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Abstract
This article is about the experience of telephone supervision from the perspective of
practitioners. It is set in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, which changed and
challenged the nature of probation supervision and required service users and super-
visors to communicate remotely, using the telephone, rather than by meeting face-to-
face. The article explores some of the impacts and consequences of telephone contact
and examines the extent to which this approach has a part to play in future, post-pan-
demic, ways of working.

The article draws on findings from a research project examining remote supervi-
sion practice during the pandemic. Fieldwork (comprising an online survey and a
series of semi-structured interviews) was conducted between July and September
2020 in three divisions within an English community rehabilitation company. The art-
icle reinforces the importance of face-to-face work in probation practice but suggests
that there is scope to retain some use of telephone supervision as part of a future
blended practice model. Further thinking about telephone supervision might consider
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these three themes identified in the research: remote working limits the sensory dimen-
sion of supervision, relationships remain at the heart of practice, and good practice
requires professional discretion.
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Covid-19, probation supervision, blended supervision, professional discretion, rela-
tionships, telephone supervision

Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic has changed and challenged the nature of probation super-
vision. In particular, the public health emergency brought an abrupt end to the tradi-
tional routine of face-to-face appointments in offices. Service users and supervisors
found themselves communicating remotely using the telephone, or meeting on door-
steps or in the open air. This article is about the experience of telephone supervision
and is based on the perspective of practitioners. It explores some of the impacts and
consequences of telephone contact and examines the extent to which this approach
has a part to play in future, post-pandemic, ways of working.

The article draws on findings from a research project examining remote supervi-
sion practice during the pandemic. Fieldwork (comprising an online survey and a
series of semi-structured interviews) was conducted between July and September
2020 in three divisions within an English community rehabilitation company
(CRC). The article reinforces the importance of face-to-face work in probation prac-
tice; supervisors spoke about the contribution that this made to the quality of their
work. However, the article also suggests that there is scope to retain some use of tele-
phone supervision as part of a future blended practice model. Using the telephone,
for some tasks and in some situations, can aid and enrich the supervision experience
for both practitioner and service user. Further thinking about telephone supervision
might consider these three themes identified in the research: remote working limits
the sensory dimension of supervision, relationships remain at the heart of practice,
and good practice requires professional discretion.

Background
Probation supervision depends on relationships. Relational aspects of practice
emerge as a key issue whenever people are invited to talk about their experiences
of supervision. This has been the case throughout the history of probation work
(examples include Davies [1979]; Ditton and Ford [1994]; Willis [1986]). People
on both sides of the supervisory interaction identify a relationship based on trust,
rapport and respect as an indicator of quality (Dominey, 2019; Robinson et al.,
2014; Shapland et al., 2012). Arguments stressing the importance of supervisory
relationships survived moves to more managerial and bureaucratic ways of
working because, as well as making sense to practitioners, they were supported
by a growing body of evidence linking good-quality relationships to outcomes
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such as reduced reoffending (Dowden and Andrews, 2004), encouraging desis-
tance (Farrall and Calverley, 2006; Hart and Healy, 2018), improving compliance
(Ugwudike, 2016) and maintaining the legitimacy of community orders (McNeill
and Robinson, 2013).

The centrality of the supervisory relationship is stressed in frameworks intended to
guide probation practice. The first principle of the Council of Europe Probation Rules
states ‘Probation agencies shall aim to reduce reoffending by establishing positive
relationships with offenders in order to supervise (including control where neces-
sary), guide and assist them and to promote their successful social inclusion’
(Council of Europe, 2010:3). In England and Wales, the Target Operating Model
for the most recent reorganisation of probation services explains that its design
(among other things) prioritises ‘Facilitating relationship building through offering
continuity of Probation Practitioners supervising an individual throughout their
order, helping them to achieve better outcomes’ (HMPPS, 2021a: 52). The import-
ance of the supervisory relationship is consistently acknowledged even if, in prac-
tice, issues of resourcing and restructuring leave practitioners with large
workloads that threaten good-quality practice (HMIP, 2020a).

Face-to-face work is at the heart of the supervisory relationship. Probation super-
vision, for the most part, takes place in probation offices. There is practice and aca-
demic debate about the way that the design of the office communicates the purpose
of supervision (Phillips, 2014) and the extent to which probation buildings are fit for
purpose (McDermott, 2016); there are also arguments, developed empirically and
theoretically, that probation work is better and more effectively undertaken away
from the office and in service users’ homes and communities (Bottoms, 2008;
Coley and Ellis Devitt, 2020; Phillips et al., 2020b). There is much less discussion
about the extent to which supervision must rely on face-to-face interaction.

Some forms of remote criminal justice supervision seek to replace person-to-person
interaction partly or entirely with approaches that rely on technology, for example the
use of reporting kiosks and forms of electronic monitoring (HMIP 2019a; Nellis,
2014). Telephone conversations between staff and service users, while not
face-to-face, are a different sort of remote supervision retaining the contact between
people. However, while the telephone is used in areas such as psychotherapy and
primary health care (Irvine et al., 2020; McFarland et al., 2021), it is infrequently
employed as part of probation supervision and often linked with approaches intended
to save money rather than enhance service provision. The argument that telephone
supervision was inherently inadequate was made as part of the wider criticism of
the practice approaches of some CRCs (see for example: HMIP, 2019b; House of
Commons Justice Committee, 2018). However, there has been little discussion
about the part that the telephone may be able to play in probation supervision and
there is almost no empirical evidence about its use by staff and service users.

The Covid-19 pandemic brought sudden and radical changes to all aspects of
probation practice. Its impact was felt across the world requiring probation organi-
sations to draw up emergency delivery models in haste (CEP, 2021; HMPPS, 2020).
In England and Wales, the move away from face-to-face meeting to much greater
use of supervision by telephone was only one aspect of the exceptional approaches
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adopted across probation; the pandemic also brought significant change to proba-
tion work in courts, in prisons, and in staff supervision and training.

There is, as yet, limited literature about the impact of the pandemic on service
users, staff or probation organisations. The health, social and economic conse-
quences of Covid-19 and its associated restrictions were seen as likely to fall
more heavily on those who are already disadvantaged and vulnerable
(Musimbe-Rix, 2020; Revolving Doors Agency, 2020). Service users reported a
reduction in contact not just with probation, but also with the community agencies
providing help in areas such as substance misuse and mental health (HMIP,
2020b; UserVoice, 2020). McNeill (2020) identified that the experience of tele-
phone supervision would likely depend on the nature of the pre-existing relationship
between the two individuals and argued that the new ways of working required by
the pandemic could make the legitimacy of probation work harder to maintain and
sustain.

Methodology
The focus of this article is specifically on the use of the telephone as a tool for proba-
tion work and the learning that follows from the shift of telephone supervision from a
minority to a majority approach. It draws on findings from a research project exam-
ining supervision practice during the pandemic. This was a collaborative project,
with CRC in-house research staff and a university-based academic working together.
Approval to undertake the research was obtained from the university research ethics
committee and the project observed the ethical principles set out by the CRC
research unit. These principles ensure that the rights of research participants are
respected, that informed consent is obtained and that confidentiality and anonymity
are guaranteed.1

The research (fieldwork was undertaken between July and September 2020)
gathered data from CRC practitioners. An on-line survey was circulated to all
case managers and completed by 79 respondents. The survey asked questions
about the way that practitioners were using technology to enable remote supervision
and sought their perspectives on the strengths and limitations of working in this way.
Following the survey, 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted (either by tele-
phone or video-conference) with staff who had volunteered to participate in this
way. The interviews provided the opportunity to explore the survey themes in
more depth and to gather a range of practice examples. The group of interviewees
included ten women and two men, seven probation service officers and five proba-
tion officers, and with professional experience ranging from <1 year to >20 years.

The survey and interview data were analysed to identify key themes and con-
cepts. All the interviews were analysed by at least two researchers. The research
team sought to ensure the quality of data analysis by working together to share
ideas and test the reliability of emerging findings.

Given that the survey respondents and interviewees volunteered to participate in
the study they may not be representative of the population of CRC case managers. It
is possible that practitioners chose to participate in the research to express
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particularly positive or negative views about remote supervision and probation prac-
tice. As the study was conducted in CRCs its findings reflect the work done in CRCs
(for example, with a focus on issues such as domestic violence rather than sex offend-
ing) although a couple of the research participants had previously worked with indi-
viduals assessed as posing a high risk of harm and drew on this experience in the
interview. The findings are also shaped by the technology available to the CRC prac-
titioners (who before the pandemic had generally not had work-issued mobile
phones or laptop computers).

Findings
This article is about the suitability of telephone calls for probation supervision rather
than the impact on practitioners of working at home, remotely from colleagues and
while coping with the needs of family members. During the fieldwork period, most
practitioners were home-based and, as a result, the experiences of working from
home and supervising by telephone are blurred. Additionally, space does not
allow for substantive discussion of other findings from the study (for example,
about the use of text messages, email and mobile phone apps, or the use of video-
conferencing for inter-agency work). The article occasionally refers to these other
aspects of the research where they serve to illuminate an aspect of telephone
supervision.

The research suggests that further thinking about telephone supervision should
consider these three ideas: remote working limits the sensory dimension of supervi-
sion, relationships remain at the heart of practice, and good practice requires pro-
fessional discretion.

Sense and supervision
Criminological enquiry is increasingly investigating the significance of the senses in
spaces of punishment and control (Herrity et al., 2021). People understand and
experience their environment through sight, sound, touch, sense and smell. Penal set-
tings (for example courts, prisons and detention centres) are shaped by noises,
odours and architectures with the contradictory potential to be both overwhelming
and under-stimulating (Schmidt and Jefferson, 2021). The auditory environment of
a prison gives clues to the state of emotions, security and safety to the people
within (Herrity, 2020).

One striking feature of this research was the way that the research participants
used the language of sensing to describe the process of probation supervision.
Interacting remotely meant interacting without the usual sensory feedback. This
was a shared experience for supervisor and service user.

I’m not getting a good feel for them as I haven’t been able to sit in a room and see them
and I appreciate they probably feel the same about me. (Gemma)
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One of the obvious and strong disadvantages of telephone calls is that people
cannot see each other. Practitioners were clear that this made supervision more dif-
ficult. Communication is about spoken words, but also about body language; mana-
ging without body language meant that communication was harder and important
messages were often missed. When practitioners work face-to-face, they pick up on
visual clues and on discrepancies between what someone is saying and how they
are looking.

Conversation isn’t just about what’s being said, it’s about how it’s being said, your
body language. Are you being threatening? Are you being open? You use gestures
a lot to get your point across, so having a visual contact is preferable. (Paul)

Gemma, speaking specifically about work with people with substance use issues,
said:

You need to be able to see them often to verify what they are telling you, whether they’re
using or not - because over the telephone you can’t see if there has been a dramatic
weight loss or if their personal care standards have significantly dropped…being
able to see them definitely helps with your assessment of how they are doing. How’s
their welfare? Have they neglected themselves? Have they relapsed? Are they drinking
more? Are they under the influence? They could say “Oh I sound like this because I’m
tired” but it could actually be because they have taken something.

Almost no study participant had the experience of using video calls as part of
supervision.Work-issued mobile phones were not smart (i.e. with a camera and con-
nected to the internet) and CRC policy did not support the use of applications like
WhatsApp and Zoom to contact service users. However, some practitioners were
interested in the potential for video calls on the basis that it would be possible to
see a service user and get a clearer idea of how, where and with whom they
were. That said, as Paul explained, seeing someone online would still be a poor sub-
stitute for face-to-face work; even if the quality of the video call was good, he ima-
gined that the screen would still be a barrier, obscuring the detail of body language.

When describing the sensory deprivation associated with telephone supervision,
practitioners gave examples that went beyond the lack of opportunity for seeing,
reflecting also on the consequences of remote supervision for hearing and smelling.
They explained that using the telephone required very careful listening, which was
demanding and tiring. Poor connections and background noise meant that
people could be hard to hear. Reciprocally, service users with poor hearing were
not well served by telephone contact.

Practitioners also valued their sense of smell as a means of gathering important
information about the well-being of service users and as a warning sign of increased
problems with alcohol and drug use.

On the telephone they can present as sober, you can’t smell their breath, you can’t see
their eyes. (Andrew)
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You might be able to tell over the phone if they are under the influence, slurring their
words and things like that, but some people are really good at hiding it. If they actually
come into the office I can see, I can smell, so things like that really help. (Rebecca)

Practitioners were particularly concerned that the loss of sensory feedback
reduced their ability to make accurate judgements about risk. They attached consid-
erable weight to the importance of sight in ascertaining whether someone was telling
the truth, perhaps more weight than is supported by the studies in psychology that
suggest that both lay people and experts overestimate their ability to detect decep-
tion (Hartwig and Granhag, 2015).

Andrew was uncertain about the authenticity of telephone supervision:

I hate it… I don’t like it at all…you feel like you could be being lied to… without
face-to-face contact, there’s no way to know if what you are being told is the truth.
You kind of get the feeling when you are talking to some people, they are just spinning
you a bit of a yarn really

They are not in front of you so you can’t gauge their body language… you can pick up a
lot with their body language, in front of you, to gauge whether what they are saying is
quite true or not - and on the phone that is quite difficult. It’s easy for them to say on the
phone, “oh yeah everything’s good, everything’s fine, nothing is happening” whereas
face-to-face you might pick up some other things that you’re not too sure if that’s actually
the case. (Nicola)

Over the telephone, it was not possible to be sure that someone was where they
claimed to be, or to know whether other people (friends, family members or children)
were listening into the call. It was harder for practitioners to take a curious and inves-
tigative approach. Sara talked about having a ‘probation radar’which enabled her
to identify when someone was contemplating change or falling into trouble.
Communicating remotely deprived her of the ability to read body language and
to ‘sniff out’ shifts in motivation. Her probation radar did not work as well over
the phone.

Relationships and remote supervision
The CRC supervisors in this study were using the telephone for almost all supervisory
appointments, making only occasional use of socially distanced face-to-face meet-
ings. They were using the telephone for the full range of supervision activities
(such as induction appointments for people new to supervision, structured sessions
focused on sentence plan aims, and unscheduled responses to concerns about pro-
blems or crises); sometimes they were speaking to service users they knew well and
other times to people that they had never met in person.

The survey asked respondents to rate the suitability of voice calls for a range of
supervision tasks. Practitioners were reluctant to judge any task as never suitable
to undertake remotely but expressed most caution about first appointments:
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around 45% of respondents said that voice calls were rarely or never suitable for first
appointments with people released from prison and about 35% of respondents said
the same about first appointments for people beginning a community order. By con-
trast, only 1% rated voice calls as rarely or never suitable for scheduled supervision
appointments and 5% said this about unscheduled welfare checks.

Supervisors were doing their best to establish a supervisory relationship without
being able to meet in person, but found this unsatisfactory.

What I found difficult is the new cases that you got, you’ve only ever spoken to them
over the phone, you can’t put a face to the name, you can’t picture that person. I just
think for getting to know someone, and building rapport those face-to-face meetings
are quite crucial at the beginning. (Deborah)

Practitioners were more positive about the use of the telephone to communicate
with service users with whom they had an established professional relationship.
This was partly because it was simply easier to manage without visual clues when
both people knew each other, but supervisors made more nuanced points too.
They gave examples of service users who found it easier to speak about difficult
or personal issues when they were not in a face-to-face setting.

I don’t know whether that’s because they don’t need to cover up any body language on
the phone or maintain eye-contact. I don’t know if they open up a bit more. I seem to
have found out loads more about my service users than when they were in the office.
(Linda)

For some service users a benefit of telephone supervision was that they were able
to speak to their supervisor without coming into the probation office. This example
(which makes the case for alternative venues for supervision at least as much as
for telephone contact) came from a practitioner in response to a survey question:

I have found telephone discussions to be more open and engaging with some service
users than face-to-face - one has said that he so hates just coming into the office (every-
thing it represents for him), that he is in a state of agitation before seeing me, and so the
first period of supervision is spent supporting him to relax (and this service user has been
on licence for some years now).We do not have to go through this on the phone and the
difference in engagement is remarkable.

The experience of ‘doing probation’ at home generated mixed feelings among
both service users and staff. Thinking about service users, supervisors had examples
(like the one above) where service users were more relaxed speaking from their
home but also knew that for other people home was not sufficiently safe, quiet, or
private to enable them to speak openly. Reflecting on their own experience, some
practitioners welcomed the opportunity to work from home and the associated
reduction in time spent travelling or late evenings in the office. However, others
explained that working at home added to the complexity of setting appropriate
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boundaries for professional relationships; it was not always possible to separate
work time from home time and practitioners felt that, on occasions, telephone
calls (particularly about difficult or intimate topics) risked being overheard by house-
hold members in their home as well as that of the service user.

Practitioners spoke of the strategies that they were using to build rapport and
develop a working relationship. They stressed that they used familiar processes
but adapted them to the demands of the telephone; they were listening to people,
being friendly and approachable, and being clear about the purposes, expectations
and options of supervision.

I’ve only just realised how much of it [the job] I do by looking pleasant, and you know
I’m quite smiley, I’m quite friendly - and if people don’t hear that on the phone, I think
possibly I sound a bit sharper on the phone, as it were, I talk quite fast.. which probably
makes a difference to people… I have had to work on talking more consciously slowly. I
think possibly the way I come across if people haven’t spoken to me before is just less
approachable, maybe, on the phone, because I think I’m doing a lot of work with my
body language. (Claire)

Linda explained the challenge of telephone contact with someone speaking of
suicide:

It’s hard to change the tone of your voice enough to indicate that you’re concerned or
are caring.

These quotes illustrate the emotional labour intrinsic to probation work; practi-
tioners work to manage the emotions of the situation, communicating in the way
deemed appropriate for the circumstances. For practitioners some emotional
display is a genuine reflection of feeling, at other times the display is on the
surface and intended to trigger a specific response in the other (Knight et al.,
2016). The work of emotional labour in probation is demanding, tests professional
boundaries and, without support for practitioners, risks burnout (as found in a recent
study exploring the experiences of women who supervise women on probation (Ellis
Devitt, 2020). As Phillips et al. (2020a) correctly observe, moving from face-to-face
to voice-to-voice interactions places different demands on workers.

Supervisors also observed that the move from office appointments to telephone
calls shifted the boundaries of supervisory relationships in a variety of ways.
Practitioners who had not previously had a work mobile phone found themselves
accessible to service users in unfamiliar ways and had to make decisions about
how to respond to service users who phoned often and outside of agreed appoint-
ment times. Some practitioners found it easier, or more acceptable and appropriate,
than others to turn off the work mobile phone outside of office hours.

Work mobile phones make staff accessible to service users in new ways. Given
mutual understanding about the boundaries of this contact, service users are
enabled to communicate in more proactive and reciprocal ways with supervisors.
This comment was made by a respondent to the survey:
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Service users have the benefit of feeling like they are in a two-way relationship with their
programme facilitators because they can easily contact them (with a message) on the
phone, rather than simply being required to turn up to meetings with a group. This
must encourage the impression that they are equal and responsible agents in their
own rehabilitation, so improving their engagement and receptiveness.

Telephone supervision was also identified as transferring responsibility for com-
pliance from the service user to the supervisor; it usually involved the supervisor
making the call whereas face-to-face supervision required the service user to
attend an office appointment. More appointments were kept, and fewer warnings
issued; service users were more likely to answer the telephone than to report to
the office. A further consequence of easier communication was the prospect of
repairing ruptures in supervisory relationships (Lewis, 2014) and dealing with diffi-
culties without the need to move to formal warnings.

Nicola’s experience was that there was less need for enforcement action as:

They just pick up their phone….At the end of the day, they’ve answered you and you’ve
contacted them.

Compliance has actually been quite a lot better during the pandemic as people don’t
tend to avoid a phone call in the same way they avoid coming to the office. (Emily)

Other interviewees painted a more complex picture of the impact of telephone
reporting on the formal nature of the supervision process. Sara voiced the
concern that the informal nature of telephone reporting was ‘over-familiar’ and
risked service users becoming ‘complacent’. Blended supervision shifts the pattern
of power, compliance and motivation in supervisory relationships in ways that
merit further exploration and discussion.

Good practice and professional discretion
The importance of taking an individualised approach to supervision (and avoiding
‘one-size-fits-all’ responses) emerges strongly in the literature about quality in proba-
tion practice (Robinson et al., 2014); tailoring supervision to each service user’s cir-
cumstances is a key component of desistance-focused approaches (McNeill et al.,
2012).

The findings from this study support the idea that, for some service users on some
occasions, telephone supervision has benefits and that decisions about when to use
the telephone are best made in discussion between the two people involved.
Practitioners generally wanted to use discretion, considering each service user on
an individual basis. Demographic factors (including gender, ethnicity and age)
did not have a big impact on supervisors’ judgements about the use of telephone
contact. One survey respondent wrote:
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Remote contact is a very useful option with the right service user; hopefully one legacy of
the pandemic will be an increased recognition of this and a corresponding extension of
trust to individual officers to determine when and for whom this option is used.

Practitioners were not arguing that telephone supervision should be a routine
approach but that using the telephone should be an available option in cases
where this would improve the quality of their contact with a service user. For
example, one interviewee gave the example of a service user in full-time work as
a van driver who was now able to schedule lunchtime telephone appointments
and speak from the privacy of his cab. Prior to the pandemic he had found it
hard to attend appointments at the end of his working day, arriving in the office
tired and stressed from the rush-hour traffic; now he was engaging with the
planned exercises and activities. However, in other cases, such remote supervision
would not be deemed appropriate and office appointments would be required to
check that service users were complying with, for example, conditions about where-
abouts and residence.

Domestic violence and sex offending were two areas where practitioners were
cautious about telephone supervision. In both cases, face-to-face work enabled
the supervisor to gauge the service user’s response to the conversation and
reduce the likelihood of harm to others.

[By discussing things] that might make him angry, and then he puts the phone down and
it might have repercussions on the partner. If they come to the office, and they are on the
bus, they might cool down by the time they get back home. (Lena)

However, stressing her wish to respond to each case on its merits, Lena also
explained that, in another domestic violence case, telephone supervision had
enabled her to keep in regular contact with an older service user who was in
poor health and vulnerable to Covid-19.

Practitioners were aware that service users varied in their access to telephones
and, specifically, to smartphones with internet access; digital exclusion was a
problem for some people, restricting opportunities and reducing choice. Where
supervisees were in unstable and rapidly changing circumstances and likely to
lose, sell, or be robbed of their mobile phone, supervisors saw benefit in the
routine and structure of office reporting. However, for service users who were com-
fortable users of telephones (and specifically smartphones), accessing probation by
voice call, or potentially video call, replicated their experience with other public
services.

Conclusion and implications
The findings from this study reinforce the importance of face-to-face work in proba-
tion practice. Inter-personal interactions are at the heart of supervision. Required by
the pandemic to move to remote supervision, the ability of staff to build and sustain
relationships was hampered in several ways. The study highlighted the extent to
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which supervision is a multi-sensory experience and the absence of sight (a key
sense for most practitioners) raised the profile of other senses. Staff raised
concern about their ability to work sensitively while relying only on tone of voice
and choice of language and it may be that probation can usefully learn from orga-
nisations who have much skill and experience in running telephone helplines for
people in difficulty.

Remote supervision has also tested and pushed professional boundaries. Staff
and service users are accessible (and inaccessible) in new ways. The power to
make contact, accept contact and avoid contact takes a different shape. Remote
supervision also challenges the dominance of the office appointment. Once the pan-
demic restrictions are passed and individuals have more choice about travel and
venue, service users and staff could choose to make and receive phone calls wher-
ever they felt most productive and most secure (at home, in the office or somewhere
else). Practitioners varied in the extent to which they welcomed a new way of
working without the familiar structure of waiting rooms, reception areas and
appointments. Staff made different and individual decisions about where to set
new professional boundaries.

This research suggested that telephone supervision was most successful in circum-
stances which staff judged to be less complex and more routine. This judgement was
partly about the extent to which supervisors perceived a service user to pose a risk of
causing serious harm, but it was also about assessments of broader factors to do
with well-being, engagement and communication. There was a hint in the interview
data that supervisors who had more experience with complex cases (and more train-
ing in this area) were less happy with telephone supervision than their colleagues
who worked primarily with a caseload of service users assessed as the lowest
risk. However, only a small number of supervisors were interviewed as part of this
study, and more research would be needed to ascertain whether practitioners’
expectations about the nature and depth of the supervisory relationship were
linked with their level of satisfaction about telephone supervision. Similarly, this
research did not capture the experience of supervisors who (at the time of the
study) were working with service users convicted of sex offences or subject to multi-
agency public protection arrangements, and further research could usefully explore
the use of blended supervision approaches (combining face-to-face meeting, tele-
phone contact and online communication) across the whole probation caseload.

The practitioners in this study wanted to be able to exercise professional discre-
tion and use the telephone for the right interaction at the right time. This research sug-
gests that this would be an occasional part of blended supervision, most likely to be
chosen in cases where the individuals had a good existing relationship, where the
supervisor was confident about the circumstances of the service user, and where
the intended conversation did not require the service user to be in the office. This
does not mean that telephone supervision would always be used for routine report-
ing and never for structured interventions; the practitioners were arguing for a more
nuanced approach than this, one that took account of the circumstances and fea-
tures of each case.
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As well as rebuilding after the pandemic, the probation service in England and
Wales is also managing the process of unification: the ending of the contracts
with the CRCs and the bringing together of all supervision work in a newly config-
ured Probation Service (Carr, 2021). The recently published Target Operating
Model for the new organisation (HMPPS, 2021a) suggests that blended approaches
will continue to be part of probation supervision, supports the creation of standards
governing minimum levels of face-to-face contact, and acknowledges the need for
improvement in the mobile devices and internet access provided for staff. The
revised National Standards, written to take account of the unification process, antici-
pates the need for blended supervision model guidance (HMPPS, 2021b). The impli-
cations of this research for the new probation service are in the areas of use of and
access to technology, supervisor training and support and the use of professional
discretion.

The quality of blended supervision does depend, in part, on the technology avail-
able to staff and service users. For staff, smartphones offer more than talking and
texting, including the possibility of video calls, the sharing of photographs and the
use of a wide range of internet resources. These options (not available to research
participants at the time of this study) if used creatively have the potential to enrich
supervision. Some service users regularly use mobile devices for social and work
communication but this is not the case for everyone, with the risk of exclusion for
those who do not have the equipment, resources or skills needed to interact remotely
with probation supervision. Supervisors in the study were concerned about widen-
ing digital inequality. Participating fully in society increasingly relies on being
able to access online services and resources, compounding the disadvantage of
those people without the necessary skills, equipment or access.

New ways of working bring the need for changes to training and support, for
longstanding supervisors as well as for recently recruited staff (who may have
been working remotely and from home since the start of their careers). Blended
supervision requires staff to choose the best communication method for a particular
task. Telephone supervision needs different thinking about how to interact and com-
municate, drawing on good examples from the existing and well-established world
of telephone counselling and helplines. Feedback from service users about the
experience of being on the ‘receiving end’ of telephone supervision (something
that this study was not set up to gather) is important too. The reshaping of profes-
sional boundaries requires reflection and discussion, with peers and within teams.

The staff in this study wanted to be able to choose the balance of communication
modes to suit the circumstances of each service user. They could see the benefit of
specific guidelines for online and remote supervision (dealing, for example, with
issues of security, risk management, accessibility, and boundaries) but argued for
the opportunity to use professional discretion. In addition to benefits for the
service user, flexible ways of working give supervisors more options for managing
busy workloads. Moving to a good quality model of blended supervision requires
practitioners who are well trained, well supported, accountable for their decisions
but also permitted to use their discretion (Eadie and Canton, 2002). It also requires
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the probation service to nurture an organisational culture that values staff learning,
reflection and support.

Deborah spoke for many of the research participants, explaining how her learn-
ing over past months encouraged her to continue with some elements of remote
supervision alongside more traditional practice:

I don’t think we ever would have gone to this phone contact if it hadn’t been these
exceptional circumstances. It’s been forced to come in. But there certainly have been
some benefits… it’s the mixture that’s needed. That balance between the two.
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