
50

An Interview 
with Professor 
Ben Jones
Ben is a Professor at Leeds Beckett University, Research and 
Innovation Manager for the Rugby Football League, Head 
of Science at Leeds Rhinos Rugby League club, and Head 
of Academy Science and Research for Yorkshire Carnegie 
Rugby Union club. Prior to becoming involved in research 
Ben followed a traditional academic route, completing an 
undergraduate degree and a Master’s degree in Sport and 
Exercise Science, followed by a PhD looking at fluid and 
electrolyte balance in rugby players. Interview conducted by 
Ann-Marie Bunyan, UK Coaching.

It was during my Master’s when I started 
to become interested in research. Prior 
to that I was working as a personal 
trainer and during my Master’s I started 
working in professional sport. When I 
started doing research I had an interest 
in applying research to the real world, 
which is what inspired me to do research 
in the first place. I did a PhD to improve 
my knowledge because despite having 
a Master’s I felt there was so much I 
wanted to know. I was working in sport 
at the same time so I felt that working 
with athletes gave me the breadth of 

knowledge, and the PhD gave me the 
depth. There were times when I felt 
like they conflicted in that I was getting 
depth in an area that probably was not 
relevant anymore. The research process 
from start to completion is probably 
about 12–18 months, but you can get six 
months in to that process and things in 
the real world change; you realise that 
your starting point is not the same. It 
was more towards the end of my PhD 
that I genuinely got really interested in 
research as opposed to increasing my 
knowledge like at the start of my PhD.

How and 
why did 
you become 
involved in 
research?

They are all different but complementary. 
In my role as a Professor, I see research 
as contributing to knowledge and doing 
something that has impact, that people 
want to use and helps people to get 
better. In sport that might be performing 
better or more holistically to simply 
be healthier. In my other roles, one is 
working for a governing body and the 
others are working for professional 
sports teams. At times, I feel the best 
way to describe my job is I work for an 

organisation that makes something – 
which is the research, and I also work for 
organisations which want something – 
which is the roles in policy and practice. 
Because professional sport is such a 
quick-evolving organisation and system, 
it is hard to understand what people 
want because at times, they do not know. 
By being in those environments you 
understand their day-to-day challenges. 
As a researcher you can try and forward 
think what their problems might be.  

You currently 
have four 
roles. Do the 
four roles 
complement 
each other? 
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I think the nice way of looking at 
research, policy and practice is just 
because one person is right does not 
mean the other person is wrong. If 
you consider a problem, say injuries 
in sport, and you invite people from a 
governing body, sports teams and an 
academic institution, they all look at it 
from a different perspective. The club 
is interested in reducing the injuries to 
increase performance, and the governing 
body has a duty of care to preserve 
the welfare of the players, and make 
sport safer. The academic wants to fully 
understand the problem; they want 
to develop something that is robust, 
that contributes to not only answering 
the problem but also that is different 
and contributes to knowledge. This is 
a challenge as professional clubs care 

Are there any 
challenges/
opportunities?

about the what (is the risk), rather 
than perhaps the why. We have some 
four-year projects at the moment with 
national governing bodies. The people 
in clubs find that frustrating because 
they might not be in that club in four 
years’ time. But as researchers we are 
not confident that we can collect that 
data in a year and make meaningful 
conclusions. The way research has 
evolved is that not a lot of academic 
researchers also appreciate and 
consider the real world challenges, in 
addition to the academic component 
of research. This has resulted in some 
great applied collaborative research 
projects, so the problems that are in 
the real world are being fed back into 
institutions and we can do research to 
answer those. 

In its general sense, it is to understand 
the sport better, to allow people who 
are in key influential roles to make 
better informed decisions. If we look 
at why they would do that, it would 
relate back to participation within sport, 
the development of athletes through 
the sport, and performance at the top 
level. Each of those has an element 
of science in terms of understanding 
injury risk, participation rates and 
performance. It is also important to 
consider that sport is an emotive 
industry; our job is to make as many 
things objective as we can which 
allows the coach to make subjective 
decisions based on the knowledge 
and experience that they have. 

People have been talking about bridging 
the gap between research and practice 
for 20 years, and are still talking about 
it now. Think of the efficacy of a study 
versus the effectiveness. Research can 
contribute to practice in two ways: by 
increasing the knowledge that people 
have who are working in the sport, which 
comes from efficacy; and increasing the 
application of research within sport, 
which is the effectiveness. 

What is the 
role of research 
within sport, 
and specifically 
coaching? 
And how does 
it influence 
practice?

©
 H

Q
u
al

it
y
/S

h
ut

te
rs

to
ck

.c
o
m



APPLIED COACHING RESEARCH JOURNAL 2018, Vol. 1

52

Within sports science recently the 
biggest progression has been around 
training load monitoring and our 
awareness of how we should monitor 
training load, how that can influence 
injury risk, performance markers, player 
well-being and welfare. It is still in its 
efficacy phase because it is an emerging 
area. Training load monitoring is an 

area where you would probably go into 
professional clubs and see them doing 
something different now to what they 
were doing say three years ago. In terms 
of sport in general I do not believe that 
one research area or project will have 
much impact and influence. Small bodies 
of work help people make their practice 
better, more holistically. 

What would 
you say 
has had 
the biggest 
influence to 
date?

I think it is important, but I also 
think that the majority of research is 
interesting but unfortunately not useful. 
The difference between interesting and 
useful is probably due to the research 
question. If the research question is 
right, people want to know the answer, 
therefore the answers are useful. If the 
purpose of research, either knowledge 
or application is agreed then, applying 
research to practice is easier. If research 
is contributing to knowledge, not 
immediately, but eventually, it will have 
application, but if it is not contributing 

to either knowledge or application 
then it should not be done. That is why 
researchers should also appreciate 
the practice side of research. From 
the perspective of people working 
in policy and practice, the amount of 
high-quality research that is ongoing 
within academic institutions worldwide 
is phenomenal. If you do not make 
the most of that, you are not making 
the most of the available knowledge. 
There is enough information out there 
to help people in practice make some 
well-informed evidence-based decisions.    

Why do you 
think it’s 
important to 
apply research 
findings into 
practice?

There are numerous studies we have 
done where they have had a small 
contribution to how we work in the real 
world; around understanding better the 
recovery and fatigue response following 
different training sessions, training 
modalities and different level matches. 
For example, does it take a player 24, 48 
or 72 hours to recover from a training 
session or a match? Once we understand 
that, we understand better when to 
prescribe the next stimulus. I would be 
pretty confident and say most of our 
work is designed to have impact.                             

Are there 
any specific 
research 
studies that 
you have 
worked on 
where this has 
happened? 
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Yes – even if research is done really well 
it is difficult to apply. Research is driven 
around originality and novelty. This is 
good because it allows progression in 
science but it almost makes the research 
harder to apply. Imagine looking at 
the physical demands of a sport. From 
a researcher’s perspective it would 
not be a good way to take the exact 
methodology and apply it to 50 different 
sports, as there is limited originality. But 
then from the practitioner’s perspective, 
if everything is done slightly different 

it is impossible to compare them. I also 
think there are some difficulties around 
the complexity of some work that goes 
on, that while it appears to have a 
practical application if you do not have 
that specific equipment for example, you 
cannot use it with your athletes. In terms 
of how research is disseminated, it is 
still typically disseminated in academic 
journals that only academic institutions 
subscribe to. Practitioners working in 
policy and practice do not subscribe 
because of cost, and also struggle to find 
the time to read it. 

Are there any 
challenges 
of applying 
research 
findings into 
practice? 

What is next on 
your research 
agenda? What 
are your key 
priorities for 
research?

My key priorities are trying to create an 
infrastructure and a system to increase 
the usefulness of research which is 
around translational sports sciences. 
Can we create roles for people who 
can help disseminate the information, 
as opposed to people who only make 
new knowledge? Can we increase 
the dialogue in terms of people’s 

communication so that academics, 
practitioners and people in policy are 
talking more? If this happens, everyone 
understands the challenges, and people 
therefore address the real problems. 
That is in addition to our work which is 
still based around understanding the risk 
and demands of a sport and how we can 
better support our athletes.  

I strongly believe that coaches are 
really good at coaching and scientists 
are good at science. I would like to see 
more joint appointed roles between 
sports organisations and institutions, 
whereby somebody can let the coach be 
a coach, let the scientist be a scientist 
and mediate between the two. I would 
also like to see systems and structures 
improved, regarding the management of 
medical and science staff, who is actually 
supervising and managing them – should 
it be the head coach? The coach can be a 
phenomenal coach in terms of technical, 
tactical skill and motivation, but they 
may not have appropriate training 
to manage medical or sports science 
provisions. Creating new bespoke roles 
within sport, to manage systems and 
structures and organisations to allow 
people to do what they are good at and 
what they are trained to do. 

What aspects 
of coaching 
would you 
like to see 
transformed 
over the next 
decade? 
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