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ABSTRACT 

The World Health Organization affirms that COVID-19 is an infectious respiratory disease that 

originated in China in 2019. COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic and, on the 27 March 

2020, President Cyril Ramaphosa, implemented a national lockdown in South Africa after the first 

COVID-19 case on 05 March 2020. Social workers were among the first frontline workers globally 

and locally who rendered services during COVID-19. Social work supervision was crucial to 

support social workers during the rendering of these services. Social work supervisors however 

experienced challenges in rendering such support during a pandemic.  

The aim of the study was to explore and describe the challenges experienced by social work 

supervisors when rendering supervision to frontline social workers amidst COVID-19 within the 

Department of Social Development in the Cape Metropole. The researcher selected a qualitative 

research approach as it focused on the experiences from the perspective of those who were affected 

by the phenomenon. The researcher selected exploratory and descriptive research designs to 

explore and describe a relatively new phenomenon. The researcher used purposive sampling and 

selected participants according to specific inclusion criteria. Data collection comprised of ten 

interviews which provided rich data and continued until data saturation. The researcher made use 

of thematic data analysis, in which the data analysis resulted in four main themes: 1) Supervisors’ 

challenges during COVID-19; 2) Supervisory challenges; 3) Emotional, and psychological support 

during supervision; and 4) Coping mechanisms for supervisors. Data verification included 

methods of trustworthiness which included member checking, rich thick descriptions, and 

researcher reflexivity. An important recommendation for social work services, based on the 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



vi 
 

findings of the research, included that supervisors will be able to manage their work effectively 

with peer supervision. The South African Council for Social Service Professions (SACSSP) must 

also include guidelines for peer supervision in the Supervision Framework to support supervisors 

during pandemics,. This policy will provide additional support to boost the morale of supervisors 

and does not replace supervision by managers. 

The researcher followed ethical guidelines during the research process, which included to ensure 

authorization from institutions to conduct the research, informed consent from participants, 

anonymity, confidentiality, and minimal potential harm to the participants.  
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WC   : Western Cape  
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PEO   : Person in Environment Occupation  

WHO    : World Health Organization  

DSD   : Department of Social Development  

COVID-19  : Coronavirus Disease 2019 
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DEFINITION OF KEY CONCEPTS 

COVID-19 pandemic: An infectious disease caused by the novel coronavirus: SARS-CoV-2 and 

called severe acute respiratory syndrome. Symptoms of the Coronavirus was initially linked with 

pneumonia and could later be specifically identified with the following symptoms experienced less 

than a week of infection: High Fever of + 38 ‘C; tight chest and coughing; nasal congestion; 

fatigue; loss of sense of taste and/or smell as well as contact with a person who was positive for 

Covid-19 (Velavan and Meyer, 2020; Dominelli, 2021). 

Social Work- It is a profession that seeks to promote social change, problem-solving in human 

relationships, and the empowerment and liberation of people to enhance their wellbeing (Asquith, 

Clark & Waterhouse, 2005).  

Social worker - Social worker is a person registered with the South African Council for service 

Professions (SACSSP) in terms of Chapter 2 Section 17 of the Social Service Professions Act, 

1978, (Act No.110 of 1978) as amended. 

Social work Supervisor- A social work supervisor is a social worker with the required experience 

and qualifications delegated authority to supervise social work practitioner (DSD & SACSSP, 

2012).  

Supervision- “Supervision is a formal arrangement where supervisees review and reflect on their 

work. It is related to on-going learning and performance” (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:18). 

Challenges- Something that needs great mental or physical effort to be successful and therefore 

influences a person’s ability (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021).  
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Department of Social Development (DSD) - The Department of Social Development (DSD) 

provides social protection services and leads government’s efforts to create a partnership through 

which vulnerable individuals, groups and communities become capable and active participants in 

the development of their societies (Naidoo, 2011). 

Cape Metropole- The City of Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality (CCTMM) is a category, a 

municipality and is situated in the southern peninsula of the Western Cape Province. It has a 

coastline of 294km. It stretches from Gordon's Bay to Atlantis and includes the suburbs of 

Khayelitsha and Mitchells Plain (CCTMM, no date).  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF STUDY 

 

1.1. BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE 

A crisis erupted with the identification of the novel COVID-19 virus in Wuhan, China, during 

December 2019 (Velavan & Meyer, 2020). A global pandemic emerged and the first case reported 

in South Africa on 05 March 2020, the South African (SA) President, Cyril Ramaphosa, declared 

a national lockdown on 27 March 2020 in an attempt to decrease the spread of the coronavirus 

(NICD, 2020). There were five levels of lockdown. The rules and protocols on level one was more 

flexible but more stringent on level five. Many people experienced disruptions in their work 

routines with the implementation of the level five lockdown in South Africa. People had to work 

from home, while others, like healthcare professionals had to work as frontline workers. Frontline 

workers or essential workers were identified as vital for the core functioning of societal 

infrastructure (Blau, Koebe & Meyerhofer, 2020). 

Social workers, among others, were frontline workers in rendering social work services to clients 

during the COVID-19 pandemic (Blau, Koebe & Meyerhofer, 2021). They had to deliver services 

during COVID-19, especially to vulnerable populations (Tadic et al., 2021; Dominelli, 2021; Dima 

et al., 2021). Social workers were however also susceptible to COVID-19 whilst in the line of duty, 

although they assisted vulnerable populations (Dominelli, 2021; Holmes, Rentrope, Korsch- 

Williams & King, 2021). An expectation existed that social workers work remotely but they 

experienced extreme pressure from communities and were consequently subjected to a substantial 
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risk of infection and increasing stress levels (IOL, 2020; ILO, 2020). Social workers experienced 

a greater risk because they often had to meet their clients in person to assist with children and 

families. Social workers therefore experienced fear, anxiety, and unpreparedness causing 

additional stress because their working conditions presented not only a risk of infection to them 

but also to their families (UNICEF, 2020).   

  Social work supervisors performed an essential role during the COVID-19 pandemic to support 

social workers and to ensure that they were effective and maintained their safety (UNICEF, 2020; 

Holmes et al., 2020). Social work supervisors have to create a safe environment where social 

worker supervisees are safe, valued, listened to, and kept informed (DSD, 2006). There is however 

a lack of empirical research on the challenges of social work supervisors supporting social workers 

during a pandemic (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020; Dominelli, 2021; Du & Chan, 

2021).  

The supervision framework for the social work profession (DSD & SACSSP, 2012) is fundamental 

for social work supervision in South Africa. This framework specifies the requirements and 

consequences for social work supervisors providing supervision to social workers, student social 

workers, social auxiliary workers, learner social auxiliary workers, social work specialists, and 

private practitioners. The framework does, however, not stipulate the challenges and supportive 

requirements necessary for social work supervisors during a pandemic. Social work supervisors 

experienced challenges during COVID-19 with leadership, mentoring, mediation, and support to 

social workers especially when subjected to fear, anxiety and unprepared (Cousins, 2020).   
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The study focused on supervision challenges and the purpose of the study was to explore and 

describe the experiences of supervisors when rendering supervision during COVID-19. This study 

will therefore benefit the social work profession during future pandemics.  

1.2. PRELIMINARY LITTRATURE REVIEW   

The preliminary literature review, consistent with the purpose of the study, includes COVID-19, 

the prevalence of the disease, social workers as frontline workers during the pandemic, as well as 

the role and experiences of social work supervisors during COVID-19.  

1.2.1 COVID-19 and its prevalence  

The World Health Organisation (WHO, 2020) describes COVID-19 as the Coronavirus disease 

2019. It causes respiratory tract infections, is contagious and the transmission of the disease is 

from one person to another (Velavan & Meyer, 2020; Dominelli, 2021). The World Health 

Organization (WHO, 2020) argues that the bat population was the ecological origin of the SARS-

CoV-2 virus, which transmitted it to human beings in Wuhan, China. Various countries globally 

attempted to prevent the transfer of the virus through the closure of non-essential businesses, 

enforcement of social distancing measures, and implementation of strict curfew legislation. Other 

countries implemented travel bans, restricted tourism, and trade of commodities (Blankenberger 

& Williams, 2020; Fernandes, 2020). WHO 2021 released the following statistics on the 19th of 

April 2021, to emphasize the severity of the pandemic: There were 141 057 106 confirmed cases 

and 3 015 043 deaths globally and 233 countries experienced infections by COVID-19.  

The confirmed cases in South Africa were 1 566 769 and 53 736 deaths recorded by 19 April 2021, 

(WHO, no date). The Western Cape Province reported 282 529 confirmed COVID-19 cases and 
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11 520 deaths on the 19th of April 2022. The Department of Social Development in the Cape 

Metropole reported 221 positive cases, with 182 recoveries and five fatalities on the 16th of April 

2021 (Western Cape Department of Health, 2022). 

1.2.2 Social workers identified as frontline workers 

Essential staff are professionals who provide services during the pandemic despite COVID-19 

regulations and include, among others, social workers (Blau, Koebe & Meyerhofer, 2021). These 

frontline workers had to provide services to the population in dire need at the frontline of the 

pandemic. Front-line social workers provided direct social work services on the micro (individual), 

meso (groups) and macro (community) levels (Perumal & Tanga, 2020). On the 11 May 2020, the 

Minister of Social Development, Lindiwe Zulu announced that an additional 1809 social workers 

would be employed to assist essential staff in the fight against COVID-19 (Mahlati, 2020). The 

Western Cape DSD received an additional 246 social workers to assist as frontline workers in the 

province.  

The deployment of social workers as essential frontline workers resulted in fear of burnout, stress, 

and infection. A study conducted by Perumal and Tanga (2020) found that frontline social workers 

experienced feelings of stress, burnout, and trauma when they provided social services to clients. 

Another study by Golightley and Holloway (2020) indicated the enormity of social work 

responsibilities during this pandemic. These responsibilities comprised of increased home visits 

for thorough assessments and investigations, court attendance, mobilizing community resources 

and advocating for the vulnerable in society. Social workers were thus vulnerable to contracting 
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the virus or infecting their family members (Patel, 2005; Dominelli, 2021; Holmes, Rentrope, 

Williams & King, 2021). 

The assumption existed that the COVID-19 statistics recorded by the Western Cape Government 

Statistics (WCG) could generate additional fear of infection and uncertainty among social workers. 

These fears and anxieties included fears of infection, infecting family members; stigma and 

emotional stress when collaborating with infected clients (Li et al., 2020; Sinclair, Allen, Barber, 

Berman, Britt, Butler, Ford, Hammer, Kath, Probst & Yuan, 2020). COVID-19 could additionally 

contribute to post-traumatic stress, powerlessness, insecurity, and anxiety in the work environment 

of social workers, which required psychological support (Skiba & Wildman, 2019; Dominelli, 

2021). It is important to consider the effects of supervision on social workers, as well as the 

concerns of social workers on social work supervisors during the pandemic. There are however 

limited research studies to understand the challenges and needs of supervisors during the COVID-

19 pandemic. One such study by Graf-Vlachy, Sun and Zhang (2020) found that the pandemic had 

more mental effects on younger supervisors in comparison with more experienced supervisors. 

This study therefore indicated that the developmental stage associated with one's age was an 

important determinant in the mental well-being of the supervisors during the pandemic. 

1.2.3 Social work supervision role and challenges during COVID-19 

The supportive function of supervision focuses on the role and ability of the supervisor to ensure 

that supervisees are happy in the work environment, are able to manage work stress and enhance 

their mental well-being (Goliath, Vetfuti & Perumal, 2019). Supervisors respond to the needs of 

staff, clients, and the organization (Germak, 2013). Information and communication from 
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supervisors are vital to decrease uncertainties about rules, policies, work schedules, and task 

specific information (Bourne & Hafford-Letchfield, 2011). Literature therefore suggests that the 

progress of employees will be better if there is support during supervision.  

Social support from supervisors should be an organizational priority to manage employee stressors 

triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic. The supervisor has the ability to motivate, empower, 

encourage, and protect employees as well as prevent negative thoughts fueled by their anxieties 

especially during uncertain times such as COVID-19 or any pandemic (Charoensukmongkol & 

Phungsoonthorn, 2020). Social work supervisors had to improve their management skills in 

planning, time management and management of workloads during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Permal & Tanga, 2020). These authors found in their study that management was demanding 

during COVID-19, because supervisors had to administer day-to-day activities within the new 

normal context to ensure that social workers meet the needs of clients and the organization. 

Cousins (2012) mentions that supervisors receive no supervision support, or guidance even when 

supervision and guidance was a prerequisite. Social work supervision was a requirement during 

COVID-19 for social workers who worked remotely or in community contexts (Suillenbhain, 

Burns & McCaughren, 2020).  

Environmental changes were one of the most shared challenges experienced by social workers 

working remotely during COVID-19 and one of these challenges included teleworking. Sinclair et 

al. (2020:4) define teleworking as the ability to work “(a) away from the primary workplace and 

(b) rely on information and communication technologies for keeping workers connected.” 

Teleworking was problematic for supervisors as a result of 1) minimal physical contact and 
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practical conversations with social workers and little control over working times of social workers; 

2) the inability to defend complaints from community members due to a lack of social workers in 

the communities; and 3) the quality and time of monthly or weekly online supervision due to 

financial cost (Banks et al., 2020:572).  

 Mental health issues were another challenge during the COVID-19 pandemic because supervisors 

cannot function and supervise because they also experienced fear and uncertainty (Graf-Vlachy et 

al., 2020). Supervisors managed the mental well-being of their team members, ensured that they 

meet the organizational goals or targets and managed their supervisory roles to supervisees during 

a global pandemic even when they experienced fear of infection and contamination for their 

families. This could affect the mental health of the supervisors (Yang-Yang et al., 2020).  

1.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The Person Environment Occupation (PEO) Framework was the theoretical framework for this 

research study. The framework originated from a study conducted by Law, Cooper, Strong, 

Steward, Rigby & Letts (1996) on the interaction between three components namely the person, 

environment, and the occupation throughout the lifespan of a person. The PEO framework 

describes the ‘person’ as someone that assumes multiple roles and cannot be separated from 

circumstantial influences (Gibbs, Boshoff & Lane, 2010). Supervisors fulfilled multiple roles such 

as mediator, leader, supporter, and mentor (Engelbrecht, 2014b). There was the expectation that 

supervisors demonstrated flexibility in their roles during COVID-19 and comply with the needs of 

the supervisees, clients, and organization and this contributed to fear and anxiety. Ramafikeng 

(2014) argues that the responses of supervisors towards emotions and stress and their ability to 
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function amidst fear and anxiety provide a better understanding of their coping mechanisms when 

they experience challenges during supervision to social workers.  

The ‘environment’ is the context or situation in which the person functions according to Law et al. 

(1999). It is important during the assessment of the behavior and performance of a person that the 

environmental components and context, particular the micro, mezzo, macro contexts (individual, 

family, work, community), are considered (Nicholas, Rautenbach & Maistry, 2010). It is for 

example important to evaluate the social, cultural, socio-economical, institutional, and physical 

environmental impact of COVID-19 on social work supervisors during their performance 

appraisal. Teleworking, as described above, is another example of the environment in which the 

social worker and supervisor had to function. Law et al. (1996: 16) define ‘occupation’ in the PEO 

framework as “self-directed, functional tasks and activities in which a person engages over a 

lifespan”. The framework categorizes occupation into the areas of self-care, productivity, and 

leisure (Baptiste, Hinojosa, Kramer & Rooysen, 2017; Broome, McKenna & Worral, 2009; 

Ramafikeng, 2014). Self-maintenance, expression, and life satisfaction result from the task and 

activities of the person. The occupational aspect of this study included the supervision tasks and 

activities of the social work supervisor in rendering supervision to the social workers during 

COVID-19. The POE framework is therefore prominent in this study because it acknowledges the 

challenges experienced by supervisors during COVID-19. 

1.4 PROBLEM STATEMENT  

Studies have highlighted the coronavirus as one of the ultimate global stressors (Sinclair et al., 

2020; Velavan & Meyer, 2020) which affected all countries, ethnicities, and economic 

backgrounds, which resulted in fear, anxiety, and stress globally (Holmes et al., 2021). Social 
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workers were frontline workers in the fight against COVID-19 (Western Cape Government, no 

date). The concept of “supervision” assumes that the supervisor has all the answers and creates the 

expectation of guidance to supervisees in all circumstances (Cousins, 2006). A qualitative study 

by Goliath et al. (2019) found that supervisors were an enormous support resource for employees 

during uncertainty, fear, and psychological illnesses, because they can equip, empower, and 

encourage social workers. Social work supervisors also experience uncertainty and it is important 

that supervisors identify their own fears, uncertainty, anxiety, and triggers in the workplace 

(Cousins, 2006; Williams, 2022). It is a concern that supervisors, as occupants in the social 

delivery industry, experience extreme demands and it is evident that they may be the least 

supported and equipped (Bourn & Hafford-Letchfield, 2011). The motivation for this study was 

the positive consequences and the impact of supervision on the work of social workers, as well as 

the lack of knowledge on the experiences of social work supervisors when rendering supervision 

to social workers during COVID-19. The research problem resulted in the research questions, 

aims, and objectives. 

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTION  

The research question is the foundation of research and provides guidance on the choice of 

methodology, sample, sample-size, data collection, and data analysis (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 

2006; Lane, 2018). The research question, which provided the focus of the study in this study was 

“what are the challenges experienced by social work supervisors during COVID-19 when 

rendering supervision to frontline social workers at the Department of Social Development in the 

Cape Metropole?”  
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1.6 RESEARCH AIM  

In order to answer the research question, the aim of the study was to explore and describe the 

challenges experienced by social work supervisors during COVID-19 when rendering supervision 

to frontline social workers at the Department of Social Development in the Cape Metropole. 

1.7 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES  

The following three objectives supported the aim of the research 

To explore the challenges experienced by social work supervisors during COVID-19. 

To describe the challenges of social work supervisors when rendering supervision to frontline 

social workers during COVID-19. 

To make recommendations to the social work practice concerning social work supervision during 

a global pandemic. 

1.8 OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The researcher provides an overview of the research methodology in this section but will discuss 

it in more detail in chapter three. 

1.8.1 Methodological approach  

The researcher used a qualitative research approach for this study. Qualitative research allows the 

researcher to understand the decisions and behavior of people within their context (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018), and provides insight and understanding of an experience (Denny & Weckesser, 

2018). The qualitative research approach was therefore an appropriate means to gain in-depth 

information about the experiences of supervisors rendering supervision to social workers during 

COVID-19. 
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1.8.2 Research design  

The research design for this study was a combination of explorative and descriptive research 

designs. An explorative study does not only focus on new topics but also focuses on existing 

phenomena. The exploratory research design in this study therefore aimed to explore the 

experiences of supervisors when supervising social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Dahlberg, 2016; Pierson & Thomas, 2010; Babbie, 2013; Strydom, 2013).  

This design was appropriate because there was not sufficient research on supervision during a 

global pandemic and the expectation was that supervisors would provide supervision to 

supervisees during COVID-19.  

1.8.3 Research population and sampling  

• Participant population 

Research population refers to the individuals in which the researcher has an interest and these 

participants share a common phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Cunningham, Weathington & 

Pittenger, 2013). The population of this study consisted of social work supervisors who render 

supervision to social workers within the Department of Social Development in the Cape Metropole 

during COVID-19.  

• Sampling 

This study used non-probability (purposive) sampling to gain detailed knowledge about the 

specific phenomenon (Neuman, 2011). The sample included ten participants from various DSD 

offices in the Cape Metropole. 
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1.8.4 Data collection  

The researcher utilized semi-structured interviews data collection method during this study. The 

semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to gain a better understanding of the phenomena 

(Harrel & Bradley, 2009). The interviews were either conducted online or face-to-face upon 

request from the interviewees (Li et al., 2020). The researcher consequently conducted and 

recorded four face-to-face and six online interviews after obtaining consent. The interviews were 

in English or Afrikaans and the duration of the interviews ranged between 45-60 minutes. A self-

designed semi-structured interview schedule guided the interview process. The data collection 

questions were open-ended in order to allow participants to share their thoughts and experiences 

(see Appendix D) due to the exploratory qualitative nature of the study.  

1.8.5 Trustworthiness  

The qualitative study utilized trustworthiness to ensure rigor in accordance with the criteria of 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1986) namely: 1) Confirmability: the researcher recorded and kept detailed 

notes of all decisions and analysis, as they progressed (Connelly, 2016a). The researcher used an 

external reviewer to confirm data; 2) Dependability: the researcher ensured that the study was 

clearly documented in a logical, traceable manner (Nowell, Norris, White & Moules, 2017), by  

using the six thematic steps of Braun & Clarke (2006); 3) Credibility: the researcher conducted 

semi-structured interviews and executed member checking to test the findings and interpretations 

and the raw material (Nowell, Norris, White & Moules 2017); and 4) Transferability: the 

researcher obtained a thick description of the challenges of social work supervisors providing 

supervision during COVID-19 at DSD in the Western Cape Metropole.  
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1.8.6 Data analysis 

The researcher transcribed the interviews and used thematic analysis as proposed by Clarke & 

Braun (2013). Thematical analysis does not only analyze patterns, but also identifies common 

themes and therefore contributes to an in-depth analysis of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The 

researcher identified common themes from the transcripts which summarized the subjective 

accounts of the experiences of social work supervisors when rendering supervision services to 

social workers during COVID-19. The study utilized six steps by Braun & Clarke (2006) to analyze 

the data. The researcher: 1) familiarized herself with the data; 2) generated codes on the collected 

data; 3) searched for themes; 4) reviewed the themes; 5) defined and named themes; and 6)   

produced a report. The researcher made use of Atlas TI 22, a computer qualitative software 

program, with the assistance of an external researcher, Mrs. Jill Masters, from the Student 

Development Centre. This program assisted the researcher with the analysis of qualitative data.  

1.9 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

The limitations of the study included the following: 1) only ten participants employed at the DSD 

Western Cape- Metropole North in the Cape Metropole were interviewed; 2) the researcher could 

not generalize and assume that the experiences of supervisors were the same in all the other 

provinces and DSD districts in South Africa; and 3) the researcher could not generalize and assume 

that  all the supervisors of NGO’s in the South African context had similar experiences as the 

participants of the study.  
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1.10 ETHICS STATEMENT 

The researcher obtained ethical clearance from the Higher Degrees Committee of the Faculty of 

Community and Health Science and the Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics 

Committee of the University of the Western Cape. The researcher then had to get ethical clearance 

from the Department of Social Development (Appendix 3 and Appendix 5) and gained permission 

to interview social work supervisors. The participants agreed to participate in the study after the 

researcher provided the details of the study in its entirety via an information letter (Appendix 1) 

and provided consent with a consent form (Appendix 2) before interviews. Informed Consent 

encompasses that the participants are aware of the possible risks, advantages, disadvantages, and 

process of the research (Babbie, 2002:472), which is why Thomas (2003:21) emphasizes the 

importance of informed consent before data collection and states that informed consent must be 

“voluntary” and participants are aware that they can refuse participation. The researcher also 

informed participants of the study that they have the right to withdraw from participation in the 

study at any given time. Additionally, this research study posed no harm to the participants and 

the researcher would have referred them for counseling to a therapist if they needed external 

assistance during the time of the study. This was, however, not necessary during the study. The 

information sheet reflected the contact details of the organization for referral. Qualitative research 

aims to protect the identities of participants through the use of pseudonyms. Anonymity is the 

process that protects the identity of the participants and there is no risk for exposure or 

identification of the participant during or after the study. The researcher therefore removed any 

identifiable information such as names, and personal details, to ensure that there will be no 

identification of participants when using a specific quote or answer (Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 
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2011:71). The researcher therefore used numbers instead of names for participants and removed 

any information that could identify a specific participant. The researcher will store the data in a 

safe place for five (5) years and then destroy it.  

1.11 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY  

The study focused on the challenges experienced by social work supervisors rendering supervision 

to social workers on the frontline of COVID-19 at DSD in the Cape Metropole. The study will 

therefore be useful for social work supervisors providing supervision to social workers. The 

findings of this study can enhance the role of social work supervisors and contribute to a better 

understanding of the role of social work supervisors during a pandemic. The next chapter will 

discuss the literature review and theoretical framework focusing on the topic of the challenges 

experienced by social work supervisors rendering supervision to social workers during the 

COVID-19. 

1.12 CHAPTERS OUTLINE  

The study comprises of five chapters.  

Chapter One: The Introduction and overview of the study: this chapter provided an 

introduction and overview of the study and provided the foundation for the chapters to follow and 

included the motivation and rationale for the study.  

Chapter Two: Literature review and theoretical framework: This chapter presents the 

available literature in the context of the study and the pandemic and identifies the gap in the 

literature. This chapter also outlines the theoretical framework, which is the foundation for the 

next chapter.  
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Chapter Three: Research methodology: This chapter outlines the application of the research 

procedures and methods. This chapter provides a detailed description of the research approach, 

design, population and sampling techniques, data collection and analysis, as well as the strategies 

employed to ensure trustworthiness.  

Chapter Four: Findings and discussion: The researcher discussed the findings of the research 

and focused on the main themes, and subthemes that emerged from the data. These findings 

emerged from the experiences of social work supervisors who have been rendering supervision to 

social workers, social auxiliary workers and students during COVID-19  

Chapter Five: Conclusions and recommendations: This chapter provides recommendations 

relevant to social work practice based on the findings of the study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION  

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the study. This chapter will present a literature review on the 

experiences of social work supervisors when rendering supervision during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The theory, knowledge, and experiences from the relevant literature on this topic is the 

focus of this chapter. The literature review entails the process of investigation of theory and 

knowledge (Creswell, 2013), to familiarize the reader with the current literature and to identify the 

gap in research on the topic in literature (Cronin, Ryan & Coughlan, 2008). Several types of 

literature reviews exist but the researcher utilized a traditional or narrative literature review for 

this study (Cronin et al, 2008). The narrative literature review focuses on selected material that 

corresponds with the topic, summarizes, and critiques the literature. The aim of this literature 

review is to provide a comprehensive background to the reader and consequently produce an 

understanding of the gap in literature (Cronin et al., 2008).  

This chapter will discuss the COVID-19 pandemic, social work as a profession focusing on social 

work supervision, and supervision as support. It will further concentrate on social workers as 

frontline workers and the challenges experienced by social work supervisors when rendering 

supervision to social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter focuses on the 

theoretical framework, the Person-Environment Occupation (PEO) Framework as foundation for 

this study. This framework derives from a study conducted by Law et al. (1996), which focused 
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on the interaction between three components which include the person, environment, and 

occupation.  

2.2 COVID-19  

COVID-19 is a respiratory illness caused by the coronavirus with symptoms such as loss of taste 

or smell, high fever, dry cough, shortness of breath, breathing difficulties, fatigue or tiredness, 

body aches and pains, nasal congestion, or a runny nose, and a sore throat or diarrhea (Dominelli, 

2021; Sauer, 2021; Velavan & Meyer, 2020).  

The disease was critical for the elderly. Elderly people living with comorbidities had a considerable 

risk and advised to take precautionary measures (Sohrabi, Alsafi, O’Neill, Khan, Kerwan, Al-Jabir, 

Iosifidis & Agha, 2020). A higher mortality rate was evident among elderly people with the 

COVID-19 virus in comparison to younger people (Blankenberger & Williams, 2020; Fernandes, 

2020). Comorbidities were associated with those diagnosed with heart diseases, diabetes, 

HIV/Aids, and hypertension, and these people risk poorer outcomes from the disease which 

included heart failure, respiratory failure, or death (Dominelli, 2021; Western Cape Government, 

2020; Gray, 2021). 

The ecological origin of the SARS-CoV-2 disease (COVID-19) is the bat population, which spread 

to human beings in Wuhan, China and consequently resulted in a rapid increase of infections 

globally (WHO, 2020). Medical examinations of travelers from Wuhan, China and later the 

measurement of peoples’ temperatures at airports were early detection measures of the COVID-

19 virus (Sohrabi et al., 2020).  
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2.2.1 The prevalence of COVID-19 

There were 208 470 375 confirmed cases, with the death toll of 4 377 979, globally on 16/08/2021. 

These numbers increased more than twofold with 771 679 618 confirmed cases and 6 977 023 

deaths globally by 4th November 2023 according to statistics from the (World Health Organisation, 

no date).  Europe had the highest number of confirmed COVID-19 cases with more than 276 

million infections during this time. The Western Pacific ranked second globally with confirmed 

cases of more than 207 million infections, and America with the confirmed infection rate of more 

than 193 million ranked third globally (COVID-19 cases/WHO COVID-19 dashboard, no date). 

Africa ranked fifth globally with more than nine million confirmed cases.  

The South African government recorded the first COVID-19 infection on the 05th of March 2019. 

South Africa reported 158 584 active cases with COVID-19 on the 18 of August 2021 and the 

Western Cape Province accounting for 26% of the active cases (COVID-19 Cases dashboard/ 

LET’S DO THIS (no date); COVID-19 Cases dashboard, no date). However, the Western Cape 

Government doubled the active cases within 24 hours after publication of these results and 

recorded 41 350 active cases, 16 910 deaths, and 2 390 new cases (Western Cape COVID-19 

dashboard, 2021). The Western Cape Department of Social Development which rendered social 

services in the Western Cape, recorded 525 active cases of COVID-19 at employees with 265 cases 

specifically in Cape Town (COVID-19 cases/ WHO COVID-19 dashboard, no date). South Africa 

reported four million confirmed cases and 102 595 deaths in 2023, which is more than double the 

figures provided in 2021 (World Health Organisation, no date).  

The next section will discuss the global lockdown measures and mandatory restrictions imposed 

as a result of COVID-19. 
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2.3 LOCKDOWN AND MANDATORY RESTRICTIONS 

Pandemics other than COVID-14 such as Ebola in 2014 or the severe acute respiratory syndrome 

(SARS) in 2003 existed in the past. These pandemics resulted in geographical restrictions but did 

not impose global mandatory restrictions (Holmes et al., 2021). COVID-19 is described as a 

pandemic with extreme consequences (Sinclair et al., 2020) which affected all global spheres such 

as different countries, economies, cultures, and ethnicities (Holmes et al., 2021). More than 

twenty-two million people globally had COVID-19 by the middle of September 2020, and required 

stringent measures to curb the spread of the virus (Dominelli, 2021; Han et al., 2020; Velavan & 

Meyer, 2020). At least 186 countries implemented strict lockdown policies and rules during 2020 

to combat the spread of the virus among populations. Health systems and governments had 

therefore the opportunity to prepare preventative and early intervention measures so that they could 

cope with COVID-19 cases. More than eighty-two countries implemented lockdown as such a 

measure (Han et al., 2020). These lockdown measures encompass emergency measures or 

protocols that required citizens to stay at home except when there were special obligations (Carlitz 

& Makhura, 2021). The nationwide lockdown was introduced to prevent the transmission.  
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2.3.1 Figure 2.1: Geographical spread of COVID-19 (Han et al., 2020)      

Figure 2.1 illustrates the rapid spread of COVID-19 globally, which required lockdown as a 

rigorous measure and each country had to implement their own lockdown plan of action. 

Lockdown mandated restrictions and countries would either increase or decrease restriction 

measures depending on the severity of the virus. The daily number and rate of infections, number 

of deaths, and intensive care cases revealed the severity of the virus (WHO, no date). Countries 

such as Singapore, New Zealand, and South Korea implemented alert levels depending on the 

infection rates and each alert level introduced new restrictions or regulations (Han et al., 2020). 

Alert levels were risk regulation measures or approaches that provided clear guidelines for the 

government and public. The alert levels were based on the number of infections, rate of 

transmissions, the capacity of health facilities, and the impact on the health, economic and social 
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spheres (International Labor Organisation, no date; About alert system/South African 

Government, no date).   

Restrictions in countries such as Australia, included the closure of indoor and outdoor public gyms, 

inside sports facilities, and play parks. People could only be outdoors for specific employment 

requirements, to shop for medical supplies or buy food (Nathan et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

countries implemented travel bans on high-risk countries; required quarantine when entering the 

country; banned social gatherings of any size; and implemented curfews (Gostin & Wiley, 2020; 

Arndt, Davies, Gabriel, Harris, Makrelov, Robertson, Levy, Simbangavi, Van Seventer & 

Anderson, 2020; Hamouche, 2020).  

South Africa with countries for example South Korea, Japan, Germany, and certain areas in  the 

United Kingdom, reduced the restrictions in 2020, based on the epidemiological threshold of 

infections. Local authorities and individual states/provinces determined when their 

states/provinces and communities needed more stringent or lenient restrictions (Han et al., 2020). 

Countries such as Hong Kong imposed restrictions for entire regions even if only a community or 

a small section of the region were infected (Han et al., 2020).  

There were international concerns regarding the ability and preparation of African countries to 

combat the COVID-19 pandemic (Sohrabi et al., 2020). African countries have elevated levels of 

poverty, unemployment, and food insecurity (Sohrabi et al., 2021; Laborde, Martin, Swinnen & 

Vos, 2020; Dasupta & Robinson, 2022). There were concerns about whether lockdown restrictions 

could contribute to higher levels of food insecurity and decrease the socio-economic rights of 

people on the continent further (Adeniyi, 2021; Arndt et al., 2020).  
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The South African President announced lockdown restrictions in 2020 (Stiegler & Bouchard, 

2020; Staunton, Swanepoel & Labuschagne, 2020) to reduce the spread of the virus and 

consequently provide relief to healthcare systems (Adebiyi, Roman, Chinyakata & Balogun, 2021; 

Adams, Seedat & Neille, 2022). UNICEF applauded these efforts by the South African 

government. UNICEF commended South Africa for the rapid implementation of restrictions to 

curb the spread of the virus whilst attending to the socio-economic needs of the country (Agwu & 

Okoye, 2021; Calitz & Makhura, 2021). South Africa, as illustrated in figure 2.1, introduced a 

five-level restriction plan in an attempt to contain the spread of the virus, (Stiegler & Bouchard, 

2020; Adams et al., 2022), where lockdown rules and protocols were more flexible on level one in 

comparison with level five, which applied the strictest protocols (South African Government, 

2021). Restrictions on level five encompassed the closure of non-essential businesses, schools, 

facilities such as gyms, indoor sports centers, beaches, prohibition of alcohol retail and attendance 

of social and religious gatherings (Ardt, et al., 2020). There were restrictions and South African 

residents had to stay at their homes and could only be outside their home environment if they were 

essential workers, seeking medical or food supplies, emergency care or when they collected social 

grants (Carlitz & Makhura, 2021). Level one of the restrictions implemented more lenient 

restrictions and curfew measures which allowed: alcohol and tobacco sales; attendance of facilities 

such as gyms and sports centers; social gatherings and school attendance. People had to wear 

masks and apply social distancing during level one restrictions (Ardt, et al., 2020; Carlitz & 

Makhura, 2020; Dima, Mesesan Schmitz & Simon, 2021). 
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Figure 2.2 illustrates the different prescriptions at each alert level held for South Africans. 

 

 

 

 

2.3.2 Figure 2.2: Summary of restriction levels (http://www.sacoronavirus.co.za). 

The number of COVID-19 cases in South Africa doubled although the global community 

applauded the South African Presidency and the National Department of Health for their efforts to 

curb the virus (Harding, 2020, Naude & Cameron, 2021). The health system functioned already at 

full capacity (Dzinamarira, Dzobo & Chitungo, 2020). The next section focuses on the 

implications of COVID-19. 

2.4 IMPLICATIONS OF COVID-19 

The restrictions during COVID-19 had a negative impact on people. One of these negative impacts 

was job losses and approximately twenty-five million people were consequently unemployed, 

whereby 2.2 million people lost their jobs during the onset of COVID lockdown (International 
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Labor Organizations, 2020). The South Africa unemployment increased to a staggering 34% 

unemployment rate (Adebiyi et al., 2021; Ranchhod & Daniels, 2021; Moosa, Felton & Mpako, 

2021). 

People also had to adapt to work from home and simultaneously provide education at home for 

their children and also cope with the loss of loved ones due to death caused by COVID-19 (Sinclair 

et al., 2020). Other impacts from COVID-19 restrictions included emotional and psychological 

trauma, which influenced mental health and caused depression, anxiety, suicide, and stress (Elbay 

et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020). Similarly, women, children, sex workers, foreign nationals, the elderly, 

and the marginalized in society were among those most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Murenje & Porter, 2020).  

Violence against women and children were prone to higher risks and violence against them have 

increased in South Africa during COVID-19 (Carlitz & Makhura, 2021). Sex workers and 

foreigners in South Africa did not receive any social security measures from the government to 

support them during these sanctions which prohibited them to work (Khambule, 2022). 

Moreover, Kerekes, Bador, Sfendla, Belaatar, Mzadi, Jovic & Zouini (2021) argue that although 

COVID-19 restrictions may be similar globally, the gap between the first and third world countries 

regarding social-economical resources was enormous. The inability of people to work during 

lockdown restrictions in Nigeria had the greatest impact during COVID-19 and this resulted in a 

socio-economic catastrophe in that country (Agwu & Okoye, 2021). South Africa experienced 

similar socio-economic challenges with 55% of the population living under the breadline and more 

than half of the population had informal employment. COVID-19 restrictions contributed to a 
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greater burden of care for those marginalized (Khambule, 2022). The marginalized in South Africa 

encompass women, migrants, and casual workers and are employed in the informal sector, which 

are unprotected, or are self-employed citizens (Jansen & Madhi, 2022; Manomano, 2021; Tsai & 

Wilson, 2020). The South African government and labor legislation which for example did not 

include migrants and street workers in the provision of social security measures such as “special 

grants” contributed to extreme vulnerability during the pandemic (Sohrabi, Alsafi, O’Neill, Khan, 

Kerwan, Al-Jabir, Iosifidis & Agha, 2020). The COVID-19 restrictions affected the marginalized 

in society the most because it solely rely on informal work (Khumbule, 2022).  

The COVID-19 restrictions in the South African context had various implications for families. 

These consequences of the restrictions were health related because exercise, which is essential for 

physical health for people and a mental escape for others. This restriction to exercise could have 

mental, physical, emotional, and psychological implications for families (Adebiyi et al., 2020; 

Moosa, Mpako & Felton, 2021). The restrictions also influenced families due to elevated levels of 

domestic violence, which has a high incidence in South Africa even without COVID-19. The 

restrictions confined the victims to their homes with their abusers without any access to support 

due to restrictions on the home environment. The prevalence of new domestic violence cases was 

more than 120 000 in the first month of lockdown (Adebiyi et al., 2021). The restrictions 

influenced the economy and finances because it was obligatory for businesses to either close or 

downsize. This resulted in unemployment and families were without an income and the South 

African unemployment rate increased to a staggering 34% as previously stated (Adebiyi et al., 

2021; Bassier, Budlender, Zizzamia & Jain, 2023).  
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The following section of this chapter focuses on social work as a response to COVID-19. This will 

include the following: A description of the social work profession; social work practitioners as 

frontline workers in response to COVID-19; the implications of social work practitioners as 

frontline workers, and the supervisor’s experiences rendering supervision during COVID-19.  

2.5 SOCIAL WORK - A RESPONSE TO COVID-19 

A social work practitioner is a qualified individual in terms of the Social Service Professions Act 

No. 110 of 1978. Social work practitioners must register with the South African Council for Social 

Service Professions (SACSSP) to render services to clients (DSD & SACSSP, 2012; DSD, 2017). 

The main focus of social work practice is the well-being of communities and vulnerable groups 

with emphasis on the promotion of the welfare of people and prevention of threats (O’Leary & 

Tsui, 2020). It is evident from recent global events such as the COVID-19 pandemic that social 

work practice must be able to adapt and improvise to demonstrate its importance during times of 

crisis and catastrophe (Dillon et al., 2021). Catastrophic outbreaks prevent countries from 

implementing or achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Developmental Goals (SDGs), which 

social work practitioners promote (Muleya, 2020; Nhapi & Dhemba, 2020). A study by Golightley 

and Holloway's (2020) on COVID-19 restrictions found that the restrictions prevented meetings 

in person between social work practitioners and clients which is traditionally the primary contact 

arrangement between social workers and service users (Dominelli, 2021). 
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2.5.1 Social worker practitioners identified as frontline workers during COVID-19 

Social workers and other healthcare workers are frontline workers to combat COVID-19 

(Guerrero, Avgar, Phillips & Sterling, 2020; Du & Chan, 2021; Golightley & Holloway, 2020; 

Nyashanu, Pfende & Ekpenyong, 2020). The South African authors Perumal and Tanga (2020) 

describe social workers practitioners as front-line workers rendering direct social work services on 

the micro (individual), meso (group), and macro (community) levels. A frontline social work 

practitioner has a variety of roles which ranges from “individual problem-solving, couples or 

family therapy, group-work services, educator, broker, case manager” (Perumal & Tanga, 2020: 

250).  

On the 27 of April 2020, South African President, Cyril Ramaphosa requested that frontline social 

work practitioners render social work services to assist its people with various social work 

interventions. These interventions according to the DSD (2020) and Dominelli (2021) included:  

Asistance with alcohol abuse cases: A study by Chu et al. (2021) found that there were 59-69% 

decrease in trauma incidents as a result of the ban of alcohol during the COVID-19. The 

government revoked the alcohol ban and this resulted in an 83-90% increase in trauma and 

emergency casualties involving alcohol. The assumption based on these findings indicated that 

consumers required social work services because the alcohol restrictions may have contributed to 

increasing stress levels or domestic violence within homes. 

Assistance was a requirement for gender-based violence, child protection, and foster care services:  

The incidence of domestic and gender-based violence (GBV) were  high during COVID-19. One 

call center for GBV in Tshwane, a city in Gauteng province, received 500-1000 calls a day 
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(Abediyi et al., 2021; Afrouz 2021). It was a requirement that social workers be at the forefront to 

protect and assist women and children across the country (Pink, Ferguson & Kelly, 2020). 

Assistance with social grants: South Africa recorded that 60% of its residents, with 80% residing 

in rural areas, were recipients of a social grant were in receipt and dependent on a social grant pre-

lockdown and COVID-19. More than three million people lost their jobs in 2021, due to COVID-

19 (Chu et al., 2021). South Africa announced for the first time an unemployment rate of 34% 

(Moosa, Mpako & Felton, 2021). Social grants in 2019 prior to the pandemic encompassed 60% 

of the South African expenditures, which indicated that one taxpayer was responsible for three 

grants (Engelbrecht, 2019). The aftermath of COVID-19 had even more catastrophic consequences 

(Khambule, 2022). On the 25th of March 2021 President Ramaphoza introduced a social relief 

grant of R350 to assist with the consequences of COVID-19 on employment (Chu et al., 2021). 

Access for grant applications automatically excluded a substantial portion of applicants such as 

foreigners whilst others applied and never received any feedback on their application (Khambule, 

2022).  

Food relief: More than nine million children in public schools were dependent on a daily meal 

provided by the National School Nutrition Program before COVID-19. School closures during 

COVID-19 therefore deprived more than nine million children of a meal on which they (Jamieson 

& Blerk, 2021). The SA government thus provided food parcels in 2021 as a relief measure for 

families who experienced economic challenges during COVID-19 (Chu et al., 2021). President 

Cyril Ramaphosa as a response requested social work practitioners to render social work services 

and to assist people with various social work interventions.  
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2.5.2 Implications for frontline social worker practitioners during COVID-19 

Frontline social work practitioners provided essential services to clients but they could also 

contract the COVID-19 virus and infect their families (Abrams & Dettlaf, 2020; Nyashanu., et al., 

2020). Social worker practitioners consequently discontinued face-to-face services and used online 

platforms to collaborate with their clients (Roy & Kaur, 2020; Mishna, Milne, Sanders & 

Greenblatt, 2020; Ashcroft et al., 2022). There were however challenges with the implementation 

in the South African context because clients could not afford virtual services due to poverty 

(Jamieson & Blerk, 2021). The need for survival exceeded that of social work services when 

having to choose between purchasing airtime for connectivity to social services and buying a loaf 

of bread to feed the family (Pink et al., 2020). Most social workers in South Africa had to continue 

with their face-to-face crisis intervention with clients by conducting home visits for thorough 

assessments and investigations; attending court; mobilizing resources in the community and 

advocating for the vulnerable in society. Social work practitioners provided crisis interventions to 

a clientele where social distancing or washing of hands was frequently not possible (Dominelli, 

2017; Javadian, 2007; Redondo-Sama, Matulic, Munté-Pascual, & de Vicente, 2020). A South 

African study by Jamieson and Blerk (2021) found that 57% of children lived in overcrowded 

houses with 55% likely to have no access to electricity, water, or basic hygiene. This is an 

indication that social work practitioners were at a greater risk of infection to themselves and their 

families (Golightley & Holloway, 2020). Frontline social workers had to do home visits which 

comprise of face-to-face contact with little to no social distancing and enter homes where family 
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members deceased on due to COVID-19 (Dominelli, 2017; Javadian, 2007; Redondo-Sama et al., 

2020).  

Social work practitioners also experienced elevated levels of exhaustion, stress, anxiety, and fear 

related to COVID-19 combined with the challenges of home visits, face-to-face contact, lack of 

social distancing, and infection with COVID-19. Frontline social work practitioners experienced 

stress due to their workloads due to the stress from the initial phase of the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Perumal & Tanga 2020; Mental Health and psychosocial consideration during COVID-19, no 

date; Truter & Fouché, 2015; Downing, Brackett & Reddick, 2021; Seng et al., 2021). Studies also 

found that associated stress experienced by social work practitioners during COVID-19 was due 

to: 1) the change in the work environment and the concern for self, clients, and family; 2) remote-

working, which required adequate space, balancing work and personal life and struggling with 

technology which they may not be familiar with; 3) lack of job resources, and 4) lack of 

organizational information which contributed to feelings of uncertainty (Morse & Dell, 2021; 

Calcaterra & Landi, 2023; Pink et al., 2020). The following content focuses on this.  

• Change in the work environment and the onset of concern for self, clients, and family:  

A South African study by Perumal and Tanga, (2020) with frontline social work practitioners 

found that social workers experienced stress, burnout, trauma, and uncertainty about the 

expectations from them. The uncertainty regarding COVID-19 contribute to insecurity, fear, and 

anxiety in social work practitioners about: infection with the virus during service delivery; lack of 

preparation at the workplace; fear of death and extreme uncertainty (Dima, Schmitz, & Simon, 

2021). Stress and anxiety during COVID-19 demotivated social workers and contributed to 
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emotionally exhaustion (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020; Holmes et al., 2021; 

Dima, Mesesan Schmitz & Simon, 2021; Skiba & Wildman, 2019). In a study conducted by 

Abrahams and Dettlaf (2020) with social work practitioners in the U.S found that they experienced 

stress, anxiety, and trauma because they frequently had to witness clients dying in hospital and be 

bearers of the sad news of relatives. In a qualitative study by Nyashanu, et al. (2020) found that 

participants experienced anxiety and feal daily, as many social work colleagues deceased during 

COVID-19. 

• Remote working required adequate space, balancing work, and personal life, and 

struggling with technology which they may not be familiar with  

In a study by Ashcroft et al. (2022) found that social work participants expressed difficulty in 

staying connected with their clients and rendering social work services to clients in impoverished 

areas. Another study by Manomano, (2021) indicated social work practitioners experienced 

difficulty contacting their clients during the lockdown, especially those living in rural areas, 

informal settlements, and townships. The study also revealed that social work services via 

telephone were challenging due to poor telephone reception or because clients frequently changed 

their telephone numbers. Furthermore, Skype was not viable due to data costs and connectivity for 

both social work practitioners and clients. Another study conducted by Ashcroft et al. (2022) 

indicated that participants experienced difficulties providing remote social work services to 

children, which was detrimental for the quality of social work services and clients.  

Social work practitioners also struggle to keep a balance between their work and personal life 

when they work from home. Physical space and a conducive work environment influenced the 
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mental health of social workers when they worked remotely, especially when homes were not 

conducive for productivity or privacy which were provided at work (Seng et al., 2021). The study 

of Ashcroft et al. (2022) study found that participants experienced strain to balance work when 

working from home. Social workers experienced distress, disengagement, and burnout when they 

worked from home because they had to care for their children (Banks et al., 2020). Feelings of 

exhaustion, insufficiency, and helplessness portrayed burnout, which is the result of occupational 

stress over a period of time (Sumner & Kinsella, 2021).  

• Lack of job resources  

Charoensukmongkol and Phungsoonthorn (2020:6) describe job resources as “facilitating 

conditions, favorable work characteristics, and social support that help employees cope with the 

job demands they face.” Social work practitioners have to function in an industry with limited 

resources and have to be creative to find resources, which contribute to more stress and anxiety 

(Downing et al., 2021). Social work services had to change to digital services due to the unplanned 

remote working conditions during COVID-19 or any other pandemic (Pink et al., 2020). Social 

workers changed home visits to online meetings, performed investigations and assessments by 

video-call and had to balance these with administration and advocacy for the vulnerable in society 

(Golightley & Holloway, 2020; Pink et al., 2020). Frontline social work practitioners had 

inadequate office resources such as laptops, software programs, headsets, and internet access to 

fulfill their duties whilst working from their homes during COVID-19 (Morse & Dell, 2021; 

International Labor Organization, 2020). Social work practitioners therefore had to be flexible to 

reach out to their service users by using these technologies (Jokela, Kivipelto & Hiilamo, 2021). 
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Moreover, social work practitioners did not have personal protective gear (PPE) which was crucial 

for meeting with clients and rendering services globally during COVID-19 (Abrahms & Dettlaf, 

2020). Frontline workers in the UK had to re-use protective gear due to the limited supplies, which 

contributed to more fear, anxiety, and stress among frontline workers (Nyashanu et al., 2020). 

Frontline workers had to wait for days to get PPE supplies, which only lasted for two days 

(Abrahms & Dettlaf, 2020; Nyashanu et al., 2020). Frontline workers, including social workers, 

experienced this as the most challenging time to work in health and social care due to the unreliable 

provision of PPE’s, which resulted in a significant risk of infection to them and their families 

(Golightley & Holloway, 2020; Pink et al., 2020). 

Human resources were also insufficient during the pandemic. The inadequacy of human resources 

was evident from the study by Nyashanu et al. (2020) which found that study participants 

experienced a severe shortage of staff as a result of a COVID-19 diagnosis or self-isolation. 

Another study by Ashcroft et al. (2022) found that early retirement frontline workers feared 

infection of them or their family by the virus and they experienced an inability to work remotely 

affected their service delivery negatively. 
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• Lack -of organizational information contributes to feelings of uncertainty 

Elevated levels of uncertainty as a result of COVID-19 caused fearful and anxious behavior in the 

workplace (Skiba & Wildman, 2019). Powerlessness due to uncertainty in the workplace caused 

emotional exhaustion, demotivation, lack of planning, and readiness among employees 

(Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2021; Billings, Ching, Gkofa, Greene & Bloomfield, 

2021). Organizations can alleviate stress in the workplace, especially during a pandemic through 

concise information, guidance, and open communication (Morse & Dell, 2021). Figure three 

illustrates the communication skills provided by the Western Cape Department of Health, when 

frontline workers experienced stress or anxiety during service delivery.  

2.5.3 Figure 2.3: Management of emotions when providing service delivery during COVID-

19 (Western Cape Department of Health, 2020) 
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Supervision was one of the methods which organizations ensured that workers received concise 

communication to alleviate stress, anxiety, and support. Social workers required such support 

through supervision during the pandemic (Ashcroft et al., 2022). 

The next session focuses on social work supervision and will include the definition of supervision, 

the types of supervision, and the role and responsibilities of the supervisor during supervision. 

2.6  SOCIAL WORK SUPERVISION 

The universal definition of social work supervision, based on the charitable notion of the 1900’s, 

focused merely on administration and organizational goals (Kadushin & Harkness, 2002). DSD 

and SACSSP (2012) define social work supervision as: 

“An interactional and interminable process within the context of a positive, anti-discriminatory 

relationship, based on distinct theories, models, and perspectives on supervision whereby a social 

work supervisor supervises a social work practitioner by performing educational, supportive and 

administrative functions in order to promote efficient and professional rendering of social work 

services” (DSD & SACSSP, 2012:10).  

Supervision involves a formal agreement where a more senior social worker provides supervision 

to a supervisee for reflection and performance appraisal review purposes (DSD & SACSSP, 

2012:10). DSD and the SACSSP (2012) developed The Supervision Framework for Social 

Workers and identified clearly outlined 1) guidelines for social work supervision, 2) supervision 

principles and functions and 3) the implementation of a contextual framework by all social work 

professions and organizations. 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



37 
 

The guidelines by the Supervision Framework (DSD & SACSSP, 2012) are specific in terms of 

tasks, duties, and requirements for social work supervision of social workers, social auxiliary 

workers, and students. The principles for social work supervision include: (DSD & SACSSP; 

2012):  

to promote and protect the interest of beneficiaries 

supervision must promote accountability in practice 

social workers must treat each individual/client with dignity and respect 

encouraged and valued professional development for social workers, social auxiliary workers, and 

students in supervision  

to promote the cultural differences between clients and staff in a respectful manner   

In South Africa, Social work supervision in South Africa is the process where the supervisor 

performs: 1) educational supervision which focuses on the educator and learner roles and which 

include, teaching of knowledge, skills, and attributes; 2) supportive supervision, which alleviates 

stress and burnout and ensures that the supervisee is comfortable, safe and secure (section 2.5 will 

further elaborate on this); and 3) administrative supervision to ensure professionalism and that the 

goals of the organization are met. Administration includes supervision activities and includes 

planning, leadership, organizing, allocating, and delegating (DSD & SACSSP, 2012; Truter & 

Fouché, 2015; Engelbrecht, 2012; Kadushin & Harkness, 2014). 
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2.6.1 Types of Supervision in Social Work 

There are three main types of supervision in social work. These include the following as stated by 

DSD and SACSSP (2012); Gumbi (2021); Wonacott (2012); Kardushin & Harkness (2014):  

(a) Individual supervision 

Individual supervision refers to one-on one supervision between the supervisor and supervisee. 

This can be one of the most influential types of supervision because the supervisor can focus on 

the supervisee, identify strengths and weaknesses, and initiate personalized developmental plans 

suited to the needs of the supervisee. The supervisor's role includes administrative, educational, 

and supportive functions.  

(b) Group supervision  

Group supervision comprises of a group of supervisees with one supervisor during a supervision 

session. This form of supervision is the most time-sufficient for the supervisor because there is no 

need to repeat content with individual supervisees. It is a support structure for supervisees who 

have the can learn from each other during supervision sessions and have the opportunity to share 

their knowledge and experiences with the team. This type of supervision is more effective for 

educational supervision.  

(c) Peer supervision  

The supervisor is not involved in the supervision process during peer supervision, and instead 

involves fellow colleagues to teach and develop each other without the interference of a supervisor 
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as the leader. There is no leadership role, and all supervisees are equals which do not include 

administrative, supportive, or educational developmental requirements.  

2.6.2 Role and responsibilities of the supervisor during supervision 

A social work supervisor has various roles, such as an educator, broker, coach, planner, counselor, 

overseer, or leader. The supervisor has three supervisory roles which are manager, mediator, and 

mentor (Reilley, 2008). These supervisory roles include the following, according to the 

Supervision Framework (DSD & SACSSP, 2012) and Reilley (2008): a) manager where the 

supervisor has the necessary knowledge and skills to administer day-to-day administration by 

planning, organizing, budgeting, coordinating, and evaluating; b) the mediator where the 

supervisor is ensures successful relationships between clients, supervisees, and the organization; 

and c) mentor where the supervisor focuses on the professional growth and development of the 

supervisee.  

The responsibilities of a supervisor according to the Supervision Framework (DSD & SACSSP, 

2012) are related but not limited to: 1) Preparation and record keeping of supervision sessions; 2) 

Identification of the training needs of supervisees and implementation of a personal development 

plan for quality assurance of the supervisees work; 3) Performance management and appraisal by 

implementation of fair and respectful evaluation; 4) Adopt reasonable steps to provide or arrange 

continuing education and support and; 5) Be accountable against the supervisee when there is a 

complaint.  
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Supervisors have the ability to motivate, empower, encourage, and protect employees as well as 

navigate their negative thoughts fueled by their anxieties especially during uncertain times such as 

COVID-19, (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020). The supporting function of 

supervision includes the role and ability of the supervisor to ensure that employees are happy in 

the workplace, able to manage work stress and display resilience (Goliath, Vetfuti & Perumal, 

2019). 

Supervisors also experienced unmanageable workloads and feel unsupported within the workplace 

despite the variety of roles they had to fulfill (Bourne & Hafford-Letchfield, 2011). There was 

excessive focus on the challenges faced by health care frontline workers and social workers but 

there was a lack of empirical research on the challenges faced by social work supervisors during 

COVID-19 (Sumner & Kinsella, 2021). 

The following section discusses the supervision support for social work practitioners during 

COVID-19.  

2.7 SUPERVISION AS A SUPPORT TO SOCIAL WORK PRACTITIONERS 

DURING COVID-19 

Social work support as one of the functions in supervision is an empowering tool (Engelbrecht, 

2006; Truter & Fouché, 2015). Support as a third function of social work originated from in 1976 

from Kadushin. The focus of supportive supervision is to increase the morale and job satisfaction 

of the supervisee in the workplace (Tsui, 2005). Social support presented by verbal or non-verbal 

communication in the workplace, focuses on emotional support, guidance and active listening and 
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contributes to emotional support (Collins, Hislop & Cartwright, 2016). Social work values such as 

using empathy, encouragement, a safe space, and warmth are crucial in the provision of supportive 

social work supervision to supervisees (Kadushin & Harkness, 2014; Poggenpoel, 2018). A study 

on the functions of supervisors conducted by Tsui (2005) found that supervision support was a 

necessity for supervisees on the frontline because it alleviated frustrations, regulated their feelings 

about their work, reduced mistakes in the workplace and increased the job morale.  

Social support is crucial because it provides psychological and material resources to alleviate stress 

in the workplace (Charoensukmonhkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2021; Bodi, 20; Adi, Odagami & 

Nagata, 2022). Supervision support encompasses the provision of material and psychological 21 

resources by supervisors to reduce stress, anxiety and provide encouragement, motivation, safety, 

and acknowledgment (Phungsoonthorn & Charoensukmongkol, 2020; Simard & Parent-

Lamarche, 2021). Supportive supervision can alleviate the stressors which resulted in anxiety and 

uncertainty during the COVID-19 pandemic (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020; Lee, 

Xu & Yang, 2021). A study conducted by Morse and Dell (2021) found that frontline workers 

experienced less stress and burnout when they had access to supervision where they feel supported, 

valued, and treated justly during the pandemic. Other studies on the effects of social support during 

COVID by Xiao, Zhang, Kong, Li, and Yang (2020), as well as Carmona‐Cobo, and Lopez‐Zafra, 

2022, found that supervision support reduced sleep deprivation caused by stress and burnout, and 

post-traumatic stress in workers. Social work supervisors had to create a safe environment where 

workers felt safe, valued, listened to, and kept informed (DSD; 2006). Workers receiving support 

from their supervisor, experienced freedom to communicate with the supervisor about personal 
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feelings, experiences, and challenges regarding COVID-19 and consequently received affirmation, 

appreciation, support, and concise and clear information regularly from supervisors regarding 

COVID-19 (Hamouche, 2020; Morse & Dell, 2021). Social workers experienced support and value 

when their supervisor cared for them and appreciated their contributions, especially during a crisis 

(Cole, Bruch & Vogel, 2006; Caringi et al., 2017). Supervision is a coping mechanism and 

performs a vital role in the commitment of workers towards the organization (Lee, 2021). Studies 

by Skiba and Wildeman (2019), Mack (2020), and Cole et al., (2006), found the supporting role 

of the supervisor contributed to less uncertainty, anxiety, and stress in supervisees. 

Supervision support can have an emotional or educational impact (Dirani, Abadi, Alizadeh, 

Barhate, Garza, Gunasekara, Ibrahim, Majzun, 2020).  The emotional impact of supervision 

support enhances the self-esteem and work security of the worker whilst educational support 

provides the information to alleviate role conflict and uncertainty in the workplace (Dirani et al., 

2020). The supervisor provided emotional support during COVID-19 by contacting the social 

workers, enquiring about their health, managing stress, listening to concerns, and providing a sense 

of emotional support. Communication relating to the work environment provided educational 

support. This communication included: information on COVID-19 and the influence of the 

pandemic on the workplace; job-related communication which included information on policies, 

rules, work schedules, and skill enhancement; and involvement of workers in decision-making in 

affairs which affected them (Bourn & Hafford-Letchfield, 2011; Tsui, 2005).  
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In addition, supervision support can create positive emotions in social workers despite being in a 

crisis because they feel supported and acknowledged (Cole, Bruch, Vogel, 2006). Thus, decreasing 

anxiety and stress experienced in the workplace (Dirani et al., 2021).  

Social work supervisors experienced challenges although they provided support during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. These challenges are environmental, mental, workload, consultation and 

mentoring and the next section of the chapter focuses on that.  

2.8 SUPERVISORS CHALLENGES DURING COVID19 

It is evident that social work supervision was crucial to support frontline social workers during the 

pandemic. There is however a gap in research on the challenges or experiences of social work 

supervisors when they provided support to social workers during the pandemic (Bang & Goodyear, 

2021; Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020; Dominelli, 2021; Du & Chan, 2021). 

Research indicated that supervisors were among the most stressed and least supported workers in 

the service delivery domain (Bourn & Hafford-Letchfield, 2011; Hamouche. 2020). Social work 

supervisors experience challenges despite their passion and dedication to support social workers 

in the workplace (Wonnacott, 2012). They experienced even more challenges during the COVID-

19 pandemic (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020; Williams, 2022). Management did 

not always accept and support the challenges of supervisors due to the changes in the work 

environment and management also assigned limited power to them to alleviate the stressors of 

supervisees (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020). Supervisors also experienced 

challenges such as a lack of support, recognition, and appreciation for their efforts (Griffiths et al., 
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2020; Shanock & Eisenberger, 2006). The biggest challenge expressed by supervisors was the lack 

of supervision for them, and the consequent stress and anxiety (Griffiths et al., 2020).  

Social work supervisors were confronted with new demands and tasks during the onset of the 

COVID-19 virus, such as to keep records of new COVID-19 infections in workers, to ensure and 

distribute safety equipment, and to constantly plan and record if social workers were working 

remotely or if they were office-bound (Harrikari et al., 2021). Supervisors experienced three major 

challenges according to Roy and Kaur (2020) when they rendered supervision to social workers 

during the pandemic which included: 1) environmental changes, 2) mental health challenges, and 

3) consultation and mentoring challenges. The following sections discuss these: 

2.8.1 Environmental changes 

Teleworking or working from home to reduce contact between employees and virus infections 

were environmental challenges which had an impact on the supervisor and supervision (Balbontin, 

Hensher, Beck, Giesen, Basnak, Vallejo-Borda & Venter, 2021; Gates, Bennett & Yadav, 2023; 

The International Labor Organization, no date; WHO, 2020). The South African government 

implemented these restrictions and regulations on the maximum number of workers in the 

workplace and this consequently result in workers working according to a roster for shifting or 

working from home (Lee, 2021). On 27 March 2021, The SACSSP (ILO, 2020; IOL, 2020) 

announced on the 27th of March 2021, where possible, social workers should where possible, work 

remotely, to combat the spread of the COVID-19 virus in the workplace. The expectation existed 

that supervisors had to encourage, motivate, and support social workers via virtual supervision 

such as Skype or other online platforms (Hung, Lee & Cheung, 2021; Bang & Goodyear, 2021). 
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Remote working, however, contributed to challenges such as: learning modern technology; digital 

communication; and navigating working from home. Working from home might have been 

inappropriate for the type of work, and it was important to find a balance between the persons’ 

personal life and working conditions (Waizenegger, McKenna, Cai & Bendz, 2020). Roy & Kaur 

(2020) referred to this process as teleworking. 

Sinclair et al. (2020) describe teleworking as the ability to work from a place which is remote from 

the primary workplace and which relies on information and communication technology (ICT) to 

connect workers. The adoption and use of ICTs in social work practice is advantageous because it 

improved interaction between social workers and their service users during a crisis (Hamad & 

Mwinyi, 2020; Zhu & Andersen, 2021. Teleworking may however pose ethical challenges for 

supervisors (Banks et al., 2020; Collins, Hislop & Cartwright, 2016). These ethical challenges 

included invasion of privacy and an inability to ensure confidentiality. Supervisors expressed that 

they could not provide professional supervision to or discuss confidential matters due to family 

distractions at home. E-social work is another concept similar to teleworking. This study did not 

directly focus on e-social work, but valuable lessons emerged during the pandemic. E-social work 

was not only an effective way to increase access to services and enabled social workers to respond 

efficiently to disruptions during the provision of quality support to individuals, families, groups, 

and communities but also a valuable supervision tool (Safodien, 2021). ICTs provided flexible 

access to social services during the global crisis and managed a gap in during the absence of face-

to-face interaction. This is however dependent on the availability of electricity and South Africa 

experiences a shortage in the provision of electricity which results in load shedding and impacts 
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negatively on effective online services (Mabunda, Mukonza, & Mudzanani, 2023, Molefe &  

Mabunda, 2022;  Kock & Govender, 2021). Disadvantages of ICT, whether through teleworking 

or e-social work, include the inability of supervisors to offer supervision support because they 

cannot observe body language, the inability of face-to-face interaction or identification of the need 

for support. Supervisors consequently experience stress and anxiety. Trust and accountability 

where social work supervisors were unsure whether supervisees indeed work and did not spend 

the time for personal chores at home were other challenges to supervisors (Banks et al., 2020). 

Supervisors experienced also fear and anxiety because they did not have control because they 

could not observe workers, walk to their desks, or arrange spontaneous meetings when employees 

worked remotely (Nguyen, 2020; International Labor Organization, 2020; Pink et al., 2020).  

Another challenge for supervisors during the pandemic was supervision and orientation on 

processes and procedures of new staff. Another ethical challenge was fair distribution of work for 

both office-bound staff and those working remotely. Supervisors were responsible for ensuring 

that the workload distribution was fair without favor and were therefore also responsible for 

preventing any animosity among staff members.  

2.8.2 Mental health: 

The World Health Organization (2022), states that mental health is “a state of well-being in which 

the individual realizes his or her abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work 

productively and fruitfully, and can make a contribution to his or her community” (Galderisi, 

Heinz, Kastrup, Beezhold & Sartorius, 2015:231). Feelings of excessive fear, stress, and anxiety 

compromise an individuals’ mental health severely and result in depression, suicide and post-
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traumatic stress if not treated (Elbay et al., 2020; Adi et al., 2022). Fear, anxiety, and stress are 

common symptoms presented in frontline workers due to COVID-19 (Morse and Dell, 2021). 

Studies indicate that more than 50% of frontline workers presented with symptoms of stress and 

anxiety during COVID-19 (Xing, Xu, Sun, Wang, Jiang, Du & Li, 2021). Morse and Dell (2021) 

argue that social work supervisors’ risk and experienced more mental health issues during COVID-

19, due to elevated levels of infections, a sense of responsibility for the team (supervisees), self, 

family, and due to organizational demands. 

 A study by Khattak, Saeed, Rehman & Fayaz, (2021) found that supervisors experienced 

psychological difficulties and could not function as normal or “business as usual” during a 

pandemic, therefore one cannot assume that social work supervisors would be able to cope. 

Supervisors including social work supervisors can also experience mental health challenges 

according to Hamouche (2020). Professional stressors and triggers of supervisees during COVID-

19 included infections of team members, high workload, budget restriction, and lack of 

organizational support (Graf-Vlachy et al., 2020). Research also indicated that supervisors 

experienced more personal stressors due to the fear of personal and family infections, as well as 

feelings of isolation (Hamouche, 2020). All of these stressors cause dysfunctional fear in 

supervisors, which manifest as anxiety, depression, stress, burnout, or suicide (Lee, Jobe & Mathis, 

2020; Robertson et al., 2020). Supervisors also experienced feelings of powerlessness, insecurity, 

stress, and anxiety in their work environment and may need psychological help (Dominelli, 2021; 

Skiba & Wildman, 2019). Social work supervisors also experienced a sense of loneliness and 

isolation which resulted in adverse mental health when they worked remotely (Waizenegger et al., 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



48 
 

2020). Bhattcharjee and Acharya (2020) note that Anxiety and stress may be detrimental to work 

performance and can cause: 1) panic disorders due to fear of contracting the virus which can lead 

to a social phobia which encompasses fear of locations where they can contract the virus; 2) post-

traumatic stress disorder  (PTSD) due to trauma caused by their perception that they are responsible 

for supervisees, the number of infections in supervisees and mortality which they witnessed.  They 

are consequently unable to deal with the feelings and emotions caused by these experiences; 3) 

anxiety disorder with a preoccupation and fear of contracting the virus, being ill, and consequently 

affected with severe impairments; and 4) sleep disorder with sleep deprivation due to stress and 

being overworked, despite the necessity to sleep for the normal functioning and for the human 

body.  

Chen, Li, Lin, Ham, Nie, Portnoy and Qiao, (2020) were the first professionals to develop and 

render free online mental health services in an effort to address psychological distress of people in 

China. Similar services were available to social work supervisors in South Africa to assist them in 

dealing with stress and anxiety. Various medical scheme policies, such as GEMS or Discovery 

Medical aid, or from the workplace such as the Department of Social Development provided access 

to these services. Supervisors reported however challenges with the online mental health services, 

which included: lack of time to conduct and attend these online sessions; lack of energy to attend 

these sessions due to high caseloads. Supervisors perceived changes from face-to-face to 

teleworking as an added burden with more work (Li et al., 2020).  
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2.8.3 Workload as a challenge  

The provision of supervision was demanding over the years and supervisors experienced pressure 

due to the demands from caseloads, administration, and the organization even before the onset of 

Covid-19 (Noble & Irwin, 2009). Engebrecht (2019) argues that supervision can be challenging 

because it also includes management tasks, with requirements such as budgeting, performance 

appraisals, and management of up to ten social workers (Engelbrecht, 2019). In study conducted 

by Engelbrecht (2013), participants mentioned that supervision sessions “become an 

administration session in order to deal with day-to-day operations in the office, instead of 

creatively focusing on the professional development of the social worker” and also stating that 

“I’m so busy with management tasks and also front-line work that I do not have time to supervise 

during COVID-19” 

Administrative responsibilities increased during COVID-19 because supervisors had to ensure that 

supervisees had access to the correct equipment, protective gear, and tools for remote work. 

Supervisees in turn had to be accountable for the work equipment provided to them for remote 

work. Supervisors had to ensure that supervisees were familiar with the required information, 

supervision, training, and procedures during the crisis (International Labor Organization, 2020; 

Shockley, Allen, Dodd & Waiwood, 2021). Supervisors did not only supervise social workers but 

had to supervise and mentor student social workers and social auxiliary workers (DSD & SACSSP, 

2012). These extra administration responsibilities added to their already demanding workload and 

caused more stress and anxiety. Supervisors perceived their role as being more business focused 

due to the drastic increase of administration with little focus on supervision in terms of social work. 
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The demand for accountability and the workload pressures of supervisors also increased (Bourn & 

Hafford-Letchfield, 2011). The increase of workload caused burnout because supervisors wanted 

to comply with all the demands of the organization, family, staff, and legislation (Dima, Svhmitz 

& Simon, 2021).  

2.8.4 Consultation and Mentoring as a Challenge 

Supervision agreements between the supervisors and supervisees monitor learning and growth 

during supervision (Noble & Irwin, 2009). These authors explain that a supervision agreement is 

a formal document which explains the monitoring of the personal and professional goals of the 

supervisee, conditions for improvement, and accountability. Regular review of this document is 

essential. Supervisors unfortunately experienced more challenges to mentor and consult with 

social workers during COVID-19 (Chen et al., 2020). These challenges as described by Chen et 

al. (2020) included:  

Technical malfunctions which included a lack of internet connection, the impact of load-shedding 

on data, and Wi-Fi productivity caused challenges to provide and plan consultations and 

mentoring.  

The intensity of the extra workload on the supervisors contributed to workload constraints and 

insufficient time because supervisors did not have enough time for consultation and mentoring of 

supervisees. 

Supervisors experienced ethical dilemmas and reported that supervisees focused on their personal 

chores instead of actively engaging in sessions during the online sessions. This happened when 
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the camera was not on. The supervisor could also not observe the body language of supervisees to 

establish if further intervention were necessary.  

A review by Martin, Tian, Kumar and Lizarondo (2022) of the COVID-19 impact on clinical 

supervision practices for healthcare workers and students in healthcare setting provided significant 

information. The review found that the major disruption of clinical supervision resulted in a 

necessity for psychological support. Supervisors also had to explain tele supervision. The findings 

of the review provided information on the extent and nature of the disruptions to clinical 

supervision and on the negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on clinical supervision of 

healthcare workers and students regarding patient care. The evidence suggests that it is crucial to 

reinstate effective and high-quality clinical supervision practices in healthcare settings. There are 

however limited studies in this field which emphasize the need for more research (Martin et al., 

2022). 

The following section will focus on the Person-Environment Occupation Framework as theoretical 

framework of this study.  

2.9 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.9.1 The People Environment Occupation Framework (PEO)  

The study was based on the Person-Environment Occupation Framework (PEO). Law, Cooper, 

Strong, Steward, Rigby and Letts (1996) developed the PEO framework which derived from two 

conceptual frameworks which are: the Occupational Therapy Guidelines for Client-Centered 

Practice and, the Environmental Behavior Theories (Law et al., 1996). The Person-Environment 

Occupation framework consists of three main components: 1) the person 2) the environment and 
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3), the occupation. The focus of the framework is to identify and describe the interaction between 

the person, environment, and occupation; to identify the intersecting concepts and assumptions, 

and then to apply the framework in practice. Figure 2.4. illustrates the influence of the different 

components on occupational performance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.9.2 Figure 2.4: The Person-Environment Occupation framework of Occupational 

performance (Law, et al., 1996). 

The PEO framework does not only acknowledge that the supervisors (person) and COVID-19 

(environment) are interdependent, but it also provides guidelines to apply in practice (occupation), 

which in this study focuses on a clear and practical guideline to understand the challenges 

experienced by the social work supervisor (Maclean, Carin-Levy, Hunter, Malcolmson & Locke, 

2012; Ramafikeng, 2014). The PEO framework was therefore the appropriate theoretical 

framework to realize the aim of the study t to explore and describe the challenges experienced by 
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social work supervisors during COVID-19 when rendering supervision to frontline social workers 

at the Department of Social Development in the Cape Metropole. 

There is no evidence in social work literature that social work supervision used or applied the 

Person-Environment Occupation framework in social work supervision although it recognized in 

different contexts. The purpose in this study was therefore to illustrate the importance of these 

three components when aiming to understand the challenges of supervisors when rendering 

supervision to social workers during COVID-19.  

The Person  

The person can is “a unique being who assumes a variety of roles simultaneously” (Law et al., 

1996:15). The person refers to individuals, groups, or organizations (Strong et al., 1999). The 

person is a holistic entity which includes personality traits, self-concept, personal capabilities, 

personal and professional skills (Law et al., 1996).  

The Environment  

The environment refers to the physical, cultural, and social components that influence the behavior 

and occupational performance of a person (Strong et al., 1999; Law et al., 1996). The environment 

exists in the context of the person, household, community, or organization. 

The Occupation  

Occupation encompasses the task or activities that the individual performs in a specific 

environment (Strong et al., 1999). These tasks comprise of the daily to-do list and activities refer 

to the mandatory occupational activities of the individual (Law et al., 1996). 
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The PEO is based on an operational relationship between each component over time (Strong et al., 

1999). The closer the transactions and relations between these components the better the 

occupational performance. Occupational performance, which is the end product of behavior, is the 

outcome of the relationship between the person, environment, and occupation (Broome, McKenna, 

Fleming & Worrall, 2009; Gibbs, Boshoff & Lane, 2010; Law et al., 1996). The illustration from 

Strong, Rigby, Stewart, Law, Letts & Cooper (1999), in figure 2.5, illustrates that closer circles or 

spheres in the PEO framework will result in the better the relationships between the counterparts 

and consequently better occupational behavior. If there are, however, not good relationships 

between the three counterparts the result is low occupational performance. 

. 

2.9.3 Figure 2.5: The outcome of the person-environment occupation model and its effect on 

Occupational performance (Strong et al., 1999) 
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2.9.4 Benefits and Significance of Using the PEO Framework 

The PEO framework is significant because it does not separate the person from their surroundings. 

It enables researchers to comprehend the difficulties which individuals experience because it 

focuses on the impact of the daily activities of an individual on behavior (Strong et al., 1999). The 

benefits of this model include the following according to Strong et al. (1999): 

The model does not restrict the researcher to specific assessment criteria and the researcher can 

therefore explore different spheres of the individual’s development such as the environment which 

may contribute to or have an impact on challenges.  

Allows multiple intervention strategies.  

The framework is easy to understand in different contexts and not restricted to culture. 

It identifies the challenges in the person, environment, and occupational settings in order to assist 

in the identification of intervention strategies that will deal with their challenges and improve 

occupational performance. 

2.9.5 The application of the Person-Environment Occupation framework to this study 

The allocation of the interconnected relationships presented in the PEO model can provide a 

framework in the current study to understand the challenges which social work supervisors 

experienced when they supervised social workers during COVID-19. 

 

 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



56 
 

• The person  

The ‘person’ in the PEO framework is a “unique being that assumes multiple roles and cannot be 

separated from contextual influences” (Mafikeng, 2010:2). The person in the context of this study 

was the supervisor, which provided supervision to social workers during COVID-19.  

An individual has different life phases and each phase impacts on the thoughts, feelings, and 

functions of the person (Knight, 2017). Ther eight stages of development which influence the 

behavior of a person are: Stage 1) which is infancy and hope is predominant; Stage 2) which is 

early childhood development where a will is essential; Stage 3) is the play age where purpose have 

an effect; Stage 4) is the school-age where confidence develops; Stage 5) is the adolescent phase 

which shapes fidelity; Stage 6) is young adulthood where love is of utmost importance; Stage 7) is 

the adulthood phase where caring is significant and finally Stage 8) is the old age phase where 

wisdom is a prerequisite (Knight, 2017). Figure 2.6 illustrates these phases. 
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2.9.6 Figure 2.6: The proposed eight-stage model of psychodynamic psychotherapy linked to 

Erik Erikson’s (1950/1963) eight stages of psychosocial development (Knight, 2017) 

Social work supervisors are in the adulthood (stage 7) developmental phase, where caring as well 

as the need to be relevant are significant to the supervisor. This was even more relevant during the 

pandemic. Supervisors have during this stage experience in the field of social work to function as 

a supervisor (DSD & SACSSP, 2012). There is specific focus on the behavior of the person, their 

motivation, emotional responses, failures, stress, or even distractions during this life phase. This 

includes the experience, personal factors, and skills (Ramafikeng, 2014). It was essential for social 

work supervisors to be flexible, in the context of COVID-19, in order to meet the needs of 

supervisees, clients, and the organization and this may contribute to feelings of fear and anxiety.  
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• The environment  

The environment encompasses more than just the physical building and can also include cultural, 

social, or institutional surroundings. It is important during evaluation of the person’s performance 

to acknowledge the environmental components and context in which the person functions 

(Nicholas, Rautenbach & Maistry, 2010). The exploration of the supervisor’s performance in this 

study included the environment and focused on COVID-19, and the subsequent social, cultural, 

socio-economical, institutional, and physical impact (or response) on social work supervisors. The 

constant movement between working from the office and homes; the organizational requirements, 

which the supervisors had to follow and understand, that constantly changed; and the lack of 

support from family, friends, and colleagues due to social distancing restrictions during COVID-

19 were environmental factors which influenced the behavior and occupational performance of the 

supervisor.  

• The Occupation  

The model categorizes occupation into the areas of self-care, productivity, and leisure 

(Ramafikeng, 2010). The tasks and activities of the person address the need for self-fulfillment, 

expression, and life satisfaction. Occupation in this study, focused on supervision tasks and 

activities, which increased dramatically during COVID-19. Supervisors did not only have to 

adhere to organizational changes, but also had to implement new legislation of the SACSSP, the 

Department of Social Development, the Presidency, and globally from the WHO. This impacts 

significantly on the performance of supervisors due to their lack of support together with an 

expectation to adhere to the requirements. 
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The application of the Person-Environment-Occupation Model (Law et al., 1996) in social work 

practice contributed to a better understanding of the roles and the challenges of supervisors during 

COVID-19.  

2.10 CONCLUSION  

This chapter encompasses a review of literature which answered the research question. The 

literature includes information on COVID-19 and the impact on social work as a profession with 

specific reference to social work supervision and its role to provide support. The chapter discusses 

the roles of social workers as frontline workers and the difficulties which their supervisors 

experienced in supervision during the COVID-19 pandemic. This includes the discussion on the 

global lockdown, mandatory restrictions, and implication during COVID-19. The literature review 

also focuses on social work as a response to COVID-19, which includes the definition of social 

work as a profession, social work as frontline workers in response to COVID-19, and the 

implications on social workers. The content on social work supervision includes a discussion on 

the definition of social work supervision, the types of supervision, and the role and responsibilities 

of the supervisor during supervision. This chapter also addresses crucial factors such as supportive 

supervision for social workers during COVID-19. Social work supervisors experienced challenges 

although they attempted to provide support during the pandemic. These challenges were 

environmental, mental, workload related and with consultation, and mentoring. The chapter 

explores the Person-Environment Occupation Framework as the theoretical framework of this 

study. The following chapter focuses on the application of the research methodology to realize the 

aim and objectives of the study. 
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CHAPTER 3  

 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter presented the literature review on the existing empirical research which 

focuses on the challenges experienced by social work supervisors when rendering supervision to 

social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. Chapter three consists of three main sections. The 

first section focuses on the methodological framework for research which comprise of the research 

approach, research design, the study setting, study population, sampling, data collection, data 

analysis and ethical considerations which were relevant to the research. A discussion on the 

limitations of the study follows in the next section and the researcher then presents the chapter 

conclusion.  

3.2 RESEARCH QUESTION   

The research question is especially important as it is the foundation of the research methodology, 

sample, sample size, data collection, and data analysis (Doody & Bailey, 2016). The research 

question for this study was: “what are the challenges experienced by social work supervisors 

during COVID-19 when rendering supervision to frontline social workers at the Department of 

Social Development in the Cape Metropole?”  
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3.3 RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES 

3.3.1 Aim 

The research aim is a broad statement of what the researcher intends to achieve at the end of the 

process (Doody & Bailey, 2016). This study aimed to explore and describe the challenges 

experienced by social work supervisors during COVID-19 when rendering supervision to frontline 

social workers at the Department of Social Development in the Cape Metropole. 

3.3.2 Objectives  

The objectives of a research study are more specific than the aim and are more realistic, 

measurable, and appropriate (Flick, 2015; Doody & Bailey, 2016). The objective of a research 

study is the steering wheel and the purpose is to indicate if the study aspires to identify, describe, 

explain, or predict (Klopper, 2008). The objectives of this study were: 

To explore the challenges experienced by social work supervisors during COVID-19. 

To describe the challenges of social work supervisors when rendering supervision to frontline 

social workers during COVID-19. 

To make recommendations to the social work practice concerning social work supervision during 

a global pandemic. 

3.4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

The researcher conceptualizes the research process during the methodological approach of the 

study (Creswell, 2007; 2017). 
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3.4.1 Research Approach 

The researcher followed a qualitative research approach to explore and describe the challenges 

that social work supervisors experienced when rendering supervision to social workers during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The focus of qualitative research is on the “concepts, meanings, 

perspectives, and social processes such as daily living, working life and service provision” 

(Campbell, Taylor & McGlade, 2017:50). Qualitative research allows the researcher to understand 

a process, experience, or perceptions of a certain group regarding their experiences (Campbell et 

al., 2017; Denny & Weckesser 2018).  

There are three types of research approaches in research: 1) qualitative, 2) quantitative and 3) 

mixed methods. Quantitative research encompasses numbers and usually involves hypothesis 

testing and includes numbers and values (Flick, 2015; Klopper, 2008; Welman, et al., 2005). 

Qualitative research uses words, explores existing information, and describes, analyzes, and 

interprets experiences (Welman et al., 2005). Mixed methods are a combination of words and 

numbers, and both quantitative and qualitative in nature.  

The literature review chapter illustrated that limited or no empirical research exists on the 

challenges of social work supervisors during COVID-19. The researcher, therefore, selected the 

qualitative research approach which focuses on interpretations and understanding. This approach 

is usually applicable when there is little or no empirical research on the topic, when there is limited 

exploration on the topic and when the topic is not clear (Klopper, 2008; Pajo, 2018). The researcher 

selected the qualitative approach, to obtain a better understanding of the perceptions of participants 

about the phenomenon. This included verbal data and participants were actively involved in the 
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process (Pettey, Bracken & Pask, 2017). The qualitative research approach was therefore 

appropriate to gain an understanding and in-depth information about supervisors' experiences 

rendering supervision to social workers during COVID-19. 

3.4.2 Research Design 

A research design is “a set of guidelines and instructions to address the research problem” 

(Klopper, 2008:68). The research design for this study was a combination of explorative and 

descriptive research designs. Exploration examines, investigates, and analyzes a phenomenon 

(Stebbens, 2020; Hunter, McCallum & Howes, 2019). The researcher used the explorative research 

design to gain new insights into a new phenomenon with limited information, which is to 

understand the experiences of supervisors rendering supervision to social workers during COVID-

19.  

The purpose of a descriptive research design is to interpret and understand the phenomenon, rather 

than to explain it (Pajo, 2018). The researcher wanted to understand the challenges and experiences 

of social work supervisors when rendering supervision to social workers during the pandemic, by 

using rich descriptions from the data of the participants (Strydom, 2013). 

The exploratory and descriptive research designs were therefore appropriate to explore and 

describe the challenges experienced by supervisors when supervising social workers during the 

COVID- 19 pandemic. 
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3.4.3 Research setting 

The research setting for this study focused on a natural setting which is the environment in which 

the participants function daily (Dale, 2006:19; Flick, 2019). Participants could indicate if they 

wanted to participate in face-to-face interviews or online interviews during data collection due to 

the COVID-19 restrictions. Participants were therefore either at their offices or working from 

home, which were both natural settings where they experienced challenges with supervision of 

social workers during the pandemic. Face-to-face data collection, with strict COVID-19 protocols, 

occurred either at the Goodwood office of the Department of Social Development, or via an online 

platform as an alternative research setting. 

3.4.4 Participants and sampling 

The population refers to the individuals, events, cases, or sample units used during the exploration 

of the problem identified (De Vos et al., 2011; Flick, 2015). The participants of this study were 

social workers working at the Department of Social Development in the Cape Metropole region. 

The objectives of the study directed the selection of the participants. The researcher purposefully 

selected participants based on the shared characteristics related to the research question (Campbell, 

2017; Denscombe, 1998; Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016) 

This study used purposive sampling because the researcher could select participants for in-depth 

information which was compatible with the aim of the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 

Neuman, 2006). The sample consisted of ten social workers from the Department of Social 

Development in the Cape Metropole in the Western Cape, South Africa. The selection was based 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



65 
 

on their experiences as supervisors and their challengers when rendering SW supervision during 

COVID-19. Non-probability sampling selects people because of their position, unique insight, or 

experiences (Neuman, 2007, Mokoka, 2016). The inclusion criteria for the sample were: (1) 

participants must be social work supervisors with seven or more years of social work supervision 

experience, (2) who rendered supervision to social workers within the Department of Social 

Development (DSD) in the Cape Metropole during COVID-19. The exclusion criteria were: (1) 

social worker supervisors who were not employed by DSD; (2) social work supervisors who have 

not rendered supervision to social workers during COVID-19; and (3) social workers who were 

not in supervisor position within DSD.  

The researcher interviewed ten participants, and the duration of the interviews ranged between 45-

60 minutes. The researcher conducted interviews until data saturation (Boddy, 2016). Data 

saturation is the process where no current information or relevant data transpires and therefore no 

longer contributes to new theoretical insight (Dworkin, 2012).  

 3.4.5 Pilot Study 

Participants interpret words, phrases, and sentences differently, and a pilot study prior to the 

interviews ensures that questions are clear during the interviews (Campbell et al., 2017). The 

purpose of a pilot study is to eliminate bias and identify potentially problematic questions (Kim, 

2011; Babbie, 2016). The researcher conducted the pilot study to ensure that the questions on the 

question schedule were clear with no ambiguity and that the information aligned with the research 

aim (Campbell et al., 2017; Ritchie et al., 2014). The participants of the pilot study must have 

similar characteristics than the participants of the main study (De Vos et al., 2011). The pilot study 
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allowed the researcher to amend the interview schedule of the semi-structured interviews. 

Feedback from the pilot interview indicated that certain questions were vague and the researcher 

discussed this with the supervisor and consequently altered those to ensure that the questions were 

clear. The pilot study was therefore valuable in enhancing the research process.  

3.4.6 Data Collection 

The Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics Committee of the University of the Western 

Cape granted permission to conduct the research (Appendix 5). Organizations or relevant 

authorities have to approve research especially when participants are accountable to their work 

environment (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Neuman, 2007). The researcher applied (Appendix 3) 

to the ethics board of DSD which had to include the research proposal, consent form, information 

sheet, interview schedule, and the ethical approval of the research from the University of the 

Western Cape. The Department of Social Development approved the research study (Appendix 6), 

but the study must however exclude the line supervisor of the researcher at the DSD. 

The researcher used semi-structured interviews as the primary method of data collection. 

According to Neuman (2007). The researcher has to prepare and plan interview questions prior to 

interviews when using semi-structured interviews. The semi-structured interview guide includes 

open-ended questions that will allow in-depth understanding and flexibility for interviewees to 

share their experiences and opinions (Pettey, Bracken & Pask, 2017). The researcher developed 

an interview schedule with pre-determined questions (Levitt, Bamberg, Creswell, Frost, Josselson, 

& Suarez-Orozco, 2018) (Appendix 4). The interview schedule allowed the researcher to probe 

for more information during the interview (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researcher reminded 
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the interviewees at the beginning of each session that there will be a recording of the interview as 

stipulated in the consent form (Appendix 2). The recording of the session allowed the researcher 

to focus on the interview and to listen attentively, without the distraction of having to write down 

the answers of participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This allowed the researcher to observe 

not only the verbal, but the non-verbal communication from the participants. The researcher 

printed out the interview schedule (Appendix 4) prior to the interviews and added notes for 

clarification purposes where necessary.  

3.4.6.1. Preparation of the participants  

It is important that participants be prepared for the interview process in advance (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). The researcher conducted both online and face to face semi-structured interviews 

due to COVID-19 restrictions. The researcher contacted line managers of potential participants 

prior to online interviews to inform them of the research study and informed them of the approval 

for the study received from the DSD. The researcher emailed a brief introduction stating the 

purpose of the study with the information sheet after DSD provided the details of the potential 

participants (Appendix 1). The researcher requested permission from participants to participate in 

the research study. The information sheet included the aim and objectives of the study, as well as 

processes which the researcher will follow and the researcher ensured the confidentiality of the 

participants. The researcher individually emailed the consent forms to the relevant participants 

(Appendix 2) after she received the responses. The researcher requested participants to sign the 

consent forms (Appendix 2) indicating their willingness to have the interview audio-taped prior to 

the online interviews. The participants sent these signed forms back to the researcher. The 
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participants also had to indicate their preferred online mode either via Microsoft Teams or Google 

meetings with the date and time for the interview. 

The online interviews required that both the interviewer and interviewee be online at the same time 

(Flick, 2015). The researcher used online interviews due to COVID-19 restrictions and protocols. 

It was an obligation that the majority of workers had to work from home and companies resorted 

to online meetings as a form of communication (Li et al., 2020). The researcher was then able to 

conduct the online interview which was not venue dependent because it was not a requirement that 

the participant operated from the work environment. The participants were more comfortable in 

their own environment and management of interviews was better because offices had to close due 

to unexpected COVID-19 infections. 

The researcher organized the dates and times with each participant based according to their 

availability for the online meeting. The researcher asked the participants to plan for a 45–60-

minute interview in a location without noise and they had to ensure good internet connectivity 

prior to the meeting. The researcher sent all individual meeting requests and meeting ID’s two 

days prior to the meeting and requested permission for audio-recordings as stated on the consent 

form. Two participants requested face-to-face interviews due to work commitments. The 

researcher then secured a venue at one of the DSD offices with no distractions or noise and ensured 

that the participants participation would be confidential. The researcher complied with prescribed 

COVID-19 protocols during these face-to-face interviews by ensuring social distancing from the 

participant, using face masks and sanitizer with no physical contact throughout the session. The 

researcher, therefore, used both face-to-face and online interviews with both having their 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



69 
 

limitations and strengths. Table 3.1 presented these strengths and limitations (Neuman, 2007, 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

3.4.6.2 Table 3.1: Strengths and limitations of face-to-face and online interviews 

 Face to face interviews Online interviews  

Strengths  The researcher could easily observe 

the participants nonverbal 

communication, making it easier to 

build rapport. 

Both the researcher and participants 

could establish availability and arrange 

a suitable time. 

 

There were no technological 

interruptions such as poor internet 

connection, or no data during 

interviews. 

Not geographically restricted with no 

cost or time for traveling.  

Can be audio recorded for 

transcribing. 

Can record for transcribing. 

Limitations Participants did not appear for the 

appointment, while the researcher 

was already present at the venue. 

The researcher waited in the 

arranged location for 30 minutes, 

but later discovered that 

participants had left the building, 

and had to reschedule the meeting.  

Distractions and loss of focus during the 

interview because participants did not 

ensure a quiet place.  
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The researcher had to plan the 

interview which included obtaining 

permission to visit the participant 

during work hours. 

The researcher was reliant on the 

participant's Wi-Fi and technological 

skills, and connection.  

 

The interviews were in either English or Afrikaans depending on the preference of the participant’s 

preference. All interviews were in English although the researcher is conversant in both the English 

and Afrikaans languages.  

Preparation of self: The researcher prepared for online interviews by ensuring that the location 

was without noise and that the researcher could adhere to the confidentiality and privacy of the 

participants during interviews. The researcher scheduled interviews on the days when she worked 

from home, no distractions at work by colleagues, clients, or telephone calls. The researcher had 

to conduct interviews during working hours and her direct line manager provided permission for 

this. The researcher used a tangible diary, as well as an outlook diary, to schedule and keep record 

of the various interview dates and times.  

3.4.6.2 The individual interview 

The interviews took place in the participants’ own homes or their preferred workplace. The 

participants had the option to speak English or Afrikaans as their preferred language. The 

researcher started each interview by introducing herself and then explained the intention, aim and 

objectives of the research study. The participants received the information sheet again. The 

researcher also ensured that they understand that they have the right to withdraw from the study, 
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that the researcher will audio-record interviews with their permission, and the process will be 

confidential. The researcher used pseudonyms to ensure the anonymity of the participants during 

the interviews and in this final report (Neuman, 2007).  

The researcher used field notes to document ideas, personal thoughts, and observations, but 

ensured that there were no interruptions of the interview and interviewee which can distract the 

participants (Mullhall, 2003). The researcher scribbling key words or phrases which could be 

significant or needed for further probing. These field notes assisted the researcher to remember 

valuable information (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018).  

3.4.7 Data Analysis  

The researcher used thematic analysis as proposed by Clarke and Braun (2013) to identify common 

patterns and themes which contributed to an in-depth analysis of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 

researcher selected thematic analysis because it does not only describe the data in detail but also 

interprets the various aspects of the research topic (Braun & Clarke, 2006:77). The researcher 

transcribed all the interviews and identified each participant alphabetically (A-L) according to the 

order of the interviews to ensure confidentiality before she started with the data analysis (Pajo, 

2018). Transcription follows after the interviews and the researcher has to record every word, 

sound, pronunciation, background noise or interruption that occurred during the interview (Pajo, 

2018; Campbell et al., 2017). The researcher can do the transcribing of the interviews to save on 

financial costs and to ensure control over data (Campbell et al., 2017), or the researcher can appoint 

a transcriber to save time but have to provide clear rules for transcribing to ensure that no data will 

be lost (Pajo, 2018). The researcher transcribed the interviews to ensure accuracy of the data (Pajo, 
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2018; Campbell et al., 2017). The researcher spent up to two days to transcribe a 60-minute 

interview and the final document of all the interviews comprised of approximately twenty-five 

pages of text (Campbell et al., 2017). The researcher therefore used an independent coder to code 

each transcribed interview. The coding company started with the first transcript and developed 

categories from the phrases and statements throughout the document (Campbell et al., 2017; Rubin 

& Babbie, 2017). The researcher collaborated with the independent company to ensure successful 

application of the process.  

The researcher used the following six thematic steps for data analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006) 

during this study:  

• Step 1 – Familiarize yourself with the content  

The researcher must be actively involved in the transcribed material and read the content initially 

to get familiar with it and then reread it again (Creswell, 2013). In the process of getting familiar 

with data collected during rereading, The researcher has to make notes during the process (Pajo, 

2018). The researcher used these notes for self-reflection and to generate ideas/themes (Rubin & 

Babbie, 2017). The researcher can also use diagrams of ideas, concepts, or important feelings for 

record-keeping during this process. Diagrams organize data for interpretation (Rubin & Babbie, 

2017; Pajo, 2018). The researcher read actively, analytically, and critically through each transcript 

(Clarke & Braun, 2013).  
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• Step 2 – Generate codes 

Coding organizes, group and develop a structure from the transcribed data (Pajo, 2018; Campbell, 

2017). Coding includes “aggregating the text or visual data into small categories or information, 

seeking evidence for the code from different databases being used in a study, and then assigning a 

label to the code” (Creswell, 2013:184). The researcher used a coding company to ensure inclusion 

of all the information, valuable data, or important concepts during the process. The coding 

company followed this process with each transcript and categorized statements, which resulted in 

sub-codes. The researcher reread the transcripts several times to ensure that each transcript was 

careful, comprehensive, and systematical coded.  

• Step 3 – Create themes  

The theme is “an abstract entity that brings meaning and identity to a recurrent experience and its 

variant manifestations. As such, a theme captures and unifies the nature or basis of the experience 

into a meaningful whole” (DeSantis & Ugarriza, 2000:362). Themes are multi-facet domain 

summaries and communicate stories from the data (Roditis & Halpern-Felsher, 2015). The 

independent data analysis company, which the researcher used, identified similarities between the 

different codes and then grouped and categorized them into themes during this step. The themes 

included all the relevant answers from the research participants which were specific to that theme. 

The researcher used creative approaches such as mind maps and diagrams, to organize the themes 

and to explore and illustrate the relationship between themes and the research question (Crabtree 

& Miller, 1999; Nowell et al., 2017). The researcher and the independent data analysis company 

conversed about the relationships between themes and their narratives (Clarke & Braun, 2013).  

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



74 
 

• Step 4 – Review themes 

The independent coding company provided the suggested themes and processed the data during 

this step. The researcher and the independent coding company reviewed the codes and themes to 

validate their importance or unimportance and identified mistakes or repetition (Nowell et al., 

2017). The step where data developed into themes was a significant learning experience for the 

researcher. The researcher understood that it was important to focus on the themes, which were 

related to the research question and the topic. The researcher assisted the independent data analysis 

company to examine the existing codes and themes, identified new codes or themes if required or 

removed irrelevant themes or codes. The researcher and the independent coding company realized 

during this phase that certain themes had insufficient data, while other themes had too much data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher was able to get a clear picture of the themes and how they 

corresponded with the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The independent coding 

company and researcher finalized the themes and ensured that themes correspond with the aim of 

the study during this phase (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  

• Step 5- Define and name themes  

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that the researcher: 1) writes a descriptive and detailed analysis 

of each theme, focusing on the importance and correlation with the research question, 2) reviews 

the names of the themes and restructure them if necessary, so that they are memorable and logical, 

3) considers that each theme is a puzzle piece in the final research story, which corresponds with 

the research question. The researcher, therefore, reviewed the themes multiple times to ensure that 

they were clear and related to the research question. The supervisor of the researcher also provided 
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peer debriefing and validated the clarity and importance of the themes and identified any potential 

inaccuracies (Nowell et al., 2017). The researcher reviewed the comments, suggestions, and 

constructive feedback from her supervisor and formulated the necessary corrections. The 

researcher was therefore able to understand the importance of the research question, aim, and 

objectives of the research during data analysis with the support of an independent coding company.  

• Step 6 – Producing a report  

The last step of data analysis consists of the actual writing of a report. The themes are connected 

with literature or theory to contrast, support, or identify gaps (Nowell et al., 2017). The researcher 

ensured that the report included not only written descriptions but also diagrams and tables to 

illustrate the themes and sub-themes as illustrated in chapter four of this document. The researcher 

also included quotations from the participants to demonstrate the significance of themes and 

provide clear interpretations (Rubin & Babbie, 2017; Nowell, et al., 2017).  

3.5 Data Verification and Trustworthiness  

There are various methods to ensure trustworthiness which are the following (Nowell et al., 2017):  

Confirmability: This process ensures that the researcher interpreted the information and data 

correctly and aligned the findings with the data collected during the data collection process. 

Dependability: The researcher validated the information and ensured that the research is logical, 

clear, and traceable by using dependability.  

Credibility: The researcher examined the raw data against the interpretations of the researcher 

during this process.  
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In order to maintain methodological rigor, this qualitative study ensured trustworthiness by using 

the criteria of Lincoln and Guba (1986) as follows: 

Confirmibility: The researcher detailed all decisions and analysis during the research process by 

using notes (Campbell et al., 2017; Pajo, 2018 & Rubin and Babbie, 2017). The researcher also 

consulted with her supervisor to confirm data, ensured that data is clear and identify any disparities 

in the data. 

Dependability: The researcher ensured that the study was logical, traceable and clearly 

documented (Nowell et al., 2017) by using the six thematic steps by Braun & Clarke (2006).  

Credibility: The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews and used member checking to 

test the findings and interpretations against raw material (Nowell, 2017).  

Transferability: Flick (2015) states that the researcher should think about the transferability of 

the study after the data collection and analysis process and consequent findings. Transferability 

comprises of generalization and presentation. Flick (2015) states that generalisation occurs when 

the researcher aims to either 1) provides a detailed analysis of the phenomenon, 2) compares 

different cases of the same situation or, 3) develop a theory based on the study.  The researcher of 

this study used a thick description of the challenges of social work supervisors providing 

supervision during COVID-19 at DSD in the Cape Metropole, South Afica. Presentation to ensure 

transferability focuses on  the clarity and logic  of the data (Flick, 2015). The researcher, therefore, 

used words, sentences, paragraphs, diagrams, and mind maps to illustrate the research process to 

ensure transferability. 
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Reflexivity  

Reflexivity is a crucial step in qualitative research. The researcher does not only acquire and 

describe research findings but also focuses on explanations and asks questions about the process 

to accumulate these findings and legitimate and validate research procedures (Nowell, et al., 2017; 

Mortari, 2015; Rubin & Babbie, 2017). The researcher, as a social worker employed by the 

Department of Social Development and supervised by a social work supervisor during the COVID-

19 pandemic, could influence the research process and findings. The researcher therefore ensured 

that her personal values and perspectives did not influence the participants and that they were able 

to share their subjective knowledge, experiences, and understanding of supervision during 

COVID-19 (Petty et al., 2017). The researcher started each interview by asking participants not to 

perceive it as an interview with them but rather as an opportunity for the researcher to listen to and 

understand their experiences when rendering supervision during COVID-19. The researcher had 

her own opinions and perspectives of supervision during the COVID-19 pandemic but had to 

detach herself and not seek answers based on these opinions and perspectives. The researcher used 

reflective notes (Creswell, 2018) to ensure this and to contextualize her personal bias toward the 

participants. The researcher followed the research process to explore the phenomenon with 

enthusiasm which corresponds with the statement of D’Cruz & Jones (2004) that new discoveries 

are the reason for research which motivates researchers.  

3.6 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS   

Ethical consideration in research is important because it establishes and as it encourages trust 

between the researcher and the interviewee (Mokoka, 2016). Strydom (2005) suggest that the 
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Ethics refers to “a set of moral principles which is suggested by an individual or group is 

subsequently widely accepted, and which offers rules and behavioral expectations” according to 

Strydom (2005) and argues that ethical behavior is similar to the application of a code of conduct 

that regulates our behavior.  

The researcher applied the following ethical principles during the current study:  

3.6.1 Permission to conduct the study 

The researcher has to obtain permission from those in authority to be able to gain access to the 

research participants and the premises before the research commences (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). The researcher submitted a proposal to the University of the Western Cape to receive 

permission to do the research. The Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics Committee of 

the University of the Western Cape granted permission before the researcher started the research 

process (Appendix 5). The Department of Social Development also provided permission to do the 

research but the study must exclude the line supervisor of the researcher (Appendix 3). Appendix 

6 illustrated the permission of the research by the Department of Social Development.  

3.6.2 Voluntary participation  

Babbie (2016) emphasized the importance for participants to have a complete understanding of the 

research process, goal, and risks for them to be willing to participate in the research and to acquire 

their informed consent. The managers identified and referred the participants to the researcher for 

participation in the research. The researcher contacted the possible candidates individually via 

emails to ensure voluntary participation of the identified social work supervisors. The researcher 
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provided the information sheet (appendix 1), which explains the reason, roles, and aim of the study 

and a consent form (appendix 2) for the participant to sign if they were willing to participate in the 

study. The participants were cognizant of their right to withdraw from the process at any stage if 

they feel uncomfortable to further participate (Silverman, 2016). Participants could also ask any 

questions regarding the study. All required forms which the researcher used for the study adhered 

to the requirements of The Protection of Personal Information Act (Act 4 of 2013) regarding the 

collection and processing of personal information. 

3.6.3 Confidentiality and anonymity 

Anonymity exists when neither the researcher nor readers can identify a participant during a 

response (Babbie, 2016). The researcher could not guarantee anonymity because she conducted 

the interviews personally with the participants from the Department of Social Development where 

she is also an employee but she could however ensure confidentiality. The researcher identified 

the participant’s responses but those were not recognizable to other people or in the transcripts and 

data (Babbie, 2016). The researcher ensured that there was no confidential information in the final 

research report. The participants had to be available for interviews via email because the data 

collection comprised of online interviews. The researcher used her student email address rather 

than that of the Department of Social Development to ensure the participant's confidentiality. The 

researcher transferred and stored each interview on a separate hard drive to ensure confidentiality 

because she used a laptop from the employer during the interviews. The researcher used 

pseudonyms to identify each participant; and conducted the online interviews in privacy. The 
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researcher in ensuring confidentiality stored the audio recordings of each interview on her personal 

cloud, which restricted access to anyone other than the researcher.  

 

3.6.4 Debriefing of participants 

The researcher ensured there was no harm to the participants during the research in order to adhere 

to the ethical considerations of the research. The researcher must evaluate the ability of each 

participant to cope with sensitive information during the research process and provide them with 

debriefing to restore to their emotional state prior to the interview when necessary (Mokokam 

2016). The researcher evaluated the emotional, mental, and psychological situation of the 

participants during the interviews with sensitive topics in the interview process. The researcher 

arranged that psychological services were available if the participants need such a service during 

the research process as suggested by De Vos et al. (2005). The researcher intends to expose of all 

audio recorded interviews after successful completion of thesis, by erasing these audio recordings 

from the researchers personal cloud space that are only accessible by the researcher.  

 

3.6.5 Storage of information 

The researcher used a laptop provided by the Department of Social Development for the 

interviews. To ensure full confidentiality of participants through the institution, The researcher 

stored each interview on a personal hard drive for safekeeping as mentioned before, to ensure 

confidentiality. The researcher numbered the interviews and used pseudonyms to identify each 

participant. The researcher adhered to the requirements by the Protection of Personal Information 
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[POPIA] Act (2013) of South Africa to protect the personal information of the participants by 

using pseudonyms (Bronstein & Nyachowe, 2023).  

3.7 LIMITATIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS OF THE STUDY  

Limitations refer to the restrictions which the researcher encountered during the research process 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2016). Limitations are however inevitable in a qualitative research study 

even if the researcher executes the research to the best of their ability (Mokako, 2016). The 

researcher endeavored to reach the research aim and implemented the research process 

meticulously to ensure rigor. Despite this, unavoidable limitations occurred during the research 

which included the following: 

Sample: The researcher interviewed only ten social work supervisors employed at DSD Western 

Cape in the Northern Cape Town Metropole. There can therefore be no generalization of the 

findings of the research to all the social work supervisors during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Location: Research from the study only included the experiences of a specific organization in the 

Western Cape, Northern Cape Town Metropole and the findings of the research are therefore not 

applicable to all the supervisors in other DSD districts or provinces, as well as other social work 

organizations in South Africa.  

Gender: There were only two male participants from a sample of ten social work supervisors in 

the study and gender representation were therefore not equal in the research.  

Race: The sample consisted of nine participants from the Coloured ethnic race and only one from 

the Black ethnic race. The study did not include other race populations was therefore not 
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representative of all the racial groups in South Africa and the researcher cannot generalize the 

findings to all racial groups.  

3.8 CONCLUSION  

The researcher discussed the application of the research methodology in this chapter. This included 

the research approach, research design, research setting and the sample of the study. The researcher 

utilized a pilot study prior to the data collection to evaluate the research tools and adjusted the 

process accordingly. The chapter also included the data collection, data analysis, and data 

verification processes, as well as the ethical considerations which the researcher had to consider 

during the research process. The researcher also identified the limitations of the study. 

The next chapter will focus on the findings of the research.  
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4. CHAPTER 4: 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION OF THE STUDY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

The first three chapters of the study focus on the introduction, literature review, and research 

methodology. This chapter will focus on the emerging themes with regard to the research aim, 

objectives, question, as well as the theoretical framework. 

In this chapter the researcher discusses the findings of the research in relation to two objectives of 

the study. The objectives were:  

To explore the challenges experienced by social work supervisors during COVID-19. 

To describe the challenges of social work supervisors when rendering supervision to frontline 

social workers during COVID-19. 

4.2 DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES OF PARTICIPANTS  

The study consisted of ten social work supervisors from DSD in the Cape Metropole area. The 

researcher obtained the demographic information of each participant at the beginning of each 

interview, as illustrated in Table 4.1. This information included information on the race, age, 

language, gender, years of experience in DSD, and social work supervisor experience. The data 

collection comprised of semi-structured interviews. The following table presents the demographic 

information of the participants and the variables of the participants which were age, language, race, 

gender, and years of experience as a supervisor as stated before (Table 4.1). 
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4.2.1 Table 4.1: Demographic profile of participants 

 

Participants 

 

Gender 

 

Age 

Years of 

Employment 

at DSD 

SW 

Supervisor 

experience 

 

Race 

P1 F 39 yrs 3 9 C 

P2 F 58 yrs  35 10 C 

P3 F 56 yrs 34 16 C 

P4 M 58 yrs 20 13 C 

P5 F 57 yrs 32 `12 C 

P6 M 56 yrs 25 13 C 

P7 F 41 yrs 7 17 B 

P8 F 46 yrs 21 2 C 

P9 F 57 yrs 7 15 B 

P10 F 48 yrs 18 10 C 

Source: researcher’s construct 

4.2.2 Gender 

The participants in this study were female (eight in total). Social work is traditionally perceived as 

a feminine profession (Lyocsa & Lyocsa, 2013; Khunou, Pillay & Nethonondaca, 2012). This is 

not only due to the nurturing nature of social work but also because females were historically 

fundamental in the establishment of the profession. The perception exists that females dominate 

the social work profession. Social work is however not inherently feminine as supported by 

research from Gray (2010) and Gray and Boddy (2010).   

4.2.3 Age and years of experience 

The participants in this study included different age groups, ranging from 39-58 years old. The 

supervision experience ranged from two to seventeen years (not only in DSD). A social work 

supervisor working for the Department of Social Development (DSD) must have at least seven 
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years of experience in social work practice according to the requirements of the Supervision 

Framework (DSD & SACSSP, 2012). All of the participants had more than seven years’ work 

experience as social workers.  

4.3 PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

This section will discuss the themes and subthemes to address the aim and objectives of the study. 

Table 4.2 presented the themes and sub-themes that emerged from the data analysis and the results 

and discussions of the themes and sub-themes will follow: 

4.3.1 Table 4.2: Main themes and sub-themes overview: 

MAIN THEMES SUB-THEMES 

Theme 1: Supervisors’ challenges 

during COVID-19 

Sub-theme 1.1: Working remotely according to a 

rotating roster 

Sub-theme 1.2: Experiencing communication 

challenges when working remotely  

 Sub-theme 1.3: Affecting supervisors’ workload 

when working remotely  

Theme 2: Supervisory challenges  Sub-theme 2.1: Social distancing and remote 

supervision  

Sub-theme 2.2: Challenges with technology and 

resources to provide effective supervision 

Sub-theme 2.3: Supervisors adapting to online and 

social media platforms to accommodate supervision  

Sub-theme 2.4: Supervision of new recruit social 

workers 

Sub-theme 2.5: Quality of supervision  

Theme 3: Emotional and psychological 

support during supervision 

Sub-theme 3.1: Providing emotional and 

psychological support to supervisees  

Sub-theme 3.2: Emotional and psychological impact 

on the supervisor 

Theme 4: Coping mechanisms for 

supervisors  

Sub-theme 4.1: Team support  
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4.3.2 THEME 1: SUPERVISORS' CHALLENGES DURING COVID-19 

There is broad consensus that COVID-19 has had a negative effect on social work, in general, and 

on social work practitioners (Miller & Grise-Owens, 2021). Social workers experienced 

exhaustion under normal circumstances prior to COVID-19 (García, Desrumaux, Ayala Calvo, & 

Naouële, 2022; Hollederer, 2022), but COVID-19 intensified this. Amadasun (2020:1) states that 

“the social work profession, more than any other, was most hurt by the rampaging COVID-19 

pandemic.” Social work supervisors, in particular, experienced a myriad of challenges when 

rendering supervision during COVID-19. Theme one discusses three sub-themes that explore and 

describe the supervisor’s experiences namely: 1) Working remotely according to a rotating roster, 

2) experiencing communication challenges when working remotely, and 3) affecting supervisors’ 

workload when working remotely.  

4.3.2.1 Sub-theme 1.1: Working remotely according to a rotating roster  

Remote work was a luxury for certain professions prior to COVID-19 (Desilver, 2020). The 

advantages of remote work included reduced time used in traffic (Sutton-Parker 2021) and 

recommended for a balance between work and daily living (Mahlasela & Chinyamurindi 2019). 

Even professionals such as social workers who preferred to work at the office, however, had to 

transition to remote work due to the pandemic. Andrade and Lousã (2021) reported that this was 

the prescribed situation regardless of the capacity, capability, and ability of workers to work 

remotely. Most workers and organizations could not support this practice during COVID-19 due 

to a lack of preparation and prior experience to work remotely (Wang, Liu, Qian & Parker, 2021).  
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Employees of DSD worked remotely according to a rotating roster during the national lockdown 

in South Africa. This roster consisted of rotating shifts and working hours, with certain social 

workers working from the office on certain days while others worked remotely. Remote work 

however posed challenges for supervisors when working with their supervisees, as mentioned by 

the following three participants: 

“I think the biggest challenge was the fact that we weren’t based in the office all the time, we 

worked remotely with the staff.” (Participant 1). 

“So certain days, certain teams, would be at the office, on a rotational basis. So, it was quite 

difficult, you know, when it comes to cases where a specific social worker is not at the office and 

is working remotely according to the roster.” (Participant 8). 

“And then, also with the roster, the COVID-19 roster, where the staff wasn’t on duty or in the 

office all the time for supervision was challenging …” (Participant 3). 

Moreover, participant three experienced challenges regarding planning of supervision times 

according to the rotating roster, especially when the supervisees left earlier than usual or when 

there were unplanned events such as the sanitation of the building. Participants referred to the 

roster during the pandemic as the COVID roster, and perceived it as a waste of time, as illustrated 

in the following quote:  

“A lot of time was wasted or lost because of the roster and not being regularly available. 

(Participant 3).  
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Two participants contemplated on the difficulties during supervision and monitoring of social 

workers when they had to work according to the roster because they were not sure whether the 

supervisees were actually working:  

“I don't know how to see whether staff is actually working according to this roster……” 

(Participant 10).  

“You can’t really monitor 100% if the person is really working from home, based on the roster.” 

(Participant 2). 

These findings concur with the research findings of Wang et al., (2021) who found that most 

professionals required remote work experience pre-COVID-19. It was compulsory for social 

workers who thrive on interaction with people to work remotely (Wang et al., 2021). Supervisors 

explained the challenges with remote working conditions and the effect it had on their time 

management based on their experiences. They also mentioned the difficulties of collaborating with 

a team that is not always available. These challenges are similar, as those mentioned by Sinclair, 

Allen, Barber, Bergman, Britt, Butler, Ford, Hammer, Kath, Probst & Yuan (2020: 4), which 

include (a) working distant from the primary workplace and (b) to rely on information and 

communication technology to keep workers connected which will be alluded to later in the chapter.  

The research findings concur with the conclusions of Suilliabhaim, Burns, and McCaughren 

(2020) that the rotation of workdays presents substantial difficulties, especially for participants 

and teams. There was not only a sudden shift in the work environment (alluding to the environment 

in the PEO) but there was also a change in the working conditions. This resulted in challenges for 
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participants and supervisors experienced challenges to monitor supervisees remotely due to a lack 

of visibility, availability, and spontaneous communication (Pink, Ferguson & Kelly, 2020; 

International Labor Organization, 2020; Nguyen, 2020). Supervisors also experienced ethical 

challenges when the environment changed (Banks et al., 2020; Collins, Hislop & Cartwright, 

2016). These ethical challenges included uncertainty whether supervisees were in actual fact 

working and the supervisors did not have control in the environment where staff function. 

4.3.2.2 Sub-Theme 1.2: Experiencing communication challenges when working remotely  

Communication is a crucial skill for supervisors (Engelbrecht, 2019). Supervisors had to manage 

two sets of supervisees - those working in the office and those working remotely when remote 

work were common, especially with the onset of COVID-19 (as with any other pandemic). This 

affected communication, workload, and time management. The participants had to discover new 

ways to ensure that supervisees who worked remotely were productive and had to implement 

alternative measures of communication and measures to provide information. Alternative methods 

of communication included emails, WhatsApp, and Zoom. It was however difficult for supervisors 

to adapt to COVID-19 due to misinterpretations from supervisees. The findings indicated that 

remote working conditions contributed to new communication challenges, such as repetition of 

information or interruptions on various online platforms. Superivisees did not receive information 

simultaneously due to the remote working conditions and different schedules as noted by the 

following quotations:   

“… there were misunderstandings, miscommunication because not everybody gets the same 

message from me at the same time.” (Participant 10). 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



90 
 

 “…cause half of the people would be here half of the time and communicating something with 

your team was part of the challenge.” (Participant 10). 

These platforms conveyed however essential information although there were challenges, as 

illustrated by the following three comments:  

“… So, it had to happen either via email via WhatsApp discussion, or WhatsApp chats, or via MS 

teams’ discussion.” (Participant 10).  

“… we have a group also, WhatsApp group, so we communicated on the group also if there are 

important things that I need to bring to their attention, information that I need to get. We will talk 

with each other via WhatsApp group also…” (Participant 8).  

“… I mostly used the WhatsApp to communicate with them and that is how we talk. We do voice 

notes. I find it much easier to do voice notes than to type, because it’s a lot to type and we can get 

confused. ….” (Participant 5). 

Yang, Fischman, Zhy, Sanfilippo, Li and Fleischmann (2020) argued in their panel discussion 

document that misinformation during the pandemic was the worst ever, identifying that as a 

pandemic on its own. The findings of this study concurred with these authors because 

communication during the COVID-19 pandemic was challenging for the participants because they 

had to change from traditional face-to-face communication and explore new online communication 

such as WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams, and Zoom. The two comments from participants ten and 

eight stated previously indicated that supervisors educated or empowered themselves to use 

alternative communicating modes with their supervisees. It is evident in the context of the PEO 
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framework that the expectations from the occupation (work) remained the same for the supervisor 

(person) although the environment changed and were restrictive to provide supervision. The 

environmental challenges which impacted on supervision, as mentioned in chapter two, included 

the use of other platforms to reduce direct contact between employees due to the nature of the virus 

(The International Labor Organization, 2020; WHO, 2020). Supervisors, therefore, had to adapt 

and found alternative ways to address the supervision needs of staff  and to complete the daily 

activities and required tasks of an occupation (Law et al., 1996). 

The following sub-themes specify the impact of time-consuming communication with supervisees 

on the workload of the participants.  

4.3.2.3 Sub-theme 1.3: Impacting supervisors’ workload working remotely 

Participants observed that there was an increase in the workload because they had to spend more 

time communicating with supervisees regularly via WhatsApp and other communication means, 

which added to their workload. The following comments by three participants revealed the 

challenges which supervisors experienced regarding extra workload:  

” … there would be WhatsApp messages, there would be emails that I would have to attend to all 

the time …” (Participant 4). 

“… because of the time, the hours in a day, you also felt handicapped because its short times and 

short hours that we are working.” (Participant 8). 
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“… the operation of the office and everything is now interrupted. So, it was not easy. The constant 

administrative part of your work is piling up and you’ve got other matters, urgent matters that are 

coming onboard which you needed to prioritize,” (Participant 7). 

The expectation to adhere to and communicated the protocols and guidelines issued by DSD during 

COVID-19 often added to the workload of supervisors, as described by one participant: 

“There are certain policies and protocols and guidelines that you need to comply then you must 

be able to respond to that. And when responding to do that, you do that at the expense of other 

services that were on your desk on that particular day.” (Participant 7). 

Moreover, participants had to deter complaints from community members, which reported directly 

to the line superiors of the staff or to the Minister of Social Development. These complainants did 

not consider that participants also had to deal with high COVID-19 infection rates among their 

team members. Participants were responsible for reporting directly to management and the 

Minister’s officers on these complaints. It is evident from the following two quotes:  

“… there was this line where they could email or phone the Minister. Now because they do not see 

social workers coming, they not see intervention as they usually would see it before COVID-19 

and then they write to ministerial. So, if it comes from ministerial the impact on your work you 

know.” (Participant 7). 

Participants had to respond quickly to ministerial complaints, within specific times which then 

took precedence over other work or cases, as alluded to by one participant:  
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“So, the other cases did not get that attention and because we were, so little, we spent so little time 

in the office. We couldn’t look at those files ... so that cases were like lack behind.” (Participant 

3). 

Participants had to reply to these complaints because they could be accountable when there was a 

complaint of professional misconduct against the social worker (DSD & SACSSP, 2012).  

It is evident from these findings that COVID-19 contributed to challenges for supervisors due to 

their various roles in the workplace. The pandemic has increased the workloads of social work 

supervisors with additional tasks assigned to them such as planning and keeping records of social 

workers who either worked remotely or in the office (Harrikari et al., 2021). The responsibilities 

of the person’s occupation, in the context of the POE, increased because supervisors experienced 

an increase in administration and organizational demands and supervision was therefore more 

challenging during COVID-19.  

The following theme addresses supervisory challenges which the participants experienced when 

they provided supervision to their supervisees. 

4.3.3 THEME 2: SUPERVISORY CHALLENGES 

It is usually a requirement that social workers have face-to-face interaction and intervention 

(Engelbrecht, 2013), which could not materialize during COVID-19. This theme focuses on the 

experiences of the participants during supervision to their supervisees, which are explained in the 

following five sub-themes: 1) social distancing and remote supervision, 2) challenges with 

technology and resources to provide effective supervision, 3) adapting to online and social media 
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platforms to accommodate supervision, 4) supervision of new recruits and social workers as well 

as the 5) quality of supervision. 

4.3.3.1 Sub-theme 2.1 Social distancing and remote supervision 

The COVID-19 pandemic contributed to an increase in online supervision as a result of quarantine 

and physical distance measures (Martin et al., 2022). Four participants suggested that social 

distancing was a challenge for supervisors during supervision: 

“… the social distance, the distance was an issue when supervising…” (Participant 3). 

“And I think for me, what is very important…. is the ability to be in “physically” in one another 

space being able to have one-on-one sessions, Unfortunately, COVID-19 has taken that away” 

(Participant 4). 

“… but unfortunately, it was not easy now to supervise, because we couldn’t sit one on one, 

mainly.” (Participant 9). 

“… you know with the higher levels obviously, having the one-on-one, or having all the staff 

together for supervision in a venue because of the restrictions that came along with the whole 

COVID-19 thingy...” (Participant 8). 

The findings indicated that the traditional way of face-to-face provision of social work supervision 

(one-on-one) was challenging for supervisors during COVID-19 due to the social distancing 

restrictions. Our findings concurred with those of Waizenegger et al. (2020) that social distancing 

during COVID-19 restricted one-on-one sessions, with supervisees. Supervision did not happen 
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through physical contact which posed new challenges for participants, to be creative and 

comfortable with platforms that are more personal than professional to remain connected with their 

supervisees. Bradley, Engelbrecht, and Höjer (2010) suggested that social work supervision in 

South Africa was then already not aligned with the rest of the world and suggested the exploration 

of other supervision methods, such as internet-based supervision because change was a necessity 

from the traditional face-to-face supervision. It is evident from the findings of this study that social 

work supervisors might not have struggled as much with the adjustment to remote work and to 

schedule supervision if the recommendations by Engelbrecht’s a decade ago. Scholars such as 

Ramsey and Montgomery, (2014), Mishna et al., (2022), mentioned that social workers have used 

online supervision in clinical practice prior to COVID-19 but the implementation was not 

widespread (Mishna, Sanders, Sewell & Milne, 2021; Tadic, Ashcroft, Brown, & Dahrouge, 

2020). 

The following section describes the challenges with technology during COVID-19.  

4.3.3.2 Sub-theme 2.2: Challenges with technology and resources to provide effective 

supervision 

Participants indicated when they responded to the availability of resources, that they did not have 

access to various resources such as internet connection, Wi-Fi, routers, telephones, or laptops, 

which is crucial for their daily supervision role while working remotely. The following five 

participants mentioned the challenges due to the lack of resources for supervisors and supervisees 

for supervision as follow: 
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“…it was also challenging to supervise because we didn’t have all the resources to work with.” 

(Participant 2).  

“… we didn't have routers. Some of us people didn't have laptops for supervision.” (Participant 

10). 

 “… and you also have challenges with the, like for example my laptop for instance, doesn’t have 

the camera or a mic. So, you have those technical challenges when doing supervision” (Participant 

8). 

“So, if you don't have a laptop, you don't have a router that is working. You don't have a telephone, 

then no supervision.” (Participant 10). 

“Data, as well and I mean you can’t force someone if they don’t have data, cause not all of us had 

dongles.” (Participant 1).  

It is evident that supervisors experienced challenges in rendering supervision because there were 

not resources for them and their supervisees to work remotely during COVID-19. Participant eight 

mentioned that she had a laptop, but the camera and microphone did not function, which rendered 

remote supervision unfeasible. Supervisors had no control and participant ten mentioned that 

supervisors had to accept that they could not work due to the nonexistence of laptops when their 

social auxiliary workers (supervisees) did not work physically from the office.  

It is evident that technology and resources must be available to be efficient during COVID-19. A 

study of Chinyamurindi (2022) found that there were benefits in technology for supervision 

purposes (remote supervision) during COVID-19 because technology could promote effective 
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supervision schedules and a balanced work environment for supervisors and their supervisees. 

Mahlasela and Chinyamuantindi (2019) also found that a lack of resources resulted in stress and 

an even greater inability to cope with work. Two participants indicated that they were suspicious 

if supervisees were working, and they experienced challenges with providing supervision due to 

the lack of resources:  

“People are working remotely, and I’m not sure, they don’t have any kind of resource, for example 

they don’t even have laptop, they don’t have even the internet. So, for me resources if the resources 

could be available, then I know they work.” (Participant 9).  

“So, even MS Teams was not physical, and as a result we then did not do supervision…” 

(Participant 7). 

Two participants experienced challenges with Microsoft Teams, because this was new for them, 

they had no knowledge or experience of the program, and had to utilize it at home with no IT 

assistance. The participants reflected on their lack of skill with the software as follows:  

“I mean in the first few months of COVID-19 we weren’t familiar with Microsoft teams, yet at that 

stage in 2020, it was challenging.” (Participant 1). 

“I had challenges with and MS Teams meeting, supervision, wasn’t always possible…” 

(Participant 2). 

Studies have indicated that access to resources during COVID-19, such as laptops, and data, does 

increase work productivity and effective supervision. Chinyamurindi (2022) found that the 

necessary technology and resources must be available for supervision during remote work. A 
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literature review by Cook, Zschomler, Biggart and Carder, (2020), explored whether teams could 

function in remote working conditions during COVID-19, and found that organizations provided 

grants to staff members to ensure that they had equipment such as laptops, desks, and headphones 

to work remotely. Support from supervisors is crucial and will be able to ensure efficient 

supervision and work with the availability of necessary internet access and technological 

equipment (Morilla- Luchena, Muñoz-Moreno, Chaves-Montero & Vázquez-Aguado, 2021). 

Supervisors and their teams will therefore not be able to adhere to the requirements of their 

organization if resources and technology are not available. 

These resources affected the supervisors daily. Social work supervisors had to manage the 

COVID-19 in the workplace and the probability existed that they could become infected with 

COVID-19. Supervisors could therefore not supervise employees effectively, nor render support 

to supervisees. They could consequently not provide effective services, which was their ultimate 

goal according to Kadushin and Harkness (2002). Research concurs that Supervision support was 

crucial prior to and even more so during COVID-19 (Radey & Stanley, 2018; Charoensukmonkol 

& Phungsoonthorn, 2022; Sahebi, 2020). The findings of the current study accentuated the 

challenges which supervisors experienced due to the lack of resources and technological 

difficulties, and they could consequently not provide the required support and supervision. This 

concurs with the findings of Banks et al. (2020). 

The provision of resources improves job satisfaction and overall well-being (Nielsen, Nielsen, 

Ogbonnaya, Känsälä, Saari & Isaksson, 2017). Technological equipment and resources to work 

with remotely enhanced the job satisfaction and overall well-being of the supervisors and 
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supervisees and they could also balance work and daily living (Chinyamurindi, 2022). Yang, 

Fichman, Zhu, Sanfilippo, Li, and Fleishmann (2020) concurred with these findings and argued 

that the provision of resources such as internet equipment is one of the best ways to ensure and 

maintain order during COVID-19. Therefore, access or the provision of resources can improve the 

occupational performance of a person in a constricted environment and this argument corresponds 

with the PEO framework. An environment with sufficient resources allowed the person to work 

and fulfil their occupational responsibilities. The study participants however experienced a lack of 

resources which hampered their occupation. A lack of resources resulted in challenges with online 

supervision as discussed in sub-theme 2.3.  

4.3.3.3 Sub-theme 2.3: Supervisors adapting to online and social media platforms to 

accommodate supervision  

Supervisors used various communication and collaboration platforms, which included WhatsApp, 

MS Teams, Zoom, Video calls, emails, or telephone calls, to provide online supervision and to 

address the supervision needs of supervisees. These online and social media platforms allowed 

supervisors to be initiative-taking in provision of appropriate supervision, support, and assistance 

and to achieve a high standard of practice during COVID-19 (Xing, Malik, Dershewitz, Hedlund, 

Gedo, Woods & Marmarosh, 2023; Sewell, Mishna, Sanders, Bogo, Milne & Greenblatt, 2023). 

The following three participants commented on the platforms which they used for supervision and 

the challenges which they experienced: 

“Literally via WhatsApp we had to have covid supervision that would be WhatsApp messages, it 

was difficult.” (Participant 1).  
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“Put up a WhatsApp for each team. So that is how we had supervision…”  (Participant 5). 

“MS teams, zoom whatever the case may be was used for supervision, it was not easy.” (Participant 

6).  

“It (supervision) took place over WhatsApp okay and then with voice notes… But it was so 

irregular. So, it (supervision) took place… but not as you wanted…” (Participant 5). 

Participant five also mentioned other challenges from the various platforms for supervision such 

as irregular times schedules for supervision and changes in planning to accommodate unplanned 

supervision sessions. The findings indicated that supervisors experienced a myriad of challenges, 

to provide supervision with various methods to meet the supervision needs and requirements. 

The findings of the current study concur with Lee, Xu and Yang (2021), who found that supervisors 

had to adapt quickly and discover new ways to learn, motivate, encourage, communicate, and 

supervise supervisees during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the findings. Social workers had 

to change to abrupt transitions to virtual service delivery, which were difficult for supervisors and 

supervisees (Miller, 2021; Sahebi, 2020; Afrouz, 2021; Du & Chan, 2021; Sewell, 2023). The 

findings of the current study however indicated that supervisors at least attempted to create 

supportive spaces for meaningful supervision. It is important to note that online supervision can 

support professional development and well-being, especially during a pandemic as stated by O’ 

Suilleabhain, Burns and McCaughren (2020) and the researcher discusses this later in the chapter.  

Any disturbance between the three domains can affect occupational performance according to the 

PEO model (Law et al., 1996) and the model is therefore relevant to social work supervision during 
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COVID-19. When supervisors experienced challenges, they had to adapt and engage 

meaningfully. Occupational adjustments were necessary for the individual to conquer the 

challenges and to succeed during situations where regular responses proved to be inadequate. 

4.3.3.4 Sub-theme 2.4: Supervision of new recruits/social workers  

Supervisors also indicated that supervision of newly appointed social workers was a challenge 

during COVID-19. Although weekly supervision to new recruitments were a requirement, the 

findings indicated that this was a challenge, as illustrated in the following five comments:   

"…so social workers, newly appointed for the first two years, they have supervision weekly, was a 

challenge.” (Participant 2).  

“It was hard for new officials also that started last year…try to use what resources you have to 

support and provide supervision.” (Participant 1).  

“So, you try to spend more time with them, but it’s still challenging because remember they came 

in, and now they are working on a roster schedule which they are not use to, they need 

supervision.” (Participant 1).  

“…. especially with the new staff they, uhm, there, we were just concentrating on the crisis cases. 

Or the urgent cases, so supervision was challenging …” (Participant 3). 

“So, you can’t do justice to supervision… to mentor new social workers …” (Participant 6). 

In one case, a participant indicated that there was no supervision as reflected in the comment: 
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“…no supervision took place for new recruits and other staff members………. No supervision took 

place be it one on one, face-to-face or be it uhm, MS platform.” (Participant 4). 

These participants specified the best ways of supervision to new recruits and new social workers 

combined with the challenges during COVID-19, according to them. Participant one emphasized 

that it was necessary to dedicate a significant amount of time to the training of new recruits 

although there were minimum resources. Participant three, contrarily, only interacted with new 

recruits during the pandemic and participants two and six admitted that supervision with new 

recruits or new social workers was either ineffective or non-existent. It is therefore evident that 

supervision arrangements were a significant challenge for the supervisors. Supervision is a 

requirement according to The Supervision Framework (DSD & SACSSP, 2012) but this was 

particularly challenging due to COVID-19. A study by Ployhart, Shepherd and Strizver (2021) 

explored engagements (interaction) and the effects of COVID-19 with new recruits found that 

COVID-19 influenced engagement with new recruits and minimum engagement between 

supervisors and new recruits existed. The engagements from supervisors with new recruits focused 

on communications and restrictions of COVID-19 (Ployhart, Sheperd & Strizver, 2021). Their 

findings concur with the finding in this study that there were minimum engagements with new 

recruits and these only happened with urgent matters because supervisors managed other related 

COVID-19 stressors. Another study by Sen, Daly, McCulloch, Grant, Clark and Ferrier (2023) on 

recently appointed social workers during COVID- 19 found that working from home, isolation and 

separation from colleagues had a negative influence on them. The study of these authors did not 
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focus on the challenges of supervisors but presents valuable information on the kind of supervision 

support to recently appointed social workers and their needs during a pandemic.  

4.3.3.5 Sub-theme 2.5: Quality of supervision 

It was evident from this study that the pandemic significantly affected the quality of supervision. 

The narratives from the participants indicated that they did not receive regular supervision and the 

quality of supervision was different from supervision before COVID-19. This was evident from 

the comments by the following four participants. 

"We had what we call ad hoc supervision.” (Participant 9). 

“The quality of supervision has been impacted negatively during this time.” (Participant 9).  

“It resulted then that the educational and support level don’t get that attention, So you can’t do 

justice to supervision.” (Participant 6).  

“So, challenges I was saying that the quality of supervision was not as good as before COVID-

19.” (Participant 9).  

The findings also suggested that COVID-19 affected the quality of supervision. All four 

participants noted there was limited supervision and educational and supportive supervision were 

absent. The findings of this study concur with the findings by Khattak, Saeed, Rehman and Fayaz 

(2021) which indicated that it is evident that social work supervisors experienced challenges to 

provide supervision support COVID-19.  
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The findings also suggested that it was difficult to establish supervision relationships during 

COVID-19. A study by Connell (2023) which explored the experiences of social workers when 

they received supervision via virtual platforms indicated that it was more difficult to build a new 

supervisory relationship when using online platforms. These findings concur with the findings of 

Khattak et al. (2021) that it is evident that social work supervisors experienced challenges in 

rendering supportive supervision during COVID-19. The findings of Nadan et al. (2020) were 

however different because the quality of online supervision was good and relationships between 

supervisors and supervisees did not change during COVID-19. Grames et al. (2022) also concurs 

with Nadan et al. (2020) and argued that the quality of supervision could be just as effective, if not 

better during online supervision.  

The application of the PEO framework focuses on how the “person” provides supervision in an 

“environment” (COVID-19) which impacts the supervisor's role (occupation) and ability to 

provide supervision. The provision and the quality of supervision are therefore of utmost 

importance for the occupational tasks of the social work supervisor. It is evident from the study 

that environmental factors had a direct negative impact on the quality of supervision during 

COVID-19.  

The following section addresses the emotional and psychological support provided by and to 

supervisors during COVID-19.  
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4.3.4 THEME 3: EMOTIONAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SUPPORT DURING 

SUPERVISION  

Participants found that Emotional and psychological support and work-related matters were 

equally important during supervision according to the participants in this study. Participants in this 

study alluded that although supervision sessions were a priority during COVID-19 the emotional 

and psychological support to supervisees as a function of supervision was even more important. 

Supervisors experienced emotional exhaustion as result of inefficient emotional and psychological 

support although they provided such support to social workers. Emotional exhaustion occurs when 

supervisors experience psychological stress or tension over a period of time (Charoesukmongkol 

& Phungsoonthorn, 2022). 

This theme consists of two sub-themes which are: 1) providing emotional and psychological 

support to supervisees and 2) the emotional and psychological impact on the supervisor.  

4.3.4.1 Sub Theme 3.1: Providing emotional and psychological support to supervisees 

Evidence indicates that that the COVID-19 pandemic had a negative influence on the mental health 

of healthcare workers (Greenberg et al., 2020). The question to the participants was to describe the 

most challenging experience when they rendered supervision to their supervisees. Participants 

perceived their role as supportive and them as a support system. This were evident from the 

following three comments:  

“For me as a supervisor was to support, my supervisor role was to make sure that you support 

your team members.” (Participant 9). 
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“Yes, I was a support system to my staff.” (Participant 4). 

“It has increased the level of supporting, you know, support function of supervision…. So, 

emotionally we were all in a serious or risky place you know…. It helped that we would be very 

close to each other. We cried together, we prayed together, we held hands where we couldn’t cry, 

we just supported each other.” (Participant 7). 

One participant stated that the ability for him to send his supervisees home a couple of hours earlier 

were support because:  

“Basically, just to go home and prepare yourself for tomorrow whatever work needed to be done 

for the following day. So that is actually one of the ways in which I was trying to support staff.” 

(Participant 4).  

Four participants indicated that they were determined to stay in contact with their supervisees at 

all times through regular interaction with them: 

“… constantly check in with your officials, because at the end of the day, one of the functions of a 

supervisor is to support. So how are you going to support, so you going to have to constantly check 

in to continue with that support of function to them.” (Participant 1). 

“…. and during supervision sessions, you also have to look at the staff members’ wellbeing. You 

had to check with that all the time. And many times, I mean, they also went through a lot of things 

so, it was more a supportive role that you played. The focus was more on the wellbeing of the staff 

members. (Participant 3). 
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“So, those are just those little things and I think more important is just that telephone call from 

my side to staff members… that WhatsApp message, that email, how are you guys doing? How are 

you coping in terms your work and I had tried to support staff at the same time.” (Participant 4).  

“Chatting to them, how are you, okay fine, you know relating personal circumstances. Not 

personal in the sense of you know.” (Participant 2). 

Participants perceived those frequent inquiries about the well-being of supervisees enhanced their 

emotional and psychological well-being. Participants were cognizant of the fact COVID-19 also 

personally affected supervisees negatively. Quotations suggested that there was good psychosocial 

care from supervisors in the midst of the pandemic.  

One participant had an open-door policy in order to provide support to their supervisees, as 

indicated in the following comment:  

“But there was also like that open-door policy, there was always that. So, if a staff member needs 

support, I was there.” (Participant 3).  

Support was not the only function of supervision by supervisors (Xiao et al., 2020) but also 

improved the morale of workers, productivity, decreased fear and anxiety and established better 

relationships (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2020; Charoensukmongkol & 

Phungsoonthorn, 2021; Lee & Shin, 2023) during COVID-19. Strangely enough, Caffrey (2023) 

opposes this supportive notion, in stating that supervisees could interpret this kind of support as 

being meddlesome in their lives. A study by Sahebi (2020) to explore online supervision during 

COVID-19 found that supervisors also experienced a need for connectedness with supervisees and 
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were consequently available during and after working hours which result in their own burn-out. 

Martin et al. (2022) and Khattak et al. (2021) do not agree with the argument that there is an 

expectation of supervisors to support supervisees. The following section focuses on the emotional 

and psychological impact on supervisors.  

4.3.4.2 Sub-theme 3.2: The emotional and psychological impact on the supervisor  

It is important for supervisors to receive support, especially during a pandemic in order to render 

effective supervision (Shklarski & Abrams, 2021). The participants commented as follows when 

the supervisors on how they, as supervisors, coped emotionally and psychologically: 

“I always had to put up a face that I’m resilient, that I’m strong because at the end of the day, I 

could not show any weakness of fear.” (Participant 4).  

“... It was not easy……... I must say that it was not easy… I also lost members of the families within 

that time, which affects one emotionally.” (Participant 7).  

Participant seven also reflected that she had to be composed when dealing with personal pain 

during supervision:  

“… emotionally, psychologically, you know you have to be composed and be ready you know to 

render supervision, but now you are dealing with someone who is broken herself, who is feeling 

pain herself, it was not easy, for me at times.” (Participant 7). 
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The participant continued that:  

“So, negatively, it was emotionally draining, it was psychologically draining …. So, it was not 

only affecting your professional, you know, but personally too.” (Participant 7). 

The findings indicated that participants experienced their own challenges as a result of COVID-

19. Supervisors also struggled emotionally during COVID-19 as indicated in studies by Morse and 

Dell (2020) and Khattak et al. (2020).  

Furthermore, one participant alluded to fear of infection to supervisees during COVID-19:  

“You know, we were afraid for our staff to go out, a number of staff also contracted the virus.” 

(Participants 2). 

Fear of infection and contaminating families during COVID-19 influenced mental well-being 

negatively (Bhattacharjee & Acharya, 2020). Studies by Morse and Dell (2021), Calcaterra and 

Landi (2023), and Pink et al. (2020) also found that stress associated with COVID-19 experienced 

by social workers was due to: 1) the change in the work environment and the onset of concern for 

self, clients, and family; 2) the remote work, which required adequate space, balance between work 

and personal life, as well as unfamiliarity with  technology; 3) lack of job resources; and 4) lack 

of organizational information which contributed to feelings of uncertainty. These types of concerns 

and fears can escalate and are risk factors for emotional and psychological exhaustion in 

supervisors (Martin et al., 2022).  

 Participants focused more on the emotional and psychological support to and of their supervisees 

and the question on the supervisors’ coping was therefore significant. The study conducted by 
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Greenberg, Docherty, Gnanaprogasam, and Wessely (2020) found that social work supervisors 

experienced a moral dilemma during the COVID-19 pandemic. They could only provide limited 

supervision and services due to the challenges posed by the pandemic and experience a sense of 

failure. The findings of this study indicated that the environment does not only affect the supervisor 

as the “person,” in the context of the PEO framework, physically but also emotionally and 

psychologically. The social worker has various roles according to the PEO Framework and this 

theme represents their role of the supporter. Their occupational performance required a balance 

between occupation and person in a challenging environment. Participants were also at risk of 

moral harm due to a lack of guidance and training in their changing roles (Banks et al., 2020; 

Williamson, Murphy, & Greenberg, 2020).  

4.3.5 THEME 4: COPING MECHANISMS FOR SUPERVISORS  

4.3.5.1 Sub-them 4.1: Team support  

There was formidable team support among fellow colleagues according to the findings of this 

study. Supervisors provided support among them and supervisees provided support to supervisors 

as illustrated in the following two comments by participants: 

“I could go to my colleague and say. you know what, I’m not feeling well today or whatever. So, 

we have that support for each other as supervisors. So, for us, we tapped into each other you know, 

if we need to.” (Participant 8), 
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“…emotional support or strength, or whatever, then we do that, we discuss, we talk… It's not only 

work, but I will go and talk to my colleague or I will go and inform the manager or whatever, so 

no we, we had that. I had that support here and I still have it in my team.” (Participant 8).  

One participant mentioned how support from colleagues strengthen the team and improved team 

relationships: 

“So, there was better relationship building between us, me and my team.” (Participant 10). 

Participants in addition mentioned that their manager was a support structure to them as evident in 

the following four quotes:   

“… our manager was now all the time hands on you know, he always have an open door policy so 

one would just go in there you know just talk if you want to talk, because of his availability and, 

his supportiveness.” (Participant 8). 

“You support the officials because at that time we needed each other.” (Participant 7). 

“I think as a team we have the support- I have the support of my colleagues.” (Participant 3). 

“I have my colleagues, you know, we supported each other.” (Participant 8). 

Social support from a fellow colleague such as another supervisor, manager, or the team was 

significant for supervisors, especially during a crisis as indicated in the findings. One participant 

mentioned how the support of her colleagues was a coping mechanism as a social work supervisor 

during COVID-19.  
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“I think for me, my coping was a lot about counting on my team a lot so that helped me cope the 

fact that I’ve got supportive colleagues the four of us working together, I think that helped a lot 

and the fact that we have a supportive manager.” (Participant 1). 

Lack of social support caused feelings of loneliness (Wang et al., 2021), and supervisor support is 

therefore crucial during COVID-19. The finding concurs with that of Newcomb, (2022), who 

focused on supportive supervision during COVID-19 and found that social work supervisors relied 

significantly on the support from their peers and that support was good for the mental health of 

supervisors. It is evident from the findings of this research that colleagues supported each other. 

An initiative in Italy called ‘Social Workers Helping Each Other' supported practitioners during 

COVID-19 (Cabiati, 2021). Content analysis of this initiative indicated that mutual supportive 

conversations among social workers provided personal and emotional support. There is, however, 

limited knowledge about supervisors in the social work context and even less on the challenges 

experienced by supervisors in social services (Griffiths et al., 2020). This could be expatiated even 

more during a pandemic such as COVID-19.  

Peer social support for supervisors was not merely enough during COVID-19 (Shanock & 

Eisenberger, 2006; Wonnacott, 2012). Colleagues in the social work profession assisted each 

other, and they acknowledged the group as a space with opportunities to give and receive help.  

4.4 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

The researcher explored the experience of social work supervisors during the COVID-19 pandemic 

in this chapter. The demographic profile of the participants in the study consists of supervisors 
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who have a minimum of seven years of social work experience ranging from seven to seventeen 

years of experience. The participants of this study consisted of ten social work supervisors. 

Participants were female, with eight female and only two male participants. The PEO framework 

focuses on the importance of understanding behavior expressed in the context of a relationship 

between the person, environment, and occupation in which the individual functions (Mafikeng, 

2010). Disruption between the three domains affects occupational performance according to the 

PEO model. The chapter findings demonstrated the “person” as the social work supervisor, the 

“environment” discussing COVID-19 as the culture in the workplace, and the “occupation” which 

emphasized the productivity and leisure of social work supervisors. This illustrates the importance 

of observing the supervisor (person) in the COVID-19 environment with the added tasks and 

challenges which influenced the social work professional.  

The researcher identified themes that emerged from the study and emphasized the experiences of 

social work supervisors when rendering social work supervision and described the challenges they 

faced in rendering supervision to social workers on the frontline. There were four main themes 

and eleven sub-themes. The main themes were 1) Supervisor’s challenges during COVID-19, 2) 

Supervisory challenges, 3) Emotional and psychological support during supervision, and 4) 

Coping mechanisms for supervisors. These four main themes explored and described the 

challenges experienced by social work supervisors rendering supervision to social workers during 

COVID-19. The researcher used previous studies to concur, compare, contextualize, and verify 

the findings of this study. The findings and the literature confirmed that supervisors experienced 

various challenges when providing supervision during COVID-19.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This last chapter focuses on a summary of the introduction, literature review, research 

methodology, data analysis and research findings of the study. The researcher presents conclusions 

from the findings of the study and provides recommendations for the social work practice, the 

South African Government, and for future research. The researcher discussed the above in the 

context of the aim and objectives of the study.  

The aim of the study was to explore and describe the experiences of social work supervisors when 

rendering supervision to social workers during COVID-19.  

The objectives to realize the aim of this study were: 

To explore the experiences of social work supervisors during COVID-19. 

To describe the challenges of social work supervisors when rendering supervision to frontline 

social workers during COVID-19.  

To make recommendations to the social work practice concerning social work supervision during 

a global pandemic. 

The researcher realized the aim of the study by using a qualitative research approach with 

explorative and descriptive research designs. This approach and designs provided an in-depth 

understanding of the participants’ experiences. The researcher utilized non-probability purposive 

sampling to recruit participants. Data collection comprised of semi-structured interviews which 
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assisted that participants could express their experiences, thoughts, and feelings. The researcher 

transcribed the interviews and analyzed them by using the six thematic steps of Braun and Clark 

(2006). Four main themes and eleven sub-themes emerged and were either supported, contrasted, 

or compared to literature to verify the findings.  

5.2 CONCLUSIONS 

This section focused on the conclusions based on the themes and sub-themes as illustrated in 

Chapter four  - Table 4.2 (themes and sub-themes). 

5.2.1 Conclusion and implications of demographic profile of participants 

The study sample consisted of ten participants which consisted of eight female and only two male 

participants. The selection of the participants was based on their experience as social work 

supervisors rendering supervision services to social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic (see 

inclusion and exclusion criteria in the methodology chapter three). The ethnic representation 

consisted of nine coloured and one black social work supervisors.  

The study included eight female social work supervisors between 39-58 years of age and two male 

participants. The male participants perceived that social work is a female dominated profession. 

This belief is, however, misguided since social work is not inherently feminine. One of the 

conclusions is that the participants were not representative of social work supervisors nor of the 

social work populations. The implication for the study is that supervision is not a gender specific 

profession. 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



116 
 

The following section focuses on a summary of the main themes and sub-themes as findings of the 

research.  

5.2.2 Conclusions of main themes and sub-themes 

Four themes and eleven subthemes emerged from the findings. The study provided detailed, rich, 

and contextualized data from the participants who shared their experiences regarding supervision 

during COVID-19. The supervisors faced various challenges according to the findings. 

5.2.2.1 Main theme 1: Supervisors' challenges during COVID-19 

Theme one comprised of the challenges experienced by the participants when working remotely. 

Social workers who collaborate with people had to work remotely due to the pandemic, regardless 

of their readiness, capacity, and ability to do so. This also affected their workload.  

Sub-theme 1.1: Working remotely according to a rotating roster 

The following emerged from the sub-theme:   

The supervisors experienced difficulties when they worked remotely according to a roster. 

They experienced challenges with planning of supervision times based on the rotating roster. 

They especially experienced challenges when staff had to leave earlier than usual or when 

unplanned events occurred, such as the sanitation of the building.  

The supervisors perceived the remote roster as a waste of time. 

It was difficult to monitor the whereabouts of supervisees according to the remote rooster. 
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Sub-theme 1.2:  Experiencing communication challenges when working remotely   

The expectation existed that participants would use alternative ways of communication with all 

staff which included emails, WhatsApp, Zoom and MS Teams. 

Supervisors and supervisees did not have the competence to use these alternative methods. 

Sub-theme 1.3: Affecting supervisors’ workload when working remotely 

The findings indicated that the participants experienced an increase in their workload due to 

COVID-19 because they had to spend more hours with constant communication to staff via 

WhatsApp or confirming communication and information on a regular basis which increased their 

workload. 

The participants also found that the adherence and communication of DSD protocols and 

guidelines increased their workload.  

Participants had to spend time to fend off complaints by community members who reported social 

workers to line managers or the Minister of Social Development which consequently increase their 

workload. 

The conclusion for theme one is therefore that the participants experienced challenges to work 

according to a remote roster and they had to adapt to alternative communication methods. 

Participants experienced that they had to manage two sets of supervisees, which are either working 

remotely or in the office. There was an increase in their workload because they had to meet the 

demands of their employers and were also responsible to communicate departmental protocols. 

This included complaints to and from the the Minister of the DSD.  They also had to adhere to the 

restrictions as a result of the pandemic during the execution of these tasks. 
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5.2.2.2 Main theme 2: Supervisory challenges  

This theme focuses on the challenges experienced by supervisors when providing supervision to 

their supervisees and consisted of the following five sub-themes: 1) social distancing and remote 

supervision, 2) challenges with technology and resources to provide effective supervision, 3) 

adapting to online and social media platforms to accommodate supervision, 4) supervision of new 

recruits and social workers and, 5) quality of supervision. 

Subtheme 2.1: Social distancing and remote supervision 

Social distancing created a challenge for participants to render supervision.  

The COVID-19 pandemic did not allow face-to-face supervision although participants preferred 

it. 

It was difficult and challenging to provide remote supervision.  

The conclusion drawn is that social distancing created significant challenges for participants to 

provide supervision. 

Sub-theme 2.2 Challenges with technology and resources to provide effective supervision  

It was difficult to provide supervision without the necessary resources.  

Participants did not have sufficient laptops, phones, internet access or software. 

The equipment did not have the necessary specifications for remote supervision.  

There was not enough data or no data to use electronic equipment.  

Staff were also unfamiliar with certain technology or platforms used during supervision, for 

example MS Teams, Google Meet, Zoom meetings and email.  
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Staff were frustrated because they did not have any IT services to assist with the technological 

difficulties when they worked remotely. 

The conclusion is therefore that the participants and supervisees experienced challenges because 

they did not have the necessary resources to work remotely during COVID-19.  

Sub-theme 2.3: Supervisors adapting to online and social media platforms to accommodate 

supervision  

It was evident from the findings that the supervisors experienced difficulties because they had to 

use various communication and collaboration platforms to provide remote online supervision.  

The participants used WhatsApp for supervision, which proved to be difficult.  

It was difficult for participants to navigate MS Teams for supervision.  

Other methods of supervision included Zoom, Video calls, emails, or telephone calls.  

The supervisors used informal communication platforms such as WhatsApp for supervision during 

remote working. 

The conclusion of this theme is that supervisors had to adapt rapidly and find new ways to 

motivate, communicate, and supervise their team during the COVID-19 pandemic. Supervisors 

and supervisees experienced challenges because social workers had to adapt rapidly to virtual 

service provision. The findings of this study, however, suggest that supervisors attempted to 

establish supportive environments for effective supervision. 

Sub-theme 2.4: Supervision of new social work recruits 

The findings in this sub-theme suggest that: 
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Participants could not fulfill their mandate towards new social work recruits in terms of 

supervision, consultation, or operational processes, and only engaged with them when there were 

urgent matters as a result of the restrictions, schedules, and workload.  

Participants had limited resources to support new social work recruits.  

It was challenging to supervise new social work recruits due to the remote roster.  

Crisis management was more urgent than supervision for new social work recruits. 

Supervision during the pandemic affected new social work negatively.  

The theme concluded that new social work recruits were not sufficiently prepared and supervised 

during COVID-19. 

Sub-theme 2.5: Quality of supervision  

Participants provided ad hoc supervision to supervisees. 

The pandemic impacted the quality of the supervision. 

Educational and supportive supervision was not a priority during the pandemic.  

Evidence from participants indicated that supervision was not a priority and supervision was of a 

low standard.  

The conclusion on theme two is that participants struggled to provide supervision to social 

workers, social auxiliary workers, and social work students as a result of the COVID-19. It is 

evident from this theme that social work supervisors functioned normally according to 

expectations but with added responsibility, without any guidance or necessary tools.  
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5.2.2.3 Main theme 3: Emotional and psychological support during supervision  

Main theme three focuses on the emotional and psychological support to and from participants and 

consists of the following two sub-themes: 

Sub-theme 3.1: Providing emotional and psychological support to supervisees  

The findings of this sub-theme indicated that:  

Participants perceived them in a supporting role towards their supervisees. 

Social work supervisors did not manage their own fears, anxieties, and psychological challenges 

during the pandemic. 

It was important for the participants to assist each other during the pandemic.  

Supervisors touched base with staff and focused on their well-being. 

Supervisors always had an open-door policy as a mode of support. 

Subtheme 3.2: Emotional and psychological impact on the supervisor  

Findings indicated that: 

Participants had to be resilient and strong and not display any fear during COVID-19. 

Participants also experienced personal loss. 

The participants had to be composed but simultaneously experienced pain. 

Participants were psychologically drained. 

The participants feared for the safety of staff and that they would contract COVID-19. 

Supervisors were resilient but suppressed their own emotions which caused a risk of psychological 

and emotional exhaustion.  
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The conclusion of theme three is that participants struggled with their own emotional and 

psychological challenges which included fear and anxiety of infection or death of them or their 

family. It is important to consider that there are limited findings on the challenges of supervisors 

and this may be due to limited emotional and psychological skills or platforms to reflect and 

manage their own emotional encounters, which could inform this theme. 

5.2.2.4 Main theme 4: Coping Mechanisms for Supervisors  

Sub-theme 4.1: Team support  

The evidence from the study indicates that the participants could cope amidst the COVID-19 

pandemic despite the lack of emotional, psychological, or physical resources.  

Participants depend on other supervisors for support. 

Peers provided emotional support. 

They were closer as a team due to the support from each other. 

Their managers provided support.  

The Conclusions are that participants depend profoundly on the social support from colleagues, 

including other supervisors, managers, or team members that during a crisis. Supervisors depended 

mostly on their fellow supervisory colleagues for support.  
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5.3 RESEARCH FINDINGS IN RELATION TO THE RESEARCH AIM AND 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

This study had three objectives, as previously mentioned in the chapter, which focused on 

exploration and description of the experiences of social work supervisors when rendering 

supervision to social workers during COVID-19.  

The researcher focuses in the next section on the first two objectives because these comprised of 

the research process and findings of the research.  

Objective one was: To explore the experiences of social work supervisors during COVID-19.  

Objective two was: To describe the challenges of social work supervisors when rendering 

supervision to frontline social workers during COVID-19.  

The researcher employed a qualitative research approach and used explorative and descriptive 

research designs to achieve these objectives. This research approach and designs were appropriate 

because the researcher wanted to explore and describe the experiences of the participants. The 

researcher also opted to use the qualitative research approach as it was ideal when there is little to 

no empirical research on the topic. Qualitative research interprets and understands new phenomena 

and is therefore useful when there is not sufficient research on the topic (Pajo, 2018; Klopper, 

2008). There was limited knowledge on the experiences of supervisors rendering supervision to 

social workers during COVID-19 and the researcher gained new insights on the phenomenon. 

Chapter three focused on the application of the research methodology to meet these objectives. 

The findings, which related to objective two, indicated that the participants experienced challenges 
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when they provided supervision during COVID-19. Theme 1, Supervisors’ challenges during 

COVID-19 explained these challenges and it was evident that participants experienced difficulty 

working and supervising remotely, affected their workload negatively and communication with 

supervisees was difficult. Theme 2, Supervisory challenges included challenges with social 

distancing and remote supervision, with limited technology and resources to provide supervision 

and challenges to adapt to online supervision and supervision of new social work recruits during 

COVID-19. These challenges influenced the quality of supervision negatively. Theme 3, 

emotional and psychological support during supervision focused on the challenges which 

supervisors experienced when they had to provide emotional and psychological support to 

supervisees but also the emotional and psychological challenges which they experienced due to 

COVID-19. Theme 4, coping mechanisms for supervisors focused on team support as a 

significant coping mechanism for supervisors during these challenges. 

It is evident from the previous content that the researcher achieved objectives one and two.  

The next section discussed the realization of objective three. 

Objective three was to make recommendations for social work practice concerning social work 

supervision during a global pandemic. 

The researcher identified recommendations, based on the experiences of the study participants, 

which could improve supervision during a pandemic, and to equip supervisors with knowledge to 

manage future emergencies of pandemics. The participants provided recommendations based on 

different themes and subthemes, which could be useful in the context of social work.  
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5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS EMANATING FROM THE STUDY  

The researcher based the following recommendations on the findings and aim of the study which 

focused on the challenges experienced by supervisors during a pandemic. The researcher provides 

recommendations for the social work profession, social work supervisors, legislation, 

organizations, and policy to ensure that supervision is effective during future pandemics or 

evolution of online supervision.  

5.4.1 Recommendations for social work practice  

E-Social Work: Social work educators must focus on information and communication technologies 

(ICT) by including that in the curriculum to equip social workers to work remotely from the office 

and to prepare them for future pandemics or transition to e-social work.  

E-supervision: Supervisors must have the knowledge to apply the technology for supervision but 

also understand the risk and benefits for them and their supervisees. Supervisors must acquire the 

necessary technological skills to function during a pandemic in order to ensure continuation of all 

the functions of supervision (administrative, educational, and supportive) and should not only 

focus on the supportive function.  

Education: Supervisors are currently eligible for the supervisor’s role based on their experience of 

seven or more years as a social worker and do not necessarily need specialized education on social 

work supervision. It is evident from the study that social work supervision is a highly skilled task. 

The Bachelor of Social Work must include a module focusing on social work supervision.  

Training: The researcher recommends that the South African Council for Social Service 

Professionals (SACSSP) ensures that supervisors attend yearly training that would equip them to 

UWC https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/



126 
 

deal with their challenges and CPD points could be allocated accordingly. It is also essential that 

supervisors receive ongoing support to develop their skills.  

Ethics: Another recommendation is that social workers and social work supervisors receive the 

necessary tools to maintain confidentiality as required by the code of ethics during a pandemic. 

Working from home with client files, using private telephone calls and drafting reports and notes 

can compromise the confidentiality of clients. Education on the processes and requirements of 

supervisors and staff is therefore imperative to maintain confidentiality during a pandemic or 

remote working.  

Ethics: Clear protocol must be available for technology to ensure high-quality services, protect the 

supervisor, supervisee, client, and to safeguard against malpractice. 

5.4.2 Recommendations for the Supervision Framework policies, legislation, and 

the supervisors’ mandate  

Administration function: It was evident from the study that participants were not able to provide 

administrative supervision to staff because they did not have the equipment and had limited 

knowledge to implement administrative tasks during a pandemic. The participants therefore relied 

on the trust that staff were working. Policies and legislation need to stipulate the necessary mandate 

and guidelines in administrative supervision for social work supervisors and supervisees if another 

pandemic occurs in the future and the transition of working remotely.  

Educational function: Supervisors must develop their staff members with knowledge and skills to 

function during a pandemic. Supervisors need these to be able to provide consultation, supervision, 
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and mentoring to social workers, social auxiliary workers, and students during E-social work or a 

pandemic.  

Support: The researcher also recommended the social work supervisors have clear guidelines and 

structures to provide individual and group supervision during a pandemic. It was evident from the 

study that supervisors understood their requirements regarding COVID-19 (social distancing and 

restrictions), but they could not communicate with and support the supervisees.  

Support: Supervisors must have the necessary resources and information when supervisees or they 

need counseling during a pandemic. 

Peer Supervision: It was evident from the study that supervisors used peer supervision for coping 

and support. The SACSSP and The Supervision Framework must include peer supervision of 

supervisors in order to provide support and improve their morale but this should not be a substitute 

for supervision with managers.  

5.4.3 Recommendation for Government and Social Development 

Resources: It was evident from the study that supervisors had to function as normal but they did 

not have the required resources such as laptops, phones, and technology. Supervisors had to be 

creative to contact staff with limited resources for them and staff. The governmental and social 

work organizations must develop a clear plan to ensure resources are immediately accessible to 

staff during a pandemic.  

Support: It was evident from the study that supervisors received limited support from the 

governmental and social work organizations, and they had to rely on peer support. Governmental 

and social work organizations have to ensure support to supervisors through a supervisor’s forum, 
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support groups, and clear communication channels to voice their challenges with the expectation 

of positive feedback.  

Supervision: Empirical research (Lambert, 2022; Chibaya, 2018; Engelbrecht, 2015; & Wynne, 

2020) supports the findings of the study in stating that supervision in the South African context 

has a more managerial function which focuses on tasks and administrative requirements rather 

than efficient supervision. This study found that this phenomenon intensified during the pandemic. 

Governmental organizations and/or DSD must develop a system that would alleviate the 

managerial tasks and administrative requirements of social work supervisors so that they can focus 

on the quality of supervision during a pandemic. 

5.4.4 Recommendation for future research 

Limited empirical research on the challenges experienced by supervisors and even less on those of 

social work supervisors exists. The researcher therefore recommends that the focus of research in 

the future will be on the challenges of social work supervisors to ensure efficient social workers, 

social auxiliary workers, and students. Policy developers can then implement the research, equip, 

and plan for social work supervisors during a crisis or emergency such as a pandemic.  

The researcher recommends that the focus of the research will not only be on knowledge but also 

on application in practice.  

5.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

The researcher identified the following limitations of the study:  

Gender: The study consisted of ten interviews with eight female and only two male participants.  
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Race: The participants from the study included nine participants, which were from the Coloured 

and only one from the Black ethnic race. The study therefore only included the Coloured and Black 

population with no other race. The researcher cannot generalize the findings of the study to the 

experiences of supervisors from all racial groups in South Africa.  

DSD: The study focused on the experiences of social work supervisors employed by the 

Department of Social Development in the Western Cape, Cape Town Metropole. The study 

therefore did not include the experiences of supervisors from NGO’s and other social work 

organizations.  

5.6 CHAPTER CONCLUSION  

The researcher explored and described the challenges experienced by social work supervisors, 

from DSD, Western Cape, in the Cape Town Metropole, to render supervision to frontline social 

workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study was able to demonstrate that social work 

supervisors experienced challenges in rendering supervision during COVID-19. It is important to 

understand the challenges which supervisors experienced to improve services and provide 

effective supervision to social workers during a pandemic. 

The study underscored the importance of the PEO framework. The researcher was able to gain a 

better understanding of the challenges of supervisors and how these impacted their behavior by 

exploring and describing supervision to supervisees during the pandemic. It was important for the 

researcher not to separate the supervisors from their environment because it assisted the researcher 

to comprehend the challenges they experienced in the execution of their tasks.  
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The study findings concur with the PEO theoretical framework which emphasizes the researcher 

should consider the supervisor as an individual, the environmental factors that influenced them, 

such as COVID-19, and the occupation in which they provide supervision, and ensure compliance 

among staff when their challenges in rendering supervision to social workers during the pandemic 

were explored and described.  

5.7 OVERALL STUDY CONCLUSION        

This study aimed to explore and describe the challenges experienced by social work supervisors 

when rendering supervision to social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. It emphasized the 

importance of resources during a pandemic.  

Chapter 1 provides an introduction and overview of the study and produced the foundation for 

the chapters to follow. 

The researcher discussed the social work profession and focused on social work supervision, and 

supervision as support in the literature review in Chapter 2. This also included social workers as 

frontline workers and the challenges experienced by social work supervisors when rendering 

supervision to social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. The chapter also included the 

theoretical framework which underpinned the study which was the Person Environment 

Occupation (PEO) Framework. 

The researcher focused on the research methodology of the study in Chapter 3. This chapter 

discussed the application of the qualitative research approach with explorative and descriptive 

research designs. The researcher explained how she implemented semi-structured interviews to 

collect data from supervisors employed by the Department of Social Development, rendering 
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supervision to social workers during the pandemic. The researcher used the five steps of thematic 

analysis from Braun and Clarke (2013) for data analysis and development of the themes and sub-

themes. 

The researcher interpreted the data and developed themes and sub-themes in Chapter 4. The 

researcher provided evidence from the study participants by using quotations and used literature 

to affirm or contrast these findings. The researcher could provide recommendations for social work 

practice, social work education, legislation and policies, DSD and also future researchers based on 

these findings.  

The general conclusion of the study is that social work supervisors experienced various challenges 

during the pandemic and received no support. Supervisors had to function and continue with their 

responsibilities as normal although there was no plan and there was no consideration of the 

multiple stressors which they experienced, which contributed to an increase in workload.  
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Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
Tel: +27 21-959 2821 
rsdavids@uwc.ac.za 

 
INFORMATION SHEET (Appendix 1) 

 

Project Title:  Exploring challenges experienced by social work supervisors when rendering 

supervision to social workers in the Department of Social Development in the Cape Metropole 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

What is this study about?  

This is a research project being conducted by (Mrs.) Monique Balie at the University of the 

Western Cape under the supervision of Dr. Ronel Davids at the University of the Western Cape. 

We are inviting you to participate in this research project because you have experience in 

supervision as a social work supervisor within the Department of Social Development in the Cape 

Metropole. The purpose of this research is to generate new information by exploring and 

describing the challenges experienced by social work supervisors when rendering supervision to 

frontline social workers amidst COVID-19 within the department of social development in the 

Cape Metropole area.  

What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 

You will be asked to participate in an individual one-on-one interview with the researcher through an 

online video platform, Google Meet. or Zoom. The types of questions that you will be asked is related 

to your experiences with supervising social workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. The interview 

will take place for a duration of 45-50 minutes via the online platforms that you have selected as the 

most accessible.  

 

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 

The researcher undertakes to protect your identity and the nature of your contribution at all times. 

To ensure your anonymity during the research process, you will get a number and will be at all 

times referred to as the number provided to you. Your name or surname will not be used during 
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the research. All data collected during the research process will be locked in a cabinet where only 

the researcher has access to. The data stored on a computer will only be used by the researcher 

self, and only the researcher will have the password to access the data. Your identity will be 

protected at all times. In accordance with legal requirements and/or professional standards, 

information will be disclosed to the appropriate individuals and/or authorities if information comes 

to our attention that are of concern and might be harmful to you or others. In an event like this, 

you will be informed that we have to break confidentiality in order to fulfil our legal responsibility 

to report to the designated authorities.  

What are the risks of this research? 

There may be some risks from participating in this research study.  You will give information 

which might contribute to you being emotional or which might influence the way you perceive 

these things.  We will nevertheless minimise such risks and act promptly to assist you if you 

experience any discomfort, psychological or otherwise during the process of your participation in 

this study. Where necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to the DSD helpline which is 

anonymous.  

What are the benefits of this research? 

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the investigator learn 

more about your experiences and challenge faced when rendering supervision to social workers 

within the Department of Social Development amidst a global pandemic such as COVID-19. We 

hope that, in the future, other people such as DSD and supervisors might benefit from this study 

through improved understanding of the experiences of social worker supervisors when faced with 

challenges of providing supervision to social workers during a global pandemic 

Do I have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time?   

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.  You may choose not to take part at 

all.  If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at any time with no 

questions asked. If you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any 

time, you will not be penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

What if I have questions? 

This research is being conducted by (Mrs.) Monique Balie from the Social Work Department at 

the University of the Western Cape.  If you have any questions about the research study itself, 

please contact my supervisors: Mrs. Ronel Davids on rsdavids@uwc.ac.za or on 021 9592012. 

Should there be any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant or 

wishes to report any problems you experienced related to this study, please contact: 

 

Prof M van der Westhuizen 

Head of Social Work Department 

University of the Western Cape 

Prof Anthea Rhoda 

Dean of the Faculty of Community and 

Health Sciences 
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Telephone: 021 9592277  

E-mail: mvanderwesthuizen@uwc.ac.za 

 

University of the Western Cape 

Telephone: 021 9593662/2417 

Email: chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za  
 

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities and Social 

Sciences Research Ethics Committee. 

 

Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: 021 959 4111 

E-mail: research-ethics@uwc.ac.za  

 

REFERENCE NUMBER: ………………………. 
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APPENDIX 2 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 
Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21 959-2821 
 

 (Appendix 3)                      Permission Request                   Date: 07 August 2020 

   Title of Research Project:  Exploring challenges experienced by social work supervisors when 

rendering supervision to social workers in the Department of Social Development in the Cape 

Metropole during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

To: Provincial Director/Director of Social Development 

My name is Monique Balie, (student number: 4105133), and I am a registered Masters student in 

the Department of Social Work at the University of the Western Cape. I have been granted 

permission from the Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee to conduct my 

research study.  

I hereby request permission to be allowed to interview 10-12 social worker supervisors, within 

DSD Metropole North and Metropole South. The purpose of the research will be shared with the 

respective social work supervisors, as well as what their voluntary participation will entail.  

I trust that you will grant my request your favourable consideration, and I look forward to a positive 

response. 

Kind regards, 

Mrs. Monique Balie (B. Social Work) 

Masters (Social Work) Candidate 

Faculty of Community Health Sciences 

Department of Social Work 

University of the Western Cape 

Cell: 0833279878 
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Email:4105133@myuwc.ac.za 

 

Ms. R.S. Davids (Supervisor) 

Faculty of Community Health Sciences 

Department of Social Work 

University of the Western Cape 

Tell: 021 9592012 

Email:  rsdavids@uwc.ac.za 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 
Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21 959-2821 
 

 (Appendix 3)                      Permission Request                   Date: 07 August 2020 

   Title of Research Project:  Exploring challenges experienced by social work supervisors when 

rendering supervision to social workers in the Department of Social Development in the Cape 

Metropole during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

To: Provincial Director/Director of Social Development 

My name is Monique Balie, (student number: 4105133), and I am a registered Masters student in 

the Department of Social Work at the University of the Western Cape. I have been granted 

permission from the Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee to conduct my 

research study.  

I hereby request permission to be allowed to interview 10-12 social worker supervisors, within 

DSD Metropole North and Metropole South. The purpose of the research will be shared with the 

respective social work supervisors, as well as what their voluntary participation will entail.  

I trust that you will grant my request your favourable consideration, and I look forward to a positive 

response. 

Kind regards, 

Mrs. Monique Balie (B. Social Work) 

Masters (Social Work) Candidate 

Faculty of Community Health Sciences 

Department of Social Work 

University of the Western Cape 

Cell: 0833279878 

Email:4105133@myuwc.ac.za 
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Ms. R.S. Davids (Supervisor) 

Faculty of Community Health Sciences 

Department of Social Work 

University of the Western Cape 

Tell: 021 9592012 

Email:  rsdavids@uwc.ac.za 
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APPENDIX 4 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

 

   Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel : +27 21-959-2821 

rsdavids@uwc.ac.za 

 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE (Appendix 4) 

All information will be treated confidentially. The following information obtains statistical data 

about the characteristics of a population, such as age, gender, area of employment and ethnicity. 

Section A: Demographic information   

• Participant’s age: ……………………………………………………………….. 

• Participants gender ……………………………………………………………… 

• Participant’s area of employment: ……………………………………………... 

• Participant’s ethnicity: …………………………………………………………. 

• Participant’s employment status: ……………………………………………… 

• Participant’s years of employment: ……………………………………………. 

• Years of experience as a SW supervisor?  …………………………………….. 

Section B: Interview Guide 

Questions 1- 

1. How does supervision take place now during COVID-19 and how is supervision different now 

during COVID-19?  

2. Can you describe the challenges you experienced during COVID-19 when rendering supervision 

to social workers 
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• Prompt: What would you say is the greatest challenges you experience as a supervisor 

during this time of COVID-19? Please mention at least 5 challenges 

3. In your opinion, has the COVID-19 pandemic influenced your ability to supervise social workers 

– explain how 

4. How has managing your team remotely been during this COVID-19 period for you? 

• Probing: Do you think that individual supervision sessions with your team has been 

influenced by COVID-19? If so, Why and in what way? 

5. Describe how you tried to deal with the mentioned challenges (how did you cope)?  

6. To the best of your knowledge – are supervisors able to adapt to the COVID-19 procedures 

and protocols in terms of rendering supervision?   

7. Should steps be taken to support supervisors in their roles during the COVID-19 pandemic  

• Prompt: Why did this support work or not work?  

8. Please tell us if there are any procedures and processes to follow according to the DSD 

protocols regarding supervision 

9. What are the possible recommendations they can make to the social work practice when 

rendering supervision during a pandemic?  

 

 ‘Thank you for your time and willingness to answer the questions’. 
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APPENDIX 6   
   

Social Development   

   
Directorate: Research and Information Management   DSD REC 

Ethics Secretariat - DSD.REC-Ethics@westerncape.gov.za    

   

   

   

   

   
   

   

Reference: 12/1/2/4   

Enquiries: Clinton Daniels/Petro Brink   

Ms M. Balie   
 01 Saint Clair   
Kaapzicht Road                                      
Buh-rein Estate                                      
Kraaiforntein    
7570   
   

Dear Ms. Balie                           

RE: APPROVAL TO UNDERTAKE RESEARCH IN THE WESTERN CAPE DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENT   

1. Your request for ethical and access approval to undertake research in respect of 

‘Challenges experienced by social work supervisors when rendering supervision 

during the Covid-19 pandemic’ refers.   

   

2. Kindly note that your request was found to meet the ethical requirements of the 

Department’s Research Ethics Policy, subject to the conditions stipulated below:    
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• That the Secretariat of the Research Ethics Committee be informed in writing of 

any changes made to your research design after approval has been granted 

and be given the opportunity to respond to these changes.   

• That ethical standards and practices as contained in the Department’s Research 

Ethics Policy be maintained throughout the research study, in particular that 

informed consent (written or recorded) be obtained from participants.   

• The confidentiality and anonymity of participants, who agree to participate in 

the research, should be maintained throughout the research process and should 

not be named in your research report or any other publications that may 

emanate from your research.   

• The Department should have the opportunity to respond to the findings of the 

research. In view of this, the final draft of your dissertation should be provided to 

the Secretariat of the REC for comment before further dissemination.   

• The Department should receive a copy of the final research report or products 

and any subsequent publications resulting from the research.  

• The Department should be acknowledged in all research reports and products 

that result from the data collected in the Department.   

• Please note that the Department cannot guarantee that the intended sample 

size as described in your proposal will be realised.    

• Access to Departmental officials must be negotiated with the Regional Director: 

Metropole North subject to service delivery priorities and operational demands. 

Kindly note that you should not interview your immediate supervisor for the 

purpose of this project.    

• The requirements of the Protection of Personal Information Act, no 4 of 2013 must 

be adhered to during your  data collection process.destroy   

ed/deleted/de-identified   

3. This approval is valid for a period of 12 months from the date of final approval as 

indicated on this letter.   A progress report regarding the status of your research 

must be submitted to the REC Secretariat one month prior to the date on which 
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the REC approval expires. If data collection has not been completed within this 

period, it is your responsibility to timeously submit a request for an extension of this 

approval.   

   

4. The Secretariat must be notified once you have completed data collection in the 

Department.    

• Failure to comply with these conditions can result in this approval being revoked.   

• Please provide written acceptance of these conditions and recommendations 

within 5 working days of the receipt of this letter.   

 

 

 

 

I hereby acknowledge receipt and accept the conditions set out in this letter of 

approval.   

 

 Department Social Development – Directorate Research and 

Information Management   
 

    

Name:    Monique B al ie   

    

  

  

Signature:    

Date:    14/12/2021   

Place:  Buh 
- 
rein Estate, Cape Town  
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APPENDIX 7 

EDITING OF THESIS  

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

  

STUDENT: MONIQUE BALIE               ST. NR: 4105133  

DEGREE: MA SOCIAL WORK  

  

  

TITLE: AN EXPLORATION OF THE CHALLENGES EXPERIENCED BY SOCIAL  

WORK SUPERVISORS WHEN RENDERING SOCIAL WORK SUPERVISION IN THE  

DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE CAPE METROPOLE DURING 

THE  

COVID-19 PANDEMIC  

  

  

I hereby declare that I have edited the MA thesis of Monique Baily before submission for 

the MA Social Work Degree.  

  

  

  

Dr. A. Beytell  

25/1/2024  
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