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Abstract

Although sport psychology practitioners and researchers acknowledge the impor-
tance of continued professional development (CPD) for professional effectiveness
and excellence, few studies have explored the influence of CPD activities on the
practitioners' practice and thinking. This study examined qualified Swedish sport
psychology practitioners’ experiences of engaging in a CPD program and how
it impacted their professional development. The Swedish Sports Confederation
offers a CPD program that targets performance enhancement services and psy-
chotherapy for sport psychology practitioners. We explored the influence of this
CPD program on the professional development of 13 graduates (five females;
age in years: M=41.2, SD=8.3) via semi-structured interviews. Our stance in-
volved a realist ontology and constructionist epistemology. We followed the six-
step Reflexive Thematic Analysis procedures to analyze data. We identified four
themes of CPD: (1) Critique (participants decided to do the CPD program be-
cause of perceived gaps in their knowledge and skills), (2) Change (participants
discussed several changes as a result of the CPD program), (3) Context (partici-
pants discussed the aspects of the CPD program that promoted change), and (4)
Challenge (participants mentioned issues related to having completed the pro-
gram). The study provides insights into the value of CPD activities for sport psy-
chology practitioners, advances current knowledge on practitioner maturation,
and illustrates how CPD fits within a practitioner's lifelong learning. Future re-
search could investigate the professional development of mid-career sport psy-
chology practitioners engaging in other CPD programs to confirm or extend this
work.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Inrecent years, researchers and practitioners alike have ac-
knowledged the importance of the continued professional
development (CPD) of sport psychology practitioners to
maintain professional effectiveness and excellence.'?
CPD of sport psychology practitioners is seen as essen-
tial “in upholding the highest standards of competence
and ensuring the knowledge required for the provision of
services.” "%V

CPD can be divided into continuing education and
lifelong learning. Based on a Delphi study with experi-
enced sport psychology professionals, Quartiroli et al.'
described continuing education as engagement in struc-
tured and formal activities to support a meaningful, eth-
ical, and effective career and enhance services to clients
and the profession. Continuing education activities in-
clude participating in training programs/workshops, at-
tending conferences, participating in peer consultations,
or a combination of these activities. Further, Quartiroli
et al.' suggested that lifelong learning reflects sport
psychology practitioners’ desires to engage in ongoing
information-seeking and self-reflective activities to meet
their curiosity and self-development needs. Engaging in
continuing education programs is regarded as a corner-
stone of practitioners' lifelong learning. Despite its ac-
knowledged importance, there is a noticeable absence of
research on continuing education activities and lifelong
learning within sport psychology, as Quartiroli et al.! and
Wylleman?® noted.

CPD has been described as a necessity in sport psy-
chology because practitioners work in complex, dynamic
environments requiring adaptive expertise.” Continued
education and lifelong learning support the development
of adaptive expertise by helping practitioners adapt to
new situations, generate learning, and cope with chal-
lenges in the work context.’ Although sport psychology
practitioners acknowledge the benefits of continued edu-
cation and lifelong learning,'” few studies have explored
the influence that such activities have on professional de-
velopment.? One way to extend knowledge is to examine
qualified practitioners’ experiences of engaging in a for-
mal and structured CPD activity and explore how it has
changed their practice and thinking about applied sport
psychology. Such research may also provide practitioners
with information to help them make decisions about the
value of CPD activities and how best to include them in
their professional lives. Professional bodies could use such
research to help them structure, offer, and evaluate CPD
programs and justify financial commitment. Supervisors
could also use the results of such research to encour-
age their supervisees to access suitable opportunities for
self-development.

Representing a novel CPD program in Sweden, the
Swedish Sports Confederation developed “an educational
initiative that aims to improve the connection between
performance enhancement and clinical support to provide
a broader sport psychology support system and to decrease
the need for referral to other professionals.”4(p69) This pro-
gram's central aim is to provide knowledge about sport psy-
chology theories and interventions as well as key models of
psychology and psychotherapy. To better understand the
elite sport setting in Sweden, there are three umbrella or-
ganizations: the Swedish Sport Confederation's elite sport
department, the Swedish Paralympic Committee, and the
Swedish Olympic Committee. Each of these three organi-
zations employs sport psychology practitioners trained in
performance enhancement and psychotherapy to provide
sport psychology services to elite athletes.” Sport psychol-
ogy practitioners who complete the Swedish CPD program
qualify to be employed by any of the three Swedish um-
brella organizations in elite sports.

The Swedish CPD program enables sport psychology
practitioners to develop, train, and maintain sport psy-
chology services that Herzog and Hays® propose within
their psychotherapy-mental skills training continuum. On
one end of the hypothetical continuum lies psychother-
apy, and on the other, educational mental skills training.
Historically, mental skills training, also known as psy-
chological skills training (PST),” was developed to iden-
tify techniques and strategies to improve mental skills
thought to facilitate athletic performance. A key premise
of PST is that athletes are inherently mentally healthy.®’
Psychotherapy is defined as the “psychological treatment
of (diagnosed or diagnosable) mental or emotional disor-
ders, to assist in relief from symptoms, return to previous
functioning, or improve daily functioning”.6(p487) The ser-
vice of counseling is positioned in the middle of the con-
tinuum and aims to help people cope with their everyday
problems and opportunities.® Herzog and Hays® point out
that sport psychology practitioners rarely deliver services
only from one end of the continuum. Instead, they com-
monly find themselves within the blurred boundaries of
the psychotherapy-mental skills training continuum.

Understanding how CPD supports sport psychology
practitioners to be flexible across the continuum could fos-
ter the promotion of ethical, effective, and competent prac-
tice. Currently, research on sport psychology practitioner’s
CPD focuses on the behavioral, emotional, and cognitive
transformations experienced by practitioners over time,
often shaped by their experiences with athletes and collab-
orative exchanges with colleagues and supervisors.” These
transformative changes include adopting a less directive
approach, experiencing heightened confidence coupled
with reduced anxiety, and transitioning toward a more
client-centered focus.'”
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A distinguishing feature of our investigation is the
emphasis on sport psychology practitioners' experienced
CPD after engaging in a formal and structured CPD pro-
gram designed to enhance the interplay between perfor-
mance enhancement and clinical/counseling support.
To date, the sport psychology literature lacks adequate
research on CPD based on continuing education activi-
ties, as highlighted by Quartiroli et al.' and Wylleman.?
By examining the CPD and the challenges and benefits
experienced by graduates of the aforementioned Swedish
program, our study adds to the broader comprehension
of the impact of tailored CPD initiatives within a defined
professional and cultural context. This newfound knowl-
edge holds practical implications, offering valuable in-
sights for informing the development, implementation,
and evaluation of CPD programs addressing performance
enhancement and counseling/clinical psychology support
for sport psychology practitioners. The study also sheds
light on the specific aspects of the CPD program that in-
fluence practitioners, providing practical guidance for
designing effective programs. Theoretically, our research
enriches the psychotherapy-mental skills training con-
tinuum framework,*” illustrating how sport psychology
practitioners navigate the blurred boundaries within this
proposed continuum.

By departing from the predominant focus on neophyte
practitioners,”' our research addresses a significant gap
by exploring the experiences of seasoned individuals. The
insights gained from the CPD experiences of mid-career
Swedish sport psychology practitioners with five to 25 years
of experience offer a nuanced understanding of ongoing
professional development and challenges encountered in
the mid-to-late stages of their careers.

This study aimed to explore mid-career Swedish sport
psychology practitioners’ experiences with a formal and
structured CPD program, seeking to enhance the con-
nection between performance enhancement and clinical/
counseling support. Specifically, the study focused on the
reasons the participants enrolled in the CPD program, its
influence on how they work with athletes, the aspects of
the program that helped them learn, the challenges they
faced in their work since their participation in the pro-
gram, and how the program fitted within their broader
professional development.

2 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 | Philosophical stance

Our stance involves a realist ontology and construction-
ist epistemology.'! Regarding a realist ontology, we con-
sider that a reality exists independent of ourselves as

researchers.'? In this reality, the participants completed a
CPD program. Further, in this study, we focused on what
Basch' termed manifest content (the spoken rather than
the unspoken content). The data consisted of words that
were spoken in an interview. Although the participants
completed the CPD qualification and we interviewed
them, we realize that their knowledge of the program (and
ours) is constructed and theory-laden, reflecting a con-
structionist epistemology.'* Our knowledge is incomplete
because we, as researchers, and our methods are imperfect
and influenced by the context and our own backgrounds.
For example, the results of this study exist in a specific
time, place, and culture. It is possible that the participants'
knowledge and experience of the program may alter with
time and as their lives change.

2.2 | Context: The CPD program

The Swedish Sports Confederation offers a CPD program
that targets performance-enhancement services and psy-
chotherapy.* This training program is offered for practi-
tioners already working in applied sport psychology who
have previously received an academic degree specializ-
ing in sport psychology. The program involves distance
education with a half-time working schedule taking four
semesters to complete. In addition to their self-study at
home, students meet together with their lecturers about
once a month for two full days of in-person teaching.
Supervision occurs every second week for half a day in
smaller groups. The training program's central aim is to
provide knowledge about key models of psychotherapy,
psychology, and sport psychology. Furthermore, the stu-
dents gain a deeper understanding of mental health dis-
orders particularly prevalent in the elite sport setting (e.g.,
anxiety, depression, eating disorders). As a central part of
the training program, participants conduct psychotherapy
sessions, focusing on Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT)
frameworks and interventions. Transitioning from sport
psychology counseling and performance enhancement to
addressing mental illness and engaging in psychotherapy
leads practitioners into the realm of healthcare, a domain
that is formally regulated within the Swedish healthcare
system. After completing this CPD program, participants
are eligible to work with psychotherapy and health care,
but only under supervision by a licensed psychotherapist
or licensed psychologist.

2.3 | Participants

The first and fourth authors invited all of the most recent
graduates to participate at the time of data collection of
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the CPD program via email. Before participating, the
participants received written explanations of the study's
purpose, risks, and safeguards. Those accepting the invita-
tion provided informed consent before being interviewed.
Thirteen recent graduates agreed to participate, and the
final sample included eight male and five female gradu-
ates with a mean age of 41.2years (SD =8.3). At the time of
the study, the participants’ applied sport psychology work
experience ranged from 5 to 24years (M=12.6, SD=5.8).
Table 1 provides an overview of the demographic charac-
teristics of the study participants.

2.4 | Study procedures

Before data collection, the ethics committee of the second
author's university approved the study design. Data were
collected in the form of semi-structured interviews, a mode
of data collection that allows researchers to capture how
participants perceive their own world and provides rich
and in-depth data,"* and was thus deemed suitable for the
study objectives. Interviews were selected as they are re-
flective of the ways sport psychology practitioners already
communicate in their roles. For example, we engaged in
collaborative, semi-structured conversations reflective of
a meeting between a practitioner and a client. This ap-
proach allowed participants to describe their experiences
of the CPD program reflective of the research question.
Specifically, the collaborative semi-structured interviews
helped the participants share their reasons for undertak-
ing the program, its influence on how they worked with
athletes, the aspects of the program that helped them
learn, the challenges they faced in their work since their

Age Athletic

Gender (years) Academic background background
Female 34 MSc Sport Psychology Athlete +coach
Female 35 PhD Sport Psychology Athlete

Female 52 Physical Therapist Athlete

Female 58 BA Physical Education Athlete 4+ coach
Male 32 PhD Sport Sciences Athlete +coach
Male 34 BA Sport Psychology Athlete +coach
Male 38 Licentiate Sport Sciences ~ Athlete 4+ coach
Male 38 PhD Sport Sciences Athlete + coach
Male 43 MSc Sport Psychology Athlete

Male 43 BA Sport Psychology Athlete 4 coach
Male 44 MSc Sport Psychology Athlete + coach
Male 51 BSc Psychology Athlete + coach
Female 33 BA Physical Education Athlete

participation in the program, and how it fitted within their
broader professional development. Collaborative inter-
views ensured participants were free to direct the conver-
sations and focus on information they deemed relevant
rather than render them hostage to our agenda.'® As such,
collaborative interviews reflected our constructionist epis-
temology and focus on manifest content. Interviews were
conducted up to 2years after graduation, providing par-
ticipants with sufficient time for professional development
and personal reflection.

2.5 | Interview guide

The interview guide was based on the sport psychologist
professional development literature (e.g.,”'®) and encom-
passed questions regarding the reasons why the partici-
pants enrolled in the CPD program, the influence it had
on how they provide services to athletes, the aspects of
the program that helped them learn, the challenges they
faced in their work since their participation in the pro-
gram, and how the program fitted within their broader
professional development. The interview questions can
be accessed in Appendix S1. As Patton'’ suggested, the
semi-structured interview guide used open-ended, non-
leading questions to involve the respondents in the in-
terview process.

2.6 | Interviews

The first author conducted six, and the fourth author con-
ducted seven interviews. Both authors had several years of

. TABLE 1 Participants' demographic
ASP experience

(years)
5
NA
16
24
5
10
12
14
10
12
NA
18
NA

details.

Abbreviations: ASP, applied sport psychology; BA, Bachelor of Arts; BSc, Bachelor of Science; MSc,

Master of Science; NA, no answer; PhD, Doctor of Philosophy.
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experience in applied sport psychology at the time of the in-
terviews. Still, they were not attached to or involved in the
CPD program, thus ensuring impartiality. The third and
fifth authors, experts in professional development research
within sport psychology, also maintained no connection or
familiarity with the CPD program. The second author con-
tributed to the development and implementation of the CPD
program while holding a joint position bridging academia
and the role of head of sport psychology at the Swedish Sport
Confederation. Notably, the second author actively par-
ticipated in the CPD program as a student, offering a well-
rounded perspective, fostering a contextual understanding
that proved invaluable in collaboratively evaluating and in-
terpreting the findings alongside the other authors. Due to
logistical and geographical constraints, six participants were
interviewed in person, and seven were interviewed via tel-
ephone. The in-person interviews took place in a location
most convenient for the participants. When comparing in-
terview transcripts of telephone and face-to-face interviews,
Sturges and Hanrahan'® found no significant differences,
concluding that phone interviews can be used productively
in qualitative research. Participants had the option to inter-
view in the language of their choice. Consequently, all six
face-to-face and five telephone interviews were conducted
in English; two were in Swedish.

Before the interviews commenced, the participants
provided written consent to be interviewed, to have the
interview recorded, and to allow the data to be analyzed
and anonymously published by the researchers. The inter-
views were conducted flexibly, enabling the interviewers
to change the questions’ sequence and wording to make
the interviews more conversational. Probes for elabo-
ration and clarification were employed throughout the
interviews to provide an in-depth follow-up to the partic-
ipants’ responses.'’” Elaboration probes were used to en-
courage the interviewees to continue talking about a topic
and included nonverbal (nodding) and verbal cues (e.g.,
“Can you elaborate on that further?”). Clarification probes
were utilized when more information was needed or the
responses were ambiguous (e.g., “When you talk about re-
ceiving support during the education, whose support are
you referring to?”). The interviews lasted between 23 and
56min (M=38.1, SD=9.9).

2.7 | Data analyses

The first and the fourth author followed the six-step
Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) procedures to analyze
data.’ According to Clarke and Braun,'® RTA is “a theo-
retically flexible method [for] developing, analyzing, and
interpreting patterns across a qualitative dataset” %%

RTA allowed us to interrogate the transcripts and create

the themes that answered the research question from par-
ticipants' experiences. Also, RTA recognizes the role of
researcher reflexivity in data analysis and supported our
attempts to engage in both inductive and deductive reason-
ing that reflected our constructivist epistemology. During
analysis, we moved backward and forwards among these
steps and did not follow them in a linear fashion. In step
1, familiarization, we read and reread the transcripts, im-
mersing ourselves in the data. As we read, we made notes
and created one-page summaries for each participant to
help us become acquainted with their words. In step 2,
generating codes, once comfortable with the transcripts,
we generated codes to cluster text units around meaning
patterns. Working both inductively and deductively, we
initially developed semantic codes that stuck to the explicit
meaning in the data. We also generated latent codes that
focused on conceptual meanings as we proceeded. In step
3, constructing themes, after coding, we constructed can-
didate themes or patterns of shared meaning organized
around a core idea and tested them in two ways. First, we
assessed whether a theme was a meaning pattern rather
than a feature of the data. Second, we explored how can-
didate themes related to each other. We acknowledged
that these tests are based on our perceptions rather than
objective rules. In step 4, revising themes, we checked the
themes against the dataset. There are no clear boundaries
between constructing and revising themes. In addition to
the two assessments above, we continued reflecting on
the themes against the dataset, keeping those that best
reflected the participants’ words and discarding those we
could not justify. In step 5, defining themes, we defined
the retained themes and described their core ideas. We fol-
lowed Braun et al.'s*® advice, labeling themes with phrases
rather than single words to express the key features. Peer
review and member reflections with participants helped us
assess the adequacy of our analysis and uncover our biases
(see below). In step 6, producing the report, we found that
drafting the report was another test of our analysis. As we
wrote, we reflected on the findings and considered the lit-
erature to help us interpret the results. Guiding questions
included: do the themes make sense given the broader
knowledge base? Are there enough data to support the
themes? Do the collective themes make a coherent set of
findings? Do the results add to the discipline? Can we de-
rive applied implications from the findings?

2.8 | Research credibility

Consistent with a non-foundational approach,®! we identi-
fied credibility criteria consistent with our aims and values.
We aimed to (a) ensure we understood participants’ experi-
ences; (b) demonstrate to them we cared about them and
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their experiences; (c) advance knowledge; (d) provide re-
sults that resonate with readers' experiences; (e) uncover
our assumptions and biases; and (f) detail information prac-
titioners would find helpful. Based on these guiding aims
and values, the relevant criteria we addressed included
credibility, rich rigor, resonance, and significant contribu-
tion.”! We ensured we met these criteria by (a) interviewing
qualified practitioners with at least fiveyears of client expe-
rience who had completed the CPD program; (b) building
trust and rapport with participants before and during the
interviews (e.g., adopting active listening skills, taking and
demonstrating an interest in the participants and their sto-
ries, being open about the study's purpose and procedures,
and inviting questions); (c) engaging in member reflections
with participants during data analysis to allow for addi-
tional opportunities where we could reflect on their stories
together®”; (d) keeping a reflective journal throughout the
project; (e) regularly sharing results and our progress with
colleagues to expose our thinking to peer review; (f) pre-
senting the results in academic circles for critical feedback;
and (g) discussing the results with trainees and experienced
practitioners to ensure the applied value of the results. The
member reflections helped us clarify our understanding of
participants' experiences, highlight features we overlooked
during analysis, and discuss components we missed during
interviews. When presenting our results to colleagues, other
researchers, and practitioners, we asked these individuals
to act as critical friends.”® These people gave us feedback
helping us to review our interpretations, suggested theoreti-
cal frameworks that helped us explore alternative ways of
interpreting the data, and quizzed us on our interpretations
to help uncover our biases.

3 | RESULTS

The data congealed around four themes that we have sum-
marized as the four Cs of CPD. Specifically, the four Cs
include Critique (participants perceived gaps in their com-
petencies before the CPD program), Change (participants
experienced several changes due to participating in the
program), Context (certain aspects of the CPD program in-
fluenced their professional development), and Challenge
(issues arose for participants due to participating in the
CPD program). In the following sections, we describe the
four Cs and provide illustrative quotes.

3.1 | Critique: Participants perceived
gaps in their competencies

Participants decided to participate in the CPD program
because of gaps in their knowledge and skills, as the

following quote illustrates: “I am not gonna be able to
work proficiently with clients just by knowing what I
know about sports psychology. I need more. So that is why
I initially started with the CBT [cognitive behavioral ther-
apy] course.” Another participant explained: “Of course, I
used the PST [psychological skill training] skills and so on.
But I was always a little bit insecure. Because I didn't have
the recipe for how to fit pieces together.” One participant
discussed the difficulty of applying sport psychology theo-
ries to applied practice:

I learned, of course, about theories like self-
efficacy and especially self-determination
theory and achievement motivation theory,
and motivation theories in general. I really
like theories, and in the back of my head, I of
course, have a lot of theories, but I wasn't very
loyal or faithful to the theories. Basically, most
theories are quite hard to work with applied,
I think. In general, I think that the sport psy-
chology theories are very good theories when
you look in general on groups and stuff like
that, but applied, I had a hard time to use the
theories.

Another reason for their perceived deficiencies related to
their observation that traditional sport psychology tech-
niques did not always help clients: “I was quite critical before
[I started the CPD program] to the mental skills approach. I
saw that it was not working very well.”

3.2 | Change: Participants discussed
changes they experienced from the
program

3.2.1 | Participants gained a broader
theoretical perspective

Participants benefitted from expanding their theoretical
knowledge of clients' presenting issues, as illustrated:
“It was really good to get a theoretical background
to various conditions and diagnoses because you can
know a little bit about depression or anxiety and so on,
but it was good to really go in-depth.” Another partici-
pant said: “It is the clinical perspective that actually
takes sport psychology further.” As another example
of a broadened theoretical perspective, participants
mentioned how learning about CBT enhanced their
understanding of applied sport psychology. One partic-
ipant said: “The knowledge about sports psychology is
very important to me in my work, but it is mainly CBT
knowledge I use.”
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3.2.2 | Participants increased their
range of methods

Interviewees valued how the program helped them in-
crease their range of interventions, including exposure
therapy, motivational interviewing, mindfulness, and
acceptance and commitment therapy. One frequently
mentioned method was functional analysis. Functional
analysis, within the context of CBT, refers to a systematic
assessment and examination of the functional relation-
ship between behavior and its environmental context. It
involves identifying a specific behavior's antecedents (trig-
gers or stimuli) and consequences (reinforcements or out-
comes). The goal of functional analysis is to understand
the factors that maintain or contribute to the occurrence
of a behavior. After determining why and how a behav-
ior is created, the therapist/practitioner and client can
change parts of the behavior chain to achieve a different
outcome.?* “I think that behavior analysis or functional
analysis is crucial for all work within sport psychology
or applied psychology. And if you don't know that, you
shouldn't be working in sport psychology.” One partici-
pant further explained:

In the beginning, after the CBT course... the
one thing I liked about CBT is the functional
analysis because it is so applied. I sit down
with my client or my athlete and say, ‘please
tell me about your situation, give me infor-
mation’. And you find the structure about it,
and it is so easy for me to understand, and
it is so easy for the client to understand. So,
it is really, really practical. And focusing on
the behaviors rather than the cognitive part
of the CBT, I find it really helpful and really
practical.

Reinforcing the above view that learning about CBT ex-
tended applied sport psychology knowledge was the belief
that functional analysis supplemented applied sport psy-
chology methods: “I can still use applied sport psychology
theories and methods, but I do my functional analysis first,
and that's my base.”

3.2.3 | Participants supported clients with
more issues

To illustrate, one participant stated: “Most of the athletes
come to me as they want to get help with the sport psy-
chology. But most of them have some kind of subclinical
issues that we have to work with, so we work with both

sport psychology enhancement things and also subclini-
cal issues.” Another participant stated: “So from the top of
my head, I would say about 10% [of athletes I work with]
have clinical issues.” Clinical issues encompass mental
health concerns that meet the criteria for a formal diagno-
sis of a mental disorder, as outlined in diagnostic manuals
such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders V,* including Major Depressive Disorder or
Generalized Anxiety Disorder. In contrast, subclinical is-
sues involve symptoms that may be distressing but do not
meet the full criteria for a formal diagnosis of a mental dis-
order. Examples of subclinical issues are disordered eating
and distress resulting from competitive anxiety. Although
participants discussed how the program helped them be-
come more aware of the issues athletes experienced, they
acknowledged that lines between clinical and subclinical
issues were blurred: “I'm more aware of the clinical side
and where the borderline is between the clinical and non-
clinical. It's very grey, and it's not a clear line, but I'm more
aware of potential problems.”

3.24 | Participants were more
client-centered

One participant said: “It's not me-centered, it's client-
centered”. Another participant added: “You have to
adapt the treatment or the intervention based on the per-
son's problem.” One participant gave insight into how
being client-centered had led to changes in the way they
operated:

I think T am more observant of the behaviors
during the session and see more things when
I sit with them [clients]. They don't have to
tell me everything, I can see things. And you
know what to look for and react to the client
and so on. It struck me a few days ago when
I was sitting with a client. Maybe half of the
analysis with the client was based on what I
saw, not what they told me. It is difficult to
explain, but I think I have shifted, I am not
writing down as much as I did then, I figure it
out together with the client.

3.2.5 | Participants found it easier to
assess the quality of their athlete interactions

Participants reported that before the program, they ex-
perienced difficulties assessing the effectiveness of their
work, as one participant suggested:

85U8017 SUOWILLIOD @A 18810 3cedldde 8y Aq pauenob ae e VO ‘8sN JO Sa|nJ o} Akeid 178Ul UO A8 ]I UO (SUORIPUOD-PUR-SLULB)ALIO" A3 [ IM"ALeIq| Ul UO//:SANY) SUORIPUOD pUe SWie | 8U 88S *[7202/20/82] Uo Akiqiauluo A8 |IM ‘80130 Enued yBinquipa ‘SaN Aq £8GKT SWS/TTTT'0T/I0P/L00 A 1M AIq Ul |UO//Sdny WO1) papeojumod ‘Z ‘¥20Z ‘880009T



80f13
—I—Wl LEY

BELZ ET AL.

It was really hard, actually. I tried the meth-
ods like the toolboxes, and sometimes they
worked, and sometimes they didn't. So ba-
sically, I was never sure that I did good.
My athletes usually rated me quite good on
sort of a rating scale, how they felt about
my counseling, but I couldn't be sure of the
effects.

After the CPD program, however, they found it “easier to fol-
low up and measure.” An enhanced ability to assess the ef-
fectiveness stemmed from the CBT functional analysis they
acquired from the program: “From the CBT perspective, it is
quite clear: When we have worked through the problem, we
are done with the problem and then connect it to a behavior
goal. So, when you can do this, we are basically done.” One
participant further suggested: “If the [functional] analysis is
right, I will have an effect of my work. And if I don't get the
effect, I have done the wrong analysis.”

3.2.6 | Participants reported increased
confidence and humility

As a result of the CPD program, participants reported “in-
creased confidence” in their competence. Along with en-
hanced confidence, however, participants also admitted to
greater humility: “If a person wants to change his or her
behavior, I am very confident that I can help with that. But
also, you need to be quite humble with it because the key
is that the person actually wants help.” Increased humility
also emerged from the participants’ realization that: “there
is so much more to learn, so I guess the humbleness for
working with people, understanding that I have these sets
of skills. And they can go a long way, but it's really impor-
tant to refer when it's outside of my area.” As further dis-
cussed, the program helped participants realize the limits
of their knowledge:

The biggest lesson... How little we know. That
we don't know so much. You are thinking of
things. It is a huge world with a lot of theo-
ries and thinking and ways to act. But then,
when you are there, you understand that you
are kind of scratching the surface sometimes.

3.3 | Context: Participants discussed
the aspects of the program that helped
them change

When discussing the components of the CPD program
that helped their learning, participants mentioned

their supervisors and peers, being filmed working with
athletes (i.e., their clients), and undertaking personal
therapy.

3.3.1 | Participants learned from their
supervisors and classmates

Supervisors provided “great help” and “guidance” both
during and after their CPD program. All 13 participants
revealed they were still in regular contact with their su-
pervisor from the CPD program. According to one par-
ticipant: “The supervisors we had were also very skilled
and very good to talk to when you needed some advice.”
Supervisors helped when participants struck novel or
challenging clients:

But when you find yourself with a clinical
problem, then it's important to get, to under-
stand what you are dealing with. And then
there, I used my supervisor to help me, guide
me right. Because then you sometimes feel a
bit unsure about yourself.

Supervisors also challenged participants: “I'm very for-
tunate to have a supervisor. She is just throwing me out
there and makes me try new things.” Another participant
said: “I had my supervisor on my shoulder, and I still do. I
kind of enjoy it, I kind of enjoy having a reminder of the
potential that I have to develop those things that I am not
good at.”

Just as all 13 participants have continued to be men-
tored by their program supervisor, they also have stayed in
regular contact with their classmates: “I still have my col-
leagues with me, and we still have our networks where we
can talk about [issues of] clients, confidential of course,
and we tend to help each other.” Peers have allowed them
to “exchange ideas”, “receive support”, and “vent about
problems.”

3.3.2 | Participants benefitted from being
filmed working with athletes (i.e., their clients)

Although participants admitted to being anxious, they dis-
cussed how they benefitted from having their interactions
with athletes filmed and then scrutinized by peers and su-
pervisors, as indicated:

And in the beginning, still in the course, it
was really stressful. Because I don't like see-
ing myself. But also, it's so good for you. It is
so obvious, ‘Ok, here I don't know what I am
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talking about’, and ‘When I talk like that, the
client can't follow me anymore’, and stuff like
that.

| Participants learned from undertaking

personal therapy

Participants undertook personal therapy as part of the

CPD program and reported finding it helpful:

We had to work with ourselves to go to ther-
apy for 50 hours. And now that I do the step
2 [step 2 program of becoming a psychother-
apist in Sweden], we have to have another
60hours of our own therapy. And for me, it
has helped me a lot, of course, to understand
yourself more, what happens in the interac-
tions with other people, and if things come
up, how I behave in situations. So, I think that

WILEY-22™%

and following that creative path of what
seems important or useful.

3.4.2 | Participants had difficulties
defining themselves professionally

One participant summed up this challenge, saying:

I feel quite certain and confident with my
knowledge and how I define my work for
myself. But it is not very easy to explain it be-
cause we don't have a license, we are not sport
psychologists. You can actually not say that I
am a psychotherapist either, because it is also
a title that is protected. So, it is quite hard.

Several participants mentioned that it is “a great debate in
Sweden, what you call us.” Completing the CPD program
appeared to exacerbate the challenge around titles and com-

for me, it has been very, very important; it has
helped me a lot in many situations.

3.4 | Challenge: Participants mentioned
issues related to completing the program

Completing the CPD program also raised career issues
and challenges for the participants. These issues included
the perceived need for lifelong learning, knowing what
they could call themselves, and integrating their new
knowledge.

3.4.1 | Participants realized the need for
lifelong learning

Participants reported that completing the program led to
enrolling in other CPD activities because “there is a lot
more out there to understand and know.” One partici-
pant said: “I take workshops, and you know, I think that
you should never stop taking courses or try to learn more
within your area, if you do, that's when you stagnate.”
Participants, however, were unsure what future CPD ac-
tivities they might need to undertake:

petence, as explained:

3.4.3

Some things are still unclear, and I think
the practical side of it [the CPD program]
was really, really good, but some of the ethi-
cal issues: when you are done, and you have
your diploma, can you work with clinical
cases or can you not? And how am I sup-
posed to present myself? Am I a therapist or
am I a sport psychological advisor? I think
both for the people going through the course
and the rest of sport psychology of Sweden
and maybe the world and also for the ‘buy-
ers’, the athletes and clubs and coaches.
We need to have a more clear statement of
what a person can and cannot do and stuff
like that. But it's a big question, and it's a
hard question. And I think the people that
led the course they tried to help us figure
this out during the course, but they couldn't
quite do it.

| Participants had difficulties

integrating their new knowledge

So, I can't tell you right now, in this or that
direction, it's more like I am sitting with this
education and keeping aware of what is going
on, and as things pop up or problems arise, it's
like ‘that would be good to get more training
in’, so yeah. That is part of what keeps it inter-
esting, I think, to keep growing and learning,

As one participant said: “One challenge was to figure out
how the pieces are fitting together from the traditional
sport psychology work and the CBT”. Another participant
explained:

Somehow, I am more insecure now be-
cause I am more secure, but I am also more
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insecure, which is quite funny. I know that
I know so much more now. And I can see so
much more, but it was also quite good not to
know those things because then it was quite
easy to work. Now it's so much more com-
plex, and it's so much more to screen for and
look for and try to fit together. So, on one
hand, it's really good that I have so much
more knowledge now because I am secure
that I do good work. On the other hand, I
am so much more insecure because it is now
really, really complex.

The participants suggested that integrating their new knowl-
edge may influence how they work:

[Right after the CPD program] I was like,
‘Shit, here I have to walk carefully’. And the
whole time, this balance between the old
knowledge and the new knowledge. Above
all, try to relate to it. Again, that is a bit tricky.
But I think I'm trying to be more observant of
what I'm doing.

4 | DISCUSSION

This study aimed to explore mid-career Swedish sport
psychology practitioners’ CPD experiences with a formal
and structured CPD program, seeking to enhance the con-
nection between performance enhancement and clinical/
counseling support. Results indicated that: (a) before the
CPD program, participants perceived gaps in their knowl-
edge that the program would address (Critique); (b) they
developed along several lines (Change); (c) the CPD pro-
gram helped them learn via supervisors, peers, personal
therapy, and reflecting on recordings of their interactions
with athletes (i.e., their clients during training; Context);
and (d) issues arising from the CPD program included re-
alizing the need for lifelong learning, uncertainty regard-
ing titles and competencies, and difficulties in integrating
two bodies of knowledge (Challenge).

These results add to the knowledge on CPD in sport
psychology practitioners in the following ways. First, these
results fill a critical gap by scrutinizing the influence of a
specific continuing education activity on the CPD of sport
psychology practitioners, a realm that has been notably
overlooked and criticized in prior literature.> Moreover,
the investigation of continuing education activities in
sport psychology is still in its early stages, with recent ef-
forts, such as Quartiroli et al's' exploration of the defini-
tion and future trajectories of CPD, continuing education
and lifelong learning in the discipline.

As a second contribution, the current study supports
findings from research conducted in other parts of the
world (e.g., UK), where practitioners attributed their
development to less formal, unstructured CPD. Study
findings parallel results from other investigations.’'®
For example, the current findings on how participants
changed (theme Change) echo similar ideas from lon-
gitudinal research with experienced professionals.’?’
Another parallel is the observation (theme Context) that
supervisors, colleagues, and personal therapy influence
learning.”*”** Altogether, similar themes in professional
development are emerging from different samples and
cultures, supporting the transferability of knowledge
in the area. More broadly, we can assume that the data
from this study and the other investigations provide an
informed representation of the sport psychology practi-
tioner professional development.

As a third, and novel, contribution, the current study
illustrates how CPD fits within a practitioner's lifelong
learning. First, the study highlighted that reflection, cri-
tique, and dissatisfaction led to practitioners enrolling in
the CPD program (theme Critique). They perceived gaps
in their knowledge that arose out of their athlete collab-
orations. Such a finding reflects individuation or the pro-
cess whereby practitioners make choices about how they
are going to improve the fit between (a) their knowledge,
skills, and career goals and (b) their clients and work
settings.”*%*

The theme of Challenge reflects a contribution from
this study. Specifically, participants revealed that engaging
in the CPD program, which integrates both performance
enhancement and clinical/counseling support, brought to
light or intensified certain professional development is-
sues. Notably, practitioners expressed uncertainties about
their appropriate titles and the boundaries of their practice.
For instance, they discussed the challenge of delineating
their role from that of a licensed psychotherapist, leading
to questions about their professional identity. These ex-
periences may lead practitioners to reassess who they are
(e.g., their beliefs and values) and their engagement with
work (e.g., exploring new ways of working). Self-analysis
catalyzed by challenges to professional identity can fuel
the individuation process. When practitioners align who
they are with their preferred ways of working and the en-
vironments they want to work in, they may experience
clarity regarding their identity. Importantly, a clear iden-
tity helps practitioners respond appropriately to ethical
dilemmas and reach decisions.”® Additionally, partici-
pants acknowledged their ongoing need for learning and
development. These aforementioned admitted challenges
from experienced practitioners are valuable information
for novice practitioners, as they openly acknowledge that
even seasoned professionals admit to ongoing challenges
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and learning curves. This acknowledgment fosters an en-
vironment where novice practitioners accept and manage
difficulties and doubts about themselves and their role
while working in their professional roles.

To date, no research has been devoted to sport psychol-
ogy practitioners' experience related to integrating perfor-
mance enhancement and psychotherapy in their applied
work. Further investigation of these identified challenges
will be beneficial because, within their applied work, the
graduates of the Swedish CPD program will continuously
be confronted with clients within the blurred boundar-
ies of performance enhancement and psychotherapy.®
Despite the experienced challenges, the CPD program was
perceived as one stepping stone along the professional
development journey, a finding reinforced by the partici-
pants’ acknowledgment that they still needed to learn and
develop.

4.1 | Study considerations

We acknowledge that the study findings are situated in a
specific time, place, and culture (as is the case in all qualita-
tive research). Although reflecting a Swedish context, the
parallels between this study and others support the trans-
ferability of the findings.”” The homogeneous sample al-
lowed for rich data to be collected and consisted of a group
of individuals who support committed high-performance
athletes with performance, mental health, and well-being
issues. These types of individuals exist in countries around
the globe, including Asia, the Middle East, the Americas,
Oceania, and Europe, who may share similar experiences
of completing CPD programs. As another consideration,
we acknowledge that our backgrounds may have influ-
enced the findings. Collectively, we (the authors) have ex-
perience as applied practitioners working in elite settings
and as academics tasked with teaching and supervising
trainees. Our background will have helped us collect and
analyze the data in useful and meaningful ways (e.g., we
spoke the same jargon as participants), but will have also
created possible blind spots to other interpretations. The
research rigor techniques discussed in the method section
helped us identify potential biases.

4.2 | Research implications

Our study enriches the psychotherapy-mental skills train-
ing continuum framework® by providing authentic narra-
tives that illuminate how sport psychology practitioners
navigate the intricate boundaries within this proposed
continuum. It unveils both the perceived benefits and
challenges that arise after acquiring competencies in

performance enhancement, counseling psychology, and
psychotherapy. As professional development is lifelong,
it would make sense for future research to follow up by
interviewing practitioners months and years after they
have engaged in formal CPD activities to examine those
competencies in context. This exploration would allow
the integration of theory to context-specific practice and
examine the effects of CPD over time. Another avenue of
future research in the field is to explore through a narra-
tive approach how practitioners negotiate the boundaries
in the continuum and their roles and titles post-CPD.*
Narrative research would be relevant in this example as
it is a method of inquiry that can capture and transfer
knowledge in a context-sensitive way (e.g., from country
to country). The use of stories as data could serve as CPD
for practitioners offering valuable insights through the ac-
counts of participants.

4.3 | Practical implications

Practitioners are encouraged to analyze the four Cs
(Critique, Change, Context, and Challenge) regarding their
own CPD. Regarding the theme Critique (i.e., perceiving
gaps in one's competencies), practitioners could reflect on
what they know, what they can do, and who they are.*?
Consequently, they could identify knowledge, skill, or per-
sonal development opportunities. Awareness of gaps and
limitations benefits practitioners in two ways. First, indi-
viduals might identify potential CPD opportunities (e.g.,
courses on mental health in athletes). Second, this aware-
ness might inform practitioners that certain clients might
need to be referred to other professionals with a different
or extended skill set (e.g., psychotherapy).

To address the Change theme (i.e., changes experi-
enced due to CPD), practitioners may consider how CPD
has changed them as individuals and communicate these
changes (i.e., elaborating their theoretical orientation,
toolbox, or service-delivery style) in support of peers.
Fellow practitioners might benefit from hearing about the
influence of CPD on development, in turn promoting the
lifelong approach to learning. Furthermore, sport psychol-
ogy practitioners are encouraged to explore which CPD
program professional bodies of their respective countries
recommend for their profession.

Third, regarding the Context theme (aspects of the
CPD program that promoted change), practitioners could
reflect on who (e.g., clients, professional elders) or what
(e.g., psychotherapy) advances their CPD. In particular, it
may be helpful for practitioners to identify and plan for
the roles (e.g., mentor, supervisor, teacher, consultant)
they engage with during their careers that fuel profes-
sional growth.
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To address the final theme of Challenge (i.e., issues re-
lated to the CPD program), graduates of CPD programs
might need support from program organizers, educators,
or professional bodies regarding integrating theoretical
and technical aspects of work with their personal charac-
teristics.*® Professional bodies might also lobby to create
protected titles and communicate to potential consumers.
Practitioners engaging in CPD may take comfort in know-
ing that change and development come from discussions
with others and reflections on the self about who I am and
who I am becoming. Therefore, practitioners should iden-
tify who (e.g., peers, elders) can support them in discuss-
ing their professional identity development.

4.4 | Perspective

The participants in this study believed that they had benefit-
ted from the CPD program but also realized they had much
more to learn. They understood that they were not polished
experts. Expertise in applied sport psychology, however, is
not a characteristic that practitioners possess. Instead, prac-
titioners display expertise when collaborating well with
athletes and reaching therapeutic alliance goals. Although
practitioners may have useful knowledge and skills, exper-
tise results from the interactions among practitioners, cli-
ents, and the contexts in which they connect. Athletes and
their circumstances change continuously, as do practition-
ers. To display expertise throughout their careers, practition-
ers must constantly develop, reconfigure, and change their
knowledge and skills to match their clients’ needs and cir-
cumstances."**® The label “expert” is only a static tempo-
rary title for a dynamic process. CPD is a vehicle for helping
practitioners ensure they can meet the needs of an evolving
client base and display expertise. When practitioners engage
in CPD, they uphold the ethical principle of remaining com-
petent and contributing to providing services that will help
ensure their continued employment and enhance the disci-
pline's reputation in a competitive, market-driven industry.
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