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Leonardo da Vinci famously said ”Study the science of art.
Study the art of science. Develop your senses – especially

learn how to see. Realise that everything connects to every-
thing else.”

Sports medicine, physiotherapy, strength and conditioning,
physiology. . . the list continues as to professionals involved in
the world of elite sport. We are all scientists but are we are
losing the art form which is involved in dealing with the ever-
changing human body? More research is being completed and
because of this we know more now than ever before. The great
physicist Richard Feynman quotes “Don’t just teach your stu-
dents to read. Teach them to question what they read, what
they study. Teach them to doubt. Teach them to think.”
When a new paper, diagnosis and treatment comes out from
a well-known figure in the field, how quickly do you adapt to
it. . . or more importantly adapt your style around it. Are you
fully understanding the research and testing hypothesis or is
there just a general assumption that if it works in that study
it will work for you and your athletes? Is this science? I hope
this article will make you think, that is all, just think.

One of the oldest scientific organisations in the world, the
Royal Society, was established in London in 1660 and bears
the motto “Nullius in Verba” - take no one’s word for it. I
feel a lot of our current thinking is based on two old forms of
scientific thinking and I will present these below, followed by
alternative way of thinking. Empiricism is the misconception
that we derive all of our knowledge from sensory experience.
Inductivism is the misconception that scientific theories are
obtained from generalising, or extrapolating repeated experi-
ences, and that the more often a theory is observed the more
likely it becomes, i.e. I have repeatedly treated this injury,
with this protocol and therefore this will work for all athletes
with this presentation.

The enlightenment is an intellectual movement/revolution
that has emphasised reason and individualism over the tenet
of blindly following a tradition without question. Founding
a philosophy based on good principles of functional anatomy
and physiology will always be better than one research paper
or one opinion in dealing with an athlete; they are ever evolv-
ing human beings after all. This is heavily reliant on working
collectively as a group and most importantly that all dealing
parties are ready to accept criticism and questioning. Leave
your ego at the door is a policy employed by the most success-
ful sports team in the world. Does your environment achieve
this / allow this?

Occam’s razor is a principle of philosophy which simplifies
our decision-making process. Suppose two or more explana-
tions present for the occurrence of the symptoms which you
see in front of you; Occam’s razor states that the one which
requires the smallest number of assumptions is usually correct.
Art and Science are inseparably linked. Artistic problems can

emerge from physical facts and situations. Sometimes in the
modern world of sports medicine with all its numbers and data
the art is lost.

We never know all the data before interpreting it through
theories. All observations are as Popper puts it; theory laden.
Without theory how do we know how the data fits together?
There are objective truths in aesthetics. Aesthetic truths are
linked to factual ones by the explanations which link them.
Objective data and knowledge is needed in order to allow dif-
ferent people and organisations to communicate effectively.
Objective and subjective data is proving to be an invaluable
addition to the world of elite sport but this cannot be the only
thing to base practise on. How do you put a number on an
experienced eye saying “they don’t look right do they?” or an
athlete saying they “don’t feel right doing that movement.”
No amount of data is more powerful than that.

No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it is not the
same man and he is not in the same river. Athletes all differ,
research moves on and we cannot just accept that what works
for one will work for another. If a research paper tells me that
this works well for a certain group/cohort it doesn’t mean I
have to or should accept it for our athletes. Dealing with elite
athletes is a conundrum of head scratching moments and more
than likely the athlete we have in front of us is the ‘outlier’
from the research paper you have read. Arthur Conan Doyle
writes in the Sherlock Holmes a Scandal in Bohemia “it is a
capital mistake to theorise before one has all the data.” How
can we have all the data when we don’t have all the answers?
There are attributes of a human which has puzzled philoso-
phers for millennia; intelligence, consciousness and most im-
portantly in our scenario, Qualia – meaning the subjective
aspects of sensations.

Science is what we have learned about how to keep from
fooling ourselves. The best people in the profession have a
way of working which goes far beyond a research article or
textbook, they have a deep and meaningful connection to the
art form which is the human body. The connection to the
athlete is the number one priority, no-one knows the athlete
better than themselves. ‘If you listen to someone long enough
they will tell you what’s wrong, and if you listen longer they
will tell you how to solve it.’ Phil Glasgow. Apply Occam’s
razor and develop and test hypotheses in order to make the
least number of assumptions.
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