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ADVOCATION
Regardless of the working environment, 
one of the primary roles of any healthcare 
professional is to be our patients’ 
biggest advocate for both their wants 
and needs (Frank et al, 2015). Within a 
sporting club setting, this can sometimes 
become challenging due to the multiple 
stakeholders involved in the operation  
of a successful team within a successful 
club. For the purposes of this article, 
a successful club refers to one with a 
‘performance climate’ approach, with  
an emphasis on ability and outcomes 
(Curran et al, 2015). In these 
environments, there can be occasions 
when the greater good of the team is 
expected to come before doing what 
is best for any individual athlete, 

particularly if it greatly influences 
the operation of a successful team. 

Healthcare professionals who find 
themselves working within sporting 
environments can then find themselves at 
a unique intersection of understanding any 
individual as both a patient who requires 
care for their health and wellbeing, and 
an athlete who is required to consistently 
perform for their team (Luft, 2017). 
Understanding these individuals as 
patients requires care and advocacy to be 
extended beyond the biomechanical model 
and integrate the social, psychological 
and emotional models of health. 

This is especially relevant for teenage 
athletes, as young people ‘…are a relatively 
powerless group in society’ (ALRC, 
1997). Cashmore et al 1994 (cited by 

Working with junior athletes in both private practice and sporting club 
environments can be incredibly rewarding for any osteopath. While 
both environments require the use of the biopsychosocial model of 
care, it is more so within the dynamic environment of team sports 
that clinicians are required to contribute equally to the provision of 
care away from the treatment table. This article explores the role of 
osteopaths here as both clinicians and as staff members who are 
equally responsible for creating successful environments for junior 
athletes to grow in.

ALRC, 1997) described children (aged 
12 to 25 years) as being ‘…the passive 
recipients of decisions made on their 
behalf by powerful adults’. Young people 
can also find it especially intimidating 
to self-advocate to anyone above them 
in a hierarchical position, including 
coaches, managers and other stakeholders 
involved in the decision-making process. 

Successful advocation on behalf 
of any teenage athlete requires the 
practitioner and athlete to reach a mutual 
understanding of the desired outcomes. 
The decision can then be communicated to 
other stakeholders through a combination 
of respectfulness and assertiveness to 
ensure the health and wellbeing needs  
of the teenage athlete are able to come 
before the wants of the team.     
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EMPOWERING ENVIRONMENTS 
FOR TEENAGE ATHLETES 
Creating sporting environments with a 
focus on ‘mastery climates’, where effort 
and learning is prioritised over ability and 
outcomes, has been shown to increase 
engagement and improve wellbeing of 
young people (Curran et al, 2015). 

A key feature of mastery climates is 
creating positive relationships between 
young athletes and their coaching staff, 
where the latter exhibits behaviours 
of motivation, confidence, dedication 
and enthusiasm (Curran et al, 2015). 
A study conducted on little-league 
baseball players by Barnett et al (1992) 
found that young athletes who reported 
having a negative relationship with their 
coaches had a 26% attrition rate per 
season compared with their counterparts 
experiencing positive relationships 
who reported only a 5% attrition rate. 

Health professionals, including 
osteopaths, within sporting environments 
need to be included in the creation of 
mastery climates for young people to 
help achieve an overall empowering 
environment, where young athletes 
are encouraged to play an active role 
in decision-making processes and 
foster a sense of self-advocacy.

COLLABORATION
Within sporting environments, it is very 
rare for any decision-making process 
regarding the health and wellbeing of an 
athlete to come down to a single member of 
a medical or high-performance team. This 
is comparative to deciding on a selected 
team, which takes the input of multiple 
coaches to reach a unanimous decision.

As a member of these medical and high-
performance teams, it is our responsibility 
as osteopaths to gain a clear understanding 
of what tasks lie within our role, and what 
lies outside of it, falling to other team 
members. This will vary greatly from club 
to club, and team to team. For example, 
there may be a different team member 
responsible for each stage of the recovery 
process for an athlete (assessment, hands-
on treatment, exercise rehabilitation, 
return to play fitness testing, etc.).

In comparison, this can be quite 
different to the role of the osteopath in 
private practice, who is often required to 
play these multiple roles simultaneously 
for their patients. Understanding the 
requirements of our dynamic role enables 
us to effectively contribute to the overall 
management plan of young athletes by 
collaborating with fellow team members 
to achieve coordinated, successful and 

superior outcomes, compared with 
working alone (Carr and Walton, 2014).

Team collaboration is also important 
to ensure that clear and consistent 
messages can be delivered to athletes. 
These messages often revolve around 
management plans and return to play 
timeframes. Avoiding a ‘too many cooks in 
the kitchen’ scenario prevents confusing 
mixed messages from being presented 
to athletes and therefore reducing 
non-compliance (London, 2020). 

Studies have also shown that 
professional collaboration can have a 
positive effect on achievement rates of 
young people (Mora-Ruano et al, 2019). 
Dealing with time off the field while 
recovering from an injury can be mentally 
and emotionally challenging for young 
athletes, and professional collaboration 
can positively impact this. Reblin and 
Uchino (2008) found that ‘Recent findings 
often show a robust relationship in which 
social and emotional support from others 
can be protective for health’. Dealing  
with members of medical and high-
performance teams who deliver united 
messages of support relating to diagnosis 
and prognosis can help teenage athletes  
to stay positive and focused on their  
goals. Expectations and targets are set,    
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thus allowing a mutual understanding 
between everyone involved in the 
management plan, including the athlete.  

COMMUNICATION
Effective communication can be  
defined as ‘a communication between  
two or  more persons wherein the  
intended message is successfully 
delivered, received and understood’ 
(Business Jargons, 2021). 

Several factors can influence 
effective communication with a 
teenage athlete, including: 

    How old are they? 
    What is their level of education? 
    What is their level of health literacy?
    What kind of learner are they 

(aural, visual, etc.)?
    Have they ever had an injury 

explained to them before? Or have 
they just been told what to do and 
how long to sit on the sidelines for? 
Understanding the answers to these 

questions is vital for any clinician to 
understand how to engage in effective 
communication, which leads to 
achieving more satisfying outcomes, 
improved patient satisfaction, adherence 
to medical recommendations and 
health outcomes (Altin and Stock, 
2016; Wynia and Osborn, 2010). 

For a young athlete, missing a handful of 
games of a sport they love can take a huge 
toll on their emotional and mental health, 
and can negatively affect their confidence 
in performing once they have returned 
from injury. Engaging with the athlete on 
their level can help them to feel heard and 
create a positive learning opportunity.

Validation of pain-related feelings and 
thoughts is also considered to have a 
positive effect on overall pain. Edmond 
and Keefe (2015) states that ‘…if patients 
receive validation after sharing pain-
related thoughts and feelings, they 
will feel understood and accepted, will 
experience a reduction in emotional 
arousal and negative affect, and may 
experience a reduction in pain.’

Empathetic validation can help assist 
with communication and building trust 
with any patient, including teenage 
athletes, and so can empower them to 
have as much of an active role in their 
management plan as possible (Linton 
et al, 2017). Trust creates buy-in, buy-
in creates ownership and ownership 
achieves desired outcomes.  
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Ten tips for communicating with teenage athletes
1   Communicate at their level.  

Use words and language 
they will understand

2   Use different media to communicate. 
Pictures, diagrams and videos can be 
a great adjunct to your explanation

3   Incorporate basic pain science. 
Explain what is happening and, 
unless there has been a traumatic 
incident, pain rarely means tissue 
damage. This can help alleviate fears

4   Be honest with timeframes and 
prognosis. This will help create  
short and long-term goals 
during recovery 

5   Address the psychosocial impacts 
of their injury, not just the 
biomedical. Acknowledge the 
emotional stress they may feel

6   Promote their active role in the 
recovery journey. Empower them to 
take ownership and responsibility

7   Encourage questions. Allow them to 
voice any concerns and seek clarification

8   Establish ongoing communication. 
Create a routine where they know 
they will be able to reach out for 
regular updates and further support 

9   Involve their social circles. Create 
ongoing support for the athlete away 
from the sporting environment

10   Present a united message. In a club 
setting, ensure all staff (medical, 
high performance, coaches, etc.) 
are delivering a united message 
of support, using the same key 
themes/words; make this similar 
to the team values/expectations




