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Introduction 

Sports therapy is an aspect of healthcare that is specifically concerned with the prevention of injury and the rehabilitation of the patient back to optimum levels of functional, occupational and sport specific fitness regardless of age and ability

It utilises the principles of sport and exercise sciences incorporating physiological and pathological processes to prepare the participant for training, competition and where applicable work (Society for Sports Therapists, 2009)

There is a growing demand for advanced vocational training in the sports industry and following the recent awarding by the IOC of the 2012 Olympic Games to London, it is anticipated that there will be a demand for qualified expertise both before and after the games in the area of Sports Therapy and Rehabilitation. It is also anticipated that the government; through the Health Professional Council will soon require all Sports Therapists to hold a degree (Health Professional Council, 2009). A Foundation Degree in Sports Therapy / Rehabilitation may contribute to meeting this need for suitably qualified professionals in Yorkshire and Humber. 
This paper aims to explore the current provision of Higher education Sports Therapy and seeks to gain a greater understanding of the needs of those employ sports therapists. 
Sport and Leisure Provision within Yorkshire and Humber

With the build up to the 2012 London Olympics, and concern over the health of the nation, Sport is playing an increasingly important role in society and in people’s leisure times. There are also good options to work in sport and leisure sectors in both the cities and rural locations.  For Example Sheffield is the National City of Sport with some of the best sporting and leisure facilities in the country as a legacy of hosting The World Student Games.  These facilities include a 25,000 seater athletics stadium and a 10,000 seater arena and exhibition centre both of which are now being booked up for major sporting and leisure events.  The English Institute of Sport is also based in the city which encompasses the World Snooker Academy. 
With such an array of sport and leisure opportunities in Yorkshire and Humber there is an accompanying demand for a suitable skills base. Such has seen an increase the number and range of Foundation Degrees and other qualifications such as Sports Coaching, Health Promotion, Sports Science, Sports Development, Sports Business, Health Related Exercise and Sport Therapy. 

The role of Sports Therapy

Over the years Sports Therapy has progressed from just treating 'injured athletes', to dealing with many common muscular complaints such as back pain, mobility problems, postural problems and work related conditions.

In the sporting arena, a Sports Therapist helps injured athletes return to full functionality, after injury. Injuries treated vary according to the sport or activity involved. Clients include professional and amateur sportspeople, people who keep fit for fun, and accident victims. A qualified Sports Therapist typically advises on prevention of injuries and can examine, assess and treat those that do occur, as well as helping with the rehabilitation process. 

Sports Therapy has also become widely used in the corporate world, as a way for companies to assess and treat many work related problems such as back pain and what is commonly known as 'repetitive strain injury'.

At the moment in the UK, Sports Therapy is unregulated which can be very confusing for potential service users. This position is currently changing, with new statutory regulations being developed.  Anyone can practise as a Sports Therapist, or Sports Masseur, without having a qualification.  (Sports Therapy UK, 2009). This suggested a need for formalised qualifications in this sector. 
Employment Levels in Sports Therapy

A database of sports therapy practices and therapists was collated using search engines; Yell.com and Yellow pages with key words Sports Therapy Yorkshire and Humber, Sports Therapy Clinic Yorkshire and Humber, Sports Massage Yorkshire and Humber, Sports Massage Clinic Yorkshire and Humber. These searches yielded 2894 in Yorkshire and Humber. 
Foundation Degrees in Sports Therapy

Through using the UCAS course search function and typing in Sports Therapy and selecting Foundation Degrees there are only 15 in Sports Therapy in England and Wales with none in the Yorkshire and Humber Area. This suggests a potential need for such a qualification in the area. When searching for full time undergraduate programmes there is only one BSc Hons in Sport Therapy at Leeds Metropolitan University again suggesting a potential need for such a qualification to be developed. 
Foundation Degrees in Sports Therapy follow a similar structure and content model including topic areas such as Anatomy, Physiology, Sports Massage, Conditioning, Sport Psychology, Sport Injuries, Work-Based Learning. The extent to which employers have been contacted in the development of such qualification remains somewhat unknown.  

Employer needs in Sport Therapy

The aim of this section is to gain an understanding of employers perspectives on the skills and needs of both Sports Therapy applicants and graduates. 

Part A: Survey
Sample - A stratified random sample methods (Thomas and Nelson, 2005) was used by location. Therapists were firstly grouped into the major towns and cities (Leeds, Sheffield, Doncaster, York, Hull Rotherham and Scarborough) in Yorkshire and a sample were randomly selected from each town. 
A total of 34 therapists became the potential sample for this project

A postal survey was sent out to the sample of practices and therapists which included a stamped addressed envelope and covering letter to assist response rate (Thomas and Nelson, 2005). It was felt the survey was the most appropriate first contact method as it was wide reaching, relatively easy to administer and cost effective. Anonymity was protected at all times; respondents were not expected to give their names, practices or locations

The survey itself included key questions on two main topic areas:

· Skills that are lacking within the workforce

· Qualification Development Ideas
Timescales for data collection
Two weeks were given for the surveys to be returned. After this period no surveys had been sent back. As a result the surveys were re-sent, again in stamped address envelopes and covering letters. After a further two weeks no surveys had been returned from the second round of posting. It was then decided that each therapist would be contacted via telephone. 

Data Collection problems

It emerged that due to the nature of employment in the Sports Therapy sector that collecting data on such a scale was to be very difficult. Sports therapists tend to rent space from practices and may rent 3 or 4 spaces during a typical working week in order to gain as many clients as possible. This meant that postal surveys were not likely to meet the intended recipients and often the telephone contact numbers were landlines meaning very few intended participants were able to be part of the survey. 
Part B: Interview and site visit
A site visit was conducted at a local sports therapy practice to interview a senior practitioner to gain a further understanding of existing skills set within the industry as well a possible developmental ideas for a Foundation Degree in Sport Therapy.  The practitioner was a personal contact and former work colleague which mean gaining access was relatively simple

The interview was semi structured and included background / demographic questions to settle in interview into answering questions.  Opinion / Values Questions were then asked to explore gaps in employee skills set and gain an understanding of the needs to new employees (Patton, 1990 pp 293)

Results and Discussion

Part A: Survey

No postal surveys were returned from either phase one or phase two. In addition only 2 from 34 Sports Therapists were contactable via telephone for a short interview. This was a 5 % response rate. 

The first question of the survey asked respondents to list any qualities or skills that they would like to see more from applicants to their practices. Two different categories of skills were reported:

1. Work experience

2. Business experience

The second question of the survey asked respondent to include possible module titles into an ‘empty framework’ in an attempt to plan out possible Foundation Degree framework to potentially develop into a qualification. Four core elements were already pre included into the framework in line with QAA Foundation Degree Qualification Benchmarks (QAA, 2004) as well as Foundation Degree Forward Guidelines (FDF, 2009).

	Level Four (120 Credits)
	Level Five (120 Credits)

	Work based learning 
	Advanced work based learning

	Research and Study Skills
	Work based project  (solving or assessing a problem in the workplace

	Anatomy
	Medical Aspects of Therapy

	Muscles
	Massage

	Medical
	Injuries

	Details of the Industry
	Business knowledge


Table One: Employer contributions to the possible framework are italicised 

The topic areas included in the potential framework (Table One) are similar to those seen in other Foundation Degrees on the UCAS website with the exception of Details of the industry and Business knowledge. As it emerged from the data collection process practising sports therapists tend to be self employed i.e. they rent space in practices and leisure centres and would need a level of knowledge of the nature of their industry and some business skills to be able to support their long term success. 
Part B: Interview and Site Visit

The questions and results of the postal survey were taken into consideration when interviewing the practising Sport Therapist as well as other questions relating to the nature of the Sports Therapy Industry. Ed (pseudonym) has been a full time Sport Therapist for 5 years and is based at a small practice just outside a large town in South Yorkshire. The practice is linked to solicitors who receive referrals for physiotherapy, another service that the practise offers.

The nature of the Sport Therapy sector – Ed described the Sports Therapy industry as a challenging sector to work in ‘it’s harder than most think, just having level 3 [e.g. VTCT Level 3 Diploma in Sports Massage Therapy] to say you can practise sports therapy doesn’t mean you can do the job ……..I mean when I first started I could sit here for hours with no clients and know that I have just paid for the privilege of sitting here’ [referring to his the rental payment to the practise].
Skills lacking in new applicants – In agreement with the postal survey findings Ed described the importance of having some business understanding. ‘What a lot of therapists don’t have is a sound understanding of finance and marketing…….these are crucial to success… you need to build up your client base and basically you’ve gotta put yourself out there. With reference to financial understanding Ed commented ‘ I do my own tax, VAT and all that I mean I cant afford an accountant’ 

Possible Framework – Ed was in agreement with the respondents from the postal survey; 

‘ [Sports Therapy based] Qualifications should be more rounded…..of course they should have anatomy, massage techniques, injury rehabilitation and all that but they need to have some financial aspects to them, they [students] need to know what it is like to work in this industry’

 Conclusions and future directions
Although limited by a low response rate, it is hoped that this paper has provided a greater understanding of the extent to which sports therapy provision and development can progress in terms of meeting the demands of sport therapy consumers and the need for suitably qualified practitioners. It appears the role is more diverse than delivering massage and other therapies to a variety of clients. The findings also highlight that some Foundation Degrees in Sports Therapy may lack some of the required content to allow for a sustainable career in Sports Therapy i.e. financial, marketing and generic business principles. 

More extensive research is required to gain a full understanding of the demands of the role of a sports therapist as well as the needs of employers who recruit newly qualified sports therapists. It is suggested that future research take on a more qualitative approach through interviews rather than postal surveys which don’t meet the dynamic nature of some sports therapists. 
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