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ABSTRACT 

Athletic trainers commonly work with athletes of the opposite gender yet it is not fully 

understood if gender may influence these interactions. The purpose of this study was to 

determine the extent that gender influences comfort, communication, and trust in the athlete and 

athletic trainer relationship. A 26-item survey containing Likert based questions and open-ended 

and a trust instrument were distributed in athletic training rooms to analyze comfort, 

communication, and trust. Comfort, communication, and trust were significantly lower when 

working with athletic trainers of the opposite gender. Athletes reported trust and communication 

as the most valued aspect of the relationship with their athletic trainer. Despite lower perceived 

scores, 150 out of 178 participants reported no preference for the gender of their athletic trainer. 

Athletic trainers should understand that athletes may experience a decrease in comfort, 

communication, and trust when working with athletic trainers of the opposite gender.  

Key Words: Comfort, Trust, Communication, Athletic Trainer 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 

Relationships are one of the foundational interactions between individuals or groups of 

individuals. In the last decade, an increase in attention has been given to the relationship between 

patient and clinician. Many allied health professions such as nursing and psychotherapy have 

evaluated the patient-clinician relationship,1, 2 however, athletic training is lacking research into 

the patient-clinician relationship in the athletic training room setting between athletes and 

athletic trainers. Gaining more insight on the patient-clinician relationship will help athletic 

trainers understand what characteristics are important to enhance the relationship. There are 

many factors that may influence the patient-clinician relationship but one factor that has not been 

thoroughly evaluated is gender.   

 Research at the Division I and II setting has shown that gender has the ability to influence 

the relationship between clinicians and patients. Division I and II college athletes who perceive 

their athletic trainers as valuable are more likely to be satisfied with their treatments.3 Similarly, 

Division I college athletes who are satisfied with their athletic trainer are more likely to trust 

their athletic trainer which can lead to a better relationship.4 Many athletic trainers at the 

Division III and NAIA level work with athletes of the both genders but little is known how this 

may influence the patient-clinician relationship. If gender negatively influences the relationship, 

then patient satisfaction may be at risk. 

In the NCAA Division I collegiate athletic training setting, Drummond et al. found that 

athletes report higher comfort levels being treated by an athletic trainer of the same gender 

during gender sensitive conditions.5 An example of a gender sensitive condition is an injury to 

the genitals. There has been no research showing the influence gender has on communication 

between the athletic trainer and patient in the collegiate setting.6 However, in the primary care 
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clinic setting, gender has been shown to have a negative effect on communication,7 so it is 

plausible that gender may negatively influence communication in athletic training as well. 

Lastly, David et al. developed a trust instrument to measure the level of trust between patients 

and clinicians and they did not find gender to be a negative influence on trust.8 However, in the 

process of defining trust, many athletes used aspects of communication to define trust8 which 

suggests that trust and communication may be linked. Currently, comfort, communication, and 

trust are the most common aspects of the patient-clinician relationship studied in athletic 

training. 

However, there has been no research performed on the patient-clinician relationship using 

Division III and NAIA athletes. Because Division III college athletes have different needs, they 

may have different responses to being treated by an opposite gender athletic trainer. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to determine if gender influences comfort, communication, 

and trust in the athlete and athletic trainer relationship in the Division III and NAIA college 

settings.    

Research Questions 

1.   Do athletic trainers’ genders have an influence on athletes’ comfort with athletic trainers?  

2.   Do athletic trainers’ genders have an influence on athletes’ communication with athletic 

trainers? 

3.   Do athletic trainers’ genders have an influence on athletes’ trust of athletic trainers?  

Definition of Terms 

Gender- Gender is the physical characteristics of an individual, as well as the behavioral, 

emotional and social characteristics of an individual.9 
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Sex- Sex is the biological and physiological characteristics of an individual. 9 

Comfort- Comfort is a basic, necessary human need required in a relationship.1,10 As it 

applies to this research, comfort is being in a state of physical and mental ease and free from pain 

or constraint1,11 in the presence of physician, clinician or athletic trainer. 

Communication- The exchange or expression of information, thoughts, ideas, and 

opinions.6,7 

Trust- Trust is the athlete having confidence that the athletic trainer has the patients’ best 

interests in mind and any provided therapy will benefit the patient in their return to activity.8 

Importance of Study 

There is currently limited research examining how gender influences the various 

characteristics of the athletic trainer and athlete relationship, specifically comfort, 

communication, and trust. The research previously completed has predominately been performed 

on NCAA Division I athletes with few on Division II athletes. However, there is no research on 

Division III or NAIA athletes. Determining the role that gender plays can help athletic trainers 

better understand the patient-clinician relationship, specifically at the Division III and NAIA 

athletic setting, and make adjustments if their gender imposes a threat. 

Limitations 

1.   Questions may ask sensitive information which may make participants hesitant to answer 

honestly. 

2.   Self-reported bias may influence results. 

3.   Social acceptability bias may influence results. 

Delimitation 

1.   NCAA Division III and NAIA athletes were chosen to study. 



 

4 

CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to determine whether or not gender is an influence on the 

patient-clinician relationship. If gender is found to influence this relationship in any manner, the 

next question this work addresses is whether or not this influence is harmful to relationships 

between athletes and athletic trainers. Furthermore, if gender is found to influence this 

relationship negatively, what solutions are available? 

Research Questions 

The three research questions, then, are as follows:  

1.   Do athletic trainers’ genders have an influence on athletes’ comfort with athletic trainers?  

2.   Do athletic trainers’ genders have an influence on athletes’ communication with athletic 

trainers? 

3.   Do athletic trainers’ genders have an influence on athletes’ trust of athletic trainers?  

The significance of these research questions are centered on the relationship between 

athletes and their athletic trainers. It follows that if the relationship is negatively influenced, then 

there is an increased risk of athlete dissatisfaction.3 Thus, determining the role that gender may 

play can first help athletic trainers better understand athletes and then second, help athletic 

trainers make adjustments if their genders pose a threat to the relationship between them and the 

athletes they serve.   

Introduction 

Both athletic training professionals and researchers historically use a disease-orientated 

methodology.12-17 However, there has been a push since 2000 to adopt an evidence-based 

medicine approach in athletic training.18-22 Adopting an evidence-based medicine approach, 
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through the utilization of patient-orientated outcomes18, allows for an increase in patient-centered 

care. In the traditional medical setting, patient-centered care is linked to an increase in patient 

satisfaction, better treatment adherence, and better outcomes.23, 24 The benefits of increased 

treatment adherence and better outcomes may also hold true in athletic training but have not been 

closely examined. However, in athletic training, a correlation has been found between athletes’ 

reports of treatment satisfaction and athletes’ reports of high perceptions of athletic trainers and 

willingness to listen to athletic trainers.3, 18 Having a high perception and willingness to listen are 

both components of a positive relationship. Therefore, in order to receive these benefits of 

patient-centered care in athletic training, a positive relationship between athletic trainers and 

athletes should be established since a positive relationship has already been linked to increased 

satisfaction.3, 18  

Components such as gender 2,5,7,25-28, comfort2,5,25, communication6,7,29, and trust8,30, have 

all been shown to have an influence on the athletic trainer-patient relationship. Drummond et al. 

examined the influence gender has on the patient-clinician relationship, specifically examining 

NCAA Division I athletes.5 They proposed that athletes are more comfortable and prefer athletic 

trainers of the same gender.5 The athletic training literature does not specifically examine athletic 

trainer gender in relation to communication or trust in the relationship. Therefore, in order to 

help increase athlete satisfaction, as well as possibly treatment adherence and better outcomes, 

the relationship between athletes and athletic trainers needs to be further examined.   

Patient-Centered Care 

The ultimate goal of any clinician, regardless of setting, is high quality of care.  The 

Institute of Medicine lists patient-centered care as one of six ways to improve the quality of care 

a patient receives.31 In order for care to be patient-centered, the clinical choices should be 
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directed by the needs and preferences of the patient as well as be respectful and accepting of the 

patient’s differences.31 When properly carried out, providing patient-centered care results in the 

clinician creating an environment that promotes working with the patient to develop their 

treatment instead of an environment that does not permit this type of alliance. 

According to Stewart et al. there are six key components to patient-centered care: 1) The 

patient and physician must explore the patients illness together including the patients thoughts, 

ideas, and feelings about being ill, 2) the physician must make an effort to understand the patient 

as a whole, 3) both patient and physician must find common ground regarding management, 4) 

the physician must incorporate an intervention into the visit, 5) the relationship between patient 

and physician must be enhanced, 6) and the patient-centered approach must be realistic.24 

Stewart et al. recognized the enhancement of the relationship between patients and physicians as 

one of the key components to patient-centered care, however, they failed to list what can be done 

to enhance this relationship.24 

One of the key components to patient-centered care is establishing and enhancing the 

patient-clinician relationship.24 Patient-centered care is linked to high levels of treatment 

adherence, patient satisfaction, and increased outcomes.23,24 Establishing rapport can increase the 

likelihood of the clinician having a positive influence on patient interactions and lead to 

enhanced patient satisfaction.30 Therefore, when first dealing with a patient, it is important that 

the clinician establish rapport.30 Rapport is created when the patient and clinician develop a close 

relationship that allows them to understand one another and allow communication to flow 

freely.32 Establishing rapport can also lead to creating trust and confidence between patients and 

their clinicians.30 Ultimately, the patient-clinician relationship can be strengthened if a sense of 

trust and confidence is created between patient and clinician. This is of significance since 
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patients who have a positive relationship with their clinician are more likely to be satisfied with 

their treatment.3, 4 

Despite the many benefits of patient-centered care, there are some issues. While the focus 

of patient-centered care is patient satisfaction, the clinician may be put into difficult situations 

while carrying out a patients’ care. Optimal patient-centered care requires a healthy balance 

between patient satisfaction and patient improvement, while making sure neither is neglected. 

Consider a situation where a clinician prescribes a treatment, who, knowing it may not be the 

best option available, but does it at the patient’s request to satisfy them.33 This creates a situation 

in which patient satisfaction conflicts with best practice. There is also a possible situation where 

the patient is cured of their condition or illness but is not satisfied with their treatment process.33 

This creates a situation where patient health improvement conflicts with patient satisfaction.   

Gender 

For the purpose of this project, the word gender was chosen to describe an individual 

rather than the word sex. Gender could possibly play a role in the relationship between the 

patient and clinician and should not be confused with sex. Sex refers to the biological and 

physiological characteristics that define men and women.9 Gender, however, refers to not only 

physical characteristics but also behavioral, emotional and social characteristics.9 Therefore, in a 

patient-orientated care model, gender is a more appropriate term because gender does not 

identify an individual solely on his or her biological and physiological characteristics. Gender 

helps identify the patient as a whole, which allows the clinician to respect and appreciate the 

values and beliefs of the patient.   
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Patient-Clinician Relationship 

The definition of patient-centered care demonstrates the need for enhancement of the 

relationship between clinicians and patients to provide patient-centered care.20,24,31,33 A positive 

relationship between patient and clinician is the basis of successful clinical medicine.34,35 The 

majority of research into the patient-clinician relationship has taken place in the clinical or 

hospital setting using physicians and their patients. Key components of the relationship between 

clinicians and patients are communication, respect, confidentiality, honesty, trust,34 gender, and 

comfort.2,5,7,25 A positive patient-clinician relationship has been linked to relief of hopelessness 

for the patient, higher satisfaction rates, better adherence, and improved health outcomes.34 The 

patient-clinician relationship is important and can play a significant role in the healing process. 

The patient-clinician relationship can also have an effect on how patients perceive their clinician. 

Also, establishing a good working relationship with patients has been linked to a decreased 

chance of a malpractice suit.36 Spending more time with patients, educating patients more often, 

laughing and using more humor, and facilitation of patients’ thoughts and opinions have all been 

linked to fewer malpractice suits.36 

When examining the influence of gender on the patient-clinician relationship in the 

primary care setting, it is suggested that patients prefer clinicians of the same gender when given 

a choice.2,7 However, when the nature of the visit is instrumental and technical in nature, such as 

surgery or anesthesia, there is no preference for the clinician to be the same gender.2 This may 

lead one to conclude that this preference for clinicians of the same gender is due to the feeling of 

less embarrassment and the feeling of more comfort when talking with someone of the same 

gender.  
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Since a positive relationship is important in providing quality care, it is important to 

understand what to do if one of the key components is missing or deterred from the relationship 

due to gender. For the purpose of this project, the influence of gender on comfort, 

communication, and trust will be used to investigate the relationship between athletes and 

athletic trainers. 

Comfort 

Comfort is the condition of well-being, contentment, and security1,10 as well as being in a 

state of physical ease and free from pain or constraint.1,11 When clinicians interact with their 

patients, they should always make an effort to keep the patient in a state of comfort.37 If the 

health care professional is unable to have the patient in a state of physical comfort, free from 

physical pain or anguish, it is even more important to make sure the patient is in a state of mental 

comfort, feeling at ease or content.37 Subsequently, it is important to consider that comfort is 

multi-dimensional and may mean different things to different people.38 An open line of 

communication between patients and clinicians may help eliminate uncomfortable situations. 

Communication 

Communication is the exchange or expression of information, thoughts, ideas, and 

opinions.38 While communication may seem straight forward, there is more to communicating 

than just verbal cues.6 Communication is multifaceted and involves physical contact, 

professionalism, listening skills as well as proper verbal skills.6 If proper means of 

communication are not established, it can hinder the care process by inhibiting symptom 

disclosure7 and possibly more. In the clinic setting, patients are more willing to disclose intimate 

and sensitive symptoms to their physician if their physician is of the same gender or if they find 

their clinician attractive.7  
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The issue with symptom disclosure due to gender demonstrates the need for proper 

communication. There are four parts of good therapeutic communication30: 1), the clinician must 

provide clear and well-organized ideas to the patient, 2) they must be fully present during the 

exchange and not allow their mind to wander from the present situation, 3) the clinician must be 

a good listener and listen with the whole self and then clarify any unclear information, 4) and a 

sense of trust must be developed.30 Developing trust involves conveying that the patient is worth 

listening to and has important information regarding the situation, does not make the patient feel 

“dumb”, as well as conveying the values of expertise and confidentiality.30  

Trust 

Trust is crucial to the patient-clinician relationship.39 When good communication and 

rapport is established between clinicians and patients, trust can also begin to be established.30 

Trust is the athlete having confidence that the athletic trainer has the patients best interests in 

mind and any provided therapy will benefit the patient in their return to activity.8 If trust can be 

established, then even in uncomfortable and vulnerable situations, the patient hopefully will 

understand that the clinician has their best interests in mind. Trust in a physician has also been 

associated with better perceptions of health and better treatment outcomes.40 Diabetic patients 

improved more when they reported high levels of trust in their treating physician when compared 

to diabetic patients that reported lower levels of trust in their physician.40 It is also crucial that 

clinicians determine methods to increase the amount of trust in the patient-clinician relationship. 

Patients who had the option to choose their physician, were able to have a long relationship with 

their physician, and those who showed high levels of trust in the managed care organization all 

reported higher levels of trust with their physician.41 In the primary care setting, gender was not 

found to be an influence on trust in the patient-clinician relationship.41 
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Athletic Trainers and College Athletes 

 The majority of research providing insight to the relationship between patients and 

clinicians has been looked in a traditional sense of medicine: doctors7,32,40,41, nurses1,37, and 

surgeons2 in the clinic or hospital setting. In the ever-growing medical field, athletic trainers are 

being utilized in more settings such as clinics, industrial, high schools, and most commonly 

colleges.42   

The number of athletic trainers is slowly increasing42, however the number of student-

athletes is increasing as well. Between the two major collegiate governing bodies, NCAA and 

NAIA, 460,00043 and 60,00044 student-athletes respectively, compete each year. The total 

number of athletic trainers at colleges and universities is 7,970 creating a large inequality 

between the number of athletes and athletic trainers.42  

The number of male and female athletic trainers is similar, with there being a slight tilt in 

recent years towards female athletic trainers (53%).42 This near even split of athletic trainers by 

gender could create more situations where athletic trainers are working with teams of the 

opposite sex.5,26 If gender is as an issue that can be an influence on the relationship between 

general medicine practitioners and their patients, gender should be considered a possible 

influence between athletic trainers and patients as well.  This influence can especially be seen in 

patients when injuries become intimate in nature.   

Athletic Trainer-Patient Relationship 

There is little research examining the patient-clinician relationship in athletic training. 

The little research that has been performed has looked at satisfaction3, 4, gender2, 5, 25, 26, comfort5, 

25, 26, communication6, and trust.8 This research has also predominately been performed on 

NCAA Division I athletes.   
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Satisfaction 

Unruh et al. suggested that Division I college athletes in high profile sports such as 

football, basketball, and baseball, are more satisfied with their athletic trainer than those 

competing in low profile sport such as swimming, tennis, and track.3 Unruh did not find gender 

of athletic trainer to be an influence on satisfaction4. However, gender of athletes did influence 

satisfaction scores, with female athletes reporting lower overall satisfaction scores.3, 4 Since 

gender of athlete affected satisfaction scores, there is a possibility that gender of the athletic 

trainer could affect satisfaction scores as well. Understanding the relationship between 

satisfaction and gender may help strengthen the patient-clinician relationship. If the relationship 

is strengthened, it can be expected that it would lead to a less likely chance of receiving a 

malpractice suit, just as higher patient satisfaction leads to less malpractice suits for physicians.36 

Comfort 

As with satisfaction, there is little research examining comfort. Recently, Drummond et 

al. suggested that Division I college athletes are more comfortable dealing with athletic trainers 

of the same gender for sex specific conditions and injuries, those dealing with testes, penis, 

scrotum, vagina, pregnancy, and menstruation.5 O’Connor et al. came to the same conclusion for 

Division I football players.25 For male athletes there is little change in comfort being treated by a 

female athletic trainer when injuries were not of a sex specific nature.5 However, O’Connor et al. 

did find that that NCAA Division I football players were more comfortable discussing 

depression to female athletic trainers.25 Female athletes still reported more comfort when being 

treated by a female athletic trainer for non-sex specific injuries.5 It is interesting to note that, 

while feeling more comfortable when being treated by an athletic trainer of the same gender for 

sex specific injuries and conditions, there were still lower comfort scores reported for both males 
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and females.5 This demonstrates the need for more research into the patient-clinician 

relationship, specifically gender. In addition, more research should evaluate gender specific 

conditions.  

Drummond et al. examined the perceived comfort levels of athletic trainers during 

treatment of opposite gender athletes.26 They found that just as athletes may experience 

discomfort during treatment, athletic trainers might also experience some degree of discomfort.26 

This is especially true for the treatment of sex specific conditions, as mentioned above, and sex 

specific regions of the body. Both male and female athletic trainers report feeling more 

comfortable when performing evaluations on athletes of the same gender.26 The most common 

reason athletic trainers felt more comfortable during treatments was experience.26 As expected, 

athletic training students, who have very low experience levels, report lower comfort scores 

during treatment of athletes of the opposite gender.26 The athletic training students preceptor or 

supervisor should make sure to teach the student what is proper and what is not when dealing 

with athletes of the opposite gender, set a good example for the student to follow, and make sure 

the athletic training student is not placed in a situation where they are not comfortable. However, 

there is little evidence in athletic training to guide how sex specific issues should be handled, 

making it difficult for preceptors to make sure that athletic training students are taught properly. 

Therefore, by strengthening the relationship between athletes and athletic trainers, the athletic 

trainer or athletic training student providing treatment may also experience less discomfort.26 

Communication 

Communication between athletic trainers and athletes has also been examined to 

determine what makes good communication.6 Communication qualities that athletes appreciate 

are ability to establish rapport, provide clear explanation of injuries, and professionalism.6 While 
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good verbal skills are essential, touch is a vital part of nonverbal communication.6 There is 

essential touch, which occurs frequently between athletic trainers and athletes during treatments 

and evaluations of injuries, and non-essential touch, which can be a pat on the back or high five 

after a difficult rehab session.6 Athletes appreciate nonessential touch, so it is important that 

athletic trainers learn when it is appropriate to use this kind of touch.6 

While gender has not been shown to affect communication between athletic trainers and 

athletes6, gender has been shown to effect symptom disclosure between general practitioners and 

their patients.7 Therefore, gender may affect communication of symptoms between athletic 

trainers and athletes, which could interfere with the treatment process. Athletes have also used 

aspects of communication to define trust8, communication may play a role in the development of 

trust.  

Trust 

David et al. developed a trust instrument to measure trust between athletes and athletic 

trainers.8 In the process of developing the trust instrument, they provided a definition of trust 

directly related to athletic training. Specific to athletic training, trust is the athlete having 

confidence that the athletic trainer has the patient’s best interests in mind and any provided 

therapy will benefit the patient in their return to activity.8 David et al. also found that 

communication and trust might be interlinked. When athletes were asked to provide a definition 

of trust, aspects of communication were commonly used.8 When testing her instrument, she 

found that gender did not influence trust between athletic trainers and their patients. However, 

since communication can be negatively influenced by gender in other realms of medicine7, 

gender may still be an influence on trust since communication and trust seem to be linked.8 
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There have been no research studies that directly look at how gender influences trust in athletic 

training, if gender influences trust at all. 

Gender has been linked to negative influences on communication6,7,30 in non athletic 

training settings and comfort in both athletic training and non athletic training settings.5,26 

Aspects of communication were used to describe trust8,39, which may lead to the conclusion that 

gender could have an influence on trust as well. While there is limited evidence to support the 

claim that comfort, communication, and trust are negatively influenced by gender, there is a 

possibility that they are interrelated. It stands to reason then, that if only one of the afore 

mentioned elements of a relationship are negatively influenced by gender, it could have a 

negative influence on the whole relationship. 

Summary 

Ample amounts of research have gone into the physiological aspects of injuries but there 

needs to be more emphasis placed on the relationship between athletic trainers and athletes. 

Relationships between clinicians and patients can be complicated and misunderstandings can 

lead to decreased quality of care. It is important in athletic training that quality of care is 

maintained. Therefore, the more that is understood about the relationship between athletic 

trainers and athletes, the more complications and misunderstandings can be avoided and good 

relationships can be established. 

The extent of how gender affects the relationship between athletes and athletic trainers 

has not been well studied even though there are countless interactions between athletes and 

athletic trainers of the opposite gender every day. With a push in patient-centered care in the 

majority of health care professions, athletic training needs to follow. Patients have shown a 

preference for same gender physicians2, and results of comfort surveys may suggest the same is 
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true for college athletes as well.5 It is not clearly understood how gender may affect comfort, 

communication, and trust. Gaining a better understanding of the extent the relationship, if at all, 

is affected by gender is the first step in making sure the athlete receives premium care. If the 

influence gender has is better understood and better relationships can be created, there is a 

chance that there will be an increase in patient satisfaction.3 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

The purpose of this study is to determine if gender influences comfort, communication, 

and trust in the athlete and athletic trainer relationship in the Division III and NAIA college 

settings. Gaining more insight on the relationship between athletes and athletic trainers will help 

athletic trainers better understand what characteristics are important and needed in the 

relationship. It will also help athletic trainers if gender becomes a setback during treatment. This 

chapter explains in depth: the experimental design, the participants, the instrument, data 

collection, and analysis procedures.   

Experimental Design 

 A cross-sectional survey design was used. Dependent variables were comfort, 

communication, and trust. The independent variable was gender. 

Participants 

 A sample of NCAA and NAIA athletes were recruited from colleges in the Upper 

Midwest to participate in this study. Inclusion criteria was the participant had to have competed 

in NCAA Division III (DIII) or NAIA athletics and have interacted with an athletic trainer within 

the last six months. Both males and females over the age of eighteen were recruited. Based on 

similar studies, approximately 200 completed surveys were expected.5, 25 

Instrument for Data Collection 

 Two surveys were used to collect data. A Gender Influence Questionnaire (Appendix A) 

was developed using both open-ended and closed-ended questions to answer the research 

questions. The items in the survey were developed through a detailed literature review and 

anecdotal evidence gained through experience as an athletic trainer. Item wording was based on 

guidelines suggested by Dillman, Smyth, and Christian.45 Once the survey was developed, five 
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content experts reviewed it using a content expert guideline sheet (Appendix C) and revisions 

were made based on their comments. Three content experts were selected for their experience as 

athletic trainers while two experts were selected based on their experience as collegiate athletes. 

The survey contained 26 items pertaining to perceived comfort, communication, and trust 

of athletes when working with athletic trainers of both genders. The survey is divided into five 

sections. The first section of the survey was a demographic section. Sections two through four 

contained questions using a Likert Scale. Scores were rated between one and ten, with a rating of 

one being strongly disagreed, a rating of five being neutral, and a rating of ten being strongly 

agreed. The second section was used to determine baseline ratings for comfort, communication 

and trust before gender is introduced. The third section of the survey asked questions pertaining 

to perceived comfort, communication and trust while being treated by athletic trainers of the 

opposite gender while the fourth section asked the same set of questions, but while being treated 

by athletic trainers of the same gender. Participants were asked to give a rating of perceived 

comfort, communication and trust using a non-sensitive area such as the ankle, knee, and 

shoulder and then again using a sensitive area such groin, penis, testicles, vagina, or breast. The 

final section of the survey included six open-ended questions to gain additional insight on how 

gender may influence the relationship.  

The second survey was a trust instrument (Appendix B) developed by David,8 which was 

attached to the Gender Influence Questionnaire. The trust instrument contained 32 items divided 

into two sections: 1) demographics section and 2) questions assessing components of trust. 

Participants were asked to rate their current healthcare experience for each component of trust 

using one of four response options: “Never/A few times,” “Occasionally,” “Often,” and 

“Always.” A total trust score was then calculated from the components of trust. 
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Data Collection 

 Consent from the university institutional review board was obtained prior to collection of 

data (Appendix D). Proper consent from each college and university selected was also obtained 

prior to data collection. Prior to beginning the survey, participants had the opportunity to ask 

questions and then completed the informed consent (Appendix D). A paper and electronic 

version of the survey were used for data collection. A member of the research team went the 

athletic training room of each university and recruited participants. At the completion of the 

survey, the participants had the option to provide their email address for a chance to be entered 

into a drawing for a $25.00 gift card.  

Data Analysis  

 Ordinal data obtained from the surveys were evaluated with descriptive statistics. The 

open-ended questions were analyzed using grounded theory.46,47 Reoccurring ideas were 

categorized into themes and overall patterns were developed based on the themes.48 The Gender 

Influence Questionnaire was evaluated for internal consistency using Cronbach’s alpha.  The 

trust instrument was totaled for a total trust score. The total trust score was correlated to the 

importance of trust on the Gender Influence Questionnaire. An independent t-test was also used 

to determine if there was a difference in total trust score between participant genders. 
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CHAPTER 4. MANUSCRIPT 

Abstract 

Context:  Athletic trainers commonly work with athletes of the opposite gender, yet it is 

not fully understood how gender may influence these interactions. Objective: The purpose of 

this study was to determine if gender influences comfort, communication, and trust in the athlete 

and athletic trainer relationship. Design: A cross-sectional survey design was used to collect 

data. The dependent variables were comfort, communication, and trust while the independent 

variable was gender. Setting: Three Division III and NAIA athletic training rooms in the Upper 

Midwest. Participants: A total of 178 collegiate athletes were used. Intervention: A 26-item 

survey containing Likert based questions and open-ended questions regarding the patient-

clinician relationship and a trust instrument were distributed in the athletic training room. Main 

Outcome Measure: A repeated measures ANOVA was used to analyze Likert scale items and 

open ended question responses were categorized into common themes using grounded theory 

techniques. Results: There was a significant difference for perceived comfort, communication 

and trust when working with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender as compared to working 

with one of the same gender. Despite lower perceived scores, 150 out of 178 participants 

reported no preference for the gender of their athletic trainer when asked directly. Athletes 

reported trust and communication as the most valued aspect of the relationship with their athletic 

trainer. Conclusions: Athletic trainers should understand that athletes may experience a decrease 

in comfort, communication, and trust when working with athletic trainers of the opposite gender. 

However, a majority of athletes do not have a preference as long as a strong relationship can be 

developed.  

Key Words: Comfort, Trust, Communication, Athletic Trainer 
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Introduction 

The relationship between individuals or groups of individuals is one of the foundational 

societal interactions. In the last decade, the attention to the relationship between patient and 

clinician has increased and allied health professions, such as nursing and psychotherapy, have 

evaluated the patient-clinician relationship.2,37 However, athletic training is lacking research on 

the patient-clinician relationship. In the clinic setting, it has been suggested that patients prefer to 

have a physician of the same gender.2,41 Having a clinician of the same gender allows for easier 

communication between patient and clinician in addition to the patient feeling more comfortable 

during examination.2 Patients are also more willing to disclose symptoms to physicians of the 

same gender.41 If patients are not comfortable or unable to communicate effectively with their 

clinician then patient care may be at risk. 

Athletic trainers commonly work with athletic teams of the opposite gender so it is 

important to understand if gender influences the relationship between athletic trainers and 

athletes. While it has not been determined if athletes have a gender preference while working 

with an athletic trainer, athletes in the Division I athletic setting have reported a decrease in 

comfort when working an athletic trainer of the opposite gender.5,25 This difference is primarily 

seen when the injury is intimate in nature.5,25 When the injury is not intimate, males report little 

to no change in comfort, whereas females report slightly less comfort.5 Since there is a decrease 

in reported comfort by athletes, it would suggest that there may be a preference for working with 

an athletic trainer of the same gender, but no definitive conclusions can be made. This research 

also does not provide us with suggestions to increase comfort.5,25  

Another issue that physicians face is the possible withholding of symptoms or injuries by 

patients when working with physicians of the opposite gender.41 This could be due to the afore 



 

22 

mentioned decrease in comfort when working with a physician of the opposite gender. It is 

unclear if withholding of symptoms occurs in athletic training, but if it does it could impede the 

quality of care an athletic trainer is able to provide. In an effort to increase the effectiveness of 

communication, Spangler and Blankenship surveyed both athletes and athletic trainers for what 

they thought effective communication entailed.6 Establishing rapport, providing clear 

explanations, and maintaining professionalism were the foundations of effective communication 

according to the athletes questioned.6 Nonverbal skills such as touch were also viewed as an 

effective means of communication.6 Unfortunately, they did not examine how gender or type of 

injury effects communication.6 If the results are similar to comfort, where working with the 

opposite gender and working with an injury that is intimate in nature causes a decrease in 

effective communication, it can make it difficult for athletic trainers to provide quality care. 

 One aspect of a relationship that may decrease the amount of discomfort and increase 

poor communication is trust. Trust has not been shown to be influenced by gender in the primary 

care setting, but it has been linked to better treatment outcomes and better relationships with 

health care providers.41 In an effort to examine trust in athletic trainers and their patients, David 

et al. developed a trust instrument.8 While defining trust, they found that aspects of effective 

communication found by Spangler and Blankenship6 were used to define trust, suggesting that 

trust and communication may be linked.8 It is unclear how gender may influence trust 

specifically in athletic training because trust has not been directly examined.   

All previous research on the patient-clinician relationship has been performed in other 

health care settings or at the NCAA Division I or II college level; however, this does not 

consider athletes at other competition levels. Therefore, the purpose of our research was to 

evaluate whether comfort, communication, and trust decrease when working with an athletic 
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trainer of the opposite gender at the NCAA Division III (DIII) and NAIA level. A secondary 

purpose of our study was to gain insight from athletes into key characteristics of a good patient-

clinician relationship. Through better understanding of these key characteristics, the potential for 

athletic trainers to establish good patient-clinician relationships with athletes. 

Methods 

Participants 

A convenient sample of 178 (110 males and 68 females) NCAA and NAIA athletes from 

colleges in the Upper Midwest participated in this study. Inclusion criteria was that the 

participant had to have competed in DIII or NAIA athletics and have interacted with an athletic 

trainer within the last six months. For participant demographics see Table 1 and Figure 1.  

Table 1. Participant Demographics 
Group  Male (n=110) Female (n=68) Total 
17-21 61 48 109 
21-23 47 20 67 
24+ 2 0 2 
First year 24 17 41 
Sophomore 36 14 41 
Junior 26 21 47 
Senior 24 15 39 
Other 0 1 1 
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Instrument 

Two surveys were used to collect data. The Gender Influence Questionnaire was 

developed by the research team and contained a demographics section, six open-ended questions 

and fifteen closed-ended questions. The closed-ended questions pertained to comfort, 

communication, and trust as scored on a Likert Scale, with a rating of one being “strongly 

disagree” and ten being “strongly agree.” The items in the survey were developed through a 

detailed literature review and anecdotal evidence gained through experience as an athletic 

trainer. Once the survey was developed, it was validated by five content experts who reviewed it 

using a content expert guideline sheet and revisions were made based on their comments. Three 

content experts were selected for their experience as athletic trainers while two content experts 

were selected based on their experience as collegiate athletes.  

The second survey was a trust instrument developed by David,8 which was attached to 

the Gender Influence Questionnaire. The trust instrument contained 32 items divided into two 

sections: 1) demographics section and 2) questions assessing components of trust. Participants 
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were asked to rate their current healthcare experience for each component of trust using one of 

four response options: “Never/A few times,” “Occasionally,” “Often,” and “Always.” A total 

trust score was then calculated from the components of trust. 

Procedure 

Consent from the university institutional review board (IRB) was obtained prior to 

collection of data. Consent from each college or university selected was also obtained prior to 

data collection. A member of the research team went to the athletic training room of each 

university and recruited individual participants. Prior to beginning the surveys, participants had 

the opportunity to ask questions, and if interested then completed the informed consent. Both 

research surveys were available online or on paper. At the completion of the surveys, the 

participants had the option to provide their email addresses for a chance to be entered into a 

drawing for a $25.00 gift card. 

Statistical Analysis 

Ordinal data obtained from the surveys were evaluated with descriptive statistics. A 

repeated measures ANOVA was used to find differences in Gender Influence Questionnaire 

based on gender and injury type. The independent variable was gender while the dependent 

variables were comfort, communication, and trust. The total trust score was correlated to the 

importance of trust on the Gender Influence Questionnaire. An independent t-test was also used 

to determine whether there was a difference in total trust scores between participant genders. The 

open-ended questions were analyzed using grounded theory techniques.46,47 Open-ended 

responses were coded and then categorized into common themes.48  
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Results 

Quantitative Analysis 

 A total of 178 college athletes completed the Gender Influence Questionnaire and 96 

completed the Trust Instrument. Mean values were calculated for all three variables for both 

same and opposite gender conditions (see table 2 and 3). Comfort (F(1,175)=99.081, p=.000), 

communication (F(1,174)=74.943, p=.000), and trust (F(1,175)=20.526, p=.000) all had 

significant differences between the general injury condition and the sensitive injury condition at 

the p=.01 level.  

Table 2. Mean Perceived Comfort, Communication, and Trust Scores for the 
Opposite Gender Condition 
Condition Total SD Male SD Female SD 
Comfort + General 9.54 .85 9.57 .81 9.50 .91 
Comfort + Sensitive 7.49 2.14 7.85 2.02 6.93 2.21 
Communication + General 9.45 .88 9.43 .93 9.49 .80 
Communication + Sensitive 7.81 2.12 8.01 2.13 7.49 2.07 
Trust + General 9.59 .78 9.55 .84 9.66 .66 
Trust + Sensitive 8.84 1.64 8.85 1.64 8.82 1.66 

 

Table 3. Mean Perceived Comfort, Communication, and Trust Scores for the Same 
Gender Condition 
Condition Total SD Male SD Female SD 
Comfort + General 9.67 .69 9.60 .77 9.79 .53 
Comfort + Sensitive 8.95 1.32 8.91 1.38 9.01 1.23 
Communication + General 9.62 .75 9.54 .83 9.74 .56 
Communication + Sensitive 9.15 1.19 9.18 1.19 9.09 1.19 
Trust + General 9.71 .61 9.64 .70 9.82 .42 
Trust + Sensitive 9.42 1.00 9.37 1.04 9.50 .94 

 

Perceived comfort (F(1,175)=6.663, p=.011) was significantly lower in females 

compared to males when working with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender. There was no 

significant interaction between males and females for communication or trust. There was also no 

significant interaction between grade level of participants for any of the variables. The difference 

between the gender conditions and the variables of interest are displayed in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Mean Calculated Differences Between the Same and Opposite Gender 
Athletic Trainer Conditions 
Condition Total SD Male SD Female SD 
Comfort + General 0.13 .77 0.02 .72 0.29 .81 
Comfort + Sensitive 1.47 1.98 1.08 2.00 2.09 1.80 
Communication + General 0.17 .74 0.12 .79 0.25 .66 
Communication + Sensitive 1.34 1.81 1.17 1.88 1.60 1.67 
Trust + General 0.11 .58 0.08 .61 0.16 .54 
Trust + Sensitive 0.58 1.48 0.53 1.56 .68 1.35 
 

A total of 96 participants completed the trust instrument. The trust scores were totaled 

with the mean score being 168.48 +/- 23.28. The maximum trust score was 192 and the 

minimum trust score was 89. The total trust score was not significantly correlated to the athlete’s 

value of comfort, communication, or trust. There was also no significant difference in total trust 

score between genders. 

Qualitative Analysis 

When asked if participants had encountered an uncomfortable situation while working 

with an athletic trainer opposite gender, 131 responded negatively, while 20 responded 

positively. The most common uncomfortable situations encountered by these 20 athletes were 

injuries to the groin (n=5), the athletic trainer being “awkward” (n =4). the amount of force 

generated by the athletic trainer (n =3), stretching position (n =2), and asking for feminine 

hygiene products (n =2). Only 5 of the 20 that responded positively felt the situation could have 

been avoided.   

There were many responses when asked if there was anything that could be done to 

improve care during treatment of intimate areas. The common themes found were clear 

communication (n =51), act professional/professionalism (n =25), avoid awkwardness/act normal 

(n =23), nothing/unsure (n =21), drape/cover area (n =10), and private exam area (n =8).  
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When participants were asked if they had a preference on the gender of their athletic 

trainer, a large portion responded they had no preference (n =150/178). Only 24 participants 

responded that they had a preference on the gender of their athletic trainer. The participants also 

reported that there was no difference between communication with athletic trainers of either 

gender (n =135/178). There was a reported decrease in communication for 28 of the 178 

participants. Unfortunately, only 10 of these 28 participants provided reasoning for the decrease 

in communication. The most commonly given reason was that athletic trainers of the same 

gender are better able to understand their pain and symptoms.  

 Participants were asked what they value in the relationship with their athletic trainer. The 

themes found were trust (n =82), good communication (n =53), knowledgeable/smart athletic 

trainer (n =40), professionalism (n =35), athletic trainer uses proper care/best practice (n =27), 

and honesty (n =26). Other themes that did not receive as many references were caring (n =25), 

approachable/friendly (n =24), understanding/empathy (n =18), rapport/getting to know athlete 

(n =16), easy to get along with (n =10), and funny/sense of humor (n =10). 

Discussion 

We wanted to explore the role gender plays in the patient-clinician relationship at the 

DIII and NAIA collegiate levels. As previous research suggested,5,25 we also found perceived 

comfort to be significantly higher when working with an athletic trainer of the same gender. In 

addition, we also found communication and trust to be significantly higher when working with 

an athletic trainer of the same gender. However, when asked if athletes had a preference for the 

gender of their athletic trainer, 84% of athletes responded that they did not have a preference. 

This is conflicting to Kerssens et al2 who found that patients in the clinic setting preferred 

physicians of the same gender. A potential reason for this difference may be due to athletes 
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interacting with athletic trainers more often than patients may interact physicians. Still, it may be 

beneficial to have athletic trainers of both genders available in case athletes may feel more 

comfortable working with as same gender athletic trainer. 

Comfort 

The results of this study are consistent with Drummond et al.5 They reported that NCAA 

Division I athletes had less comfort when working with athletic trainers of the opposite gender 

than when working with athletic trainers of the same gender,5 which is consistent with the DIII 

and NAIA sample. We also found that female athletes were less comfortable when working with 

male athletic trainers than male athletes were when working with female athletic trainers. Both 

male and female athletes were less comfortable when the area of the body treated was considered 

intimate. These two findings are consistent with previous research in athletic training.5,25,26 It 

should be noted however, that even when working with athletic trainers of the same gender, all 

athletes reported less comfort when the treatment dealt with an intimate area of the body. This 

mirrors what O’Connor et al25 found. Therefore, athletic trainers may benefit by: 1) recognizing 

that all athletes experience less comfort when working with an intimate area of the body and 2) 

implementing strategies to minimize discomfort. 

The current research in conjunction with previous research established that athletes 

experience less comfort during a gender sensitive injury. However, strategies to alleviate these 

uncomfortable situations have not determined.5,25,26 In our research we sought to more fully 

understand how to minimize discomfort for athletes. Many solutions were suggested by athletes 

to help increase comfort. The most common suggestion was having the athletic trainer clearly 

communicate what was occurring, or going to occur, during evaluations and treatments. One way 

to apply this information is for athletic trainers to explain exactly what they are doing and why it 
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is necessary prior to touching the patient. Another proposed solution was for athletic trainers to 

conduct themselves professionally at all times. According to the National Athletic Trainers’ 

Association code of ethics, there are four principles to maintaining professionalism: 1) 

Respecting the rights, welfare, and dignity of others, 2) obeying all laws and regulations set by 

athletic training governing bodies, 3) maintaining and promoting high standards, and 4) avoiding 

behavior that negatively promotes athletic training or that may be considered a conflict of 

interest.49 Athletes also noted that if athletic trainers makes gender sensitive injuries awkward or 

don’t act normal during evaluation and treatment, the situation becomes uncomfortable. One 

athlete reported that the athletic trainer should “Treat [gender sensitive injuries] like any other 

injury and don't make it awkward. If you are awkward, then it'll be awkward for me,” while 

another said “Don’t be awkward. Treat [gender sensitive injuries] like any other injury unless 

treated person is uncomfortable.” Many athletes reported that athletic trainers should avoid 

awkward behavior but, unfortunately, all failed to describe what they considered awkward 

behavior. Another notable response from a participant was “It’s only weird when the [athletic] 

trainer is uncomfortable... Make sure that [athletic trainers] are comfortable in the situation.” 

With this in mind, we suggest that athletic trainers act as they would with a non-intimate area of 

the body even though athletic trainers may experience discomfort working with athletes of the 

opposite gender.26  

Communication 

Since there is no previous research examining the effect gender has on communication, 

we cannot place our findings in the context of established knowledge. Overall, communication 

received significantly higher scores when athletes worked with athletic trainers of the same 

gender as compared to athletic trainers of the opposite gender. These results suggest that 
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communication may be worse when athletes work with athletic trainers of the opposite gender.  

In addition, participants of both genders reported lower communication when treated by athletic 

trainer of either gender for an injury of intimate nature. This is possibly (and most probably) due 

to embarrassment of talking about a sensitive area of the body. However, when asked if 

communication differed when working with athletic trainers of the opposite gender, 76% of 

athletes said they communicated the same whereas only 16% said they communicated 

differently. When communication was reported differently, athletes commonly felt someone of 

the same gender was able to understand their injury better such as this participant reported: “I 

think it is similar but just for some certain female issues I tend to be more comfortable telling a 

female because they can understand the situation better.” This is similar to what has been found 

for physicians and their patients.2 It may be beneficial then for athletic trainers to focus on the 

components of effective communication found by Spangler and Blankenship.6 They suggested 

that athletes appreciate: 1) rapport, 2) clear explanations of injuries, 3) professionalism, and 4) 

nonverbal skills such as touch.6 Athletic trainers can use these facets of effective communication 

to ensure that quality communication can be established with athletes of both genders. Athletes 

also reported communication to be the second most valued aspect in a relationship with athletic 

trainers they work with, as well as being the most commonly suggested solution to alleviating 

uncomfortable situations. 

Trust 

Trust appeared to be the most important factor in the patient-clinician relationship as it 

was the most common quality referred to by athletes. Although all three constructs suffered in 

opposite gender patient-athletic trainer scenarios, trust did not suffer to the degree that comfort 

or communication did. This finding contrasts that of some of the early literature that found that 
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trust did not suffer at all when patients were cared for by opposite gender physicians.41 One 

potential explanation for the difference between trust in the primary care setting and athletic 

training room setting could be the lack of understanding athletic trainers’ education and scope of 

practice. Trust was also mentioned in response to several of the open ended questions. For 

example, trust in athletic trainers was seen as a solution to making a situation more comfortable. 

As one participant put it an uncomfortable situation could be avoided “just by building up trust 

between the athlete and trainer.” Trust was also mentioned by nearly half of the participants as a 

quality they value in their relationships with athletic trainers. For this reason, it appears that trust 

is needed in the patient-clinician relationship, but it is not clear how to effectively develop trust. 

In fact, establishing trust may also lead to better health outcomes and a more positive view of 

individual health.40 Future research is needed to determine the most effective methods of 

developing trust between patients and clinicians.  

Patient-Clinician Relationship 

A secondary goal of this research was to improve the patient-clinician relationship in 

athletic training. In an attempt to gain a better understanding of the patient-clinician relationship, 

we asked athletes what they value in a relationship with athletic trainers. As noted previously, 

trust was mentioned by nearly half of participants as something they value in the patient-clinician 

relationship. Therefore, an effort should be made by athletic trainers to develop trust with their 

patients. Communication, knowledge, and professionalism are other qualities that athletes feel 

are important to have in the patient-clinician relationship. Qualities that were mentioned less 

often, but still may be beneficial for clinicians to practice were approachable, attentive, and easy-

going with athletes. Clearly, the number of qualities athletes value demonstrates the complexity 

of the patient-clinician relationship and how it may vary among patients.  
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Limitations 

Participants were asked to provide perceived levels of comfort, communication, and trust 

which may have been influenced by self-report bias or social acceptability bias. Several of the 

questions pertained to sensitive information which may have the answers that participants 

provided. Availability of participants due to time restraints limited the number of Trust 

Instruments that were completed. This could have influenced the results of the total trust score 

and whether it was correlated to items on the Gender Influence Questionnaire. Lastly, all 

colleges used served as clinical sites for athletic training education programs. Participants may 

have thought about athletic training students rather than athletic trainers when answering 

questions. Athletic training students also increase the ability of the staff to provide athletic 

training services which may have influenced the results. Future research at colleges without 

athletic training programs would be needed to determine if this affected results. 

Future Research 

 This study provided many interesting findings that need more research. We found that 

comfort is decreased when working with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender, as well as 

determining the same is true for communication and trust in NCAA DIII and NAIA athletes. 

Future research should determine if this also holds true in the clinical setting and the secondary 

setting where patients may not see their athletic trainer as often. Future research is also needed to 

determine the best methods for developing comfort, communication, and trust. Lastly, future 

research is needed to help explain why, despite reporting lower comfort, communication, and 

trust, athletes do not a preference for the gender of their athletic trainer. 
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Conclusion 

The primary goal of this research was to determine if gender influenced the patient-

clinician relationship. A secondary goal of improving the patient-clinician relationship through 

better understanding of aspects of the patient-clinician relationship. Thought better 

understanding of the patient-clinician relationship, athletic trainers may be able to increase 

satisfaction, adherence, and treatment outcomes of athletes they work with34 and thus develop 

long lasting patient-clinician relationships. 

A large majority of surveyed athletes reported no preference for the gender of their 

athletic trainers despite having reported lower comfort, communication, and trust with athletic 

trainers of the opposite gender. Another interesting finding was that athletes reported 

communication to be the same despite having reported lower communication scores. Two core 

qualities that athletes value are trust and communication. There were many additional qualities 

that athletes valued, which demonstrates the complexity of the patient-clinician relationship. In 

an attempt to improve lower comfort, communication, and trust, we propose several strategies 

for athletic trainers to utilize, such as communication, professionalism, and normal conduct 

during gender sensitive injuries. Nevertheless, while research can provide insight into the overall 

patient-clinician relationship, it remains important for athletic trainers to use appropriate 

judgment for individual patient-clinician relationships. 
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to determine the extent that gender influences comfort, 

communication, and trust in the patient-clinician relationship in NCAA Division III (DIII) and 

NAIA college setting. The research question for this study was: Do athletic trainers’ genders 

have an influence on athletes’ comfort, communication, and trust with athletic trainers? A 

validated survey was used to find a significant decrease in perceived comfort, communication, 

and trust in DIII and NAIA athletes when they worked with athletic trainers of the opposite 

gender. We hypothesized that all three variables would decrease with athletic trainers of the 

opposite gender. Therefore, we also asked a series of open ended questions to provide more 

understanding of the patient-clinician relationship. 

Comfort 

Comfort is the only characteristic of the patient-clinician relationship that has been 

directly examined in relation to gender.5,25,26 Previous research has primarily been performed 

using NCAA Division I (D1) athletes which can make generalizing findings to all athletic 

populations difficult.5,25,26 Athletes may feel differently about their bodies and athletic trainers 

due to athletic scholarship, available college resources, motivation for competition, among other 

possible factors. However, the results for DIII and NAIA athletes were parallel to the results in 

DI athletes.5,25 Division III and NAIA athletes reported lower comfort scores when working with 

athletic trainers of the opposite gender. We also found that female athletes were less comfortable 

when working with male athletic trainers than male athletes were when working with female 

athletic trainers. Both male and female athletes were less comfortable when the area of the body 

treated was considered intimate. These two findings are consistent with previous research in 

athletic training.5,25,26 Although it should be noted though, that even when working with athletic 
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trainers of the same gender, all athletes reported less comfort when the treatment dealt with an 

intimate area of the body, mirroring what O’Connor et al25 found. Therefore, athletic trainers 

may benefit by: 1) recognizing that all athletes experience less comfort when working with an 

intimate area of the body and 2) implementing strategies to minimize discomfort. 

We determined that athletes experience less comfort during gender sensitive injuries, as 

well as with athletic trainers of the opposite gender. However, strategies to alleviate these 

uncomfortable situations have not been documented.5,25,26 In this research, we sought solutions to 

minimize discomfort for athletes. Clear communication from athletic trainers of what is 

occurring, or going to occur, during evaluations and treatments was the most suggested solution 

to alleviate discomfort. Another aspect of clear communication that athletes felt important was 

athletic trainers should be able to explain their injury or condition and treatment in a manner that 

is easy to understand, also known as patient education. Proper patient education is also a known 

component of trust.8 One way to apply this information is for athletic trainers to explain exactly 

what they are doing and why it is necessary, using terminology that athletes are able familiar 

with, prior to touching the patient. Another suggested solution by the athletes for discomfort was 

for athletic trainers to maintain professional conduct at all times. According to the National 

Athletic Trainers’ Association code of ethics, professionalism includes 1) respecting others, 2) 

obeying regulations, 3) maintaining high standards, and 4) avoiding potential conflict of 

interests.49 Professionalism is easiest to maintain when a strictly professional patient-clinician 

relationship is upheld.  

It is known that athletic trainers may experience discomfort when working with athletes 

of the opposite gender, especially during gender sensitive injuries.26 Athletes noted that when 

they sensed athletic trainers working with them were uncomfortable, it made the situation 
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uncomfortable. One athlete reported that athletic trainers should “treat [gender sensitive injuries] 

like any other injury and don't make it awkward. If you [athletic trainers] are awkward, then it'll 

be awkward for me,” while another said “don’t be awkward. Treat [gender sensitive injuries] like 

any other injury unless treated person is uncomfortable.” Many athletes reported that athletic 

trainers should avoid awkward behavior but, unfortunately, all failed to describe what they 

considered awkward behavior. Another response from a participant was “it’s only weird when 

the [athletic] trainer is uncomfortable... Make sure that [athletic trainers] are comfortable in the 

situation.” With this in mind, we suggest that athletic trainers act as they would with a non-

intimate area of the body even though athletic trainers may experience discomfort working with 

athletes of the opposite gender.26 

The most common reason for athletic trainers’ discomfort with the opposite gender that 

has been previously established is lack of experience.26 One possible method to address this is 

during clinical education. It is important for student athletic trainers to be exposed to working 

with athletes of the opposite gender during their clinical experience. By emphasizing this 

exposure during the clinical education process, preceptors will hopefully be able to provide 

guidance for working with athletes of the opposite gender, as well as control to which situations 

athletic training students are exposed. This exposure will also allow athletic training students to 

become more comfortable during early stages of their career. 

Communication 

A Likert-scaled analysis of communication revealed similar results to comfort.  Perceived 

communication was significantly higher with athletic trainers of same gender. On the other hand, 

communication was lower during a gender sensitive injury with both genders of athletic trainers’ 

genders, possibly due to embarrassment of talking about a sensitive area of the body. These 
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results could suggest that communication would be different when communicating with athletic 

trainers of the opposite gender. However, when asked if communication differed when working 

with athletic trainers of the opposite gender, an unanticipated 76% of athletes reported they 

communicated the same whereas only 16% reported they communicated differently. When the 

communication was reported to be different, it was commonly due to athletes feeling that athletic 

trainers of the same gender were able to understand them better such as one participant who 

reported: “I think [communication] is similar, but just for some certain female issues I tend to be 

more comfortable telling a female because they can understand the situation better.” It may be 

beneficial for athletic trainers to consider the components of effective communication as used by 

Spangler and Blankenship.6 Athletes tend to appreciate rapport, clear explanations of injuries, 

professionalism, as well as nonverbal skills such as touch.25 By incorporating these components 

in the practice of athletic trainers, effective communication between patient and clinician can be 

established and maintained.  

Trust 

Trust appeared to be the most important factor in the patient-clinician relationship 

because it was commonly referred to by athletes. Trust decreased when working with athletic 

trainers of the opposite gender for both injury conditions. This is contrary to what McMuray41 

found in the primary clinic setting and to what David8 found in the athletic training setting. 

However, the difference in level of trust for both injury conditions was less than for comfort or 

communication. This may suggest that trust does not suffer as much as comfort or 

communication. Trust was mentioned in response to several of the open ended questions. Being 

able to trust athletic trainers while working with them was seen as a solution to make a situation 

less uncomfortable. As one participant stated, an uncomfortable situation can be avoided “just by 



 

39 

building up trust between the athlete and [athletic] trainer.” Trust was also mentioned by nearly 

half of all participants as something they value in their relationships with athletic trainers. Due to 

this, it appears trust is needed in the patient-clinician relationship. Therefore, emphasis should be 

placed on developing trust between athletic trainers and athletes. However, it is not yet clear how 

to effectively develop trust. Future research is needed to determine the most effective methods of 

developing trust between patients and clinicians. 

Patient-Clinician Relationship 

Despite showing signs of preference for athletic trainers of the same gender during the 

Likert-scaled questions, 84% of athletes responded that they do not have a preference for the 

gender of their athletic trainers. This supports David et al,8 who suggested that athletes do not 

have a preference for the gender of their athletic trainer based off trust. However, this is opposite 

of what was found by Kerssens et al2 who found that patients in the clinic setting preferred 

physicians of the same gender. These contrasting results may be due to patients seeing their 

physician less than athletes see their athletic trainer throughout the course of a year. This more 

frequent interaction may lead to more opportunities to develop a better relationship between 

athletic trainers and athletes. However, this preference should not be assumed for all athletes as 

more research needs to be completed to see whether athletes at other NCAA DIII and NAIA 

institutions or athletes in other athletic training settings report similar preferences.  

A secondary goal of this research was to determine methods to improve the patient-

clinician relationship. In an attempt to gain a better understanding of the patient-clinician 

relationship, we asked athletes what they value in patient-clinician relationships with athletic 

trainers. As noted previously, trust was mentioned by nearly half of participants as something 

they value in a relationship. Therefore, an effort should be made by athletic trainers to develop 
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trust with their patients. Communication, knowledge, and professionalism are also qualities that 

athletes value in the patient-clinician relationship with athletic trainers. Other qualities that were 

mentioned less often but still may be beneficial for clinicians to practice were approachability, 

attentiveness, and easy-going. These results demonstrate that athletes value many qualities and 

display the complexity of the patient-clinician relationship and how it may vary among patients.  

The results from this question also show qualities that can be taught to athletic training 

students to help them flourish during clinical rotations and in their careers. Core qualities that 

athletic trainers should possess are good communication, approachability, trustworthiness, 

knowledgeable, and professionalism. Teaching athletic training students during clinical 

education what qualities they need to possess while working as an athletic trainer allows them to 

improve aspects in which they may be deficient in. 

Athletic Training Education 

 This research, in conjunction with past research, could provide information on the 

patient-clinician relationship to incorporate into athletic training textbooks. A brief review of 

several athletic training education textbooks demonstrates the need for more research examining 

the patient-clinician relationship in athletic training.50,51,52 Other disciplines, such as physical 

therapy and nursing, have entire textbooks dedicated to the patient-clinician relationship.53-57 

However, to our knowledge, no such textbooks exist specifically for athletic training. Having 

chapters or an entire textbook could provide both athletic trainers, as well as athletic training 

students, a foundation to building better patient-clinician relationships. The text used to prepare 

athletic training students for future careers provides detailed explanations of injuries, 

evaluations, treatments, and administrative duties, but scarcely addresses the patient-clinician 

relationship. One text details the athletic trainers’ role in providing social support to athletes by: 
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1) listening carefully, 2) projecting a caring image, 3) explaining injuries clearly, 4) 

communicating with athletes, and 5) helping athletes return to competition.14 The current 

research supports that athletes value these items in a relationship with athletic trainers. However, 

this text does not include key components that athletes value in the patient-clinician relationship 

such as trust, knowledge, professionalism, and approachability.50 By excluding these items from 

athletic training textbooks, athletic training students may not realize that athletes value these 

items, which could make it difficult to develop good patient-clinician relationships. Other 

athletic training textbooks fail to clearly acknowledge the patient-clinician relationship between 

athletes and athletic trainers.51,52 

 We also examined common athletic training textbooks to see how they address comfort 

when working with athletes of the opposite gender or working with gender sensitive injuries. 

After searching, we were able to find few suggestions in the texts to increase comfort during 

evaluations or treatments.50-52 Athletic training students may learn methods to increase comfort 

during clinical assignments, but that may not occur if: 1) the student is not taught properly by 

their preceptor, or 2) they do not get adequate experience working with athletes of the opposite 

gender, or 3) they do not get adequate experience working with gender sensitive injuries. These 

items should be addressed in the classroom so that athletic training students are more prepared 

for their clinical experiences and more prepared to work with athletes of the opposite gender and 

gender sensitive injuries. This research has begun to find strategies to increase comfort such as 

clearly communicating, acting professionally and normally, draping the area, and providing a 

private exam room. However, more research is needed to fully understand alleviating 

uncomfortable situations. 
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Limitations 

Participants were asked to provide perceived levels of comfort, communication, and trust 

which may have been influenced by self-report bias or social acceptability bias. Several of the 

questions pertained to sensitive information which may have the answers that participants 

provided. Availability of participants due to time restraints limited the number of Trust 

Instruments that were completed. This could have influenced the results of the total trust score 

and whether it was correlated to items on the Gender Influence Questionnaire. Lastly, all 

colleges used served as clinical sites for athletic training education programs. Participants may 

have thought about athletic training students rather than athletic trainers when answering 

questions.  

Future Research 

This study provided many interesting findings that need more research. We found that 

comfort is decreased when working with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender, as well as for 

communication and trust in NCAA DIII and NAIA athletes. Future research should determine if 

this is also true in the clinical setting and the secondary setting where patients may not see their 

athletic trainer as often. Future research is also needed to determine the best methods for 

developing comfort, communication, and trust. Lastly, future research is needed to help explain 

why, despite reporting lower comfort, communication, and trust, athletes do not a preference for 

the gender of their athletic trainer. 

Conclusion 

The primary goal of this research was to determine if gender influenced the patient-

clinician relationship. A secondary goal was improving the patient-clinician relationship through 

better understanding of aspects of the patient-clinician relationship. Through better 
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understanding of the patient-clinician relationship, athletic trainers may be able to increase 

satisfaction, adherence, and treatment outcomes of athletes they work with.34, 41  

A large majority of surveyed athletes reported no preference for the gender of their 

athletic trainers despite having reported lower comfort, communication, and trust with athletic 

trainers of the opposite gender. Another interesting finding was that athletes reported 

communication to be the same despite having lower communication scores. In an attempt to 

improve lower comfort, communication, and trust, we proposed several strategies for athletic 

trainers to utilize such as communication, professionalism, and normal conduct during gender 

sensitive injuries. 

Athletic trainers need to know what qualities athletes value in order to develop lasting 

patient-clinician relationships. Two core qualities that athletes value are trust and 

communication. There were many other qualities mentioned but with less frequency that athletes 

value, which demonstrates the complexity of the patient-clinician relationship. Nevertheless, 

while research can provide insight into the patient-clinician relationship, it remains important for 

athletic trainers to use appropriate judgment about what individual athletes prefer. 

  



 

44 

REFERENCES 
 

1.   Kolcaba KY. A theory of holistic comfort for nursing. J Adv Nurs. 1994; 19: 1178-1184. 

2.   Kerssens JJ, Bensing JM, Andela MG. Patient preference for genders of health 
professionals. Soc Sci Med. 1997; 44(10): 1531-50. 

3.   Unruh S, Unruh N, Moorman M, Seshardi S. Collegiate student-athletes’ satisfaction 
with athletic trainers. J Athl Train. 2005; 40(1): 52-55. 

4.   Unruh S. Perceptions of athletic trainings services by collegiate student athletes: A 
measure of athlete satisfaction. J Athl Train. 1998; 33(4):347-350. 

5.   Drummond JL, Hostetter K, Laguna PL, Gillentine A, Del Rossi G. Self-reportedcomfort 
of collegiate athletes with injury and condition care by same-sex and opposite-sex athletic 
trainers. J Athl Train. 2007; 42(1): 106-112. 

6.   Spangler K, Blankenship BT. Athletic trainer and athlete perceptions of effective 
communication. Indiana AHPERD Journal. 2008; 37(2): 23-6. 

7.   Young JW. Symptom disclosure to male and female physicians: effects of sex,physical 
attractiveness, and symptom type. J Behav Med. 1979; 2(2): 159-69. 

8.   David S. Development and Validation of the Patient-AT Trust Instrument [dissertation]. 
Athens, OH: Ohio University; 2013. 

9.   Gender, women and health. WHO. http://www.who.int/gender/whatisgender/en/. 
Accessed Dec 14 2014. 

10.  Malinowski A, Stamler LL. Comfort: exploration of the concept in nursing. J Adv Nurs. 
2002; 39(6): 599-606. 

11.  Comfort. Oxford Dictionaries. 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/comfort. Accessed Dec 13 2014. 

12.  Johnson L. Patterns of shoulder flexibility among college baseball players. J Athl Train. 
1992; 27(1): 44-45, 48-49. 

13.  Myrer JW. Contrast therapy and intramuscular temperature in the human leg. J Athl 
Train. 1994; 29(4): 318-322. 

14.  Cross KM, Wilson RW, Perrin DH. Functional performance following an ice immersion 
to the lower extremity. J Athl Train. 1996; 31(2): 113-116. 

15.  Kaminski TW, Perrin DH, Gansneder BM. Eversion strength analysis of uninjured and 
functionally unstable ankles. J Athl Train. 1999; 34(3): 239-245. 



 

45 

16.  Cross KM, Worrell TW. Effects of a static stretching program on the incidence of lower 
extremity musculotendinous strains. J Athl Train. 1999; 34(1): 11-14. 

17.  Rosene JM, Fogarty TD. Anterior tibial translation in collegiate athletes with normal 
anterior cruciate ligament integrity. J Athl Train. 1999; 34(2): 93-98. 

18.  McLeod TC, Snyder AR, Parson JT, Bay RC, Michener LA, Sauners EL. Using 
disablement models and clinical outcomes assessment to enable evidence-based athletic 
training practice, part II: Clinical outcomes assessment. J Athl Train. 2008; 43(4): 437-
445. 

19.  Cross KM, Worrell TW, Leslie JE, Khalid RV. The relationship between self-reported 
and clinical measures and the number of days to return to sport following acute lateral 
ankle sprains. J Orthop Sports Phys Ther. 2002;32(1):16–23. 

20.  Snyder AR, Parsons JT, Valovich, et al. Utilizing disablement models and clinical 
outcomes assessment to enable evidence-based athletic training practice, part I: 
disablement models. J Athl Train. 2008;43(4):428–436. 

21.  Albohm MJ, Wilkinson G. An outcomes assessment of care provided by certified athletic 
trainers. J Rehabil Outcomes Meas. 1999;3:51-56. 

22.  Wade DT. Outcome measures for clinical rehabilitation trials: impairment, function, 
quality of life, or value. Am J Phys Med Rehabil. 2003;82(10):S26–S31. 

23.  Reynolds A. Patient-centered care. Radiol Technol. 2009; 81(2): 133-47. 

24.  Stewart M, et al. The impact of patient-centered car on outcomes. J Fam Pract. 2000; 
49(9): 796-804. 

25.  O’Connor C, Grappendorf H, Burton L, Harmon SM, Henderson AC, Peel J. National 
Collegiate Athletic Association Division I football players’ perceptions of women in the 
athletic training room using a role congruity framework. J Athl Train. 2010; 45(4): 386-
391. 

26.  Drummond JL, Velasques BJ, Cross RS, Jones ML.  Self-reported comfort in athletic 
training of gender-specific and non-gender-specific injuries and issues. J Athl Train. 
2005; 40(5): 211-217. 

27.  Porterfield, JM. College Athletes Perception of Care Provided by Certified Athletic 
Trainers. [master’s thesis]. California, PA: California University of Pennsylvania; 2006. 

28.  McCurry L. Athletes’ Perceptions of Athletic Trainers: The current state of gender bias in 
division III Texas colleges. [master’s project]. East Texas Baptist University. 

29.  Benner, P. Relational ethics of comfort, touch, and solace—endangered arts?.  Am J 
Critical Care. 2004; 13(4): 346-49. 



 

46 

30.  Davis CM. Patient Practitioner Interaction: An Experimental Manual for Developing the 
Art of Health Care. 5th ed. United States: SLACK Incorporated; 2011. 

31.  Committee on Quality of Health Care in America. Institute of Medicine. Crossing the 
Quality Chasm : A New Health System for the 21st Century. Washington, DC: National 
Academy Press; 2001. 

32.  Bakic-Miric NM, Bakic NM. Successful doctor-patient communication and rapport 
building as the key skills of medical practice. Med & Bio. 2008; 15(2): 74-79. 

33.  Epstein RM, & Street Jr RL. The values and value of patient-centered care. Ann Fam 
Med. 2011; 9(2): 100-103. 

34.  Raina RS, Singh P, Chaturvedi A, Thakur H, Parihar D. Emerging ethical perspective in 
physician-patient relationship. J Clin Diagn Res. 2014; 8(11): XI01-XI04. 

35.  Makoul G. Essential elements of communication in medical encounters: The Kalamazoo 
consensus statement. Acad Med. 2001; 76(4): 390-3. 

36.  Levinson W, Roter DL, Mullooly JP, Dull VT, Frankel RM. Physician-patient 
communication; The relationship with malpractice claims among primary care physicians 
and surgeons. JAMA. 1997; 277(7): 553-9. 

37.  Kolcaba KY, Kolcaba RJ. An analysis of the concept of comfort. J Adv Nurs. 1991; 
16(11): 1301-1310. 

38.  Communication. Merriam-Webster. http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/communication.  Accessed Feb. 23 2015. 

39.  Hall MA, et al. Measuring patients’ trust in their primary care providers. Milbank Q. 
2001; 79(4): 613-39. 

40.  Lee Y, Lin JL. The effects of trust in physician on self-efficacy, adherence, and diabetes 
outcomes. Soc Sci Med. 2009; 68(6): 1060-68. 

41.  Kao AC, Green DC, Davis NA, Koplan JK. Patients’ trust in their physicians.  J Gen Int 
Med. 1998; 13(10): 681-86. 

42.  September 2014 NATA membership by class & district. NATA. Available at 
http://members.nata.org/members1/documents/membstats/2014-10.htm. Accessed 
November 8 2014. 

43.  Student-athletes.  NCAA. Available at http://www.ncaa.org/student-athletes. Accessed 
Dec 14 2014. 

44.  About the NAIA. NAIA. Available at 
http://www.naia.org/ViewArticle.dbml?ATCLID=205323019. Accessed Dec 14 2014.  



 

47 

45.  Dillman DA, Smyth JD, Christian LM. Internet, mail and mixed-mode surveys: The 
tailored design method. 3rd ed. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley; 2009. 

46.  Glaser BG, Strauss AL. The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative 
research. Chicago: Aldine; 1967. 

47.  Strauss A. Qualitative analysis for social scientists. Cambridge, United Kingdom: 
University of Cambridge Press; 1987. 

48.  Patton M. Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
2002.  

49.  NATA Code of Ethics. National Athletic Trainers Association website. 
http://www.nata.org/codeofethics. Sept. 2005. Updated 2013. Accessed January 16, 2016. 

50.  Prentice WE. Principles of athletic training: A competency-based approach. 14th ed. 
McGraw-Hill. 2010. 

51.  Anderson MK, Parr GP. Foundations of athletic training: Prevention, assessment, and 
management. 5th ed. LWW. 2012. 

52.  Knight KL, Draper DO. Therapeutic modalities: The art and science with clinical 
activities manual. LWW. 2007. 

53.  Davis CM. Patient practitioner interaction: an experiential manual for developing the art 
of health care. 5th ed. Slack Incorporated. 2011.  

54.  Purtilo RB, Haddad AM, Doherty RF. Health Professional and patient interaction. 8th ed. 
Saunders. 2013. 

55.  Tamparo CD, Lundh WQ. Therapeutic Communication for health care. 3rd ed. Delmar 
Cengage Learning. 2007. 

56.  Daniels R. Nursing fundamentals: caring and clinical decision making. 2nd ed. Cengage 
Learning. 2008. 

57.  Hildegard PE. Interpersonal relations in nursing: A conceptual frame of reference for 
psychodynamic nursing. Springer Publishing Company. 1991. 

 
 

  



 

48 

APPENDIX A. GENDER INFLUENCE QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Please answer these questions as honestly as possible. 

1.   What year in college are you? 
a.   First year 
b.   Sophomore 
c.   Junior 
d.   Senior 
e.   Other 

2.   What sport do you play? _________________________________ 
3.   What gender to you identify with? 

a.   Female 
b.   Male 

4.   Have you worked with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender? 
a.   Yes 
b.   No 

5.   How many athletic trainers have you worked with more than once? 
a.   1 
b.   2 
c.   3 
d.   4 
e.   5 or more 

6.   What is your age? 
a.   17-20 
b.   21-23 
c.   24+ 

 
Please answer the following questions honestly and to the best of your ability for each 
scenario.   
 
Please circle the number that best represents your level of agreement while being treated 
by an athletic trainer. 
 
1. It is important for me to be comfortable while working with an athletic trainer. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Value Least    Neutral   Value Most 
 
2. It is important to be able to communicate well with the athletic trainer I am working with. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Value Least    Neutral   Value Most 
 
4 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Value Least    Neutral   Value Most 
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Please circle the number that best represents your level of agreement while being treated 
by an athletic trainer of the opposite gender. 
 
1. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the opposite gender for an injury 
to the ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
2. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the opposite gender for an injury 
to the groin, reproductive organs, or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 
3. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the 
ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
4. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the 
groin, reproductive organs, or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 
5. I trust an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the ankle, knee, wrist, 
shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
6. I trust an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the groin, 
reproductive organs, or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 
 
Please circle the number that best represents your level of agreement while being treated 
by an athletic trainer of the same gender. 
 
1. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the same gender for an injury to 
the ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
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2. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the same gender for an injury to 
the groin, reproductive organs, or other sensitive areas. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 
3. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the 
ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
4. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the 
groin, reproductive organs, or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 
5. I trust an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the ankle, knee, wrist, 
shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
6. I trust an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the groin, reproductive 
organs, or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 
 
 
 
Please answer the following questions honestly.  If you do not feel comfortable answering 
the question you may pass onto the next question. 
 
1. Have you encountered a situation where the gender of your athletic trainer has been an 
issue during treatment?  (example: uncomfortable, uneasy, awkward, embarrassing) If yes, 
please explain.   
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2. If you answered yes to question 1.  Was there something that could have been done 
differently to avoid the issue? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What can be done during treatment of intimate areas (groin, reproductive organs, breasts) 
by opposite gender athletic trainers to make the experience more comfortable? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Do you communicate differently with athletic trainers of the opposite gender? If yes, 
how? Is communication better, worse, or the same?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. What qualities do you value most with the relationship between you and your athletic 
trainer? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Do you have a preference for an athletic trainer of the same gender? Why or why not? 
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APPENDIX B. PATIENT-AT TRUST INSTRUMENT 
 

Please answer the following demographic information. 
1.   How long, in years, have you been participating in collegiate athletics? 

 
2.   What is your biological sex?  

Male  Female 
 

3.   What sport do you play? 
 

4.   Approximately how many injuries (whole number) have you had in your collegiate 
athletic career? 
 
 

5.   On a scale from 0 to 10, 0 being no pain and 10 being that you think you may die, how 
severe was your worst injury? 
 

6.   What is your age (in years)? 
 
 

7.   Please describe the quality of your relationship with your athletic trainer with one of the 
following terms:  
Great   Average   Okay   Terrible  
 

8.   I trust my athletic trainer with my healthcare.  
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

Please think about your current healthcare experience and compare it to the ideal experience 
when answering the questions below about trust.  
Please identify how often your athletic trainer has: 

1.   …verbally communicated well.  
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

2.   …worked well within your sport. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

3.   …acted in a respectable manner. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 
 

4.   …communicated well through writing.  
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
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5.   …explained your injury with terms you understand. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

6.   …given positive feedback when you completed your rehabilitation. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

7.   …provided you with targeted feedback at different stages of your rehabilitation. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always  
 

8.   …has had your best interest in mind. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

9.   … listened to your input. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

10.  …worked to build a good relationship with you. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

11.  …been approachable. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

12.  …been patient. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

13.  …explained your treatment with terms you understand. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

14.  …been confident about their decisions. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

15.  … treated you in a pleasant manner. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

16.  …been happy to see you. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

17.  …developed a plan that was specific to you. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

18.  … been confident when engaged in “hands-on” care. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

19.  …made a good decision when making a referral to another health care provider.  
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
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20.  …provided a comfortable environment. 

Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

21.  …been available in person when you needed him/her. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

22.  …been available via phone call when you needed him/her. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

23.  …been available via text when you needed him/her. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

24.  My athletic trainer’s treatment approach was successful. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

25.  I have heard positive information about my athletic trainer. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

26.  I have given other athletes positive information about my athletic trainer’s performance. 
Never/A few times  Occasionally  Often  Always 
 

 
 
 

  



 

55 

APPENDIX C. CONTENT EXPERT GUIDELINES 
 

Effect of athletic trainer gender on athlete’s perceived level of comfort, communication, 
and trust. 

 
The purpose of this project is to determine if gender of athletic trainer has an influence on the 
comfort, communication, and trust of the athlete.  Our main goals for the project are to: 
 

1.   Identify and assess athletes’ level of comfort when working with athletic trainers of the 
same and opposite gender.  

2.   Identify and assess athletes’ communication with athletic trainers when working with 
athletic trainers of the same and opposite gender 

3.   Identify and assess athletes’ level of trust when working with athletic trainers of the same 
and opposite gender 

4.   Identify possible solutions if gender is found to have a negative influence on percevied 
comfort, communication, or trust. 

 
 
Please review each of the following questions for the following: 

Clarity Relevance 
4 = Clear 

3 = Somewhat Clear 
2 = Somewhat Unclear 

1 = Unclear 

4 = Relevant 

3 = Somewhat Relevant 
2 = Somewhat Irrelevant 

1 = Irrelevant 

 

Clarity- When you read the question you have an understanding of the content and intent. Are 

there words you do not understand? Does the question make sense?  

 

Relevance- The question has meaning in relation to the study’s research purpose and the 

research questions.  

 

 

 

 

Please provide additional suggestions/comments for all multiple-choice questions that 
receive a score of 3 or below in the areas of clarity and/or relevance. 
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Segment 1-Demographic Data 
Directions: Please select the response that best describes you.  
 

7.   What year in college are you? 
a.   First year 
b.   Sophomore 
c.   Junior 
d.   Senior 
e.   Other 

8.   What sport do you play? _________________________________ 
9.   What is your gender? 

a.   Female 
b.   Male 

10.  Have you worked with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender? 
a.   Yes 
b.   No 

11.  How many athletic trainers have you worked with more than once? 
a.   1 
b.   2 
c.   3 
d.   4 
e.   5 or more 

 
 

Please evaluate Section 1 (Above)- Demographic Data as a whole for the following 

information. Comments regarding specific questions should be listed in the comment box 

below. When providing comments, please include the number of the question you are 

referencing.  

 

Additional questions to consider:  

Are there any important questions missing?  

 

Do any of the questions not make sense?  

 

Can we make any of the items better? How? 

 

Please feel free to make any additional comments that you feel will help with the 

instrument development.  
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Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Overall content 
for this section 

 
 
 
 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 
Segment 2-Value of comfort, communication, and trust:  
Please circle the number that best represents your level of agreement while being treated by an 
athletic trainer. 
 
1. I value being comfortable while being treated by an athletic trainer. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Value Least    Neutral   Value Most 

 
Clarity 1 

Unclear 
2 

Somewhat 
Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 
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2. I value being able to communicate well with the athletic trainer I am working with. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Value Least    Neutral   Value Most 
 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 
 
3. I value being able to trust the athletic trainer that I am working with. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Value Least    Neutral   Value Most 
 
 

 
Clarity 1 

Unclear 
2 

Somewhat 
Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 

Please evaluate Section 2 (Above)- Value of comfort, communication, and trust for the 

following information. Comments regarding specific questions should be listed in the 

comment box below. When providing comments, please include the number of the question 

you are referencing.  

Additional questions to consider:  

Are there any important questions missing?  

 

Do any of the questions not make sense?  
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Can we make any of the items better? How? 

 

Please feel free to make any additional comments that you feel will help with the 

instrument development.  

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Overall content 
for this section 

 
 
 
 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Segment 3- Level of comfort, communication, and trust while working with an athletic 
trainer of the opposite gender. 
 
Please circle the number that best represents your level of agreement while being treated by an 
athletic trainer of the opposite gender. 
 
1. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the opposite gender for an injury 
to the ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
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Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 
2. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the opposite gender for an injury 
to the reproductive organs or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 
 
3. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the 
ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 
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4. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the 
reproductive organs or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

5. I trust an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the ankle, knee, wrist, 
shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

6. I trust an athletic trainer of the opposite gender during an injury to the reproductive 
organs or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 
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Please evaluate Section 3 (Above)- Level of comfort, communication, and trust while 

working with an athletic trainer of the opposite gender for the following information. 

Comments regarding specific questions should be listed in the comment box below. When 

providing comments, please include the number of the question you are referencing.  

Additional questions to consider:  

Are there any important questions missing?  

 

Do any of the questions not make sense?  

 

Can we make any of the items better? How? 

 

Please feel free to make any additional comments that you feel will help with the 

instrument development.  

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Overall content 
for this section 

 
 
 
 

Additional 
Comments 
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Segment 4- Level of comfort, communication, and trust while working with an athletic 
trainer of the same gender. 
 

 

Please circle the number that best represents your level of agreement while being treated by an 
athletic trainer of the same gender. 
 

1. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the same gender for an injury to 
the ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 

 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 

2. I am comfortable being treated by an athletic trainer of the same gender for an injury to 
the reproductive organs or other sensitive areas. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 
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3. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the 
ankle, knee, wrist, shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 
4. I communicate well with an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the 
reproductive organs or other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 
5. I trust an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the ankle, knee, wrist, 
shoulder, or head. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 
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6. I trust an athletic trainer of the same gender during an injury to the reproductive organs or 
other sensitive area. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Completely Disagree          Neutral   Completely Agree 
 

 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

Please evaluate Section 4 (Above)- Level of comfort, communication, and trust while 

working with an athletic trainer of the same gender for the following information. 

Comments regarding specific questions should be listed in the comment box below. When 

providing comments, please include the number of the question you are referencing.  

 

 

Additional questions to consider:  

Are there any important questions missing?  

 

 

Do any of the questions not make sense?  

 

 

Can we make any of the items better? How? 

 

 

Please feel free to make any additional comments that you feel will help with the 

instrument development.  
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Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Overall content 
for this section 

 
 
 
 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

Segment 5-  Open Ended Questions 

Please answer the following questions honestly.  If you do not feel comfortable answering the 
question you may pass onto the next question. 
1. Have you encountered a situation where the gender of your athletic trainer has been an 
issue during treatment?  (example: uncomfortable, uneasy, awkward, embarrassing) If yes, 
please explain.  
 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 
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2. If you answered yes to question 1.  Was there something that could have been done 
differently to avoid the issue? 
 

 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 

3. What can be done during treatment of intimate areas (groin, reproductive organs, breasts) 
by opposite gender athletic trainers to make the experience more comfortable? 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 

4. Do you communicate differently with athletic trainers of the opposite gender? If yes, 
how? Is communication better, worse, or the same?  
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 
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5. What qualities do you value most with the relationship between you and your athletic 
trainer? 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 

 

6. Do you have a preference for an athletic trainer of the same gender? Why or why not? 
 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 

Please evaluate Segment 5 (Above)- Open ended questions for the following information. 

Comments regarding specific questions should be listed in the comment box below. When 

providing comments, please include the number of the question you are referencing.  

 

Additional questions to consider:  

Are there any important questions missing?  

 

Do any of the questions not make sense?  

 

Can we make any of the items better? How? 
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Please feel free to make any additional comments that you feel will help with the 

instrument development.  

 

Clarity 1 
Unclear 

2 
Somewhat 

Unclear 

3 
Somewhat 

Clear 

4 
Clear 

Relevance 1 
Irrelevant  

2 
Somewhat 
Irrelevant 

3 
Somewhat 
Relevant 

4 
Relevant 

Overall content 
for this section 

 
 
 
 

Additional 
Comments 

 
 
 
 

 

Additional Question: 

1.   If you were only participating (versus critiquing) this survey, how long do you think this 

survey would take you to complete?  

0-5 
6-10 
11-15 
16-20 
21-25 
26-30 
Over 30 min 
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2.   Is the order of the items appropriate? Does it seem logical? 
 

 
Any Additional Comments:  
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APPENDIX D. INFORMED CONSENT 
 

North Dakota State University 
   Department of Health, Nutrition, and Exercise Science 
   Campus Address 
   NDSU Dept.  
   PO Box 6050 
   Fargo, ND 58108-6050 
   701.231. 
 

How Does Gender Influence the Patient-Clinician Relationship? 
 
 
Dear Participant: 
 
 My name is Matt Saemrow.  I am a graduate student in post-professional athletic training 
at North Dakota State University, and I am conducting a research project to help athletes feel 
more comfortable while being helped in an athletic training room.  It is not truly understood how 
the gender of an athletic trainer affects the comfort level of the athlete they are working with.  It 
is our hope, that with this research, we will learn more about making athletes as comfortable as 
possible while being treated by an athletic trainer of the opposite sex. 
 
 Because you are an athlete at a Division III or NAIA institution, you are invited to take 
part in this research project.  Your participation is entirely your choice, and you may change your 
mind or quit participating at any time, with no penalty to you. 
 
 It is not possible to identify all potential risks in research procedures, but we have taken 
reasonable safeguards to minimize any known risks.  These known risks include: loss of 
confidentiality, and emotional or psychological distress. 
 
 You are not expected to get any immediate benefit from being in this research study.  
However, future benefits to yourself and others potentially include better quality of health care 
and increased levels of comfort, communication, and trust while being treated by an athletic 
trainer. 
 
 It should take about 10 minutes to complete this survey about your perceived levels of 
comfort, communication, and trust while being treated by an athletic trainer of the same sex and 
of the opposite sex.  The survey is electronic and will be automatically submitted at the 
completion of the survey.  You will be entered into a drawing for a gift card should you choose 
to provide an email address.  The odds of winning are dependent on the number of participants 
that choose to provide an email to be contacted.  Estimated odds are 1 in 25.   
 
 We will keep all research records that may possibly identify you private.  Your 
information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the study and we 
will write about the combined information that we have gathered.  You will not be identified in 
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these written materials. We may publish the results of the study; however, there will be no 
identifying factors that can be linked to you.  
 
 
 
 If you have any questions about this project, please contact me at 
matthew.saemrow@ndsu.edu or 507-491-6709 or contact my advisor at Shannon David at 
shannon.david@ndsu.edu. 
 
 You have rights as a research participant.  If you have questions about your rights or 
complaints about this research, you may talk to the researcher or contact the NDSU Human 
Research Protection Program at 701.231.8995, toll-free at 1-855-800-6717, by email at 
ndsu.irb@ndsu.edu, or by mail at:  NDSU HRPP Office, NDSU Dept. 4000, P.O. Box 6050, 
Fargo, ND 58108-6050. 
 
 Thank you for your participating in this research. 
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APPENDIX E. IRB CONSENT 


