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The Role of Humor in Supervision: 

Building Stronger Supervisory Relationships 
Glen A. Roberts, M.A., MHC-LP, CASAC-T 

Background: Supervision is a critical component of counselor education that can 

sometimes feel intimidating or overly formal for both supervisors and supervisees. Humor 

has the potential to transform the supervisory experience, making it more engaging and 

less stressful. By understanding and utilizing humor effectively, supervisors can create a 

positive atmosphere that encourages learning, fosters resilience, and enhances the overall 

supervisory relationship. Clinical supervision is a cornerstone of counselor education, 

serving as the context in which students develop professional identity, clinical 

competence, and resilience. Supervision, however, is often experienced as formal, 

evaluative, or even intimidating by supervisees (Li & Seale, 2007). Humor offers a 

relational and process-oriented tool to balance the seriousness of supervision with levity, 

connection, and growth. As a communicative strategy, humor fosters openness, alleviates 

stress, and deepens alliance between supervisors and supervisees (Goldin et al., 2006). 

This article explores the use of humor in supervision as a mechanism for enhancing the 

supervisory relationship, improving feedback processes, and cultivating resilience.

Abstract: This session will explore the integration of humor into the supervisory 

relationship in counselor education and supervision. By examining the psychological 

benefits of humor, attendees will learn how to effectively use humor to enhance 

communication, reduce anxiety, and cultivate a supportive supervisory environment. 

Through practical strategies and engaging activities, attendees will discover how humor 

can strengthen trust, improve feedback processes, and create a more engaging and 

rewarding supervisory experience.

Supervision often feels formal or intimidating for both supervisors and supervisees. 

Humor can transform the experience into one that is engaging, resilient, and supportive, 

encouraging openness and reducing anxiety. By using humor effectively, supervisors 

foster growth and strengthen supervisory relationships.

Abstract and Background

Humor has been explained through several foundational theories. Superiority 

theory suggests laughter arises from perceiving oneself as above others, incongruity 

theory highlights the clash of expectations and outcomes, and relief theory emphasizes 

humor’s role in releasing psychological tension (Zhu, 2019). In supervision, these theories 

help explain why humor reduces anxiety, reframes rigid thinking, and creates shared 

meaning. Existential theorists, including Frankl (1988), identified humor as a mechanism 

of resilience and survival, underscoring its significance in professional contexts.

Within supervision models, Bernard’s Discrimination Model and Stoltenberg and 

McNeill’s Integrative Developmental Model provide frameworks for aligning humor to 

supervisory roles and developmental stages. For novice supervisees, humor can reduce 

anxiety during skills training, while for advanced trainees, it can model flexibility and 

authenticity (Valentine & Gabbard, 2014).

Theoretical Foundations of Humor

• Understand the Benefits of Humor: Explore humor’s role in stress reduction, 

rapport, and resiliency.

• Develop Practical Skills: Learn techniques for humor-based feedback, 

icebreakers, and interventions.

• Enhance Supervisory Relationships: Examine case studies showing humor’s role 

in alliance-building and communication.

• Create a Humor Toolkit: Develop resources and strategies to implement humor 

in supervision.

 

Objectives

Humor is a transformative tool in counselor education 

and supervision. It strengthens alliances, reduces stress, 

and cultivates resilience. By integrating humor into 

supervision, counselor educators can foster a supportive, 

effective, and engaging environment that promotes 

growth for supervisees and supervisors alike.

Conclusion

References and/or 

Acknowledgments

Cultural Sensitivity: Humor must be inclusive and 

respectful across diverse backgrounds (Homan et al., 2019; 

Zhu, 2019).

Balance with Professionalism: Lighten the atmosphere 

while maintaining ethical standards (Goldin et al., 2006).

Modeling Humor: Supervisors should demonstrate 

appropriate use for supervisees to emulate (Evans et al., 

2013).

Implementation Insights

Benefits of Humor in Supervision
• Enhanced Engagement & Learning: Increases participation and 

memory retention (Dziegielewski, 2003). 

• Reduced Anxiety & Building Rapport: Creates a safe, connected 

learning environment (Dziegielewski, 2003; Goldin et al., 2006). 

• Promotion of Resilience: Buffers against burnout and encourages 

positive mindset (Dziegielewski, 2003; Evans et al., 2013; Homan et 

al., 2019; Li & Seale, 2007). 

• Facilitating Difficult Conversations: Softens feedback and 

promotes openness (Valentine & Gabbard, 2019).

Humor in 
Supervision

Reduces 
Anxiety

Encourages 
Openness

Builds 
Resilience

Enhances 
Learning

Strengthens 
Alliance

Workshop Activities
• Icebreaker: Share humorous counseling or supervision stories.

• Reflection Exercise: Identify moments humor enhanced 

supervision.

• Role-Playing Scenarios: Practice humor in giving feedback and 

handling resistance.

• Creative Teaching Aids: Develop cartoons, memes, or skits to 

teach counseling concepts.

• Humor Toolkit Development: Compile strategies, quotes, and 

resources for supervision.
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