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Introduction

The Interest Section on Therapist Training and Devel-
opment of the Society for Psychotherapy Research

(SPRISTAD) is the main international network devoted
to the investigation of psychotherapy trainees’ develop-
ment. Its purposes have been declared as follows: i) to
promote scientific research on the processes and out-
comes of psychotherapist training and development; ii) to
facilitate collaboration among members in planning, dis-
cussion, and conduct of methodologically sound, theoret-
ically balanced, and clinically relevant studies on the
selection, training, supervision, continuing education, and
professional development of psychotherapists; and iii) to
support the dissemination of research-based knowledge
of therapist training and development for the benefit of
scientific, clinical, and mental health policy communities
(Society for Psychotherapy Research, 2011).

Previous studies have focused on therapist development
without attention to the role of psychotherapy training in
promoting such development. Among these studies, the
most important has been conducted by the Society for Psy-
chotherapy Research (SPR) Collaborative Research Net-
work – ancestor of SPRISTAD – which have identified
important aspects of the development of more than 12,000
psychotherapists from 30 countries in the world (Orlinsky
et al., 1999; Orlinsky, Rønnestad, & the SPR Collaborative
Research Network, 2005; Orlinsky, Rønnestad, &
Willutzki, 2010). While it has been shown that the percep-
tion of therapists’ development varies between beginner
and experienced clinicians – with higher perceived thera-
peutic mastery with increasing years in psychotherapy prac-
tice – the role of psychotherapy training in such
development remains uninvestigated. At the present, the
documentation of trainees’ development during their psy-
chotherapy training has been evaluated only in small groups
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of either doctoral students or psychotherapy trainees (Barn-
field et al., 2007; Bennett-Levy & Beedie, 2007; Hill et al.,
2015), or considering specific therapeutic abilities in single
real or simulates sessions (for a review see Hill & Knox,
2013). Moreover, enormous differences exist in psy-
chotherapy training programs and legal requirements to be-
come psychotherapist across different countries, and data
concerning the effects of these differences in terms of train-
ing effectiveness are not available. Thus, a comprehensive
evaluation of training effectiveness in promoting psy-
chotherapists’ development is still missing.

In order to overcome the limitations of previous re-
search and to address neglected aspects of psychotherapy
training research, in 2012 SPRISTAD launched the inter-
national multisite Collaborative Longitudinal SPRISTAD
Study of Psychotherapy Trainees, a large-scale study in-
volving a number of countries all over the world (by mid-
2018, researchers and training institutes coming from 19
countries have been involved). This study has the purpose
to realize a massive online longitudinal data collection in-
volving several countries in the world. The aims of
SPRISTAD study have been defined as follows: i) track-
ing progressive changes in trainees over time; ii) identi-
fying the factors that facilitate or impede trainee
development; and iii)relating therapist characteristics
and development to psychotherapy process and outcome
(Orlinsky et al., 2015, p. 22).

In line with the above-declared purposes, three core
instruments have been included in the online data collec-
tion system (Orlinsky et al., in preparation). The first is
the Training Program Description Form (TPDF), com-
pleted by the training director (or a staff person) to give
information concerning the main characteristics of the
training program. This instrument is particularly impor-
tant for the documentation of differences between train-
ing institutes located in different countries in the world.
The second instrument is the Trainee Background Infor-
mation Form (TBIF), completed by participating trainees
once at the beginning of the study, to describe aspects of
their professional and personal lives that are not expected
to change over time and that may influence their devel-
opment. Third, the Trainee Current Practice Report
(TCPR) is the core of the longitudinal evaluation, used
to track change over time, focused primarily on aspects
of trainees’ therapeutic practice and professional devel-
opment. 

In the present article, we present an overview of the
early Italian contribution to the SPRISTAD study, based
on data collected using preliminary paper-and-pencil ver-
sions of SPRISTAD questionnaires (a summary of con-
sidered studies is presented in Table 1). We review these
data – presented in previous research articles, national and
international conferences–discussing their implications in
terms of the potentiality of SPRISTAD project and con-
sidering the actual sensitivity of SPRISTAD instrument
for the evaluation of the declared research goals.

Psychotherapy training institutes in the Italian
context

The European Association for Psychotherapy (EAP,
2017) describe psychotherapy situation regulated by law
(Law 56/1989) and the roles for the exercise of the psy-
chotherapeutic activity in Italy, which is subjected to spe-
cific training, to be acquired after obtaining a degree in
psychology or in medicine and after the admission to the
professional register. It’s a four years training which in-
cludes adequate theoretical and practice training in psy-
chotherapy. The training program generally comprises 500
hours per year for classes and practical activities, such as
supervision, tutoring and practical workshops, and 100
hours per year for traineeship carried out in qualified struc-
tures and services (Giannone, Giordano, & Di Blasi, 2015).
These training courses are activated in consideration of the
Italian law (10 March 1982, n. 162), by universities or pri-
vate institutes (recognized by the Italian Ministry of Edu-
cation, MIUR)allowed to organize training in
psychotherapy by the Italian law (11 December 1998, n.
509 and 21 January 2019, n. 50).The postgraduate training
is offered by Universities and Private Psychotherapy
Schools recognized by the Italian Ministry of Education
(MIUR). Psychotherapy approaches accepted are Psycho-
dynamic, Humanistic, Psycho Body Therapy, Systemic-
Family Therapy, Cognitive-Behavioural. Nowadays, in
Italy 148 private psychotherapy schools of different theo-
retical approach have been recognized by MIUR in Italy
(EAP, 2017). In 2014, Italy counted 37.000 psychothera-
pist: 2/3 psychologists and 1/3 medical doctors (about one
psychotherapist on 1.600 persons in Italy). The educational
trends of Psychology Schools counted over 50.000 new
graduates in 2016, and 25.000 of them had a specialization
in psychotherapy. Personal analysis is not mandatory, but
may be required by some psychodynamically-oriented
schools. The training remains largely (80%) a prerogative
for private institutions that historically had and still have
the know-how about the training for psychotherapists, be-
yond academic fields where programs are traditionally ori-
ented to provide theoretical knowledge. 

To date, 7 private psychotherapy schools signed the
contract to be part of SPRISTAD project: Centro Psicolo-
gia Dinamica (CPD; psychodynamic psychotherapy), Cen-
tro Padovano di Terapia Familiare (CPTF; family therapy),
Associazione Terapia Cognitiva (ATC; cognitive psy-
chotherapy), Institute of Constructivist Psychology (ICP;
cognitive psychotherapy), Confederazione di Organiz-
zazioni Italiane per la Ricerca Analitica sui Gruppi
(COIRAG; group psychoanalytic psychotherapy), Società
Italiana di Psicoterapia Psicoanalitica (SIPP; psychoana-
lytic psychotherapy), Società Adleriana Italiana Gruppi e
Analisi (SAIGA; individual psychology), and Istituto di
Ricerca in Psicoterapia Psicoanalitica (IREP, psychoana-
lytic psychotherapy). Preliminary data have been collected
in four training programs: CPD, CPTF, ATC and ICP.
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Trainees’ background

Individuals who start a psychotherapy training can be
very different in terms of previous professional and per-
sonal experiences. They may have different relational at-
titudes and motivations to become psychotherapists.
These and other individual differences may strongly in-
fluence their development during the training, and the
knowledge of these influences may have important impli-
cations for the implementation of training programs. Due
to the importance of the person of psychotherapy
trainees’, relating psychotherapy trainees’ characteristics
and their development is another important purpose of the
SPRISTAD study. The TBIF has been constructed to de-
scribe aspects of trainees’ professional and personal lives
that are pre-existent to the beginning of the training and
that are not expected to change over time. It allows the
collection of the following information: i) Basic informa-
tion such as demographic information (including age,
gender, nationality, etc.) and training program information
(such as theoretical approach, duration, etc.); ii) Profes-
sional background such as information concerning previ-
ous academic degrees, previous working experiences and
previous experiences in doing psychotherapy/counseling;
iii) Personal background (country, religion, economic cir-
custamcies, family components, etc.), including ratings of
life experiences in terms of a sense of being cared (item
When growing up, how much did you experience a sense
of being genuinely cared for and supported?), family
functioning (item When growing up, how much did the
family you grew up in function well emotionally and psy-
chologically?), and experienced trauma or abuse in child-
hood (item When growing up, did you experience any
emotionally significant trauma or abuse?); iv) Actual life
(marital status, children, economic conditions, etc.), in-
cluding satisfaction in actual life (item How satisfying is
your own life at the present time?) and stress in actual life
(item How stressful is your life at the present time?); v)
Previous experiences in personal therapy (amount of ther-
apy, duration, orientation, etc.); vi) Interpersonal rela-
tional manner in close relationships consisting in the
rating of a list of adjectives (for example, Accepting, Ac-
commodating, Authoritative, Bold, etc.); vii) Motivation
in starting a psychotherapy training investigated with the
open question What are the main influences and events in
life that led you to seek training as a psychotherapist?;
and viii) Strength and limitations as therapist (open ques-
tions What do you view as your main personal and/or pro-
fessional strengths or talents for work as an effective
therapist/counselor? and What do you view as the main
personal and/or professional limitations you need to over-
come to work effectively as a therapist/counselor?).

The first step toward the investigation of the associa-
tion between trainees’ individual differences and their in-
fluences on their development is the description of these
differences. In the first study on the background of Italian

psychotherapy trainees personal and professional back-
ground, motivation, and interpersonal style have been ex-
plored in a group of 135 Italian trainees with different
theoretical approaches (psychodynamic, systemic, and
cognitive-behavioural) which completed the TBIF
(Messina et al., 2018c). We describe below the main find-
ings emerged in this study. First, regarding prior profes-
sional background, most of the trainees considered in this
study had a master’s degree in psychology, with few ex-
ceptions of trainees with a medical background. More-
over, most trainees reported having had previous training
or work in different careers or professions and previous
experiences relevant to psychotherapy/counseling. All
these data are not surprising due to the legal requirements
to start a psychotherapy training in the Italian context
(master’s degree in psychology or medicine, and one year
clinical or research internship after the master’s degree in
psychology before starting a psychotherapy training).

Regarding the personal background, trainees varied in
their ratings of life experiences in terms of a sense of
being cared, family functioning and experienced trauma
or abuse in childhood. They varied also in the description
of their relational manner, although higher ratings were
observed for adjectives such as friendly, introspective, in-
timate, accepting, passionate, determined, intuitive, and
warm, suggesting that these characteristics – often re-
ported as characteristic for effective psychotherapists –
may be pre-existent in persons that start a psychotherapy
training. Anyway, all these variables may be relevant for
therapist development and they should be considered in
future researches on psychotherapy training programs.

Another relevant issue emerged from this study is mo-
tivation. In this case, the research question would be: Why
do people start psychotherapy training? Intriguingly, it
was observed that negative personal experiences of
trainees are the most frequently reported motivation in un-
dertaking psychotherapy training (almost 45% of trainees
reported this category of motivation). For example, pre-
vious experiences with family members or friends with
psychological problems were often reported as motivation
to become a psychotherapist. Moreover, trainees who
gave a negative personal experience as motivation to start
the training reported worse experiences in childhood. This
result has been confirmed in an update based on an en-
larged sample of 178 trainees, coming from 4 training pro-
grams (psychodynamic, systemic, cognitive-behavioural,
and constructivist), presented at the international SPR
meeting in Amsterdam (Messina, Gullo, Gelo, Salcuni, &
Giordano, 2018d) and at the SPR-IAG in Palermo
(Messina, Salcuni, Gullo, & Gelo, 2018e). In the update,
it has been confirmed that negative experiences in the per-
sonal background are most frequently reported motivation
to start a psychotherapy training (47.6% of participants
reported this category of motivation) and that this cate-
gory of motivation was associated to less care, less famil-
iar functioning, and more traumatic experiences in
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childhood. The importance of this variable recalls the idea
that a therapist who have experienced personal suffering
and internal conflicts may become more aware, and able
to understand and help others: a well-known idea in the
literature, named the concept wounded healer (Jung,
1951). However, beyond theoretical considerations and
qualitative case studies (e.g.: Barnett, 2007; Farber,
Manevich, Metzger, & Saypol, 2005; Messina et al.,
2018f), statistical analysis of the impact of therapists’ per-
sonal history variables on their development and on their
effectiveness as therapists are missing in the literature.
Early empirical data on therapist background confirm that
this variable deserves attention for the understanding of
therapist development, longitudinal analysis of the influ-
ence of personal background on trainees’ perceived de-
velopment have been planned as one of the future steps
of SPRISTAD study (but see also early Results in Longi-
tudinal data section).

Also other categories of motivations were often re-
ported by trainees (consider that trainees may report more
than one motivation): personal predisposition, such as
being an emphatic or altruist person (42% of trainees
mentioned this category), motivations related to their pro-
fessional background, as for example the desire to acquire
practical competencies after academic theoretical training
(25%), theoretical interest and curiosity for the function-
ing of human mind and human relationships (23%), per-
sonal development, as for example become more aware
of personal psychological conflicts and relational difficul-
ties (14%), and professional development included moti-
vations associated with the desire to improve one’s
professional abilities as a psychotherapist, as for example
improve technical competencies in psychotherapy prac-
tice (14%). The impact of different categories of motiva-
tions on trainees’ development should be investigated in
future studies.

Finally, in this study differences between trainees with
different theoretical orientation have been reported. Al-
though theoretical preferences were not associated with
trainees’ personal background, cognitive-behavioral
trainees reported lower motivations associated with their
personal backgrounds, such as motivations concerning
personal development and negative personal experiences.
These results may reflect the preference for trainings that
attribute minor importance to personal therapy. 

It has been affirmed that therapists’ theoretical prefer-
ences may be considered as manifestations of their per-
sonality (McConnaughy, 1987). In line with this idea,
trainees that have chosen different approaches resulted
statistically different in their manner in close personal re-
lationships. For example, among the orientations consid-
ered in Messina et al. 2018c (psychodynamic,
cognitive-behavioral, and systemic), psychodynamic
trainees reported being more accepting compared to
trainees of other approaches, whereas cognitive-behav-
ioural trainees reported being less introspective compared

to the others. Even if the consideration of an exiguous
number of trainees does not allow to draw conclusions
about the interpersonal manner of trainees with different
orientations, these data account the existence of system-
atic differences between trainees with different orienta-
tions. Again, this can be a variable which deserves
attention for future investigations. 

Tracking changes in trainees over time

Tracking progressive changes in psychotherapy
trainees over time is the main goal of SPRISTAD. With
this aim, the TCPR has been created to monitor changes
over time in trainees’ perception of their development as
psychotherapists, with a focus on their therapeutic prac-
tice and professional development. It includes mixed
quantitative and open ended questions to collect informa-
tion concerning the following dimensions: i) Basic ana-
graphic information about the trainee and general
information about the training; ii) Practice experience (pa-
tients, settings, theoretical preference, etc.); iii) Relational
manner with patientsconsisting in the rating of a list of
adjectives (for example, Accepting, Accommodating, Au-
thoritative, Bold, etc.); iv) Perceived development since
the beginning of the training, which include the rating of
the following items: overall change, change as improve-
ment, change as decline, extent of having overcome past
limitations, satisfaction with development to date, and ex-
tent of having realized one’s potential as a therapist; v)
Clinical skills which include the rating of several technical
and relational skills in doing therapy (e.g., How effective
are you at engaging patients/clients in a working al-
liance?); vi) Difficulties in psychotherapy practice which
include the rating of several common difficulties in doing
therapy (e.g., Bogged down with a client in a relationship
that seems to go nowhere); vii) Coping strategies in case
of difficulties with patients, consisting in the rating of how
often constructive (e.g., consulting a supervisors) and
avoidant (e.g., postponing dealing with the problem) cop-
ing strategies are used in case of difficulties in doing ther-
apy; viii) In-session experiences consisting in the rating
of a list of adjectives describing experienced feelings dur-
ing psychotherapy sessions (for example, Absent, Anx-
ious, Inspired, etc.); ix) Supervision (quantity, perceived
support and critics, theoretical orientation, etc.); x) Per-
sonal therapy (quantity, perceived benefit, theoretical ori-
entation, etc.); xi) Actual development as therapist
consisting in the rating of items concerning perceived de-
velopment at the present; xii) Open questions concerning
strength, limitation and recent change in therapeutic prac-
tice; xiii) Experiences as part of the training(supervision,
case discussion, role-playing, etc.) and their impact; xiv)
Actual life (stress, satisfaction and emotional function-
ing). Among these numerous variables considered by the
questionnaire, early investigations have been focused on
Perceived Development since the starting of the training
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and several aspects of the experience of therapeutic work
at the present evaluated as part of two dimensions: healing
involvement and stressful involvement (for psychometric
characteristic of these dimension see Messina et al., 2017;
Kolinsky et al., 2005). Healing involvement include the
following factors: clinical skills (10 items),constructive
coping with difficulties in doing therapy (6 items), flow
during therapy sessions (3 items, in-session experiences
inspired, stimulated, engrossed, and challenged), and
agency (3 itemsn-session experiences skilful, effective,
and wise) and warmth (4 items, in-session experiences
warm, accepting, friendly, and tolerant) as aspects of re-
lational manner with patients. Stressful involvement is
evaluated through multiple-item scales including clinical
difficulties in practice (12 items), avoidant coping with
difficulties in doing therapy (6 items), and in-session feel-
ings of anxiety (4 items, in-session experiencesanxious,
overwhelmed, pressured and trapped), and in-session
boredom (3 items, in-session experiences absent, bored,
and drowsy).In early investigations, all these variables
have been considered as the effect of several independent
variables evaluated in the TCPR. First, the effect of time
in training (in months or years of training) has been con-
sidered as the main independent variable. Second, the core
experiences of supervision and personal therapy have
been considered as predictors including both quantitative
aspects(having had supervision and personal therapy and
the number of hours devoted to such activities) and qual-
itative aspects (such as benefit perceived as an effect of
personal therapy, perceived support and criticisms in su-
pervision).

Cross-sectional data

Although the TCPR has been developed with the pur-
pose of longitudinal evaluations, preliminary cross-sec-
tional studies have used this questionnaire to compare
psychotherapy trainees at different steps of their training
and evaluated one time. A first study tested the differences
between 90 Italian trainees at different years training,
coming from 3 different training institutes (dynamic, sys-
temic, and cognitive) (Messina et al., 2017).According to
the results of this study, more experienced trainees re-
ported significantly higher levels in important dimensions
of perceived change, such as the perceived overall change
during the training and progress in realizing one’s thera-
peutic potential. More experienced trainees reported also
their therapeutic work with patients more as a healing in-
volvement (higher relational agency and feelings of flow
during therapy sessions) and less as a stressful involve-
ment (less frequent difficulties in practice and less fre-
quent feelings of anxiety and boredom in psychotherapy
sessions).

Beyond time per se, this early study showed the im-
portance of supervision and personal therapy. The feeling
to be supported in supervision was negatively associated
with perceived decline and positively with expressed sat-

isfaction with the development. On the other hand, feeling
to be criticized in supervision was significantly associated
with a stressful involvement in doing psychotherapy, with
more difficulties in practice and more use of coping strate-
gies based on avoidance. Instead, the amount of supervi-
sion in terms of hours per month was not predictive of
developmental variables.

Finally, controlling for time, having had personal ther-
apy was also associated with perceived development
(overall change and experience of that change as progress
or improvement) and with important aspects of healing
involvement, such as clinical skills and relational warmth
with patients. Again, the quantitative aspect of time in
therapy was not relevant, whereas perceived benefit in
personal therapy was predictive of almost all the variables
of perceived development (perceived change, perceived
improvement, overcoming part limitations, satisfaction
with development, realization of potential) and healing
involvement (clinical skills, use of constructive coping
strategies against difficulties, in-session flow and rela-
tional agency). 

An update of this data collection has been presented
in the Italy Area Group of the Society for Psychotherapy
Research (SPR-IAG) conference in 2018 in Palermo
(Messina et al., 2018e). In this case, a group of
123traineeswas reached, recruited in four different psy-
chotherapy institutes (dynamic, systemic, cognitive and
constructivist). As expected, all previous results were con-
firmed with an improvement of the statistical power of
the study. Moreover, new significant effects have emerged
in this update: first, years of training have predicted also
fewer difficulties in psychotherapy practice; second, per-
ceived support in supervision was associated with overall
perceived change. Thus, almost all variables evaluated in
the TCPR are important markers of developmental
changes in trainees at different steps of psychotherapy
training. 

Longitudinal data

Tracking psychotherapy trainees’ change over time in
training is the main and more ambitious aim of SPRIS-
TAD. In 2018, early two-years longitudinal data have been
collected in the Italian context and presented to the Inter-
national SPR meeting in Amsterdam (Messina et al.,
2018a) and in the SPR-IAG conference in Palermo
(Messina et al., 2018b). A group of 76 Italian trainees was
involved, recruited in four different psychotherapy insti-
tutes (dynamic, systemic, cognitive and constructivist).
Data provided by each trainee varied in the total duration
of the longitudinal evaluation (from 1 to 2 years of train-
ing) and in the number of longitudinal evaluation (SPRIS-
TAD protocol expects that all trainees completed the
questionnaires 4 times with 6-months intervals; however,
they have had at least one experience in doing psychother-
apy to complete all items of TCPR), reaching around 190
observations. In this study, the effect of time was evaluated
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considering the number of months since the beginning of
psychotherapy training. We tested the effect of variables
time, quality of supervision (perceived support in super-
vision and perceived critics in supervision), and personal
therapy (yes vs no), on the following TCPR dependent
variables: perceived development items (perceived
change, perceived improvement, perceived decline, over-
coming limitations, satisfaction with development, and re-
alization of potential as therapist), perceived skills and
perceived difficulties in doing psychotherapy. Importantly,
repeated-measures regressions analyses were used, with
trainees and training institutes as random factors. Even if
the number of participants was still exiguous, early results
concerning the sensitivity of the TCPR questionnaire as an
instrument to track change over time are now available and
they appear to be promising. Most of the dependent vari-
ables– including perceived change, perceived improve-
ment, overcoming part limitations, satisfaction with
development, realization of potential, and therapeutic skills
– significantly change over time. The quality of supervi-
sion confirmed to play a key role: perception of more sup-
port in supervision was predictive of most of the dependent
variables (perceived change, perceived improvement, per-
ceived decline, overcoming part limitations satisfaction
with development, and therapeutic skills). Instead, com-
pared to cross-sectional comparisons, the effect of having
had a personal therapy on perceived development was less
relevant, resulting as a significant predictor of overall
change, but not associated with the other developmental
variables more strictly associated with the training (such
as perceived improvement, overcoming limitations, and
realization of potential as therapist).

Influences of trainees’ background on their
development

As we mentioned before, the importance of evaluating
trainees’ background is related to the possibility to associate
therapist characteristics and their development. In the Ital-
ian SPR conference in Palermo (Messina et al., 2018e), an
additional step has been achieved with early exploration of
the impact of personal background on trainees’ perception
of their development. We must specify that, at the present
stage of SPRISTAD study, only preliminary analysis of an
exiguous amount of data are available, and only for the Ital-
ian context. Thus, the data presented here should be con-
sidered very preliminary investigations.

In this case, the research question was: may trainees’
background influence their development? To address this
issue, two-years longitudinal data from 50 trainees that
have completed both the TBIF and the TCPR have been
considered. Probably due to the small sample, no signifi-
cant associations were found between background vari-
ables and trainees’ perceived development. However, an
interesting exception was the lower rating of difficulties
in having real empathy for patients in more traumatized
trainees. This result is in line with the wounded healer hy-

pothesis, but future studies should further focus on this
hypothesis. 

Another interesting result about the influence of
trainees’ personal life on their development concerns their
current private life. Preliminary analyses (Messina et al.,
2018c) evaluated the association between current life and
perceived development in a group of 68 trainees that have
completed the TCPR, with at least two different longitu-
dinal evaluations during a period of two years. According
to such analyses, reported enthusiasms in doing psy-
chotherapy was associated with satisfaction for actual life
and emotional functioning, whereas the higher quality of
current life was predictive of less disillusion about therapy
and fewer difficulties in psychotherapy sessions. These
results extend previous researches that have shown an im-
portant influence of therapists’ current life on this sense
of currently experienced professional growth, with alter-
nate moments of enthusiasm and disillusion about therapy
(Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2003). 

Implication of preliminary data for research
on trainees’ development

Taken together, results available from cross-actional
and longitudinal investigations show enough sensitivity
of the TCPR in the evaluation of differences between
trainees at different steps of their training, as well as in
the evaluation of changes over time in training. Moreover,
both the detection of significant effects of time in training
and the influences of trainees’ background on their devel-
opment are encouraging for the continuation of data col-
lection on a large scale, implementing SPRISTAD online
data collection.

Interesting insights concerning the core experiences
of supervision and personal therapy come from reviewed
preliminary data. With regard to supervision, the time in
supervision perse appeared to be not relevant whereas the
perceived quality of supervision (support vs critics) is im-
portant. These results are in line with other studies which
have suggested that supervisory alliance in supervision
can be view as important as a therapeutic alliance in psy-
chotherapy (Ladany, Ellis, & Friedlander, 1999; Ramos-
Sánchez et al., 2002; Watkins, 2014) highlighting the
importance of agreement between supervisor and trainee
about task and goals (Rønnestad & Skovholt, 2012). This
information has relevant implications for training courses
organization, suggesting that beyond the planning of su-
pervision as part of training programs, the quality of the
supervisory relationship deserve enormous attention in
training. With this regard, more empirical and theoretical
efforts are still required to define the characteristics of su-
pervisory relationships that work. 

Available data on the importance of personal therapy
are still mixed. If in cross-sectional evaluations personal
therapy emerged as an undeniable experience in therapist
training, this result was smaller in longitudinal evaluation
(probably due to the limited number of observations). Fu-

Non
-co

mmerc
ial

 us
e o

nly



[page 386]                  [Research in Psychotherapy: Psychopathology, Process and Outcome 2019; 22:418]

Research Article

ture studies should clarify this issue because of its possible
contribution to the lively debate about mandatory personal
therapy as part of psychotherapy training schools. 

Conclusions

The Italian contribution to the collaborative longitu-
dinal study of psychotherapy trainees’ development pro-
moted by SPRISTAD has been relevant for a preliminary
test of SPRISTAD questionnaires sensitivity in assessing
the constructs of interest. In the early findings described
in the present paper, the TBIF was useful to describe
trainees’ characteristics such as their motivation, relational
manner, and personal background which have shown to
deserve attention in research on trainees’ development.
Similarly, the TCPR appeared suitable for the detection
of cross-sectional differences in perceived development
in trainees at different years of training, and for the detec-
tion of two-years longitudinal changes in trainees’ per-
ceived development. 

Moreover, the significant results concerning trainees’
development and associated variables provided early in-
sights about the expected results of SPRISTAD study.
Namely, early results seem to support the possibility to
assess relevant changes in trainees during their training,
and the potentiality of the study for the deepening the role
of supervision and personal therapy as core aspects of
training programs. Moreover, the clarification of associa-
tions between background and developmental variables
has enormous potentiality in terms of trainees’ selection
and for the organization of training experiences. 

In sum, our preliminary results are encouraging and
lead us to strongly favor the continuation of the SPRIS-
TAD data collection. In addition to the strengths of the re-
ported studies, some critical issues connected to the future
development of SPRISTAD study must be highlighted.
First of all, the size of the samples which, although grow-
ing, is still very limited. Data collected so far cannot be
considered as representative of the Italian situation and
preliminary data coming from other countries have been
not yet published (with the exception of recently pub-
lished background data from Austria: Löffler-Stastka et
al., 2018; Löffler-Stastka et al., 2019 in press;
Tilkidzhieva et al., 2019). The very low number of
schools that have joined the study can itself be thought of
as a critical issue, as it perhaps signals an imperfect un-
derstanding of the potentiality that the study may have.
These limitations will be overcome with the recently im-
plemented online procedure for SPRISTAD data collec-
tion. The online procedure may ensure a large-scale data
collection, which would provide also information con-
cerning training programs in suitable samples and in
widely different cultural contexts. In particular, the inves-
tigation of cultural differences is a core aspect which has
lead to the implementation of SPRISTAD as an interna-
tional multisite study. For example, future comparisons

would clarify if training effectiveness varies between
countries with different legal requirements to become a
psychotherapist (Deurzen,2001).With regard to cultural
differences, it was pointed out that while on the one hand,
the adoption of a cross-country set of tools allows a more
comparisons between the results, on the other hand, this
does not allow us to catch and analyze the cultural speci-
ficities of the training programs in each country as well
as the differences between the different theoretical and
professional approaches.

A second advantage of the online data collection is
that it may overcome the problem of the time required to
complete questionnaires. A problem that has also been
raised by participants. In this sense, the online procedure
has several advantages in terms of time-consuming, but
also in other technical aspects such as the precision of
process of coding responses from paper-and-pencil format
to a computer database, and the extreme facility in reach-
ing trainees over the world. 

Finally, the studies described in the present review are
based on therapists self-reported perception of their per-
formance in psychotherapy practice. This aspect can be
considered a limitation because of the subjectivity of the
data reported in the questionnaires. For this reason, as fu-
ture steps of SPRISTAD project, new instruments for the
evaluation of the supervisors’ point of view and trainees’
effectiveness in treating clinical cases should be imple-
mented. At the same time, we outline that trainees’ point
of view is the most important for the evaluation of training
program effectiveness. Alongside qualitative research
with smaller datasets, large-scale research using self-re-
port measures can provide strong data which may signif-
icantly influence training programs implementation and
political decisions concerning the legal requirements for
the profession of psychotherapists in all the world. To this
aim, future developments of SPRISTAD study are funda-
mental to draw stronger conclusions concerning the pre-
liminary insight described here.
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