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Abstract 

Sport psychologists provide their services in complex settings, with numerous competing 

demands, resource constraints, and aims/goals for the psychology support service. Research in 

sport psychology often struggles to characterize the unique challenges of applied practice as it 

occurs in context. This research examined the delivery of a year-round sport psychology 

support service in a relatively small state sports academy, which serviced approximately 100 

talented and high-potential athletes across multiple sports and levels. A qualitative process 

evaluation was undertaken. Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with key 

stakeholders, including: two current psychologists, one former psychologist, two senior 

managers, one full time coach and three athletes. After deductively coding content into six 

higher-order themes, based on process-evaluation approaches, quotes were inductively 

analyzed using thematic content analysis. Dense and rich category clusters were identified 

within each higher-order theme: (a) aims and objectives; (b) context and environment; (c) 

implementation (i.e., what is done by the sport psychologists?); (d) attributes of the sport 

psychologists; (e) mechanisms of impact; and (f) outcomes generated. The themes extended 

beyond what is articulated in many current models of service delivery. Analysis suggested 

that not only are there numerous concepts ‘in play’ when delivering sport psychology 

services, but that they are deeply interdependent and interconnected. There were notable 

discrepancies between the assumed aims of the service and the outcomes that were most 

valued by participants. The study identifies several key strengths and threats for the sport 

psychology service, and insights that can be applied in diverse service delivery settings.  

Key words: Applied Practice, Sport Psychology, Realist Evaluation, Talent Development. 
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Lay Summary  

We explored the psychological service delivery of a multi-sport talent development academy, 

which prepares talented athletes for elite level. We characterized the service’s: aims; delivery 

context; delivery activities; attributes of the deliverer; how outcomes were generated; and 

outcomes. The analysis emphasized the importance of the competencies, reflexivity and 

collaboration of practitioner-in-role.  

Implications for Practice 

 A practitioner in this role requires not only core competencies, but substantial

contextual-awareness to tailor service-delivery and manage the expectations of

service-users.

 Many valued outcomes were generated through interdisciplinary collaboration, and

not exclusively one-to-one or workshop delivery

 Protecting the ‘bandwidth’ of such a practitioner – delivering to many service-users

largely alone - may facilitate improved outcomes and unexpected opportunities by

enabling reflection, planning and collaboration.
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Service delivery in applied sport psychology settings is a topic which has, historically, 

received relatively little research attention – with several recent publications attempting to 

rectify this imbalance (e.g., Anonymized, 2016; Hings et al., 2019; Hutter, et al., 2016; Sharp, 

et al., 2019; Tod et al., 2011). For a long time, the majority of papers in sport psychology 

journals have tended to focus either on cross-sectional questionnaire-based (and thus 

descriptive) research, or the prevalence and utility of specific techniques, such as imagery, 

self-talk, goal setting and mindfulness (cf. Hassmén et al., 2016) – with less of a focus on 

understanding how or why sport psychology interventions, or services, may ‘work’ (Gardner 

& Moore, 2006) – or how to train practitioners in delivering them (Anonymized, 2010).  

The existence of a potential research-practice ‘gap’ was recognized by Martens (1979) 

who reflected: “I am disturbed by the gulf between those who do sport psychology research 

and those who interpret the sport psychology research to practitioners” (cited in Smith & Bar-

Eli, 2007; p.37). The research-practice ‘gap’ in sport and exercise psychology – and many 

other domains – remains a difficult problem, but one where progress may be highly valuable 

(Anonymized et al., 2017). The present paper examined the delivery of a sport psychology 

service in a multisport, state-level talent pathway academy program – where talent pathways 

can be characterized as focusing on long term aims, typically development over performance, 

using multi-disciplinary support networks (cf. Webb et al., 2016; see also Martindale et al., 

2007).  

Talent pathways in sport exist to support developing athletes towards the elite level, and 

so they must integrate support from different domains, provided by a range of practitioners 

(Buekers et al., 2017; Gulbin et al., 2013; Piggott et al., 2018). Many of these areas-of-support 

exist as stand-alone disciplines within talent development programs (e.g., coaching, 

physiology, psychology, nutrition, biomechanics; Glazier, 2017). This arrangement into 

individual disciplines has often led to ‘siloed’ sport science support services: segregating 

performance factors that are recognised as being closely related and enmeshed, to then be 
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supported by discrete sport science departments (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012; Sands, 2017). 

Recent research has recognised the importance of increasing integration between support 

disciplines when supporting athletes in the talent pathway (Buekers et al., 2017; Piggott et al., 

2018). Within that narrative, there is recognition that psychological mechanisms regulate 

motivation, development and performance in all sport-science disciplines: physical 

preparation, nutritional intake, learning new skills, communication with teammates or staff, 

education, and even their lifestyle choices (Glazier, 2017). Hence, sport psychology provision 

is often optimal when it stretches beyond directly supporting athletes, and also extends to 

supporting the delivery of all sport science support, coaching and parental support (Steptoe, 

King, & Harwood, 2019). As such, there is likely to be great benefit in understanding how 

sport psychology service provision can best support holistic athletic development (Collins et 

al., 2018). 

Knowledge regarding the specific challenges, practices and experiences of applied sport 

psychology practitioners is rarely taught explicitly in university courses: often being left for 

practitioners to generate such knowledge during their supervised practice (Andersen et al., 

2000; Andersen & Williams-Rice, 1996; Anonymized x3; Tod et al., 2009; 2011). There is 

increasing recognition that the ability to explicitly teach, coach and evaluate service delivery 

practices during formal training would be beneficial: improving both the real-world relevance 

of undergraduate teaching and removing the impenetrable veil surrounding the ‘craft’ of 

applied practice (Hutter et al., 2015; 2016; 2017; Anonymized, 2010). Failing to adequately 

characterize and explain ‘good practice’ in sport psychology service delivery has been linked 

to many potential problems, including: (a) difficulty promoting and ‘selling’ one’s services 

(especially in regards to ethics) – to athletes, coaches, clubs, and governing bodies; (b) 

difficulty aligning philosophy, ‘consulting style’, client needs and practitioner actions – 

inconsistencies which may be responsible for poor experiences and outcomes within sport 

psychology; and also (c) difficulty for organizations in appropriately procuring, monitoring, 
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resourcing and managing sport psychology services (Anonymized, 2016; Larsen, 2017; Tod et 

al., 2019; Woolway et al., 2019).  

One of the core reasons that applied service delivery is viewed as quite separate and 

unrelated to research findings is that ‘real world’ practice is heavily influenced by a range of 

contextual constraints, such as: (a) financial limitations; (b) performance requirements on 

athletes; (c) the necessity for managers to monitor and oversee service delivery; (d) working 

in multi- and inter-disciplinary sport science support teams; and (e) geographical limitations 

introduced when athletes are required to travel frequently for training and competitions 

(Baillie et al., 2014). Research studies that seek to remove or reduce the ‘noise’ of the context 

can significantly undermine the ecological validity of research findings: rendering the 

findings irrelevant for many practitioners (cf. Hassmén et al., 2016; Martens, 1979; 

Martindale & Collins, 2007; Vealey, 2006). The question practitioners really need to answer 

is not “what works?”, but rather, “What works, with who, in what specific circumstances?” 

(cf. Smith, 1989). Models of applied practice in sport psychology typically denote that not 

only is there no single, correct answer, but that attempting to answer such a question is a 

complex, dynamic negotiation, with many considerations (cf. Anonymized, 2016). As such, 

the contextual complexity of applied service-delivery echoes in the learning needs of trainee 

sport psychology practitioners, who reported desire to learn more about implementation of 

interventions, working principles and coping with athlete environments and boundary issues, 

among other (Hutter et al., 2015). The purpose of this study was to explore implementation of 

a ‘talent pathway’ sport psychology service in a sport academy, from the perspectives of key 

stakeholders. Findings will be used to aid understanding surrounding the feasibility and 

challenges of delivering a talent-pathway sport psychology service.  

Process evaluation methodology 

Examining the real-world practice of sport psychology practitioners, occurring in 

context, required the deployment of methods that are best suited to capturing both 



observations (events, perceptions, ordering etc.) and the links between them (causes, 

consequences, context, moderators etc.). Process evaluations have been defined as gathering 

“individual, collective or management perceptions and actions in implementing any 

intervention and their influence on the overall result of the intervention” (Nytrø et al., 2000, p. 

214). Recent extensions to this definition have argued that we also need to understand the 

organizational contexts within which the intervention occurs, the characteristics of those 

receiving the intervention, and the psychological processes that determine its outcomes 

(Havermans et al., 2016). As such, process evaluations are commonly used to: (a) assess the 

extent to which a program/service/intervention was delivered, or received, as planned 

(Hasson, 2010; Oakley et al., 2006); (b) interpret whether it was effective (Linnan & Steckler, 

2002; Moore et al., 2015); and (c) indicate its suitability and sustainability in routine practice 

(Chittleborough et al., 2013; Hoekstra et al., 2014 - NB: we also note that process evaluations 

can be deployed to assess the implementation fidelity of a tightly prescribed, theoretically 

derived intervention - cf. Murta, et al. [2007]). Reflecting this need to understand how and 

why sport psychology interventions and/or service delivery may work (or not), process 

evaluation was recommended for adoption in sport psychology by Maher (2005) and Randall 

et al. (2009). Nevertheless, to date very few published papers appear to have responded to this 

call in sport psychology (examples include Randell et al., 2019; and Robertson et al., 2013). 

Process evaluation data collection and procedures are being increasingly incorporated into 

sport, exercise and health research (Saunders et al., 2005) and, where adopted, the process 

evaluation data have been recognised as offering valuable insights into reasons why the 

programs were viewed as effective or not (Feathers et al., 2007; Young et al., 2008). Informed 

by process evaluation models (Hasson, 2010; Linnan & Steckler, 2002; Moore et al., 2015), 

we developed a methodology to examine the current sport psychology service’s: (a) aims and 

objectives; (b) context and environment; (c) implementation (i.e., what is done by the sport 

psychologists?); (d) mechanisms of impact (including underlying models and theories); and 



(e) outcomes generated.

Therefore, the aim of this study was to use qualitative process data to explore the 

implementation of a talent pathway sport psychology service, from the perspectives of key 

stakeholders, including the psychologists, managers, athletes and coaches. As such, the 

research questions for this study were: (RQ1) What are the aims, contexts, actions, 

mechanisms and impacts that characterize one sport psychology service within one regional, 

multi-sport talent pathway academy (the situation ‘as is’) ?; and (RQ2) What opportunities 

and threats exist for such a sport psychology service (the situation ‘as it could be’) ? 

Method 

Research context 

The ‘academy’ involved in this study was one of a network of eight state and territory 

institutes and academies of sport (SIS/SAS), which - together with the Australian Institute for 

Sport (AIS) - formed Australia's National Institute Network. The organization is an endorsed 

Official Olympic and Paralympic Training Centre, with the explicit aim of delivering high 

quality daily training environments for priority athletes and teams. Individual athletes’ 

training programs were negotiated through partnership agreements between the National 

Sporting Organization (NSO), State Sporting Organization (SSO), and the local state/territory 

government. The academy in the study provided a range of performance services for 

supported talented athletes including: (a) athletic performance; (b) performance science and 

sports medicine (including rehabilitation); (c) performance nutrition; (d) performance 

psychology; (e) performance excellence (i.e., lifestyle and whole-person development, beyond 

performance); (f) training; (g) coaching; (h) competition support; and (i) program 

management support. The process evaluation was requested following the introduction of a 

new national policy framework (‘Australia’s Winning Edge’ – Australian Sports Commission, 

2012), to gain an improved understanding of how policy changes and funding arrangements 

might impact on the existing sport psychology service, by first characterizing and detailing 



the operation of the existing service. 

Participants  

We obtained ethical clearance for this study from the university ethics committee of the 

lead author (HREC 15-152). Purposive sampling led to the recruitment of two current sport 

psychology practitioners (one full time, one part time), one former sport psychology practitioner 

(full-time), one full time coach, two members of senior management and three athletes who 

were highly experienced in receiving all of the academy’s support programs, including 

psychology – two of whom had also experience psychological services in national/elite settings 

(we note here that this approach excluded athletes who had not engaged with the service – see 

Limitations). We constrained the sampling to participants over the age of 18 years. The 

selection of participants was determined in consultation with the academy’s psychology staff, 

who suggested individuals that would be most suitable based on having regularly accessed the 

service or managing-and-evaluating the service (adopting a ‘gatekeeper’ role in recruitment – 

see Andoh-Arthur [2020] and Singh and Wassenaar [2016]) . Of the participants invited to 

participate, all agreed (in a small organization servicing <100 athletes, this represented a 

relatively comprehensive sample).  

Design 

We used in depth semi-structured interviews to explore the experiences, opinions and 

reflections of the participants, focusing on the sport psychology service’s: (a) aims and 

objectives; (b) context and environment; (c) implementation (i.e., what is done by the sport 

psychologists?); (d) mechanisms of impact (including underlying models and theories); and 

(e) outcomes generated (see Figure 1). As detailed below, we added an additional higher-

order theme ‘attributes of the sport psychologists’ during the analysis, in response to a strong 

emphasis on this theme in the participants’ responses. Interviews were used to encourage 

participants to explore issues in-depth, and in their own language (Braun et al., 2017). The 

methodology adopted a critical realist philosophical stance (cf. Anonymized, 2010; Tilley & 
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Pawson, 2000), based on the assumption that the underlying intransitive ‘reality’ being 

studied is complex, but contains identifiable ‘real’ consistencies that may be perceived by 

different observers (i.e., the participants). Consequently, participants were asked to describe 

lived experiences of real events, as they recalled them, and to expand on their explanations to 

include interactions, adaptations and impacts. Interviews took place at the training venue 

occupied by the academy, either in participants’ offices or in private meeting rooms.  

Procedure 

A single interviewer, with extensive experience of qualitative methods (first author), 

collected and analyzed all data for this study. We selected participants in collaboration with a 

key ‘gatekeeper’ to the study (the academy’s lead psychologist), who we then were contacted 

via email or phone, to request an appointment at a convenient time. Interviews were 

conducted face-to-face (n=7) and, for convenience, two athletes attended together to create a 

two-participant focus group (n=1). Ongoing reviews of the data as they were collected 

informed decisions regarding: (a) ‘theoretical sampling’ – i.e., the identification of key themes 

and research questions that should be drawn out in the next interview; and (b) the decision 

regarding when to end data-collection. Specifically we decided to end data collection by 

considering two key criteria: first, the researchers judged that little new information was being 

offered; and second, the constraint posed by only having a very small number of suitable 

participants to interview (both in total, and around training/travel commitments - cf. Smith & 

McGannon, 2018). We required the interviewer to ask the same questions to each participant, 

but not always in the same order, to reduce the influences of question order or fatigue (See 

Interview Guide). Prior to beginning the interview, each participant gave full informed 

consent for their data to be collected (audio recorded), stored (electronically), and published 

in any subsequent reports.  

At the beginning of each interview, the interviewer explained how informed consent, 

confidentiality and data-protection would be managed, as well as the reasons for the study, 
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before gaining written informed consent to participate. The interviewer asked participants to 

explain their experiences of, and exposure to, the academy’s sport psychology service, which 

ranged from planning and delivering the service (lead psychologist); receiving and accessing 

the service (athletes and coach); and overseeing and managing the service (director and 

manager). The interview questions requested both descriptions and reflections regarding the 

process evaluation focus-areas a-e, specified in the Design section (see ‘Interview Guide’). 

Questions in the interview guide spanned the process evaluation framework (Figure 1) and 

explicitly sought to address areas of vulnerability/risk as well as areas where improvement 

may be possible, for example: “What aspects of the sport psychology service may need 

improving, and why?” and “What changes might help to make the sport psychology service 

more effective in meeting its aims?”.  

Data Analysis 

We transcribed audio recordings of the interviews verbatim as soon as possible after 

they occurred, and the lead analyst began the analysis process immediately, in order to feed 

any new insights into subsequent interviews. A second researcher conducted inter-rater 

checking of the raw data-codes, as well as the classification of raw codes into themes and 

categories (i.e., ‘consensus validation’). They also played a key role as critical friends in the 

consensus validation and facilitated peer debriefing aspects of the analysis (Tracy, 2010).  

We conducted this analysis using QSR NVivo qualitative analysis software (Qualitative 

Data Analysis Software, 2010). An eight-step analytic procedure was implemented to prepare 

and analyze the data: (a) transcribe interviews verbatim (yielding 160 pages of single-spaced 

text, 72,878 words); (b) read and re-read transcripts for familiarization; (c) deductively tag 

each quote in relation to its key analytic theme (aims, context, implementation etc.); (d) perform 

a thorough inductive content analysis, moving recursively between creating tags (open coding), 

creating categories (focused coding), and organizing categories into higher themes, using 

constant comparison and critical reflection to guide analysis (Côté, Salmela, Baria, & Russell, 
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1993). A single fragment of text could be labelled with multiple tags or codes, to ensure 

maximum representation of ideas (cf. Braun et al., 2017); (e) we completed inter-rater checking 

of the coding using a sample of transcripts. The research team compared the independent 

codings of three randomly selected manuscripts, concluding that codings were semantically 

consistent in 93% of the cases, which led to the decision not to revise the lead analyst’s coding; 

(f) we incorporated member checking by returning to the academy towards the end of analysis

and presenting the our analysis and interpretation for feedback and discussion. This process did 

not suggest any modifications to the study findings or analysis, although participants did 

express strong agreement with the study findings; (g) an iterative consensus validation process 

was conducted with two members of the research team, who had not been involved in the 

recruitment or interviewing process, to ensure the classification of codes into categories made 

sense, and the possibility of bias – in terms of one-sided reporting or prioritizing findings that 

cast the academy in a positive light – were acknowledged and managed. This step focused on 

the labels used to describe themes and the suitability of quotes/codes for being coded into their 

respective themes; and (h) we conducted a peer debrief with the academy’s lead psychologist 

and a senior manager (cf. Smith & McGannon, 2018), and was supplemented by reflecting on 

feedback received in the peer review process.  

Results 

A total of 999 quotes were coded, and then grouped into 476 focused codes. We then 

deductively classified all the focused codes into one of the six pre-determined higher 

dimensions, before moving to inductive thematic analysis within each: generating a total of 32 

categories (see Figure 2). The structure of the higher-order themes was as follows: aims and 

objectives of sport psychology service (five categories); context and environment in which 

service occurs (six categories); implementation and service delivery (six categories); 

attributes of the psychologist (five categories- NB – added in response to consistent emphasis 

by participants); mechanisms and facilitators of impact (five categories); and outcomes 
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generated by service (five categories). A full breakdown of codes, focused themes, categories 

and higher-order themes can be found in the Supplementary Material.  

Aims and Objectives of the Sport Psychology Service 

The first step in our process evaluation framework was the aims and objectives of the 

sport psychology service. Within this higher-order theme, there were 42 focused codes 

arranged into five categories, including: (a) recognised aims; (b) enabling aims; (c) 

responsible aims; (d) prioritization; and (e) becoming a leader/role model service.  

Recognised aims referred to the types of aims for the sport psychology service that 

might be identified on the organizational website, or in documented policy. They included 

providing psychological support to all athletes on scholarships, and trying to help every 

athlete leave psychologically ‘better than when they arrived’. There were also clear aims to 

introduce all athletes to sport psychology, and ways of dealing with the pressure of 

competition and/or athletic injuries. Participants specifically denoted a desire to support 

athletic performance alongside holistic development of the ‘whole person’: to include health 

(physical and mental) and the development of social skills (i.e., given the age of many 

scholars). The following quotes illustrate some of the responses received on this topic.  

Psychologist: So, my philosophy is, I guess it’s a little bit different than Winning Edge being a 

psych, because I’ll always put the human being first, so I’m always preparing the athlete for 

life. So, it might be about, OK how do you manage a disappointment because you’re not getting 

selected, but it’s providing skills for ‘how do I manage disappointment if I fail an exam, or miss 

a job selection?’… …and the second one is wellbeing, so ensuring the wellbeing of our athletes, 

and our coaches actually come into that… So the Winning Edge is very much focused on gold 

medals, podium places equals money… whereas I’m like we need to get those athletes to 

podium intact, and life after podium, so let’s not forget about the human being sitting behind 

that. 

Manager: Probably a million-dollar question, which has been raised numerous times by 

different [agencies] whether we’re purely performance psychology focused - whether we’re all 
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about the sport, all about the outcome… or process then outcome - versus the heavy clinical 

side… I think there’s a space for both. 

Quotes such as the above reflected the perception of a tension between ‘performance 

enhancement’ for highly promising athletes versus ‘whole person health’ for all scholars in 

the program. 

Enabling aims referred to a category of additional, supplementary, aims that were 

believed to facilitate and catalyze successful service delivery, including: (a) identifying the 

next steps for each athlete; (b) preparing athletes for the likely psychological demands and 

support of higher level competition; (c) carefully creating and managing expectations about 

the sport psychology service on offer (in parents, athletes and coaches); and (d) simply getting 

time with each athlete.  

Responsible aims captured a category of service not readily encompassed by either 

‘recognised’ or ‘enabling’ aims, wherein a responsible, ethical psychologist would feel 

obliged to offer support even if neither performance nor clinical issues were key. Examples 

included preparing athletes for not ‘making it’, navigating the development of identity and 

sexuality during adolescence, and simply providing someone to listen and understand. As a 

result of the numerous different aims described above, a category emerged labelled 

prioritization; capturing the constant tension caused by juggling different aims. Examples 

included the use of intake/screening to prioritize athlete needs, decisions around which 

athletes to refer to outside providers, and the disproportionate requirements of some athletes, 

often going far beyond considerations of athletic performance and development. Finally, and 

separately, staff recorded a desire to become a leading contributor to both practice and 

research in applied sport psychology: an ambition to feed into the wider scientific narrative 

and understanding, and not merely be ‘recipients’ or ‘consumers’ of scientific research. This 

category was separated from the others as it referred to the role of the staff within their 

profession, rather than directly serving the athletes/coaches:  
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“…You know I’m not egocentric in any way… I share, and I’m open, and I want that 

growth, but I want [this academy] to be seen as a leader in that space, and this is how 

we deliver performance psychology to our Australian athletes, not just [local] athletes… 

we’re about the green and gold, not about [just this state]” [Psychologist] 

Context and Environment 

The delivery of any specific sport psychology service occurs within its own particular 

context and environment which can inform, constrain and inform the way a service is 

delivered. Within this higher-order theme, there were 107 focused codes, arranged into six 

categories, including: (a) the athletes/scholars; (b) stakeholders and pathways; (c) constraints 

and challenges; (d) traditions; (e) Winning Edge; and (f) specific attributes of this academy. 

The athletes/scholars who receive the specific sport psychology service were diverse in terms 

of age, level, needs and preferences for using the service. All athletes on the program received 

full access to every sport science support service, including psychology, with no limitations 

including for six months after the termination of their scholarship; all are relatively local (i.e., 

a maximum of 32 km from the training venue); and so all athletes were frequently on site in 

the ‘daily training environment’. One manager described the diversity of athletes as follows: 

“We could have a mid-30s or 40-year-old podium athlete in Paralympic sport for instance, 

who requires something different from a psych than a 14 year-old going through puberty or 

sexual identity issues” [Manager].  

Stakeholders and pathways described the way that various NSOs, sporting 

organizations, local clubs and development pathways all formed an important and defining 

part of the sport psychology service’s context: generating the flow of talented athletes 

entering the academy; offering competitive fixtures and frameworks that constrained the 

academy’s services; and either receiving or rejecting the athletes emerging from the academy. 

For example: “Some of those sports are increasingly defining our role, whether it be by 

curriculum, [or] whether it be by mandated requirements from a DTE [Daily Training 
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Environment] to provide levels of athlete welfare servicing between personal excellence and 

psychology.”[Manager]. A more detailed response described the potential importance of this 

linkage:  

So for example, us on the pitch, physically, technically, tactically, we’re doing a whole 

bunch of stuff to hopefully make their transition into the senior program really smooth… 

ideally, that’s what you’d like from this [psychology] … and to do that obviously you 

need to be a little bit aligned with what they’re doing and taking bits and pieces from 

that, and historically, that’s been really hard to do, and so if that’s not possible maybe 

then the goal is to have an athlete that is really quite self-aware and self-determined and 

is able to handle whatever the next step is for them [Psychologist]  

Additional contextual influences on the delivery of the sport psychology service 

included the willingness of the sport or specific coach to engage with sport psychology, and 

the likely timelines until current athlete-scholars would be aiming to compete on the 

international level. For example: “Most [of our athletes] are more in the emerging… possibly 

developing athlete range, which means they're pinnacle target is probably eight years away. 

They're not even, potentially not even looking at Tokyo, they're looking at 2024.” [Manager]. 

There was clear recognition from respondents that the sport psychology service, and wider 

academy, needed to deliver to the needs of its stakeholders, and thus work closely with them 

in defining and monitoring these needs.  

In delivering to its stakeholder needs and expectations, the service also faced specific 

‘constraints and challenges’ – which contained categories such as: (a) lack of time and 

resources; (b) conflicting demands between stakeholders; and also within the role of a sport 

psychologist (for example between performance enhancement and athlete welfare); (c) 

differences in service delivery style and ethical conduct when compared against private 

service providers; (d) the sheer number of athletes on scholarships, and (e) performing 

handovers to psychologists who are on national teams or who travel with squads. This theme 
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extended to aspects of sporting cultures - for example, a history of ‘silo mentalities’: 

It is sometimes difficult for [staff] to see that they’re in a team environment, that they 

don’t operate in a silo, and I think we’ve had issues in the Australian system where 

we’ve had very much a silo effect. To me, there’s been leadership issues and 

personality issues, which have driven that silo effect. And what I see in the psychs that 

we’ve engaged… is someone willing to put the team in front of themselves, and really 

look at the holistic nature of what we do. You can’t just be a psych and leave it at 

that... [Manager] 

Likewise, respondents described a key constraint as being that, often, athletes, coaches, 

parents and sports did not know what to expect from a sport psychologist: 

My expectations in that first period, I’m not sure I had too many to be honest, you know, 

I was really happy and open to see what was on offer and what the psychs would 

contribute… so I don’t think I had expectations in terms of the actual content, because I 

probably wasn’t experienced either. … I think they [psychologists] need to be in a 

position to get to know the players as well as they can, because sometimes I don’t think 

the players know what to actually ask for with these guys, and so if [the psychologist] 

can spend a bunch of time with the players, and get to know them a bit better, and 

actually suggest things. [Coach] 

Relatedly, constraints and challenges included themes that described the difficulties of 

managing the psychologists’ time to include planning and reflection – with most of their time 

in role spent in service-delivery. With little time to plan and reflect on service delivery, 

psychologists expressed a desire to transition from ‘reactive’ to ‘proactive’ service delivery: 

I think it’s that time to have the space to step out and really look at the service, rather 

than having to deliver every day. I’m delivering, you know, one to one consultations 

and stuff. It’s having that time to step out of that and go, OK, let’s really look at what 

we’re delivering and is it meeting requirements. [Psychologist] 

Traditions referred to habits, models, assumptions and practices that continued to 
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influence the delivery of the sport psychology service for historical reasons, such as ‘this is 

just something we’ve always done’ or ‘that is something that sport has always done’. In 

contrast ‘Winning Edge’ referred to perceived influences on the sport psychology service 

provision from a relatively recent new national sporting strategy called Australia’s Winning 

Edge (AWE). At the time of conducting this research, there was uncertainty regarding how 

the AWE initiative, aimed chiefly at high performance sport, would translate into state sports 

and lower levels of participation. The apparent focus of AWE on performance and medals 

also generated concerns about whether it would remain acceptable to support athlete’s mental 

health and/or holistic development.  

Finally, there was several quotes detailing the unique contextual influences of this 

specific academy: its geographical location, size and resources. We were satisfied that 

‘constraints and challenges’ captured themes that may be experienced in many contexts, 

whereas ‘specific attributes of this academy’ focused on discussions that were arguably very 

specific to this academy. For example, there were rarely enough athletes to create complete 

teams at the academy. The category included comments such as the following:  

…our coaches are employed by the state sporting organization, not by us. So one of the difficult 

things for us is because we’re Government employees…[if someone says] “We’ve got a 

tournament coming up and it’s in Darwin, and I want to the sport psych to be with the team,” 

we can’t do that, because... no money...[Psychologist] 

…the thing I learnt there in particular was as a single psychologist those [difficult] 

cases take up huge amounts of time, and so, yeah, you’re resource poor, and it’s 

maybe not the best decision to be spending lots of time with [one athlete] at the cost of 

time with other athletes.[Psychologist] 

Implementation and Service Delivery 

The delivery of any specific sport psychology service occurs through specific activities, 

and so this higher-order theme denoted the actions that were reported as ‘delivering’ the 

required psychological support. Within this higher-order theme, there were 148 focused codes 

Acc
ep

te
d 

M
an

us
cr

ipt



arranged into six categories, including: (a) entry and intake; (b) what the sport psychologist 

actually does; (c) maintaining a referral network; (d) immediate opportunities to increase 

effectiveness; (e) managing and planning; and (e) creating and managing expectations. Entry 

and intake described a process carried out with every single athlete-scholar coming onto the 

program, including pre-screening and leading to an individualized performance plan was 

generated for every athlete. 

Descriptions of what the sport psychologist actually does were very diverse, but noted 

that the majority of service delivery is one-to-one: “I think the vast majority is one-on-one 

consults. So obviously a lot of planning and working with coaches as well… but I think the 

consultation is the main thing… working with athletes who present with a particular need …” 

[Manager]. Likewise, one psychologist noted that they were, themselves, the main instrument of 

service delivery: “How is it currently delivered? [Chuckle] Through me!” [Psychologist]. One-to-

one was the central mode of service delivery, which participants acknowledged represented a 

substantial time burden time:  

The majority of my time is spent one-on-one with athletes. That would be the majority 

of my time. The second component of my work would be discussion with staff, so that 

includes other performance specialists within the service, and coaches, consultation 

with them. And then the other times would be spent delivering group stuff. Group stuff 

would probably be only a little component. [Psychologist] 

Other channels of delivery included: educational workshops for athletes and coaches; 

coach mentoring; conducting needs analyses; constant communication with the 

interdisciplinary support team and coaching staff; maintaining and monitoring ethics; making 

referrals where appropriate; and ‘hanging out’ at training and competition venues; as well as 

proactively engaging athletes. Likewise, participants made references to the content of service 

delivery, spanning leadership, classic mental skills, growth mindsets and concepts such has 

resilience and mental toughness. They also noted that the implementation must be very 
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flexible to accommodate different needs, constraints and demands. For example: 

We’ve done a few bits and pieces with psychs in the coaching area, where [psychologist] 

shadowed some coaches for a period of time, out in the training paddock. Looked at 

their communication styles, gave them critical feedback on how they were 

communicating, and was able to look at, where the athletes listening to what was being 

said? How was it being said? …[Manager] 

Creating and managing expectations spanned a range of strategies to inform the 

expectations of coaches, athletes and parents, and thus the demands made on the service. 

Examples included: establishing expectations during the intake process; overcoming the 

deficit mindset (e.g., “I’m kind of like thinking there's nothing wrong with me… why do I 

need to go and speak to them?”[Athlete]); and creating expectations of a dose-response 

relationships – i.e., that work and effort are required to improve psychological attributes:  

I’m talking about dose-response; the boys do strength and conditioning three days a 

week… whereas some of them, I will never see. [Interviewer - So there’s no dose] Yeah, 

no dose... … [Something that] we as a profession need to work on – is the education 

around what we do and getting the buy-in…[Psychologist]

Maintaining a referral network described the important activity of both building and 

‘pruning’ the academy’s psychological referral network, such that good external practitioners 

were used more often, and repeated bad experiences may lead to a practitioner or organization 

no longer being used. Managing and planning the psychology service referred to a range of 

strategies to help ensure the successful and sustained delivery of psychological service, from 

planning season with coaching staff, liaising with NSOs regarding approaching competitions 

and events, considering the needs of future cohorts entering the academy, seeking resources 

and support through line management and – importantly – both self-care and reflection 

leading to planning. For example:  

I think it’s that time to have the space to step out and really look at the service, rather 

than having to deliver every day. I’m delivering, you know, one to one consultations and 
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stuff. It’s having that time to step out of that and go, OK, let’s really look at what we’re 

delivering and is it meeting… because that’s where I’m at that point where it’s like ‘OK, 

we really need to comprehensively look at what we’re doing, and are we meeting you 

know expectations?’. [Psychologist]

[So… what’s not getting done?] …the actual sitting down and really having a 

comprehensive philosophy mission statement, the systems level stuff, document 

development… it’s like that old analogy, you know you can’t work on the business if 

you’re in the business. [Psychologist – emphasis reflects intonation] 

Finally, immediate opportunities to improve the service captured some immediate 

reflections on how the service could evolve and grow. These suggestions included: more 

group workshops to introduce more athletes (and parents and coaches) to the messages of 

sport psychology; paper and online resources that can be used by athletes to build 

introductory understanding of topics such as goal-setting, mindfulness, and emotional control; 

proactively demonstrating and ‘selling’ the value of sport psychology to coaches and athletes; 

working more closely with parents about parenting talented athletes, making better use of 

database data and diary entries recorded by athletes, leveraging connections with local 

universities (e.g., “I think there's ways… that maybe we're partnering up with other 

organizations… either through students or PhD's or honors… it could be a connection, 

collaboration with another provider that's helping us, which ultimately still achieves the same 

thing”[Manager]), and developing a ‘default’ curriculum for delivery when a sport or coach is 

unsure what exactly to request. Likewise, participants suggested that psychologists may wish 

to take on leadership and management roles to ensure that good practice is encoded into 

policy, and important decisions around monitoring/evaluating and resourcing the psychology 

service are informed by psychologists alongside managers.  

I think there’s opportunities out there for them. We’ve chatted to [psychologist], [do 

they] want to put up [their] hand for a management role? [Do they] want to get into that 

management space, and be hands-off in terms of athletes? That’s an interesting one, 
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we’ve always had the traditional coaches and the physiologists want the management 

positions, never a psych. And I think, that’s an interesting… perspective: that they’re in 

an industry for a reason. They’re there to support athletes, and they don’t want to step 

into management. [Manager] 

Attributes of sport psychologist 

This higher order theme described the observed attributes of a desirable sport 

psychologist in terms of making the psychology service as effective as possible; including: 

personality traits, training history, experience, and delivery style. This particular higher-order 

theme was not prescribed in Moore et al.’s (2015) process evaluation framework, but we 

decided to separate it into a distinct higher-order theme as the responses emphasized that 

these attributes contributed separately to many aspects of the service. This higher order theme 

included 17 focused codes across five categories, which were: (a) background; (b) self-

sufficiency; (c) delivery through relationships; (d) being creative and flexible; and (e) 

perceptive.  

Background largely referred to the practitioner’s training and experience, wherein it was 

viewed as important that sport psychologists had strong training that spanned out over sport, 

clinical and educational psychology; with the ability to navigate between them and maintain 

accurate judgement of one’s own competency in each. “Given my background, and my 

training, and my experience, I’m comfortable seeing people for clinical issues, and if that is 

part of the service” [Psychologist]. 

The service also required a psychologist to be self-sufficient, driving their own 

professional development, self-motivated, and even evaluate the service themselves. In one 

instance the service was described as ‘ticking along’ without much need for close monitoring: 

“I don’t necessarily deal on a day-to-day basis with [psychologist]… and everything just ticks 

along. The athletes can present to [psychologist] at any time. At the same time, a coach may 

encourage an athlete to go and see [them]” [Manager]. Being creative and flexible was also seen 
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as vital: “I think we’ve always had pretty robust flexible sports psychs or psychologists in that 

role [here]. Always willing and prepared to do what’s required for them and their clients, 

being the athletes, and sometimes coaches and staff”[Manager]; and “[Psychologist is] creative 

with the different ways to try to manage situations… rewording things until we kind of 

figured it out, and I never would have thought of anything remotely like that, and it 

helps”[Athlete]. Likewise, being perceptive was signposted as a key advantage for a psychologist 

to have: “We all sat down in a circle, and straightway there was like girls on one side, boys on 

one side and [psychologist] was like, ‘is this usually how you guys work?’ And that sort of 

stuck in my head, so just little observations about dynamics.” [Athlete]; and “I don’t know, 

[psychologist] just finds a way to absorb the information and then spin it into a positive” 

[Athlete]. Delivering through relationships that are warm, trusting and non-judgmental was also 

signposted as a positive attribute for the sport psychologist:  

[Psychologist] just has that… like a nurturing tone, you feel comfortable… the tone of her 

voice is like, it just resonates, you know? … just so nurturing and like when you walk in 

here you a hundred per cent feel comfortable straightaway, it’s not like, you can spill 

your guts to her and then she does… like she doesn’t pass any judgement or anything, if 

you say something and it’s a little bit borderline, that’s been bothering you for ages, but 

you don’t know how people react, she’ll be like it’s normal… I don’t know, [psychologist] 

just makes you feel comfortable to be able to come in and make use of the whole session 

instead of like feeding her bullshit, you can get down to the real issues. [Athlete] 

Mechanisms of Impact 

Moore et al.’s (2015) process evaluation guidelines specify that this theme should 

consider the intermediate mechanisms (theoretical or real), through which activities produce 

intended (or unintended) effects, including: participant responses; mediators (between 

immediate processes and outcomes); theories and models and unintended pathways and 

consequences. This higher order theme contained 43 focused codes organized into five 

categories: (a) flexible delivery; (b) curricula; (c) alternative sources of psychological support; 
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(d) models and approaches to practice; and (e) catalysts and enablers. Under the category

denoting flexible delivery, participants made it clear that the sport psychologist had to be able 

to work with diverse groups of athletes and staff. They had to be flexible to anything that 

came up, including location and methods of delivery. For example: “I wouldn’t like [this 

academy] to have a way of doing things for psychology, that’s just uniformed across the 

whole [organization], I think it’s got to be different for each sport and each program”[Coach]. 

Curricula simply denoted that is was often quite helpful to define and deliver success when 

NSO’s requested that specific curricula of content should be delivered to their ‘talent 

pathway’ adolescent athletes: notwithstanding the importance of being flexible when specific 

requests were made, or with individual athletes. Psychologists were also encouraged to create 

alternative sources of psychological support, by ensuring basic levels of psychological 

competence could be shown by the coaches, parents and support staff who see athletes on a 

more regular and informal basis than the psychologist.  

 In discussion of models, participants acknowledged that a wide range of models-and-

approaches-to-practice were used, both regarding psychological skills and attributes and 

models of service delivery. As noted above, participants felt that it was important for the 

psychologist to remain flexible and remain able to deliberately, intelligently adopt different 

approaches to address different needs: informedly ‘eclectic’ but certainly not ‘haphazard’. For 

example: …with each individual athlete [you have to] to decide: ‘OK, what’s your next level, 

how are you going to get there?’ So, I think… I use a lot of different models depending on 

what the need is” [Psychologist]; and: 

[We] talk a lot about intervention models and frameworks… [other psychologist] has 

experience in sport and is training in clinical, so [psychologist] has backgrounds in 

both… I would say that we probably use a very ACT approach [Acceptance Commitment 

Therapy]... well actually I can’t say that… there are elements of different models of 

evidence-based practice, and there is an aspect of, you know, picking an approach that 
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fits the individual. [Psychologist] 

Catalysts and enablers that supported the sport psychology service included the close 

proximity they had to staff, coaches and athletes; the relatively small size of the geographical 

region they covered, clarity and transparency from management, high quality staff in all 

positions (in psychology and other areas too); and collaboration with other similar talent 

development academies. Benefits of having a full-time in-house psychologist included 

responsiveness, careful data management and the facilitation of interdisciplinary practice. 

Frequently, sport psychologists discussed the importance of having good working 

relationships with physiotherapist and masseuse, as some athletes felt more comfortable 

disclosing to them than the in-house psychologist. The psychologist having a history of 

delivering within the academy, over time, helped coaches and athletes to be more receptive. 

Outcomes Generated by the Sport Psychology Service 

As well as asking about the aims of the sport psychology service, we also asked about 

the outcomes it generated. This higher order theme contained 43 focused codes arranged into 

five categories: (a) reported outcomes; (b) discussions around ‘how to measure the 

performance of the service’; (c) ‘soft’ indicators of effectiveness; (d) preventing negative 

experiences; and (e) self-evaluation by the psychologists. Typically reported outcomes 

included: better handling of critical incidents as an entire staff (e.g., “The unsung heroes, in 

my opinion, and I don’t use heroes lightly, but I’ve been in some critical incidences, where 

the psych has held everything together for the team, and for the athletes perspective. And it’s 

been fantastic” [Manager]); spotting hidden clinical issues; creating better coaches; influencing 

the culture of a team; creating a basic understanding of what sport psychology is, and does; 

and increased self-insight and flexibility for the athletes. For example:  

We’ve had some great coaches here over the years that have gone on to national team 

coaches, that have spent a lot of time with our psychologists, and it’s benefited them. It’s 

benefited the athletes. At the same time, the athletes have to be ready for another 
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psychologist within the national team environment, the AIS environment, and that’s a 

part of our role. Getting these athletes ready for the brutality of international 

competition, the combative nature of their sport. Or even life in general… I think our 

psychs have played a key role. [Manager] 

 Most respondents agreed that it would be difficult, if not impossible, to find a single 

simple metric for ‘how to measure the performance of the service’. Discussions in this 

category suggested non-tenable benefits that are only revealed slowly through time, and 

simple observations that coaches and managers value the service. Likewise, different goals for 

athletes made establishing a simple measurement approach very difficult, from medals, 

selections and performance, to simply personal development and the successful negotiation of 

important transitions (up and down) through the system. One of the managers also discussed 

the usefulness of the annual satisfaction survey as an evaluation instrument:  

The annual satisfaction survey… you can ask for feedback but how do we get the balance 

right so that they're comfortable to provide their feedback from their perspective? What is 

meaningful and what is useful? And how do we pick up the fact that in some situations we 

might be asking a 14 year-old boy to provide their thoughts and feedback on a psychology 

service… but how do we make it meaningful and useful to say that we're getting a 

consistent vibe or feeling that they're not happy with X?[Manager] 

‘Soft’ indicators of effectiveness included such things as winning over skeptical 

coaches, athletes referring each other to the service, the psychologist being happy in the role, 

and creating accurate expectations of the service. Whereas preventing the negatives referred 

to an important role of avoiding events and experiences that might be negative for the service 

or client, such as experiencing poor support or a traumatic de-selection. For example: “I’m 

learning that coaches can be very judgmental about, “I’ve had one bad sport psych, they did 

some strange things, and it didn’t work,” and they don’t want another sport psychologist…So 

I think they seem to recover from a bad physio, and just employ another physio. If they’ve 

had a bad psych it can scar them” [Psychologist]. One interesting option for evaluating the service 
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was to make more use of self-evaluation, performed by the psychologists during record-

keeping and reflective practice, or perhaps by psychologists on each other. The logic of this 

suggestion was that psychologists are best placed to understand the aims, context, limitations, 

mechanisms and models, and thus evaluate the service.  

Discussion 

This research offers a novel insight into the application of a sport psychology service 

within one multi-sport talent pathway academy; and begins to ‘bridge the gap’ between 

research and applied sport psychology (see Implications below). In answer to the first 

research question: the aims, contexts, actions, mechanisms and impacts that characterize this 

specific sport psychology service have been identified in detail, and arranged into a coherent 

thematic framework (based on Moore et al.’s [2015] process evaluation framework). Second, 

the questions, codes and themes were constructed to explore additional insights about how the 

sport psychology service generates outcomes, and the opportunities and threats to such a 

service. Our experience of collecting and analyzing the data was that the situation ‘as is’ 

(RQ1) and ‘as it could be’ (RQ2) were so closely related, in the end, that separating them 

would risk misrepresenting the data we experienced and worked within (with the exception of 

one category out of 32: ‘Immediate opportunities to increase effectiveness’). Hence, while the 

questions themselves reflected a sensible starting position, the answer, in our analysis, was 

that it may be problematic to neatly separate them. 

Many of the key themes in the findings of this study resonate with similar recent work. 

For example, the importance of context and fitting into the specific environment has been 

termed ‘contextual intelligence’, and echoes with themes of ‘finding coming ground’ 

(Woolway et al., 2019), contextual influences (Tod et al., 2019), and always being ‘aware of 

the context’ (Larsen, 2017). Our theme of ‘delivering through relationships’ connects very 

clearly to the importance of being a warm, approachable person, and forming affable, 

supportive relationships, or allegiances, (Tod et al., 2019; Woolway et al. 2019). Likewise, 

Acc
ep

te
d 

M
an

us
cr

ipt



the theme of ‘Creating and managing expectations’ mirrors the themes of ‘self-promotion’ 

and ‘confidence versus arrogance’ in the findings of Woolway et al. (2019), as well as the 

reflections of Larsen (2017). Effectively a sport psychology support service is judged on 

meeting expectations, yet these consistent findings suggest that need to be constantly created, 

monitored and managed while also doing the work of delivering to those expectations. Hence, 

the current study offers reassuring similarities and echoes of similar qualitative findings in the 

sport psychology literature.  

Unpacking findings within this specific study: at the ‘headline’ level of recognised 

aims, the state sports academy examined in this study aimed to prepare athletes for a 

successful transition their next stage – whether that be a higher level of sport participation or 

an exit from the talent pathway into recreational sport, university, or employment. The 

delivery of the sport psychology service required a ‘whole’ person approach using 

multidisciplinary support, and careful management by both the practicing psychologists and 

the academy’s management. For example, clinical issues needed to be handled carefully to 

balance time commitments, sensitive information, ethical obligations and the athlete’s 

wellbeing. Likewise, as suggested in recent literature, the support/management of 

performance and training often required close collaboration between sport science support 

staff, coaches or managers (Buekers et al., 2017; Cruickshank & Collins, 2012; Piggott et al., 

2018; Sands, 2017). Viewing the work of the sport psychologist in isolation, it was highly 

compatible with service delivery models such as Anonymized (2016) or Poczwardowski et al. 

(2004). Nevertheless, the findings of this research make it clear that such service delivery 

does not occur in isolation – even in a relatively small, controlled and well-managed state 

sports academy. There were variable expectations and needs from stakeholders, diverse 

clients and athletes, and notable constraints and limitations on resources, time and access – all 

of which reflect the dependency of the sport psychology service on its surrounding context. 

Sport psychologists working in such a setting would likely be expected to identify, manage 
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and deliver to these contextual demands. Existing models of sport psychology service 

delivery are not explicit about how to incorporate organizational structures, context and 

specific practitioner attributes (e.g., Anonymized, 2016; Poczwardowski et al., 2014). This 

study has illustrated that sport psychologists need to adapt to the context they work in. 

Therefore trainee sport psychologists should learn about different contexts, and ways to adapt 

to contextual demands. Aims, context, etc. should not be seen as separate influences, but 

rather they are all part of a complex and ever-evolving whole system that a sport psychologist 

must work within.  

The primary goal of the ‘academy’ was to prepare athletes for their next steps following 

the academy’s talent development ‘pathway’. While most athletes would hope to progress to 

higher competitive levels, respondents emphasized the importance of holistic planning for 

athletes, that extends outside of sport, which participants discussed as playing a crucial role 

for these (largely adolescent) athletes. This acknowledgement, however, may conflict with 

some stakeholders’ expectations, specifically the perceived expectations following the 

national ‘Winning Edge’ strategy. The introduction of this strategy was perceived as being 

performance driven, as thus as potentially conflicting with the emphasis on holistic growth 

and personal development. Other challenges included athlete’s prior expectations of sport 

psychology, which were often either absent or misguided – and thus unhelpful. For talent 

pathway sport psychology services, such as examined here, understanding this challenge 

means that it becomes both necessary, and even advantageous, to provide athletes (and 

parents and coaches) with a basic but accurate understanding of what to expect from sport 

psychology. Within the ‘academy’, educational workshops and group sessions provided 

athletes with an initial exposure to the service, which appeared to be a good source of referrals 

for subsequent one-to-one work. Participants noted that future developments may seek to 

include parents in educational workshops, both to support service delivery further and manage 

their expectations of the service. 
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Implications. Regarding research, these findings suggest that it can be very beneficial 

to apply qualitative research methodology to applied practice –bridging the gap between the 

two realms, and generating findings of immediate applied relevance. Specifically, the 

qualitative process evaluation carried out in this study facilitated the identification of complex 

contextual factors and systemic processes that are often explicitly excluded from formal 

experimental methods. Whereas applied practice is, by nature, ‘messy’ and uncontrolled, this 

process evaluation has allowed that complexity to be described and analyzed in a way that 

acknowledges the interactions and connectivity of the system. Regarding theories and models, 

as noted above, existing service delivery models of sport psychology describe aspects of 

‘what the sport psychologist does’ as well as detailing connections between underlying 

professional philosophy and key tasks processes in some instances (e.g., Anomymised, 2016). 

Nevertheless, our findings point to an opportunity to achieve significant development of such 

models by more fully acknowledging the role of the context, stakeholder requirements, 

geographical location, and local culture/traditions. Likewise, while some service delivery 

models do emphasize the importance of reflective practice, this process appeared to be 

extremely important in managing and planning the sport psychology service in our findings. 

In fact, a clear recommendation from psychologists and managers alike was to ensure that the 

practitioners consistently allocate time to review, reflect, analyze and plan the sport 

psychology service; both alone and working alongside academy managers.  

There were several advantageous aspects of the context that were viewed as unique to 

the academy, but which on reflection may offer useful insights for a wider audience. For 

example, all athletes received a thorough psychological intake and screening before being 

accepted onto the scholarship – this process ensured that all athletes were familiar with the 

psychologist, their location, and it also offered an opportunity to educate athletes about what 

the psychologist can and cannot offer. Further, the creation of interdisciplinary individual 

performance plans (IPPs) was facilitated by this intake/screening. Such a practice could be 
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scalable, and transferrable to other settings beyond the specific academy; in some cases, 

including sport psychology support. The interdisciplinary approach, often advocated in the 

literature (Martindale & Nash, 2013), was reported to be a beneficial element of effective 

service and was facilitated by frequent contact and close geographical proximity in this 

academy. While geography varies widely, frequent contact and more personal contact are 

good ways of ensuring collaborative and trusting relationships in the workplace (Sharp & 

Hodge, 2013; Smoll et al., 2011). Strong traditions existed of always having a psychologist 

involved in the training pathway, which is not always the case for sport psychology.  

The findings identified several opportunities for advancing the service: making it more 

efficient, effective or sustainable/resilient. Reflecting the apparent importance of creating 

appropriate expectations of the service, introductory workshops on sport psychology for all 

athletes (and their parents) – including for individual sports – may be highly appropriate. 

There was even a suggestion that a ‘core’ curriculum could be developed that is offered to all 

athletes, especially those not in a team or not with a prescribed curriculum from their NSO. 

Likewise, a greater casual presence in terms of posters in the gym, informational flyers and 

handouts, and web resources, all may help to introduce the athletes and stakeholders to sport 

psychology. It may also be the case that ‘selling’ the value of aims/outcomes other than 

performance enhancement and talent development may also be worthwhile, to help athletes 

and scholars appreciate that there is more to sport psychology than simply ‘getting results’. 

As well as extending to engage more with parents of scholars in the academy, respondents 

also suggested that it may be beneficial to ‘project’ into local ‘feeder’ teams and begin the 

process of educating athletes about sport psychology from an earlier age, before they ever 

seek to enter the talent development pathway. Given the extra workload such actions may 

generate, respondents proposed that engaging with local universities and partner organizations 

may be a good strategy – for example offering placements, research opportunities and simply 

leveraging resources. Finally, there were several suggestions that an increased representation 
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of psychology in the leadership and management aspects of the academy may help to ensure 

decision-making and planning support the psychology service as best as possible. Our 

research show that participants perceived there was little or no time for the psychologist to do 

such planning and reflection, and so a deliberate attempt to create and protect such 

opportunities may be vital. Additionally, the psychologist may need time and support to allow 

closer communication and collaboration with stakeholders such as NSOs and national teams – 

both for delivering to their needs as well as managing their expectations.  

There were also potential threats to the success of the sport psychology service. In a 

small organization such as the one examined in this research, many aspects of the sport 

psychology service were entirely dependent on one staff member: the psychologist. Turnover 

or personnel changes in this key role could fundamentally change or challenge the service 

delivery. Further, clarifying the role to relieve current conflicts and tensions – such as those 

between an exclusive performance/talent focus versus holistic development and 

health/wellbeing – may also facilitate both a reduced burden on current post-holders as well 

as improved orientation processes for anyone joining the service in future. We suggest it may 

be important, therefore, to record, systematize and put into policy, practices and necessary 

support structures for a sport psychology service at the academy.  

Limitations. The exclusive use of qualitative methods in the research prevents analysis 

from drawing statistical inferences about effectiveness or prediction accuracy. Nonetheless, 

respondents found it difficult to articulate suitable (i.e., reliable and valid) ways of 

quantifying the sport psychology service – and this uncertainty was reflected in the theme 

‘how to measure the sport psychology service’. In fact, the complexity and apparent 

interdependencies demonstrated in this analysis suggest that depending on simple measures of 

throughput, costs or performance would likely have been inappropriate for such a complex 

system. As a separate concern, this research has focused on one relatively unique talent 

development academy, in terms of its geographical region, size, and resources. Hence, the 
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findings should not be uncritically generalized to other contexts, but there are several notable 

lessons in the findings and discussion that may well be transferrable between settings. The 

collaborative process for recruiting participants (the ‘gatekeeper’ strategy) may well have 

introduced a risk of bias, not least – for example – by excluding athletes who did not access 

the service in order to comment informedly on its implementation (cf. Weiner, 2009). 

Nevertheless, reasons for not accessing the service, and the experiences of those not directly 

receiving support may offer important insights. Likewise, our inclusion criteria led to the 

omission of experiences from the youngest athletes as they were under 18 years old. In this 

instance, the selection of service users and deliverers was prescribed by the funding 

arrangement and the lead researcher missed the opportunity to query that decision. We also 

suggest that, in future, continued data collection may facilitate the tracking of events, and how 

interventions and policies generate changes over time. On one hand, the gate-keeper 

recruitment strategy means that we cannot be sure that we explicitly sought out negative 

opinions and so it is possible that critical voices may not have been heard in the current 

evaluation. On the other hand, those stakeholders with extensive experience and a keen 

interesting in optimizing the service were included, and numerous vulnerabilities and/or 

opportunities for improvement were identified – suggesting ‘negative’ or critical comments 

were not systematically excluded. Finally, we reflected that the adoption of a different process 

analysis framework, or no such framework (to be more freely ‘inductive’) may lead to a 

different analysis of themes. In this instance, the approach was agreed with the academy in 

advance as providing suitable structure to answer their own requirements for review and 

reporting. Future studies may explore different approaches, enabling useful comparisons to 

the current findings. Despite the limitations, this research has generated unique knowledge 

regarding ‘what works, with who, in what specific circumstance’. It provides trainee 

practitioners with an understanding of what service delivery looks like within a specific 

setting; and helps other sports academies to consider changes to their current model of service 
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delivery; or even consider the application of sport psychology service delivery. 

Conclusion. This research has generated some new, and some complementary, insights 

into how a sport psychology support service can be delivered, monitored and managed in a 

talent-development setting. For future development, models and training regarding the 

delivery of applied sport psychology services should seek to further expand upon the 

contextual and environmental factors that define, constrain and frame psychological service 

delivery. Such developments could help practitioners and trainees consider, and plan for, any 

barriers to service delivery and how to manage/overcome them. More research using process 

evaluation would help bring us closer to bridging the gap between research and applied sport 

psychology. As one anonymous peer reviewer noted: such “evaluations may support 

maturation, accountability, and acceptance of the profession” and this paper may “serve as an 

example of structured analysis of practice, service delivery, and areas of future development”. 

We have presented the current paper and its findings with a view to facilitating such 

developments, combined with reflections and recommendations on how to improve on the 

methodology if similar work is attempted in future.  
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Figure 1: Key functions of process evaluation adapted from Moore et al (2015). The five stages listed 
here informed the selection of key higher-order themes used to drive data analysis, with the addition of 
‘Attributes of the Sport Psychologist’ added in response to its emphasis by participants.  

Figure 2: A summary of the key higher-order themes and related categories developed during our 
analysis. See Supplementary Material for a full breakdown of codes.  
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