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Preface

I hear and I forget
I see and I remember
I do and I understand

Confucius, Chinese philosopher and reformer (551-479 BC)

What questions have you heard recently that made a decisive impact on your 
work?

A conversation only gets interesting when the questions really matter. Good 
questions can bring about change far better than any answers you might 
get. We’re fascinated by what intervision can achieve – how it leads to fast, 
targeted change in people and organizations. Intervision gives you insight 
into how you behave at work and what you can do to improve that. Profes-
sionals can use this book to systematically learn how to gain insight into 
your working style, and through self-reflection find improvements to imple-
ment. You do this by asking constructive questions. Knowing how to ask 
helpful questions is also useful in other aspects of work.

Intervision is based on the idea that you alone are ultimately responsible for 
your own behavior. You learn to look differently at yourself, at what you do, 
and search for things to improve. In intervision, you take charge of your pro-
fessional development, your expertise in your field, the way you work with 
others and your personal performance.

In our field we’ve noticed that intervision courses are often limited to swap-
ping work experiences, giving advice and solving known problems. We think 
it’s time for a change; it’s time to bring in more focus and depth as this leads 
to sustained change and development. That’s why we wrote this book. Good 
intervision dares go one step further, to the level of self-reflection and re-
search into underlying views and behavioral patterns – the hidden drivers 
behind the things that confront people and subconsciously keep on acting 
out in their lives. If you can reach that deeper level, permanent change be-
comes possible.

This book is about using intervision as a professional learning and develop-
ment tool for individuals, teams and organizations. For beginners, it will 
introduce you to a method that gives fast results, takes little time to learn 
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and can be used by any group in any organization. For the more advanced, 
this book fine-tunes intervision into making a deeper contribution to your 
own development and that of the organization for which you work.

Organizations have goals: to make a profit, deliver quality, satisfy custom-
ers or attract talent. Goals associated with people can sometimes be hard to 
achieve but go a long way in determining the successful attainment of the 
pursued result. Good intervision can help with this.

Applying intervision in international organizations is a challenge because of 
the role cultural differences may play in the intervision group. We would like 
to introduce professionals all over the world to our experience with intervi-
sion and tell you about the diverse methods we use.

We hope our book will encourage individuals, teams and organizations to 
use intervision as a tool for professionalization.

We look forward to hearing your comments, impressions, suggestions and 
questions (www.networkintervision.com).

We want to thank everyone who contributed to the completion of this book 
that, we hope, will further spread the news about intervision both within 
and beyond Europe.

Monique Bellersen and Inez Kohlmann
Gorinchem, the Netherlands, 2016

Pr eface

Highlights for relevant information or instructions
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Chapter 1

What is intervision?

People are not disturbed by things, but by the view they take of them.

Epictetus, Ancient Greece

Intervision is a form of expertise development in which professionals call on 
their colleagues, fellow professionals or peers to help them gain insight into 
the problems they have at work. A group of five to eight participants unravels 
a problem submitted by one participant, the case provider, by asking ques-
tions in one or another intervision method. The participants try not to come 
up with solutions, but by asking questions, encourage the case provider to 
think up his own answers. The questions should help the case provider devel-
op new ways of thinking, gain insight into his own case and through these 
insights, develop new and alternative ways of behaving. Following the selec-
ted intervision method, the facilitator guides the discussion of the case.

Intervision is about dealing with your own issues on the job, your working 
style and the personal or professional views that influence it. So intervision 
is always connected to everyday practices, professionalization, learning and 
self-improvement.

Intervision makes you aware of your individual style and personal views of 
your work. These play a crucial role in the way you handle your job and thus 
also affect your organization. We call them hidden drivers: your own im-
plicit beliefs that drive you in your work. At intervision sessions you help 
each other to uncover and clarify your hidden drivers, so that you can find 
and make improvements. You first have to see what drives you to have the 
problem, before you can do something about it.

The aim of intervision is to help you work more effectively. Intervision means 
enhancing professionalism, gaining insight into your own role, behavior 
and working style, as well as your own views and beliefs which affect your 
work, often subconsciously.
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Action learning and intervision

Action learning focuses on everyday reality by using real-life cases. The idea 
behind action learning is that learning and working go hand in hand so that 
knowledge becomes directly applicable. The method was originally devel-
oped in the 1940s by Reg Revans (1907-2003) in response to the ever-increasing 
changes in the (working) environment. Groups are encouraged to share their 
daily work experiences and, by asking questions, to reflect continually. This 
helps to intensify learning and ensures that participants gain new insights 
and find their own, directly applicable solutions.

In action learning, learning and working go hand in hand and the imme-
diate surroundings play a big role. This makes it different from traditional 
learning. Revans translated his theory into a formula that describes how 
people gain insight into what they experience, see and feel: L=P+Q. In this 
formula L stands for learning, P stands for programmed knowledge, based 
on previously gained or embedded knowledge, and Q stands for questioning 
insight, where assumptions and thoughts are investigated by asking ques-
tions and by listening and learning carefully.

Questioning insight focuses on double-loop learning (described by Argyris 
and Schön) which pays more attention to the cause of the issues and where 
solutions can be contrary to the thoughts and norms followed either by indi-
viduals or their organizations. In double-loop learning, no changes happen 
within the existing system frameworks, it is those frameworks that actually 
change.

In action learning, you learn individually but also as a group, working on a 
real issue and reflecting on actual behavior. Michael Marquardt suggested 
extending the formula to guarantee the value of good reflection: L=P+Q+R. 
The R refers to reflection.

The action learning process can take a long time. It includes the following 
important elements:
• a challenging real-life project or problem;
• a varied group of (5-8) people who are connected to each other through 

their functions (e.g. project members, managers, clients);
• a process focused on reflection, questioning and listening;
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What is intervision?

• a focus on learning;
• commitment to act;
• a process supervisor.

Like intervision, action learning ties into daily practice. The intervision 
methods described in this book can be of help when reflecting in-depth on 
real-life cases. These methods provide many tools for investigating your own 
assumptions and norms. The varied approaches make it possible to choose 
the right method for a case (question), because different issues ask for differ-
ent ways of questioning.

In both action learning and intervision the key is the individual’s ongoing 
reflection and their job in the organization. This leads to continuous learn-
ing that contributes to the development of the organization.

Other terms

When we talk about the professionalization of an individual or organization, 
several terms are used in practice. Let us clarify some of these terms to high-
light how they differ from intervision.

Peer consultation

Peer consultations are usually for groups of colleagues in one field or mul-
tidisciplinary groups of professionals. The goal is to increase a person’s pro-
fessionalism by discussing their own experiences and issues with regard to 
their profession/job and to review these against the views of the other par-
ticipants or the professional standards. It’s often about reviewing a person’s 
knowledge and skills, behavior and decision-making.

It is also possible – if it involves colleagues – to compare a person’s actions 
with the norms and guidelines of others in the same field. Especially profes-
sional expertise, professional ways of acting and professional views will be 
discussed.

Peer review consultation differs from intervision because of its evaluating, 
judgmental character. The latter is absent in intervision because it is aimed 
at discovering your own style and views on the job.
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Coaching

Coaching is a form of personal guidance based on a one-to-one relationship. 
In coaching the emphasis is on support in a specific situation or to complete 
a specific task. This relationship is hierarchical because the coachee learns 
from the discussion and the coach supports and guides them through their 
issues. This is a confidential journey between coach and coachee.

In intervision hierarchy is completely absent; the key point is the equality 
of the participants and learning from each other. That is why intervision 
always takes place in a group.

Supervision

Supervision is vocationally-oriented, on-the-job guidance, where a person 
systematically learns how to deal with specific issues they have in their work 
situation. It’s about reflecting on your (own) work experience to learn how 
to function better. In supervision the emphasis is not just on learning from 
the current situation but also from ones yet to come. Supervision is led by 
a supervisor, someone who has a different relationship to the person being 
guided, either because they know more about the issue or because they hold 
a higher hierarchical position. This is unlike intervision, where relation-
ships are equal and where you work as a group.

Mediation

Mediation is a professional intervention that helps resolve a conflict between 
two or more people, parties or groups. The aim is to find a joint solution by 
talking with each other. The goal is not to find a solution that all parties are 
totally happy with, but to create a consensus that all can agree with and that 
meets their own interests acceptably. They are helped in this by the impar-
tial third party, the mediator.

This book focuses on intervision.
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A4 method: text interpretation

Short description of the method

The emphasis is usually on the spoken word in intervision. Written texts 
are not used very often, even if they can give a lot of information about the 
case provider. Writing things down records the content of the case well, 
sometimes even better than when it is communicated verbally. The writer 
becomes ‘the reader’ of their own text. They re-read and revise it, and make 
additions until the language and images called to mind are complete. Con-
sequently their text is carefully drafted.

This intervision method comes with a handwritten case description as a 
source of information on the case, which gets handed out at the intervi-
sion meeting. The characteristics of the writer stand out because of the way 
they have presented their text. How does the text reflect the writer? How 
do they form sentences, how do they divide the contents over the pages, do 
they underline things? What does this all say about their approach? Form 
and content are important, but just as important is what the writer leaves 
out. These aspects make the author’s working method, thinking processes 
and/or underlying views and values apparent. In this intervision method, 
the group discussion includes these kinds of observations regarding the case 
provider’s case.

What are the benefits of the A4 method: text interpretation?

People can give direct feedback on their first impressions of someone. You 
can do that with verbal presentations but it works just as well with written 
presentations, especially when a text describes a personal case. With the A4 
method, a person gets quick feedback on their suppositions and particularly 
on their way of thinking and ways of solving problems. Through the written 
text, their (additional) beliefs and assumptions become clear. Besides this, 
the process of writing down a case down is a good way of already starting to 
reflect on it.

method 1
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Advantages and disadvantages of the method

Advantages

• The method doesn’t take much time.
• The writing is itself a kind of reflection because the case provider formu-

lates their texts carefully.
• The method includes a different form of observation.

Disadvantages

• The method is less suitable for someone who finds it difficult to express 
their case in writing.

• Using a text can be quite confrontational; you’re putting everything down 
in black and white.

• If the text is not personal the method will not yield much.
• The role of the case provider will not be as big as in other methods; for 

example, there is no extensive clarifying round of questions.

Pitfalls

Participants are often inclined to highlight their own assumptions about 
the content of a case. With this method all they have to do is observe what 
they can and cannot find in the written description. Their own presupposi-
tions will not be dealt with. Participants can also disrupt the process by not 
limiting themselves to actual reflection on the words used and the construc-
tion of the text but by expressing all kinds of opinions or hypotheses in their 
feedback. The learning curve is greatly reduced when people are trying to be 
nice, too polite and conforming. This method requires you to be not afraid of 
confrontation and to say what you think directly yet respectfully.

Conditions for use

Conditions

Duration Group size Items required

1.5 5-8 Copies of the handwritten text
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A4 method: tex t inter pr etation

Relevant to facilitator

Essence of the method Extra 

preparation

Experience 

with 

facilitating 

inter vision

Knowledge  

and experience 

with facilitation 

of this method

Experienced 

group 

necessary

Characteristics of how the case provider 

is handling the case, based on the 

appearance of the  handwritten text

Handwritten

text on A4 + + –

Participants need experience in giving feedback because the case provider 
has to be able to listen to the responses and will respond to them only later. 
This intervision method is different from other methods because case provid-
ers usually get the opportunity to explain their case first.

A case that requires specific guidance is less suitable for the A4 method. In 
this method, it is all about how the case is described in the text. Participants 
should be able to keep their distance from the actual content and concentrate 
on the appearance of the text without interpreting it.

There needs to be a good sense of security in the group for this method to work 
well. That is why this method is not suitable for an inexperienced group. The 
case provider prepares the text but does not distribute it before the meeting.

Steps

Preparation

The facilitator and case provider discuss the case, the case question, and 
choice of method beforehand. The case provider prepares the case. They draft 
the description of the case that they want to submit, adding their opinions, 
associations and feelings. They write on sheets of A4 (or letter-sized) paper 
and make copies for all participants and the facilitator. The case provider in-
forms the participants about their choice of method but does not distribute 
their case description beforehand.
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Step 1  Description of the case

The facilitator instructs the participants how to ‘read’ the text. The text is 
then be handed out.

Step 2  Read and observe

The participants look at the handwriting, read the text and note down their 
observations. What do they see? What individual images does it call to mind? 
What do they deduce from it? How important do they think their observa-
tions are? No questions just yet.

When reading/looking at the text, use the following order of perspectives:
• First, the actual layout of the text.

For example: what does the handwriting look like at first sight, without 
reading the words? The layout could be: very orderly, arranged in steps, 
fluent, chaotic, expressive, underlined, well-shaped letters, much white 
space, etc. What can you tell about the length of the sentences, the use of 
small or capital letters, punctuation marks?

• Then, the use of language.
For example: do they write in the first person (I) or other persons (you, he/
she)? Do they use many verbs or not? Is the choice of words original or have 
they depended on jargon? Are there lots of clichés or stereotypical expres-
sions? Do they use active words (aimed at initiative and performing) or 
passive words (aimed at thinking and waiting)? Does the text contain a 
timeline? Is it about the case provider, as a person or as a professional, or 
about someone else (e.g. a client), about a specific situation, or about the 
profession? What stands out and what doesn’t? What does the text say and 
what does it leave out?

• Finally, the impression the text makes.
For example: is it focused or without purpose? Does it show an under-
standing of the past, present and future? Is the text emotional or ratio-
nal, passive or active, vague or specific, modern or old-fashioned, super-
ficial or profound, energetic or hesitant?

Step 3  Give observations

The participants give their observations based on the three perspectives 
(above) without making assumptions or giving negative opinions and with-
out going into the content itself. What have they noticed about the words and 
sentences of the case provider? What parallels do they see, what is missing, 
what can be the effect of this? The facilitator can decide to discuss the per-
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spectives individually. The case provider listens and writes down the feed-
back (if necessary making notes on the emotions that the feedback evokes), 
but does not respond yet.

Step 4 Gossiping (optional)

The participants gossip about their observations in step 3. They do this with 
respect and without psychoanalyzing the case provider. The facilitator 
watches out for this. This optional step can give the case provider new in-
sights (for further explanation, see Method 5, Gossiping).

Step 5  Summary and feedback

The case provider summarizes and gives feedback on the observations. Tools 
for this include:
• What stands out in the observations?
• What has been mentioned more than once?
• What do they recognize?
• What moved them?
• What comments do they find understandable?
• What can the underlying reasons be?

Step 6 Deepening the feedback

The participants can deepen their feedback by asking the case provider open-
ended questions. These questions should help the case provider to clarify 
their way of thinking and presuppositions. The questions should not be 
about the content of the case but about the text, as it is. Comments from the 
case provider (‘I wanted to write that down differently’, or ‘you should read 
that differently’) can generally be considered as resistance.

The essence of the method is that it is based on what is said literally, not 
on what someone possibly could have meant (after criticism). Thus, the par-
ticipants ask themselves what can be deduced from the wording of the text 
and afterwards discuss the difference between the actual text and the inten-
tions of the person involved. This deepening round focuses specifically on 
the points that the case provider finds hardest to bear.

Step 7  Case provider: insights and action plan

The case provider indicates the insights they have gained, what they plan to 
change in their behavior and the points they have formulated to achieve this 
change.
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Step 8  Participants’ insights

Each participant writes down their own insights. What did they learn from 
this case? It could be something to do with the preferred ways of thinking 
and asking questions, what made a question constructive or obstructive, or 
what they learned from other participants’ questions, etc.

Step 9 Reflection on intervision

The facilitator reflects on the intervision session with the case provider and 
the participants. This reflection is aimed at:
• the results of the case discussion;
• the case as a learning tool and the success of the applied method.

Background

One of the founders of the reflection technique is Donald Schön. He distin-
guishes various forms of reflection. Reflection in action is the integrated 
process of thinking while doing, of improvising in ongoing action learning. 
Reflection on action points to retrospective reflection, evaluation of the ef-
fects of acting with regard to pre-defined goals. Finally reflection on reflec-
tion in action: reflecting on one’s own reflections. The A4 method of text in-
terpretation can support this last form of reflection.

Text analysis is a different way of looking at things. Not at the content of the 
message, but at the way it is expressed, the form (such as the use of space on 
a piece of paper or the frequency of certain words, the decisiveness or care-
fulness, etc.). The layout is the level of involvement in the communication; 
it says more about the maker than the content of the information that was 
passed on.

Literature

Feltmann, E., B. Lubbers, M. Metsemakers, G. Dijkgraaf, Denkadviseren, Over de relaties 
tussen de taal, het denken en de problemen van mensen in organisaties, Mediawerf, 2010.

Schön, D., The Reflective Practitioner, how professionals think in action, Basic Books, 1983.
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A4 method: text interpretation

Preparation

Case provider (CP) and facilitator (F) discuss the case and choice of method. 

CP writes the case down by hand on a sheet of A4, adding their opinions, 

associations and feelings. The text is not distributed beforehand.

Step 1 Description of the case

The CP distributes copies of their text to the participants (Ps) and F but does  

not explain the case verbally. F instructs Ps how they should read the text.

Step 2 Read and observe

Ps look at and read the text and write down their observations and 

interpretations about the actual form and appearance of the contents.  

After that, they look at the use of language: word usages, timeline, etc.

Step 3 Give observations

Ps give their observations and personal interpretations. CP listens and makes 

notes for feedback.

Step 4 Gossiping (optional)

Ps gossip about their observations in step 3, while CP listens. Ps do this with 

respect.

Step 5 Conclusion and feedback

CP summarizes the observations and responds to the feedback.

Step 6 Deepening feedback

Ps can deepen their feedback in response to the comments from the CP.

Step 7 Case provider: insights and action plan

CP reveals and shares the insights they have gained.

Step 8 Insights of participants

Ps write down and share their own insights.

Step 9 Reflection on intervision

F asks CP and Ps how they felt about this intervision session.
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