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leadership to elevate the health and
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ABSTRACT

Where not too long ago we serviced athletes; nowadays, we
have the responsibility to lead a multidisciplinary team that
is mandated to protect the athletes’ health, ensure
competition availability and ability to compete at peak
performance. In essence, our roles have shifted from being
a service provider to a health and performance manager
who steers a multidisciplinary team of specialists. In this
viewpoint, we question whether we really have the skills to
lead a ‘team’ like this effectively. We provide a potential
definition of leadership and discuss the importance of
leadership for health and performance teams with recent
literature. Finally, we share our baseline ‘leadership’ pearls
that allow you to elevate collaboration through leadership.

DO WE REALLY POSSESS SKILLS TO EFFECTIVELY
LEAD A MULTIDISCIPLINARY TEAM?

Sports has evolved rapidly over the past dec-
ades. With an increased economic value and
drive to be competitive, a surge of professio-
nalisation has taken place internationally
across various levels of play and over
a multitude of sports. In the contemporary
sports arena, athletes have become high-
value assets in a business that is driven by
athletic performance and, ultimately, results.
This development also affects the role as clin-
ical and sports science professionals.

Where not too long ago we serviced athletes;
nowadays we are tasked with leading
a multidisciplinary team that is mandated to
protect the athletes’ health and ensure compe-
tition availability and ability to compete at peak
performance.! Our roles have evolved, more
so by default than intention, from being sports
clinicians and sports science professionals to,
for instance, directors/heads of health and
performance. In essence, our responsibilities
have shifted from being a service provider to
a health and performance manager who steers
a multidisciplinary team of specialists. The
question is whether we really have the skills to
lead a ‘team’ like this effectively?
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THERE SHOULD BE A LEADER IN ALL OF US

It is our responsibility to protect the athlete
from harm, make sure the athlete is available
and prepare the athlete to perform at peak
performance. In case of injury, we are entrusted
with the task to get the athlete back to perform
safely but quickly. Likely, we all faced the strug-
gles this brings due to differing responsibilities
and decisions within an athletic context. We are
constantly balancing the well-being of the ath-
lete against the ‘necessity’ to perform. This
makes it not always possible to sideline an ath-
lete, even though that would be our preferred
option. After all, missed participation may
equate to reduced performance and does lead
to greater organisational expenses.

Here within lies a contemporary aspect of
sports performance: leadership. While the
term leadership is applicable across a wide
range of contexts, various definitions exist.
A classic definition is from Barrow who
defined leadership as ‘the behavioural pro-
cess of influencing individuals and groups
toward set goals’,2 or in the words of Dwight
D. Eisenhower ‘Leadership is the art of get-
ting someone else to do something you want
done because he wants to do it.”® This relates
to athlete health and performance as we are
tasked to facilitate and guide our multidisci-
plinary department and defend our teams’
mandate, views and decisions to other stron-
ger voiced roles who may have conflicting—
performance driven—directives (eg, the
coach). It is up to us to make sure variant
and divergent directives are aligned with our
mission of athlete health and performance.

LEADERSHIP AND MANAGEMENT

Leadership is often mentioned in a single
breath with management. Both terms actually
refer to different concepts which are not
mutually exclusive. Management entails the
administration and control of daily and

BM)

Verhagen E, et al. BMJ Open Sp Ex Med 2020;0:e000834. doi:10.1136/bmjsem-2020-000834

&
BAsem


http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9227-8234
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1301-1078
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3780-8153
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmjsem-2020-000834&domain=pdf
https://www.eular.org

planned processes. To streamline processes management
frameworks are used to support the decision-making and
the analyses of processes.* Such frameworks are described
by many in the literature, and each provides unique value
fitting to a specific context.* ® In essence, these frame-
works are very similar. They describe the processes, tasks
and tools that are required for the planning and govern-
ing of projects from start to finish. Although knowledge
and expertise with management processes and frame-
works are certainly a good asset to bring to the table, the
application of these frameworks will not work without
effective leadership.

IMPORTANCE OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP FOR ATHLETIC
PERFORMANCE

Over the years, most research on leadership in sports
has focused on the coach and manager. This research
studied their roles and impact on performance.® In
contrast, little has been done regarding effective leader-
ship in health and performance departments. Some
preliminary evidence exists though where it was
shown that coaching style and team communication
are linked to team injury risk and player availability.”
¥ Other insights stem from recent qualitative research
that described that the entire staff needs to be engaged
in athlete health protection and effectively communi-
cate with athletes about symptoms and injuries.” Like-
wise, it was shown in an artistic environment that the
potential for targeting injury risk factors lies also out-
side the realm of medical care and sits in other depart-
ments within an organisation; for example, coaching,
casting and artistic teams.'” Therefore, it would only
flow logically to assume that those who know how to
manage and communicate effectively, and thus unlock
the potential of their multidisciplinary teams, will do
a better job in having the athletes ready to perform
safely at their peak. So yes, effective leadership is
important for health and performance.

BRING OUT YOUR INNER LEADER

Some might be natural-born leaders, others have learnt

by trade, some by a combination of the two, but likely

most of us struggle and possibly feel out of our depth.

Leaders can be developed by following some baseline

‘leadership’ pearls that allow you to elevate collaboration

through leadership.

1. It is not about you! The golden pearl is to lose your
ego. Effective leaders make success a team effort and
take personal responsibility in case of failure.

2. You can’t do it alone! Communication is certainly not
easy, but you must nurture an ecosystem of trust and
cooperation through effective communication. As we
rely on multiple disciplines, you must engage other
stakeholders within and outside your department to
join in your vision and goals.

3. Foster connection and value throughout your team!
Build a team around a vision and manage the delivery

of this vision through active engagement, monitoring
and coaching of your staff throughout the process.

BRINGING LEADERSHIP TO OUR MISSION

This viewpoint may have made a compelling case towards
leadership being a required skill in our roles as health and
performance managers. There exists a vast amount of
academic and popular literature on effective leadership.
But how should we approach this as a field in our practice?
How can we use leadership learning to guide and develop
future athletic health and performance leaders? Here lies
a great opportunity for research to describe the key mar-
kers for leadership success within our athletic realm. We
can certainly draw upon our own lessons learnt to support
future leaders in our field. After all, we have enjoyed
successes to be shared and made mistakes they should not.
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