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What role do psychological factors play in sports injury rehabilitation, recovery and return to sport?

Introduction
Sports injury is very common according to Deck et al., (2018) who said, “It is commonly accepted that injury is a central feature of sport”. Diaz, (2013) identifies various mechanisms of injury three of the most common forms include compression, separation, and sheer force, which can affect soft tissue and bone injuries. Common sport injuries range from sprains and strains to fractures and concussions. And different injuries are more common in specific sports. These injuries can be sustained in a range of both non-contact and contact sports. Therefore, treatment and rehabilitation are crucial in eliciting a return to fitness and the sport and is vitally important to all sports people of all levels professional or recreational (Christakou and Lavallee, 2009).
Although physical rehabilitation is important, psychological factors can affect an athlete’s ability to return to play. Athletes may experience a range of psychosocial factors for example anxiety, pain response, self-esteem, locus of control, and fear of re-injury (Longo et al., 2023). Due to these factors, it is important to support athletes that experience these psychosocial barriers as they can have impact on the recovery process and limit performance of athletes, affecting the athlete’s potential (Palmer et al., 2021). Return to sport models now include psychological factors to assess athlete preparedness and the transition back into normal sporting schedules and training (Podlog and Eklund, 2007). It has been noted (Podlog and Eklund, 2007) that athletes returning to sport after injury often have trouble with confidence, autonomy and relatedness, factors noted in Self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 2012), which has gained recognition for helping to understand sports injury and return to sport (Carson and Polman, 2017).
The SDT model imagines people on a continuum of motivational states, ranging from the presence of a motivation (low behavioural intent) to people intrinsically motivated (engaging for personal reasons), and research has shown that recovery from injury and return to sport is more successful with high levels of intrinsic motivation (Carson and Polman, 2017; Ardern et al., 2013).
Studies have found that fear of reinjury is a common psychological factor that can affect athletes at all levels of participation returning to their sport (Ross et al., 2015; Kvist and Silbernagel, 2022). Ross et al., (2015) suggested younger athletes are more likely to return to sport and female athletes are less likely to return to sport than males. Ross et al., (2015) also stated that athletes with high self-efficacy and motivation are less likely to experience fear of reinjury. Kvist and Silbernagel, (2022) suggests fear decreases during the athletes rehabilitation and the fear may become a motivator. In addition to reinjury other common psychological factors that affects athletes returning to sport is anxiety and depression (Podlog et al., 2011).
Social support can greatly improve an athletes emotional and psychosocial wellbeing (Novak, 2019; Podlog et al., 2011). This support can come from friends, family, coaches, team members and/or social support groups, this form of support is beneficial to prevent the athlete from developing any negative psychological factors and encourage the athlete to return to their sport after rehabilitation (Novak, 2019; Podlog et al., 2011).
With these factors in mind this research will help to refine the knowledge of psychological impact of injury and how it affects the rehabilitation and the return to sport after recovery.


Rationale 
The current study is important to be researched because injuries are very common in sports, and it is important to support these athletes to overcome the barriers that can occur during the return to sport. Barriers to returning to the sports can be both physical and mental. It is important to understand the psychosocial and psychological experiences of sports people who have suffered an injury and their journey back to fitness. Physical barriers include extended time in getting back to fitness and mental barriers include fear of reinjury. Understanding the psychology of injury and rehabilitation will help the sports professionals and coaches support individuals so that they can develop their resilience to make a successful return to their sport. To explore these experiences this study will replicate work of Clement et. al., (2015) to establish the trustworthiness of their method as a ‘best practice’ approach. Trustworthiness according to Lincoln and Guba (1986) is established through credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability (Forero et al., 2018). The justification of this research is endorsed by the fact that it directly links with the “Healthier” Wales objective to support mental wellbeing through the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. Mitigation and knowledge of injury prevention is helping to reduce incidences of serious injury in sport (Palmer et al., 2021), however, psychological wellbeing and its effect on performance and recovery from injury still requires research, to better understand how sporting professionals can support athletes through injury, rehabilitation, return to sport, or retirement.

Aims and Hypothesis
The aim of this study is to identify common psychological and psychosocial barriers in returning to sport after an injury. It will identify effectiveness of the recovery processes and the importance of rehabilitation. It will further explore any barriers that sports people experienced during the return to their sport. 

Method
Study Design
The current study is a replica of Clement et al., (2015) investigating the psychosocial responses to injury rehabilitation. The interview questions used was from Clement et al., (2015) interview however some follow up questions are added to ensure the information required is received based on the barriers that was identified in previous research. To measure self determination the athlete interviewed will complete a BREQ-2 (Markland and Tobin, 2004) and to measure fear of returning to sport they will also be asked to complete a FRESS (Kalatakis-Dos-Santos, 2022). Unlike Clement et. al., (2015) this study will include elaboration probes to elicit more detailed information from the participants to explore any common themes from their individual experiences relating to their injuries and their return to sport.
Participants
At least 6 athletes that have experienced a severe injury that affected their ability in returning to sport will be asked to participate in this study. They will be asked a series of questions about their injury, treatment, recovery and rehabilitation and what barriers they may have experienced returning to the sport. In line with the research by Clement et. al., (2015) the inclusion criteria for a participant would be that they suffered an injury which prevented them from taking part in their sport for a minimum of six weeks. The exclusion criteria would prevent anyone under the age of 18years taking part as people aged 18 years and over can provide informed consent.
Copy of questions:
Clement et al., (2015) questions
Section A: Background
1. Could you tell me about yourself?
2. Could you tell me about your life before or around the time of your injury?
3. Could you tell me about the time when you got injured? 
Section B: Cognitive and emotional responses
4. Describe your initial thoughts and emotions after sustaining your injury.
5. How did these thoughts and emotions change once you knew about the seriousness and impact of the injury?
6. Could you explain how your injury has affected you?
7. How do you feel you have coped with your injury?
8. How do you feel about your injury now?
9. In your own words, what has been the most challenging aspect of being injured?
10. Could you tell me how you did or how you are coping with that?
 
Section C: Behavioural responses
11. Can you tell me about specific methods or techniques you have used to cope with your injury?
12. When you got injured, who did you turn to for support?
13. Could you tell me about your experiences with that support?
14. Could you tell me about your rehab experience?
15. How did it progress?
16. What was the environment like?
17. Can you tell me anything specific that you feel has helped your recovery?
18. In a similar manner, can you tell me anything specific that you feel has hindered your recovery?
 
Section D: Readiness for return to play
19. Tell me about your goals (life and sport) since sustaining your injury.
20. What are your goals when you return to play?
21. How motivated are you to return to play?
22. What do you miss about participating in your sport?
23. What were/are your thoughts and feelings concerning return to play?
24. How can you use this experience in life and on the playing field?

Follow up questions that may be added if they weren’t answered in Clement’s questions:
What sport you participated in?
At what level did you play/compete at?
How long have you participated in that sport?
What injury did you have?
How did you get the injury?
Is the injury recurring?
How long did it take to recover before returning to sport, did you return earlier or later than recommended recovery time?

Analysis
The results from the interview and FRESS and BREQ-2 scale will be analysed to make comparisons of similarities and differences between the athletes, their injuries and the psychological impact they experienced. The method of analysis that will be used is Transcribed verbatim and Direct content analysis. Content analysis unlike thematic analysis can be either quantitative or a qualitative approach which also involves some quantification of data.
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