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Professional Practice in Sport and Exercise Psychology: Supporting Performance Anxiety in a Young Athlete

Sport and Exercise Psychology is a rapidly developing field in the United Kingdom, with practice regulated by the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) under the legally protected title of Sport and Exercise Psychologist. Practitioners in this area work to optimise both performance and wellbeing by applying psychological theories and evidence-based interventions to sporting contexts. The British Psychological Society (BPS) further outlines the professional training pathway and competencies required for safe and effective practice. This essay uses the case study of Jasmine, an 18-year-old competitive swimmer experiencing performance anxiety, to explore these professional requirements. Jasmine appears to be suffering from increasing fear of failure, negative self-talk, reduced confidence and declining performance, all of which are common issues addressed by sport psychologists. Her situation reflects typical challenges within high-performance sport, where psychological pressures can significantly impact motivation, wellbeing, and competitive outcomes.
This essay will discuss the professional roles and training requirements for sport and exercise psychologists, identify key competencies and ethical issues illustrated by the case study, and reflect on my own development needs for future professional practice. In doing so, it will demonstrate an understanding of the standards, skills and reflective requirements essential for safe and ethical work with athletes.

Sport and Exercise Psychologists support athletes across a broad range of performance and wellbeing concerns. Their key responsibilities include conducting psychological assessments, formulating intervention plans, delivering evidence-based techniques, and evaluating their effectiveness (McCarthy, 2023). McCarthy (2023) also discusses how sport psychologists work across training environments, collaborating with coaches, physiotherapists, nutritionists and other support staff. The British Psychological Society (2023) outlines how practitioners aim to enhance performance, build confidence, manage anxiety, strengthen motivation and support athletes' general mental health. In Jasmine’s case, her performance anxiety and negative self-talk fall directly under common practice areas, where cognitive, emotional and behavioural strategies can be used to restore confidence and effective coping skills.
Sport psychologists must also ensure athlete wellbeing, as performance concerns can overlap with or provoke mental health issues. The HCPC Standards of Proficiency (2023) emphasise that psychologists must work autonomously, use evidence-based practice, and communicate effectively to maintain safety and professional effectiveness. This includes using appropriate assessment methods and applying psychological interventions within the limits of one’s competence.
To become a sport and exercise psychologist in the UK, individuals must complete the BPS Stage 1 and Stage 2 training pathway (British Psychological Society, 2023). Stage 1 consists of a BPS-accredited undergraduate or conversion degree granting Graduate Basis for Chartered Membership (GBC). This stage provides foundational knowledge in psychological theory, research design, ethics, and cognitive and social psychology.
Stage 2 involves supervised professional practice, completed either through the BPS Qualification in Sport and Exercise Psychology (QSEP) or a HCPC-approved applied psychology doctorate. This stage requires trainees to demonstrate competence in assessment, formulation, intervention, evaluation, ethics, communication and research. They must maintain reflective logs, receive regular supervision, and produce evidence portfolios demonstrating applied skills.
The HCPC protects the title Sport and Exercise Psychologist, meaning only those meeting the required standards by the HCPC can practice legally. Practitioners must adhere to the HCPC Standards of Conduct, Performance and Ethics (2016), which outline expectations for confidentiality, informed consent, communication and professional boundaries. The Standards of Proficiency (2023) emphasise evidence-based practice, safe decision-making, risk management and collaborative work. By complying with these standards, it can be assured that psychologists support athletes like Jasmine ethically, effectively and safely.

In the case study, Dr Keane used multiple assessment methods to understand Jasmine’s performance anxiety. These included interviews with Jasmine, behavioural observations in training, and communication with her coach and parents. Such an approach reflects BPS QSEP competencies in assessment and formulation, which require practitioners to gather information from multiple sources and methods and develop a deep psychological understanding of presenting issues, whilst building a connection with the client at the same time. Observing Jasmine in training helps identify behavioural signs of anxiety, such as avoidance or physical tension, while interviews allow exploration of cognitive factors like fear of failure and negative self-beliefs.
The HCPC Standards of Proficiency (2023) state that psychologists must be able to select, administer and interpret assessment tools appropriately. While traditional psychometric tests may not always be necessary, structured conversations, performance logs and self-report measures (e.g., CSAI-2 questionnaires) are commonly used within sport settings. Dr Keane’s multi-method assessment clearly shows their competence in building a holistic formulation of Jasmine’s difficulties.
Several interventions were used to support Jasmine; each grounded in established psychological research and professional competencies. Cognitive restructuring is based on Beck’s (1976) cognitive therapy model, which teaches individuals to identify and challenge negative thought patterns. For Jasmine, this involves replacing self-doubting statements such as “I’m going to fail” with more balanced, positive alternatives.
Relaxation and visualisation techniques are based on psychological skill training literature (e.g., Vealey, 2007), helping athletes manage arousal levels and mentally rehearse successful performance. Goal setting, influenced by Locke and Latham’s (2002) theory, supports motivation and a sense of control by breaking down performance aims into manageable steps, increasing player motivation and self-efficacy (if goals are achievable and the individual is successful in achieving them).
Mindfulness interventions, as supported by Gardner and Moore's (2007) research, have been proven to minimise performance anxiety and improve 'in the present' attention. These interventions reflect the broad range of competencies required in sport psychology, such as knowledge of the cognitive-behavioural theory, psychophysiological techniques, motivational strategies, and acceptance-based approaches.
Working with Jasmine raises several ethical considerations aligned with HCPC and BPS guidelines. Confidentiality must be maintained, especially when communicating with the coach and parents; information should only be shared with Jasmine’s consent or when necessary for her safety. As an 18-year-old athlete, Jasmine is legally an adult but still considered vulnerable due to the pressures of competitive sport. Psychologists must ensure that interventions are explained clearly so informed consent can be obtained.
Practitioner competence is another ethical issue. They must only use techniques for which they are trained. For example, if Jasmine required more advanced mental health support, it is important that referral pathways are considered. Power dynamics also play a role; coaches and parents may unintentionally pressure athletes, so psychologists must prioritise athlete wellbeing over performance outcomes, in line with the BPS Code of Ethics (2021). Monitoring Jasmine for signs of worsening anxiety or mental health issues is part of the psychologist’s duty of care.

Using Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle, I can identify my current strengths, areas for development and future actions to prepare for a career in sport and exercise psychology.
I feel I bring several strengths that would support my progression in this field. I have a strong interest in athlete mental health and a growing understanding of psychological theory from my current studies. I communicate clearly, listen attentively and show empathy – all of which are essential skills for building affinity with athletes experiencing challenges like Jasmine. I also work well under pressure, which is beneficial in high-performance environments where athletes and support staff often have demanding schedules.
To meet BPS and HCPC professional standards, I need to develop more advanced assessment and formulation skills. While I understand the theory behind performance anxiety, I require experience applying structured assessment frameworks with real athletes. I also need training and experience in evidence-based interventions such as CBT techniques, structured psychological skills training (PST) and mindfulness-based practices, ensuring I can confidently deliver interventions like those used with Jasmine.
Ethical practice is another area requiring deeper development, particularly around confidentiality, data protection, safeguarding and boundary management in sporting scenarios. Understanding how to communicate professionally within multidisciplinary teams, including coaches, physiotherapists and medical staff, is essential for safe practice. Reflective practice is central to the BPS Stage 2 qualification, so developing habits such as keeping reflective logs and seeking supervisor feedback will be crucial.
I also need to build resilience and self-management strategies to prevent burnout. Working in elite sport can be emotionally demanding, for both performers and for practitioners, so learning to balance professional commitment with personal wellbeing is essential for long-term practice.
I am currently completing a BPS-accredited undergraduate degree in Psychology, at the end of which I will be granted a GBC. I will then seek experience through volunteering or assistant roles in local sports clubs to apply theory in real-world situations. Following this, I aim to apply for Stage 2 training through QSEP or a professional doctorate, gaining supervised experience across assessment, intervention and research.
To strengthen my competence, I aim to attend continuing professional development (CPD) workshops on CBT, performance anxiety, mindfulness and athlete wellbeing. Building and maintaining a professional development portfolio will help track progress, reflect on learning and ensure my practice aligns with HCPC and BPS standards.

Sport and exercise psychologists play a vital role in supporting athletes experiencing performance anxiety, using evidence-based assessments and interventions to enhance both wellbeing and performance. The case of Jasmine illustrates how psychological issues such as fear of failure and negative self-talk can significantly affect athletic performance, and how practitioners like Dr Keane can address these challenges using cognitive restructuring, relaxation, visualisation, goal setting and mindfulness. The professional practice of sport psychologists is governed by the BPS training pathway and HCPC regulatory standards, ensuring that interventions are delivered ethically, safely and competently.
Reflecting on my own development, I recognise the importance of building stronger skills in assessment, intervention and ethical decision-making, alongside gaining supervised experience and engaging in continuous professional development. By following the structured training pathway and consistently reflecting on my practice, I aim to develop the knowledge, skills and professional values necessary to work effectively and ethically with athletes like Jasmine in the future.
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