A large number of supervisees are anxious about the supervision experience and their ability to perform well. Some supervisees experience more anxiety than others do, but nearly all experience it whether they are in a bachelor’s-level social work program or a doctoral level clinical psychology program. They are worried about performing up to standard and about the whole process of being evaluated by supervisors. Most have done well in their academic programs, but the anxiety escalates when they begin to put their knowledge into practice. As supervisors, we should be aware of how common, and maybe even healthy, it is for supervisees to have anxiety, and we should focus on what can be done to help supervisees manage anxiety effectively. You can see how one supervisor dealt with his supervisee’s anxiety by reading Case Study 3.3.


CASE STUDY 3.3: MARLA 
Marla has a bachelor’s degree in psychology and has begun the master’s counseling psychology program. She has gone straight through school without any time off to gain work experience except for seasonal summer jobs. She started her first semester of practicum training under the supervision of Dr. Moore at Veterans’ Hospital, where he works as a psychologist. Marla is bright, young, enthusiastic, and motivated to learn. She is, however, extremely anxious about doing everything correctly, and it is clear that she is eager to please her supervisor. Dr. Moore has just observed Marla in a counseling session with a client, and it is clear that her need for the client to like her is getting in the way of her counseling. She frequently asked the client how the session was going, whether he was getting anything out of their discussion, and how the client liked working with her. She concluded the session by asking if the client thought she had done a good job in counseling him. Marla is a very typical new, young student who is eager to please and do a good job. Dr. Moore does not want to dampen her spirit, motivation, and enthusiasm, but he needs to provide her with honest, constructive feedback and supervision without her unraveling. Support and understanding are essential with a trainee like Marla. Dr. Moore approaches Marla in this way: “You seemed like you were eager to have the client like you in that you asked him in several ways how he thought you as the counselor were doing. Being anxious to do well as a counselor is something that most of us experience, especially when we are beginning. What is crucial, however, is how you cope with your anxiety about ‘doing well.’ It is important that your anxiety doesn’t get in the way of the counseling you are doing and obstruct your perception of the client’s needs and goals. I would certainly be open to exploring ways that you might manage your anxiety effectively.” 



If you were supervising Marla, how would you guide her in thinking through her need for approval and how it affects her counseling relationships? What challenges is Marla facing, and how do you think she will do over the course of her supervision? When supervision is conducted in a group, it is very common for supervisees to experience anxiety regarding how they are being perceived by the supervisor and their peers. 

Christensen and Kline (2001) described participation anxiety, which is related to supervisees meeting their own expectations as well as the expectations of their peers and the supervisor in the supervision group. It is quite common for supervisees to experience fear and self-doubt regarding their ability and knowledge in group supervision. 

Christensen and Kline (2001) indicated that supervisees generally realize that there are clear benefits to facing their anxieties and dealing with them openly in a supervision group. By confronting their participation anxiety, supervisees are more able to initiate interactions in spontaneous ways in their supervision. Indeed, recognizing and dealing with anxiety can be a pathway to growth. Most new trainees feel some degree of performance anxiety, which should decrease over time. Sharing some of the struggles you experienced as a trainee will go a long way toward putting your supervisees at ease. Let them know that counseling is not an exact science and that we make mistakes as we work and learn. Get supervisees into activities where they can develop a sense of mastery of some tasks and skills. Supervisees have potential to grow and learn under your supervision, and you are in a position to be of tremendous benefit to them as both supervisor and mentor. One useful intervention is to treat supervisees as colleagues when appropriate and encourage them to believe in their ability to learn and function creatively as clinicians. It may be tempting to figure things out for your supervisees and provide them with answers, but as with the client in therapy, supervisees have the ultimate task of discovering their own answers.
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