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Abstract: Portuguese elite athletes with disabilities (n=14) were interviewed to explore the 

importance assigned to psychological preparation and their personal experiences on sport 

psychology. Semi-structured interviews were conducted using standard qualitative 

methodology. All the participants highlighted the importance of psychological preparation 

in sports performance. Moreover, it was evident a gap on applied sport psychology among 

the athletes. Most of the athletes never had any kind of psychological intervention for sport. 

Although some participants mentioned barriers to sport psychology intervention (e.g., 

s, and the opinion of 

others), most of the athletes expressed receptiveness to engage in psychological skills 

training and stressed the need for that support. Some recommendations for future sport 

psychology interventions are presented as well as the study limitations. 
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Introduction 

One of the major challenges in applied sport psychology in relation to disability sport is the 

development of psychological skills training programs. In the last decades, several studies have been 

conducted to show the pertinence and applicability of psychological skills and strategies in athletes 

Arripe-Longueville, 2013; Hanrahan, 2007; Martin, 2017). However, missing issues in the study of 

psychology preparation includes how athletes with disabilities perceive the importance of 

psychological skills; and another is their receptiveness to sport psychology intervention. This research 

gap was emphasized by Page, Martin, and Wayda (2001), who studied the attitudes of wheelchair 

basketball players toward seeking sport psychologists.  

Although Hanrahan (2015) considered that athletes with disabilities appreciate and are receptive 

to sport psychology services and to psychological skills training programs when they are available, 

research showed that athletes with disabilities also expressed equivocal positions towards sport 

psychology interventions. For instance, during the social validation process of an imagery 

intervention program for wheelchair basketball players, Shearer, Mellalieu, Shearer, and Roderique-

Davies (2009) found that most of the athletes were satisfied with the program and considered it useful, 

but some athletes also expressed less positive opinions. Similarly, in the study of Page and colleagues 

(2001), wheelchair basketball players revealed receptiveness towards meeting with a sport 

psychologist and acknowledged the need for a sport psychologist intervention. Nevertheless, a variety 

of stigmas related to seeing sport psychologists were identified by the previously mentioned authors. 

Research on athletes without disabilities pointed out less positive and receptive perspectives 
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range of stigmas that may undermine the adherence to psychological skills training programs. The 

ideas that psychological skills training takes too much time from the practice schedule, that 

psychological skills are innate by nature, and that psychological skills training is associated with 

psychological or mental health problems are some of the most referred stigmas. Therefore, sport 

direction for intervention (Leffingwell, Durand-Bush, Wurzberger, & Cada, 2005). As such, the 

training programs must be analyzed in order to change mindsets and increase the number of athletes 

that adhere to sport psychology interventions (Bull, 1991). 

Since the study of Page and colleagues (2001), the lack of knowledge about the attitudes of 

athletes with disabilities regarding the receptiveness to working with sport psychologists or the 

importance of psychological skills training still remains. In this context, another important issue is 

the insufficient number of opportunities that athletes with disabilities have to engage in systematic 

and formal psychological skills training (Martin, 2010). Even at the Paralympic level, not all the 

athletes have access to sport psychology services to support their preparation (Dieffenbach, Statler, & 

Moffet, 2010, May). The professionalization of disability sport has raised the awareness and increased 

the contact of sport psychologists in this population (Bawden, 2006), but it is necessary to understand 

with sport psychology seems to be relevant. Research studies have also shown that athletes who have 

had previous contact with sport psychologists tend to have more favorable views on these specialists 

than those who have never had contact with sport psychologists (Daw & Burton, 1994). 

However, the effectiveness of a sport psychology intervention does not rely solely 

attitudes and perceptions about the importance of psychological skills training. The sport 

psychologist consultant expertise, knowledge, experience and perceptions about disability sport may 

affect the working relationship (Schinke & Hanrahan, 2009). Hanrahan (2015) argued that working 

with athletes with disabilities can be a rewarding experience and also an opportunity for professional 

development for these practitioners. Moreover, working in this population may improve the 

communication skills of the practitioner. Therefore, sport psychologists must prepare themselves, 

developing competences and acquiring specific knowledge to establish successfully relationships with 

the athletes, coaches and other professionals. 

In this sense, the primary focus when working with an athlete with a disability must be on the 

psychological skills development and performance enhancement and not on the disability. However, 

if the athlete approaches his/her disability in a session, then the sport psychologist must be 

comfortable and prepared to clarify that issue (Hanrahan, 2015). Moreover, to understand the needs 

and goals of athletes with disabilities, the sport psychologists must be aware of the specific challenges 

that may affect this group of athletes (e.g., accessibility needs; reliance on equipment, other people 

and medication; classification; body pains; travel arrangement) (Martin, 2005). 

Finally, the sport psychologists must critical analyze their own beliefs about disability to identify 

potential myths and stereotypes. It is crucial to overcome limiting or erroneous preconceptions they 

-minded and flexible 

to adapt their psychological training to the specific needs of each athlete (Bastos and Martin, 2015). 

Therefore, the aim of the present study was to investigate Portuguese elite athletes to determine the 

personal experiences with sport psychology were analyzed. 
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Materials and Methods 

Participants 

The sample (Table 1) was composed of fourteen athletes (twelve males and two females) with 

visual impairment (n=5) and physical disability (n=9). With regard to the disability onset, eight 

(M=29.4yrs; SD=6.5yrs). A purposive sampling was selected based upon two criteria: i) elite status 

(i.e., all athletes were included in the Portuguese Paralympic Project), and ii) sport representativeness 

(i.e., the sample represented the Paralympic sports more prevalent in the Portuguese team, namely 

boccia n=3, swimming n=5, track and field n=5, and rowing n=1). According to Smith (2018), small 

samples purposefully chosen offer deep and rich knowledge that should be seen as unique strengths 

of qualitative research. All the athletes had international experience and most (n=13) had earned 

medals in Paralympic games or World and European championships. In Table 1 detailed information 

commission. Athletes gave their informed consent to participate in the study.  

Instrument 

Data was collected from a semi-structured and open-

perspectives regarding their psychological preparation and their personal experiences with sport 

psychology. The use of semi-structured interview allows a co-construction of knowledge due to the 

unique interactions between the participants and the interviewer. Moreover, the use of open-ended 

questions facilitates both interviewer and interviewee roles allowing a flexible and responsive 

discussion (Smith & Sparkes, 2016). 

Initially, introductory comments about the purpose of the research and information about the 

structure of the interview were presented to the participants. The athletes were also informed that a 

copy of the interview would be sent to them for a validity check. It was emphasized that the focus was 

nts. The main goal was to establish rapport and to orient 

athletes to the interview process. The main portion of the interview focused on central themes of the 

study, questioning the athletes about the importance given to psychological preparation (e.g., What 

is your opinion about the influence of psychological preparation in sport performance?) and about 

experiences in the field of sport psychology (e.g., Have you ever worked with a sport psychologist? 

Are you receptive to work with a sport psychologist? Do you have any psychological weaknesses that 

you would like to improve?). Finally, participants were invited to complete or add information to their 

responses to the interview questions or to other conversation topics that they considered relevant to 

the purposes of the investigation. Athletes were also asked to reflect on the interview style and content. 

The structure of the interview guide was based on Bastos, Corredeira, Probst and Fonseca (2014) 

methodology and the interview protocol was adapted to the perspectives of athletes with disability. 

An initial piloting exercise, with a male wheelchair basketball player (aged 28, with spinal cord injury, 

and ten years of international sport experience) was used to refine the interview guide. 

Procedures 

The participants were individually interviewed, face-to-face by the first author. The data were 

captured in a one-time event lasting approximately 40 minutes. The interviews were audio taped and 

transcribed verbatim using an unfocused approach. The transcribed interviews were sent to each 

participant. Participants were encouraged to generate additional data and give their insights. 

Reflections offered by participants helped to create a meticulous and rich dialogue between 

interviewer and interviewee (Smith & McGannon, 2018). 
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Table 1. Summary of sample characteristics 

Athletes Disability 

Classification 

# International 

Competitions / year 

Best Results 

Track and Field    

Richard Physical disability - T54 8 Bronze medal World championship. 

John Visual impairment – TF12 2 Bronze medal European championship; participation in Paralympic Games. 

James Visual impairment – TF12 2 Gold medal in Paralympic Games and Paralympic record; gold medal in two World championships and 

two world records. 

Martin Visual impairment – TF12 2 Silver and bronze medal in two Paralympic Games; gold and silver medal in two World championships; 

bronze medal in two European championships.  

Michel Visual impairment – T11 2 Bronze and silver medal in two European championships; participation in Paralympic Games. 

Boccia   

Peter Cerebral palsy – BC3 2 Multiple times Paralympic champion; multiple times World, World Cup, and European champion. 

William Cerebral palsy – BC3 2 Gold medal in two Paralympic Games; multiple times World, World Cup, and European champion. 

Arthur Cerebral palsy – BC1 2 Gold and silver medal in two Paralympic Games; silver medal in World championship.  

Swimming    

Benjamin Physical disability – S9 2 Silver and bronze medal in European championship; participation in Paralympic Games. 

Andrew Physical disability – S10 2 Silver and bronze medal in two European championships.  

David Physical disability – S10 3 Participation in World and European championships.  

Christophe  Physical disability – S3 3 Participation in international meeting.  

Vincent  Physical disability – S4 4 Bronze medal in three European championships; participation in Paralympic Games. 

Rose Physical disability – S5 2 Multiple times medaled in World and European championships; participation in Paralympic Games. 

Rowing   

Anne Physical disability – ASW1x 3 Bronze medal in World championship; participation in Paralympic Games. 
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Data Analysis 

lived experience was adopted in the present study. Specifically, inductive techniques were privileged 

to allow unanticipated topics or themes to emerge during analysis. In practice, the research process 

the importance of psychological preparation and their personal experiences with sport psychology 

were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun, Clark, & Weate, 2016). Different steps were followed 

to identify the major themes of this research. First, the main researcher carefully read and reread the 

interview transcripts to become completely familiar with the content of each interview, then 

summarized the key points outlined by the participants (i.e., immersion phase). Next, a list of different 

codes were identified according to the statements of the participants in each area of the interview (i.e., 

initial codes phase). Next, the different codes were organized into themes. The goal of this phase was 

the inductive identification of emergent themes based on the organization of the codes into 

meaningful themes. Consequently, themes were named and defined. Finally, the different themes 

were organized in overarching themes (i.e., themes that capture more than one specific idea). The 

researcher had to refine and define the themes to ensure that were unique and captured the data 

essence. To provide an ultimately validity check, the main researcher reread all the transcripts and 

verified that all codes and themes formed a coherent pattern within and across the dataset (Braun, 

Clark, & Weate, 2016). Segments of the text (i.e., verbatim quotes from participants) were provided 

by the researcher. A frequency analysis was also conducted to represent the number of citations of 

each code and the number of athletes who mentioned the themes.   

Critical Friends 

To ensure quality and validity of the 

tical 

feedback. It is expected that multiple explanations and interpretations of the data emerged during this 

process. 

Results 

The thematic analysis exposed two general dimensions that emerged from 45 raw data themes 

mentioned by the elite athletes. The dimensions were abstracted from 6 second-order subthemes and 

these from 13 first-order subthemes represented in Figures 1 and 2. Representative quotations from 

the transcripts are interspersed amid the results to clarify the emergent themes. 

The relation between psychological factors and sport performance 

interference on their sport performance. Nineteen raw data themes comprised this dimension and 

three second-order subthemes were used to define it (Figure 1).  

The athletes were unanimous in stating that psychological preparation is important for sport 

performance. Several participants explained their view of psychological preparation using the multi-

factor approach of performance. Psychological preparation emerged as one factor, among others (e.g., 

. There are several important pieces - 

training, resting, and nutrition - and that [psychological preparation] is one more important piece of 
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Figure 1. The relation between psychological factors and sport performance. Note: *1 The number 

following each raw data theme indicates the number of times that it was reported; *2 The number 

below the first order subthemes indicates the number of athletes who reported them. 

Most of the athletes considered that, globally, psychological preparation has a positive impact on 

their performance. However, some participants mentioned that psychological preparation can have a 

negative impact, decreasing the expected outcome

achieve a higher performance than in competition because the psychological factor, it´s not so big. 
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competitions where I was very well physically, but psychologically I was a disgrace and the 

 

The last second-order subtheme, difficulties and demands, enumerated demanding situations 

that athletes have to face at the elite level (i.e., personal life and sport-specific difficulties). Problems 

already d

 

nce with sport psychology 

Twenty-six raw data themes were included in this dimension (Figure 2). Personal experience is 

related with a group of contacts with sport psychology that athletes had during their sports careers. 

The dimension comprised three second-order subthemes: previous contact with sport psychologists, 

receptiveness to working with sport psychologists, and psychological weaknesses.  

Most of the athletes had never worked with sport psychologists and had not experienced any 

kind of psychological intervention related to sport. Peter and Arthur (boccia players) mentioned they 

had already had contact with a general psychologist who gave support to the athletes in their sport 

club. However, both players considered the contact unhelpful in the sport context as the psychologist 

was not an expert in sport psychology. Although some athletes referred to having had some previous 

contact with sport psychologists, they considered that it was not appropriate or either systematic. 

appeared and did individual interviews. Then, we did some games to build team spirit and cohesion, 

 

Receptiveness to working with sport psychologists is represented by three first-order subthemes: 

receptiveness, barriers concerning sport psychol s task. The majority 

of the athletes in the present study showed receptiveness to this type of intervention and highlighted 

the need to give to all athletes on national and club teams access to it. The participants used the 

example of other countries (e.g., United Stated of America, Brazil) to show the importance of 

including sport psychologists on the technical staff. Additionally, they referred to the fact that 

Portugal was one of the few countries that did not have sport psychologists on the national teams. 

The need to educate the athletes about the importance of psychological training was mentioned by 

Michel. Michel pointed out that sport federations should deliver athletes courses and books to provide 

detailed information about this topic. Although most of the participants were receptive to a sport 

psychology intervention, some athletes assumed other positions. Participants shared ideas that can be 

considered barriers to a sport psychology intervention. For example, John believed that he is too old 

to get benefits from a sport psychology intervention, 

a concern for the younger and talented athlete s important for them in order to 

be able to have a long international career, but not for me. 

In addition, Vincent expressed serious doubts about the usefulness of this type of intervention. 

The following expression is quite representative of that, 

I 100-percent believe that the psychological side of the athlete is extremely important; 

however, I 

question is: An athlete has a certain problem in competition and in dialogue with the 

sport psychologist he/she is able to overcome it. If another problem appears, will the 

athlete be able to solve it alone or will he/she need to be constantly helped? On the 

other hand, the sports world is very small. If the other athletes know about this 

situation, to what extent can this become a weakness for the athlete? 
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Figure 2. . Note: *1 The number following each 

raw data theme indicates the number of times that it was reported; *2 The number below the first 

order subthemes indicates the number of athletes who reported them. 

Psychological weakness emerged from three first-order subthemes: psychological skills and 

strategies, do not know, and do not have. When asked specifically about aspects in individual 

psychological preparation that athletes would like to improve on, few participants mentioned 
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psychological skills and strategies such as activation and relaxation in stressful moments. Martin did 

not know how to answer because he had never thought about the issue. Most of the participants 

believed that they did not have psychological weaknesses. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this exploratory and descriptive study was to examine the importance that 

Portuguese elite athletes with disabilities assign to their psychological preparation. Additionally, it 

was intended to report the personal experiences of the athletes with sport psychology. In relation to 

psychological preparation as an important factor in sports performance. Similarly, Hanrahan, Grove, 

and Lockwood (1990) noted that athletes with visual impairment participating in a psychological 

skills training program considered psychological factors responsible for 50% of their performance 

outcomes. One of the reasons highlighted by the present sample was that sport performance resulted 

from a combination of multi-factors, of which psychological preparation was one. Another 

explanation specifically pointed to the importance of psychological preparation at the elite level, were 

the demands of training/competition and the similarity of physical skills between athletes. In this 

best. Factors that leads to winning a medal, beating a personal record, or being selected for a national 

team is often psychological in nature when similar levels of competition are taken into account 

(Martin, Malone, & Hilyer, 2011). It is well known that more successful players consistently use 

psychological skills (e.g., concentration, determination, commitment, self-regulation of arousal) and 

strategies (e.g., goal setting, imagery, coping strategies, competitive plans) to prepare themselves to 

achieve maximal performance (Weinberg & Gould, 2011). In disability sport context, Martin and 

Malone (2013) showed that an increased used of mental skills was associated with better engagement 

in sport, with mental skills use explaining 50% of the variance in athlete engagement.  

engaged at the elite level represents a complete life commitment for athletes. Wheeler and colleagues 

(1999) explained that athletes make a personal investment on their disability sport careers that, 

depending on the degree of commitment, may lead to the exclusion of other life aspects (e.g., family, 

relationships, career, and education). Dealing with physical pain was another factor mentioned by an 

athlete with a spinal cord injury (SCI). Martin and Wheeler (2011) explained that for athletes with 

disabilities (e.g., SCI), body pain can interfere in sport, limiting physical activity. Financial problems 

were mentioned in relation to reduced values, or delays in payment, of the Paralympic grants. This 

lack of financial support often limits the conditions for training and competing, specifically when 

athletes have to support their own travel/training expenses or the maintenance of sport equipment 

that can be very expensive. The impact of financial problems also emerged in the study of Campbell 

and Jones (2002). The lack of financial support was identified as a stress factor when demands or costs 

of wheelchair basketball were addressed by elite male players. 

On the other hand, poor training conditions associated with the lack of training partners and 

lack of continuous support from the coach were also mentioned in the present research. Martin and 

Wheeler (2011) explained the importance of social support in training settings since many athletes 

with disabilities have to train by themselves. Likewise, Williams and Taylor (1994) pointed out 

feelings of isolation due to the lack of training partners as one of the reasons for dropping out among 

non-elite wheelchair athletes. Lack of proper coaching conditions was another disability sport 

consideration mentioned by Martin and Wheeler (2011) and shared by two athletes in the present 

study. Most of the athletes with disabilities do not have appropriate coaching or simply do not have 

coaches (Martin & Wheeler, 2011). All these factors may interfere in the psychological preparation of 

the athletes, disturbing expected performance outcomes. 

Although Gould, Flett, and Bean (2009) referred to a growing acceptance of applied sport 

psychology, with athletes being encouraged to mentally prepare to perform, this was not verified in 
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the present study. Most of the athletes interviewed had never had contact with sport psychologists or 

any kind of psychological intervention in sport, and those who mentioned (n=3) did not classify it as 

suitable. This is a very concerning fact since it is well known that optimal mental preparation is 

achieved through a long-term and structured intervention tailored by experts in coaching and 

counseling (Samulski, Noce & Costa, 2011). If it is expected that elite athletes achieve their maximal 

potential, all their skills have to be systematically developed and the role of the sport psychologist is 

crucial for that accomplishment. 

Although most of the athletes of the present study had never had previous contact with sport 

psychologists, the expressed receptiveness to work with these specialists was quite considerable. The 

international competitive experiences allowed the athletes to gain critical insight on the topic. Several 

athletes used the example of successful competitive countries (e.g., the Brazilian case) to highlight the 

need to have sport psychologists support during major events. Therefore, the Paralympic Brazilian 

reality can be seen as an example of good practice of applied sport psychology that countries like 

Portugal should follow. Another expressed concern was the need to educate the athletes about the 

importance of psychological preparation and the training of psychological skills, providing sources of 

knowledge accessible to all athletes. Courses, workshops, and specific literature were some examples 

mentioned. As such, it puts forth the idea that investment in the education of athletes on the benefits 

of psychological training can be an important step in changing the Portuguese reality here presented. 

The literature often describes a variety of myths and roadblocks that can negatively interfere in 

the adherence of athletes to sport psychology programs (Burton & Raedeke, 2008; Weinberg & Gould, 

psychological skills as innate skills, and iii) the opinion of others. One athlete considered himself too 

old to get benefits from a sport psychology intervention. Research emphasizes the importance of 

introducing psychological skills training programs in the beginning of athlet

enhance personal growth and performance, allowing the full achievement of the individual´s potential 

(Burton & Raedake, 2008). However, it is common in disability sport for active and fit athletes to 

participate in elite competitions until a later age. Psychological intervention can benefit all the 

 

Another athlete questioned the usefulness of a sport psychology intervention when the athlete is 

psycholog

innate characteristics that cannot be taught, or an athlete is born with a psychological predisposition, 

or he/she is able to develop skills based on personal experiences (Burton & Raedake, 2008). In this 

regard, it seems important to enlighten athletes about the nature of psychological skills. Psychological 

skills have to be taught and trained consistently to achieve automaticity in performance, just as 

physical skills are (Burton & Raedake, 2008; Weinberg & Gould, 2011). It is important to note that 

the poor psychological training experienced by athletes with disabilities may itself favor these 

pressed the idea that when 

other athletes (teammates/opponents) discover that a certain athlete is seeing a sport psychologist that 

may become a weakness for the athlete. Receiving psychological support represents a disadvantage in 

the view of other athletes. This argument also integrates the group of myths surrounding 

psychological skills training well described by Burton and Raedake (2008). In fact, many athletes may 

hology 

intervention. Stigma can be related to the erroneous idea that those who need to work on 

psychological skills are weak and have some psychological problem. The psychological problem is 

ead-

mental health issue (Burton & Raedake, 2008).  

When participants were asked to identify their psychological needs, several athletes mentioned 

that they did not have any aspect to enhance in their psychological preparation. Some of the reasons 

pointed to (e.g., satisfaction with self-psychological skills) are in accordance with Leffingwell and 

colleagues (2001). The authors explained that athletes with great psychological skills believe they do 
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not require assistance from sport psychologists. Others may be satisfied with their level of 

performance and legitimately choose not to use those services, despite being aware of the 

psychological benefits of such intervention. The fact that one athlete revealed never having thought 

about his psychological needs must be taken into consideration. This position may express lack of 

awareness about the possibility of training psychological skills and, consequently, the improvement 

of psychological preparation. 

Conclusions 

The athletes were unanimous in acknowledging the importance of psychological preparation and 

revealed receptivity and need for consulting with sport psychologists. However, they also expressed 

e age, perception of 

psychological skills as innate characteristics, and the opinion of others. The lack of opportunities to 

receive psychological skills training was also quite clear. A small number of participants recognized 

the need to improve a specific psychological skill (e.g., concentration and activation) or technique 

(e.g., imagery and relaxation). 

Limitations of the current research have also to be taken into consideration. The small sample 

studied involved a group of unique characteristics including a focus on only two types of disabilities 

(physical disability and visual impairment) in one type of sport (individual sport), with a 

predominance of male athletes. Finally, methodological limitations related to the type of instrument 

used (i.e., the collected data depended solely on interviews) have to be considered.  

Perspectives 

This study provides useful insight into the current state of applied sport psychology in 

Portuguese disability sport. The results stressed a serious need for psychological intervention. 

Training in psychological skills is important not only for athletes who admitted having psychological 

weakness, but also for those who consider thems

In addition, it can work as an advantageous process to empower athletes already psychologically 

gifted, helping them to achieve even better results and to perform consistently. Moreover, the 

misconceptions about psychological preparation mentioned in the present study show the need to 

assume an educational and constructive perspective when approaching athletes before a sport 

psychologist intervention. Overall, the evidence of this research will help practitioners (i.e., applied 

sport psychologists, coaches, and athletes) to define the most effective ways to conduct psychological 

skills training programs a    
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