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Abstract 

Background: Exercise Science and Sports Medicine is field that that is primarily comprised of interdisciplinary 
researchincluding but is not limited to; biomechanics, exercise physiology, nutrition, anatomy, genetics, and 
psychology. Like most other physical sciences, it often takes a positivist approach which seeks to limit the 
subjectivity of the researcher in the research process. However, it is not possible to separate subjectivity from 
objectivity, instead they serve to inform each other. Framework: I contend that utilising reflexivity will not only 
deepen our understanding of the research question at hand but will also assist us in recognising our own 
subjectivity and how it can influence the research outcome.I will draw on the work of Bourdieu and Wacquant in 
“An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology” who made efforts to consciously mix sources, theories and 
methodologies whilst simultaneously embracing intersectionality as a method to study sport.Themes: Several 
themes emerged from the reflexive process; 1) recognition of one’s own subjectivity, 2) Identity and 3) power 
relations between supervisors, research participants and the institution.Conclusion: Implementing aspects of 
reflexivity and reflexive sociology will enable us to recognise and challenge our own assumptions about our 
research, research methodology and ultimately ourselves. It is only through this recognition that we can more 
deeply understand the complex nature of research and our role in it.These critical reflections aim to build on a 
growing body of knowledge that aims to address the gap in understanding the formation of academic identity and 
agency embedded in power structures that inform our decision processes, interactions and ultimately knowledge 
production. 
Keywords: Sport Medicine, reflexivity, sociology, power relations, identity, exercise 
 
Introduction 

Exercise Science and Sports Medicine (ESSM) is an interdisciplinary field of research conceptualised as 
any group or study that that is undertaken by scholars from two or more distinct research disciplines. The 
resultant research is therefore based upon a conceptual model that attempts to link or integrate those theoretical 
frameworks, using methodologiesthat are not limited to a single field.From this approach, the diverse 
perspectives and skill sets of those involved are integrated throughout the various phases of the research 
process.The several overlapping disciplines that ESSM includes but is not limited to biomechanics, exercise 
physiology, nutrition, anatomy, genetics, and psychology, to name but a few. 

Like many other of the physical sciences, ESSM is often seen as a positivist science.From a positivist 
perspective, the subjectivity of the researcher is not thought to be essential to the research outcome(Renganathan, 
2009).Objectivity, it is seen as necessarily to minimise any possible researcher bias towards the project at 
hand(Patten & Newhart, 2017). Subjectivity and objectivity are often seen as two distinct sociological 
approaches(Patten & Newhart, 2017).However Feminists, postcolonial scholars, and critical race theorists have 
amply illustrated (Ackerly & True, 2008; Smith, 1987) that our subjectivities influence the practice of making 
knowledges objective(Patten & Newhart, 2017).It is not possible to truly dissociate the subjectivity of researcher 
in the construction of “objective” knowledge.As such, reflexivity becomes a useful method to for a deeper 
consideration of subjectivity and role of the researcher in the process of knowledge production (Renganathan, 
2009).  

Reflexivity is an active process that involves reflection, examination, scrutiny and interrogation of the 
research process, which includes the subjectivity of the researcher, the research participants, the data produced 
and the context of the research itself(Renganathan, 2009). Therefore, as stated by Watt (Watt, 2007) (p. 82), 
‘learning to reflect on your behaviour and thoughts, as well as on the phenomenon under study, creates a means 
for continuously becoming a better researcher. Becoming a better researcher captures the dynamic nature of the 
process’. 
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Integrating Reflexivity into ESSM Research 

Reflexivity is an active process that involves reflection, examination, scrutiny and interrogation of the 
research process as a whole, which includes the subjectivity of the researcher, the research participants, the data 
produced and the context of the research itself. [1]Therefore, as stated by Watt,(Watt, 2007)‘learning to reflect on 
your behaviour and thoughts, as well as on the phenomenon under study, creates a means for continuously 
becoming a better researcher. Becoming a better researcher captures the dynamic nature of the process’ (p. 82). 
Broadly, reflexivity can be assigned to one of two categories: 1) personal reflexivity and 2) epistemological 
reflexivity(Day, 2012; Renganathan, 2009; Watt, 2007). On the one hand, personal reflexivity refers to the 
values held by the researcher, their experiences, interests, beliefs and other personal attributes that helped to 
shape the research, approach and its interpretation(Renganathan, 2009). On the other hand, epistemological 
reflexivity requires the researcher to critically reflect on the assumptions about the world and about knowledge 
in research.Therefore, as stated by Renganathan, (Renganathan, 2009)“reflexivity encourages the researcher to 
acknowledge their role and the situated nature of their research” (p. 4). While reflexivity is a common 
undertaking in many qualitative approaches to research(Varga-Dobai, 2012)is largely underutilised in the field of 
ESSM and other “natural” or “hard” sciences. I contend that it is essential that these disciplines critically engage 
in reflexivity in order to shed light on the assumptions and implications of the objective stance. In order to do so, 
I propose the drawing on the work of Bourdieu and Wacquant in An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1992) who made a conscious effort to mix sources, theories and methodologies (Bourdieu, 1980) 
as a method to study sport. Using this approach to reflexive sociological theory allowed for a deeper 
understanding of structure-agency(Fries, 2009). According to Bourdieu(Bourdieu, 2004), scientists themselves 
are also objects under study. They are social actors complete with a rich biography and behaviours, which are in 
part shaped by and through participation in the reality of society that is their object of study (Fries, 2009), 

“one aims… to provide cognitive tools that can be turned back on the subject of 
the cognition, not in order to discredit scientific knowledge, but rather to check 
and strengthen it”(Bourdieu, 2004) (p. 4).  

As a result, further advances ontologically and epistemologically informed critique of social scientific 
methodology (Fries, 2009).  Therefore, the approach of Reflexive Sociology(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), 
argues that biographies and behaviours of social scientists, and in my case as an ESSM researcher, must be taken 
into account in order to be a successful scientific enterprise(Bourdieu, 2004). Bourdieu states that with reflexive 
sociology, As a result, further advances ontologically and epistemologically informed critique of scientific 
methodology. 

 

Reflexivity in ESSM Research 

Ina recent presentation Ihighlighted that one of the major themes in my research journey is that of our 
own subjectivity (figure 1) and how it remains largely unacknowledged in ESSM research(Hill, 2019). Whilst 
we strive to state any potential conflict of interest related to funding received or employment, little attention is 
paid to our own subjectivity and personal agenda. Effectively, the reason why we are perusing the research at 
hand and what it is we are trying to demonstrate. Reflecting on these questions places us, the researcher, within 
the research context. We are ultimately tied to the knowledge that we produce, and it is important to recognise 
that our own subjectivities influence the outcome of the “objective” knowledge we are creating(Greiffenhagen & 
Sharrock, 2008; Renganathan, 2009; Shapin, 2017). ESSM is largely biomedical with the focus on quantifying 
every possible variable in order to optimise whatever human aspect is currently under study (sport performance 
etc). Acknowledging our role in the research process is the first step to understanding a phenomenon more 
deeply. We are not detached from the knowledge that we produce, and our own biases actively influence (or 
passively) how we shape and derive understanding from the research process.Thus, I contest that some form of 
reflexivity is required.  

 
Figure 1: Model of how subjectivity influences the different aspects of the research process.  
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Subjectivity and personal agenda 

One of the most crucial aspects of my study involved my own subjectivity and personal agenda. The 
undertaking of my PhD (Doctor of Philosophy) was somewhat self-serving. In my sporting past, I had suffered 
from a number of acute and chronic musculoskeletal injuries and had to deal with the constant frustration of 
rehabilitation, like a number of athletes in similar situations (Harrington, Meisel, & Tate, 2014; Tate et al., 
2012). Most notably a chronic injury to my shoulder (rotator cuff). These injuries prevented me to continue 
competing and had effectively ended my swimming aspirations, albeit only a very small proportion of athletes 
make it elite level. As I transitioned out of an athletic identity, I began coaching swimming at the same club 
where I was a former swimmer. During my time with the club, I had observed similar trends in injury 
epidemiology, the aetiology still unclear. There were swimmers, whose progress was constantly frustrated with 
injury and those who seemed to thrive no matter what program they trained under.Therefore, my PhD had 
presented me with an opportunity to discover what factors influenced not only my susceptibility to injuries, but 
those who I had the opportunity to coach(Hill, 2019).  
Musculoskeletal injuries have a complex aetiology, including genetic susceptibility (Collins, September, & 
Posthumus, 2015; O’Connell et al., 2013; Tucker & Collins, 2012; Vaughn, Stepanyan, Gallo, & Dhawan, 
2017). I had attended lectures given by my supervisors previously, and that outlined that certain genetic loci 
were associated with either increased or decreased risk of Achilles tendinopathy (September et al., 2008) 
(chronic and painful inflammation and degeneration of the Achilles tendon) and anterior cruciate ligament 
rupture in the knee (Collins, September, & Posthumus, 2018). This was an epiphany, if these injuries had a 
genetic component, then it stood to reason that there might be a genetic susceptibility with shoulder injuries as 
well(Hill, Collins, & Posthumus, 2015).   
 

Identity – Student to Candidate 

Students entering the university are confronted with a number of challenges that affect and shape 
identity (Cramer & Prentice-Dunn, 2007; Goddard, 2007). Becoming an expert on research and teaching during 
a DE is a central part of the journey, but included in that journey are about defining ones identity and its 
development (Foot, Alicia, Tollafield, & Allan, 2014; McAlpine, Jazvac‐Martek, & Hopwood, 2011). As young 
adults in a new environment, they are searching for a self-image, belonging and social bonds that extend to both 
personal and professional levels (Cramer & Prentice-Dunn, 2007; Ferrari, 2004). From start to finish, the student 
is exposed to a number of academic and scholarly cultures and as a result, student’s identity is constantly in a 
phase of transition, whether temporary or permanent (Baker & Pifer, 2011; McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009). 
Students begin to develop an identity within the DE as a student, whilst concurrently developing academic and 
professional discipline identities (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Foot et al., 2014; McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009; 
McAlpine et al., 2011). Throughout the DE journey, students learn about the nature of an academic career, its 
culture, the language and skills associated with a particular domain or discipline (Baker & Pifer, 2011). Students 
from the begin undergo a form of role learning (Baker & Pifer, 2011), whereby a student not only focuses on 
skills acquisition but also the mastery of social, normative, organisational and political information associated 
with a given role or position . 

When I began my graduate studies, the goal was to finish with a PhD. I was enthralled by the title and 
the prestige that it brought. I was a sport scientist in training, gaining knowledge and experience was my only 
task. However, as the journey progressed through the various stages of my DE, I became more disillusioned with 
academia’s “hurry up and wait” mentality and its power-laden institutional structures. I found the rigidity of 
ESSM to be particularly difficult. I was curious about disciplines outside of ESSM, namely sociology, 
psychology and sport history. I wanted to experience research from many different perspectives, in my mind this 
was the only true way to understand the way the world worked. One particular event that triggered my rebellion 
in my PhD work was when I had volunteered to be a research assistant (RA) with another senior research officer 
who had worked in sleep deprivation and exercise performance. When my supervisor discovered that I was 
moonlighting as an RA for another faculty member, I was reminded of my position as PhD student under their 
(my supervisor) tutelage; “Your only focus should be the work involved with your PhD. You should not be 
working on anything else other than that”. However, this did not deter me from pursuing other research interests, 
in fact it encouraged me to keep an open mind and be curious. The purpose of a PhD is to gain knowledge and 
experiences with which can be shared and limiting your exposure to different forms of knowledge seemed to be 
counterproductive to that purpose. 

The longer that I have been involved in research, the more I see the value of other forms of knowledge. 
My PhD journey hasn’t exactly been a conventional one, I found myself less concerned about the title of 
“doctor” than I am about creating meaningful knowledge that can be translated and shared. Through my 
protracted and non-conventional experience, it has allowed me to interact with other researchers, faculty 
members and students from a diverse array of specialties. Each experience has left an indelible mark and helped 
to shape my identity as a researcher. It is my opinion that, if I had finished my PhD according to the structured 
timeline I had set when I began, I would have been incredibly specialised in my field but would have missed out 
on these experiences that have ultimately transformed my perspective on research.  
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Supervisors and Power Dynamics 

Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 1988) constructed one of the most influential sociological and anthropological 
theories of academic culture in his book Homo academicus(Bourdieu, 1988). Although the work focused on 
academics and institutions in France, it has wider implications and offers a generative way of approaching the 
social reproduction of academic knowledge (Enright, Rynne, & Alfrey, 2017). Bourdieu viewed the academic 
institution as a place preoccupied with classification and ordering of knowledge and culture, principles of 
hierarchy and the distribution of status amongst the professoriate (Enright et al., 2017). Within Homo 

academicus, Bourdieu states that bodies of knowledge are reproduced though recruitment and training. In this 
context, Bourdieu noted that progressing through an academy is largely dependent on social inherited forms of 
social capital and the acquisition of specific forms of cultural capital through investment of time. Accordingly, 
Bourdieu believed that acquiring cultural capital in any academic discipline is lengthy process and that cultural 
learning through a protracted apprenticeship is usually required in order to succeed and progress (Bourdieu, 
1988; Enright et al., 2017).  

Within the hierarchy of an academic institution, all academics are located in specific positions (graduate 
students, research officers, assistant and associate professors, and full professors) and their practices and points 
of view reflect these positions (Bourdieu, 1988; Enright et al., 2017). The academic rank of professor usually 
denotes the highest rank in a university setting, one that is granted by the virtue of their total accumulation of 
different forms of capital into symbolic capital; capital of academic power and scientific prestige (Bourdieu, 
1988; Enright et al., 2017). The main forms of hierarchical structure within an academic field relates to the 
possession of these two forms of capital (Enright et al., 2017). 
 

The Research Team Environment  

Research is a collective and collaborative enterprise, involving many actors (Greer, Caruso, & Jehn, 
2011; Hoffman et al., 2014). Members of research teams often come together from diverse backgrounds and 
varying skill sets (Mountz, Miyares, Wright, & Bailey, 2003) working towards a common goal or research 
interest. Within an academic setting, the way in which way interact with other individuals and the institution 
itself also influence our research behaviour (Mountz et al., 2003). As a research team, we are confronted with the 
power dynamics between the research team and our field of study (participants etc), but also have must also 
reconcile the power dynamics between members (Mountz et al., 2003). It has been argued that tensions may 
arise amongst research team members based on subject positions that arise from structural realities and social 
hierarchies (Lingard, Schryer, Spafford, & Campbell, 2007; Rogers-Dillon, 2005). It is crucial for these tensions 
to be managed effectively in order to minimize their effect on successful research (Lingard et al., 2007).  

A clear hierarchal structure existed not just between the students but also between the faculty staff 
(Halse, 2011; Lee, 2009; Ray, 2007). Each person within the group was assigned a place in the hierarchal 
structure based on relative progression through their degree or experience.  

Thus, seniority was assigned according to close to the completion of your degree you were. Further, 
each student brought to the group varying levels of social capital, which was recognised and enforced by the 
faculty members and post-docs which resulted in more opportunities and privileges (i.e., publications, 
conference trips) (MacDonald & Williams-Jones, 2009; Schulze, 2012). Furthermore, the issuing of tedious tasks 
(ones with little or no reward) were also distributed along social capital lines (Bourdieu, 1988). As such, I often 
found myself burdened with these additional tasks within the group, especially during the first three years of 
graduate studies. Although my social capital within the group may not have afforded me the same privileges as 
other members of the “journal club”, it is still important to recognise that I had sufficient social capital to gain 
entry, first into my degree and second, to maintain a position within the group.  

On a more positive note, the “journal club” did provide me with peer-mentorship. Since we met weekly 
on Tuesdays at 10:30am, it did create a somewhat positive space whereby members could share their difficulties 
that they were experiencing and have an opportunity for the group to troubleshoot them. Auger and Rich (Auger 
& Rich, 2007) stated, “Mentorship occurs when a role model offers support to another person and shares 
knowledge, expertise, and experiences with that person” (p. 394). Juxtaposed with the traditional notion of 
mentorship is the concept of peer mentorship (Preston, Ogenchuk, & Nsiah, 2014). In this circumstance, peers 
(students or others of similar social standing) are recognized as experiential and intellectual knowledge holders 
and as a result, they are can become authentic teachers for fellow peers (Fries, 2009).  

The pooled knowledge and experience of the students in our “journal club” became invaluable resource. 
However, there were limits placed on its access and often we had to contribute to the group before we could 
benefit from it. A key aspect of peer-mentorship is when it is free of pressure, thereby making it feel reciprocal 
(Fries, 2009), however this was not always my case. If I had questions or concerns, my supervisors would often 
refer me another student than take the time to assist.  

Therefore, the referral would often contribute to increased interpersonal tensions within our group as the 
role of supervision was delegated to peers in place of faculty or staff, adding burden on already overburdened 
individuals. From this perspective, it polluted the knowledge and experience pool somewhat leaving others 
reluctant to actively contribute; myself included. 
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Relationship with Participants 

Both the researcher and participant are actively involved in producing knowledge through interaction 
(Varga-Dobai, 2012). Interaction with participants is a crucial part of the recruitment process, especially for a 
study that involved intimate medical and personal history. I was familiar with the swimming world, have 
coached at a number of clubs in my area during graduate studies. I was also a familiar face with many of the 
participants as they had either seen me on pool deck during swim meets, or we were former teammates. Further, 
I was mindful of reducing the inherent power dynamic often present between researcher-participant within the 
study group, as I myself had sustained a shoulder injury that had required surgery, resulting in a significant 
interruption of my swimming career. For example, a comment I had made to a participant reflected this position:  
“Did you notice when we trained that there were swimmers who always had shoulder problems or some other 
injury and those that never had anything. I was one of those swimmers who always had shoulder injuries, and I 
always wondered why I was injured all the time. I thought, “it must have something to do with genetics”, and 
here we are, looking at the genetic role of shoulder injuries in swimmers” (Personal exchange, 2014).  

My positioning and familiarity with the sport and specific injury helped to bridge the gap between 
myself, as the researcher and the participants. However, I was also aware of the power relations that occur in 
biomedical studies and no matter how much I tried to reduce the power gap, it was still always present. A 
significant part of ESSM is located within the biomedical field and as such influences power relations between 
researcher and participant with the implicit authority given to the medical professional (Foucault, 1991). This 
was particularly prevalent between myself, being positioned as the medical authority, and the participant without 
medical knowledge, despite me being a PhD student. According to Scott and Usher (Scott & Usher, 2011), a 
participant will respond in the an interview based on the setting and role in which they are positioned 
(Renganathan, 2009). A particularly appropriate example occurred during an exchange with a participant in 
2014. Whilst the participant was completing the questionnaire on medical and musculoskeletal injury history, 
they expressed that they were unsure on how to describe their diagnosis: 
“You know this stuff [medical terminology] better than me. I can describe it [the specific diagnosis] and you can 
tell me what to write down” (personal conversation, 2014).   

In this instance, since I am the person conducting the study, the implicit power involved with the 
biomedical field placed simultaneously in a position of power in terms of the knowledge around swimming and 
enforcing the power relation inherent in a researcher-participant interaction (Bourdeau, 2000; Riley, Schouten, & 
Cahill, 2003). Although I had tried to reduce researcher-participant power relationship, it was not possible to 
completely remove this dynamic as most of my participants had asked me for advice on range of health topics 
(nutrition, rehabilitation, etc). In this context, the participants recognised me as an authority and at the same 
time, acknowledged their own health shortcomings (Bourdeau, 2000; Burns, Fenwick, Schmied, & Sheehan, 
2012; Renganathan, 2009). However, the power relations were not binary. I attempted to disrupt the power 
relations by conversing with the participants, validating their experiences, and tailor the advice to their situation. 
Although I was an authority because of my knowledge, I was committed to learning from the participants on 
how their injuries impacted their sporting and life experiences.  

The design of my experimental chapters each comprised of a self-report questionnaire detailing 
demographics, sporting, medical and musculoskeletal injury history followed by a blood sample that would be 
used for subsequent DNA analysis. The emphasis of the questionnaire is that it is self-reported which relies on 
the participants to give their perceptions on the sections outlined above. However, in reality, the participants 
relied quite heavily on my biomedical knowledge to help them complete the questionnaire “correctly”. 
Therefore, the knowledge produced from these questionnaires was not solely the self-report from the participants 
but were in fact influenced by the power relations between me, as the researcher and the participant as the 
intended knowledge producer.  The implications are that, as a researcher in an authoritative position, I could still 
influence what and how a participant answered the questionnaire through knowledge prompting, thereby 
changing the participants own perception of themselves and their bodies. 
My main goal, most importantly, was to create a safe environment and establish a friendly and casual rapport 
with the participants of my study. However, this was not always possible considering that the laboratory in 
which we conducted our data collection had somewhat of a clinical atmosphere. The participants often sat at a 
desk in the middle of the room, where there were several forms and documents laid out. One participant even 
exclaimed that:  
“Wow. It looks so official. It feels like I am taking a test!”. (personal correspondence, 2016).  

On the right-hand side of them was a countertop with blood sampling equipment and nitrile gloves. 
Ahead of them was a treadmill with a Metabolic Response, Oxycon™ Mobile Device (a mobile device lets you 
determine breath-by-breath metabolic response to exercise, work or other activities). To the left of them was an 
examination table, one often used in a doctor’s practice. The room was climate controlled (22°C; 43% humidity) 
with a flickering white fluorescent light overhead. The room had a distinctive smell of sterilising agent, not 
dissimilar of that in hospitals.  
Research can often feel dehumanising, even more so in biomedical contexts. The above description exemplifies 
many such research contexts, and although many athletes are familiar with testing, monitoring and constant 
surveillance(Lang, 2010; Manley, Palmer, & Roderick, 2012), the environment is still a foreign clinical setting. 
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One where participants felt as if they were intruding on some sterile and sacred space, where their lives and 
histories were to come under scrutiny. One participant described feeling “very out of my element, like people's 
lives were spent here [research lab]. It felt like I was going into the space of researchers that spent a lot of time 
there” (Personal Correspondence, 2015) when asked what they thought of the research labs following 
participation in my study. Although I would have preferred to have interacted with my participants in a less 
clinical setting, it was not always possible to reserve a less intimidating space.  
 

Reflexivity as a journey and locating myself in my writing 

One of the most challenging aspects of reflexivity in research is to have a good command of the 
language which will enables one to write expressively and effectively. My formal training during my PhD, 
focusing on writing with specific emphasis on exploring the object under investigation.  ESSM like most other 
biomedical fields encourages writing objectively as a detached author. Whilst preparing to write this article, I 
found it difficult to consciously engage in personal reflexivity. The reflective process felt unnatural and obscure, 
and at times I felt unable to achieve anything meaningful. For example, email correspondence with a colleague 
reflected the insecurity and self-doubt in writing reflexively:  
“I am not sure that I can do this article on my own. I am having doubts on whether or not 1) I can finish it and 2) 
make it meaningful. I just dont know the direction to take it. I just dont know what to write” (personal 
correspondence, 2019). 

Exploring my position and experience in research was a challenging task, and then to explicitly discuss 
it in writing certainly takes time and practice. My previous research has largely focused on the “invisible 
author”, writing from a detached perspective and whose presence in the research was not made explicitly known. 
Through the deliberate use of the pronoun “I”, and the sharing of my experiences, its serves to highlight my 
place in the research context and emphasises a personal engagement between the author and the audience 
(Renganathan, 2009). It serves to draw the reader in, inviting them to engage with the experiences within the 
writing. It assists in removing the imaginary divide between the objective and the subjective, allowing my 
perspective to be taken. We are not separate from the knowledge that we produce in that our subjectivity informs 
our knowledge. I contend that it needs to become a common practice in ESSM research.  
 

Conclusion  

I contend that all researchers ESSM researchers should engage in reflexivity in their work. Through this 
practice, we can challenge the assumptions that we make about the world and the ones we make about ourselves. 
I believe that engaging in a reflexivity can contribute to a deeper understanding of research practice as a whole 
and facilitate a more complex analysis of the research at hand. We can better understand our own subjectivities 
and become more aware of the power relationships that exist within the field, between the researchers and 
stakeholders, researcher and participants, and ultimately how we situate ourselves within the context of our own 
research.  
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