attachment style 
has on the quality of the working alliance, 
concluding correlations between secure 
attachment and positive perceptions of the 
relationship and insecure attachment and 
negative perceptions by both parties

 Links to the importance of reflective practice, 
relational practice and how this influences 
outcomes for families.
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Issues with Disclosure

 the supervisory working alliance is predictive of 
supervisees’ counselling alliance with their clients 
(White and Queener, 2003)

 It stands to reason that when a supervisee’s 
working model and attachment style are 
pathological in nature, serious problems will tend 
to emerge in the clinical supervision process, which 
have implications not only for the supervisor-
supervisee relationship but also have implications 
for the supervisee-patient relationship as well 
(Watkins, 1995)

 Insecure styles may prohibit the processing of 
feelings or emotion and may be problematic in 
terms of case discussion, decision making and risk 
assessment

Supervision as a Secure Base

 A  secure base assists learning, performance and 
the development of professional identity, 
through providing containment and emotional 
availability 

 “Just as the circle of security with the 
caregiver enables a young child to develop 
autonomy and a sense of self, the circle of 
security within supervision enables the 
inexperienced student (supervisee) to develop a 
professional sense of self and confidence.” 
(Bennett and Saks, 2006, p. 673) 

 Places the responsibility on the supervisor 
rather than the organisation

Supervision Training

 measuring attachment, affect and working 
alliance is fraught with complexities

 need for supervisors to have an awareness of 
supervisee’s attachment styles, behaviours and 
needs; and how this may impact on their 
learning and competency during social work 
training and beyond

 supervisors versed in attachment theory would 
be alert to the differences in attachment 
styles and have a basis to intervene; and thus 
match their intervention to the trainee’s 
supervision-specific attachment pattern

Considerations for Practice

 In terms of social work, particularly where social work 
agencies are reliant on social workers being 
emotionally and psychologically robust enough to make 
sound emotional observations, judgements and 
decisions; factors which may seriously affect this 
process, such as insecure internal working models, 
should be seriously considered in relation to the 
capacity of the social worker. 

 This could be addressed through a model of supervision 
training for supervisees and supervisors which focuses 
on a whole system approach to the provision of a 
‘secure base’

Considerations for Future Research

 Primary research to explore the impact of 
supervisor’s attachment styles on the supervision 
relationship and subsequently social work 
intervention.

 Research into “What makes effective social work 
supervision?” – And what ‘good’ supervision looks 
like, using attachment theory as one element of 
this, within the broader context of reflective 
practice and relational supervision.

 The development of a methodology for 
undertaking empirical research to test hypotheses 
around how social work supervision influences 
and achieves good outcomes for children and 
their families.

Questions?
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