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Teams, and Staff
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Over the last decade, Major League Baseball has seen a
large number of breakout stars who came from outside
the United States. Perennial MVP candidates Shohei
Ohtani and Juan Soto are just 2 of the many foreign
superstars that have made a giant splash in MLB. It is
important for us as clinicians to realize that these players
come from very different cultural backgrounds in terms
of language, diet and cultural views on medicine. We
surveyed several athletic trainers from around baseball
to understand ways in which they have helped to bridge
the gap with their foreign players to ensure the best
quality of care. We also asked current and former players
about their experiences coming to the United States

to play or going overseas to play in Japan or Korea.
Common themes of those surveyed were that language
barrier, differences in medical care, diet and building
relationships were the most difficult part of transitioning
to playing baseball in another country.

Imagine graduating from high school and travelling 6,000
miles from home to a foreign country where you don’t
know a single person...or the language. Shin-Soo Choo
doesn’t have to imagine it, he lived it. He left his home in
Busan, South Korea, to play professional baseball for the
Seattle Mariners. When asked about that very first year,
Choo responded, “I couldn’t do anything besides baseball
because of the language barrier, | couldn’t ask a question
or have a conversation...and | couldn’t even watch TV
because | understood nothing”. Hundreds of players
come to the United States to chase the dream of playing
Major League Baseball from countries like Japan, Korea,
Venezuela and the Dominican Republic. Colby Lewis
went the other way. He grew up in Bakersfield, CA and
was drafted by the Texas Rangers. After 9 years between
major and minor league baseball, he went to Japan to
play. He stated that the language barrier in Japan “was
the most difficult adjustment” for him, as he played there
before the creation of technology, like Google Translate,
that would have made things much easier. When Colby
returned to the Texas Rangers a couple of years later, he
had newfound respect for his teammates from overseas.

As athletic trainers and clinicians, it is our job to take care
of the medical needs of our players, and that requires
communication. But when you do not speak the same
language, it's important to find ways to communicate.
Masa Abe (Twins) and Yosuke Nakajima (Dodgers) both
came to the US from Japan to earn degrees in Athletic
Training. Now they are serving as assistant athletic
trainers with Major League Baseball clubs. Masa noted
that there was “not a single process that helped him to
adjust.” However, he stated, “learning English was the
most important factor. You understand the culture better if
you can communicate in the language.” Yosuke echoed
that sentiment, mentioning, “language differences can
lead to misunderstandings in instructions or feedback,
complicating on-field performance and interactions.” In
their roles now, Masa and Yosuke have the opportunity to
help players on their teams make the same transitions
that they made. Tomas Vera (Cincinnati Reds) came to the
United States from Venezuela to begin his career in
Athletic Training. He noted that learning another
language “doesn’t always mean you can understand their
feelings, or their culture.” In his role as an Athletic Trainer
with the Reds, Tomas says Latin American players often
look to him as a “father or older brother figure, when they
realize he can speak the language...and see him as
someone who can help them.”

So, what can we do as clinicians to ensure that they are
getting the quality of care they need? When Colby was in
Japan, he felt that “having a translator available for
doctors’ appointments or in the training room was the
most helpful” thing for him to get the care he needed.
While translators are commonplace in Major League
Baseball, they are not as common across the minor
leagues. Because of this language barrier with many

of our foreign players, it is “important to teach not only by
telling them but by showing them and providing

daily reinforcement”, says Tony Medina (Royals). “You
need to be patient with them”, Medina notes. Tony should
know, he has spent years working as the Latin American
Coordinator as well as serving as the ATC for the
Dominican Republic WBC team. “Fostering open and
empathetic relationships,” replies Yosuke, “where athletes
feel safe discussing medical and personal issues.”
Creating an environment where athletes can ask for and
receive the care that they need. Rick Griffin, who spent 35
years as the head athletic trainer for the Seattle Mariners,




noted that his athletes from Japan and Korea often
leaned more towards hands-on therapies like massage
and acupuncture techniques instead of new machines
and technology. Rick went so far as to learn some of
these techniques himself to help provide the care his
athletes needed. Colby Lewis experienced firsthand in
Japan, that “every trainer was trained in massage. Every
player was able to get a massage at any time. Whereas
our massage therapist in the US was overworked and did
not have enough time to work on each player” When
players are thrust into new environments, Masa Abe
believes, “the biggest challenge is their completely
different baseball routines.” No one experienced that
more than Shin-Soo Choo when he went back to Korea to
play the final years of his career. Due to the lack of
niceties he was used to having in an away clubhouse in
the US, like batting cages and therapy tubs, Choo initially
felt that he had to change his routines and “could not get
ready enough for the game.” Providing medical care they
are used to and helping to create an atmosphere where
the athletes can build and maintain a routine that works
for them will help them as they assimilate into their

new surroundings.

Aside from the language barrier, the second biggest
factor mentioned by those surveyed was the challenges
confronted in maintaining a healthy diet. Dale Gilbert
(Nationals), who spent many offseasons working Winter
Ball in Venezuela, Mexico and the Dominican Republic
noted that diet was often a big struggle for Latino players
coming to the US. “Some players may like American food
and end up gaining ‘unhealthy weight’, others may not
like the food and have difficulty eating, causing them

to lose weight,” says Dale. In Japan, “Breakfast was

the hardest meal to adjust to” for Colby. He also had a
hard time finding “good quality protein powder” to help
supplement his diet, as he “did not enjoy the food served
at the field” when he was there and struggled to maintain
his weight because of it. Yoshinobu Yamamoto of the
Dodgers hired a personal chef to ensure that he had food
he would enjoy when he came to L.A. “My concern was
food on the road,” he said. Many teams have tried at both
the major and minor league levels to provide foods that
will appeal to their players from outside of the US, but as
Manny Lopez (Reds) noted, “No matter how much the
catering service tries to prepare food for them that is
consistent with their background it will still be noticeably
different from what they are accustomed to at home.” As
we know, diet has a very important role in supplying
energy to fuel our players, but Yosuke Nakajima notes
that there is also “psychological comfort associated with
familiar foods...and the absence of these things can
contribute to feelings of homesickness or discomfort.”
Perhaps Masa Abe said it best, “You experience more
stress when you do not have access to your comfort food.
You always need to consider what you can eat versus
what you want to eat”.

How do we bridge the gap? That first year in the United
States for Shin-Soo Choo was tough. He felt that he
could not “reach out to other people and became timid.”
However, in his second year, he stated, “When | started
reaching out to other people, even if my English was

not perfect, nobody mocked the challenge, but they
were rather willing to help out, then | felt | was part

of the team.” Yamamoto had a similar experience this
past season in Los Angeles: “Even though there is a
language barrier, when staff and players come up and
ask me how I'm doing, | feel happy and relaxed. These
short interactions really make a difference.” Building
relationships is important to helping acclimate players

to their new surroundings. “We don’t always know what
players are going through since they are so far away
from home, so we need to be more compassionate to
their needs,” says Dale. Rick Griffin mentioned that he
often tried to build relationships with his foreign players
away from the ballpark, usually by sharing a meal, making
them feel welcome and earning their trust. “Don’t force
things, let them know you’re there for them.” Creating
these opportunities where individuals feel comfortable,
such as over a meal, can “enhance your communication
by helping you better understand their personalities,”
noted Masa. After all, “Baseball is baseball,” stated Choo,
“it's basically the same everywhere, it’s only about five
hours of the day including practice. All the rest matters
significantly. Being close enough to your teammates and
understanding them and their culture is the most
important part.”

As baseball continues to grow internationally, it is
imperative for athletic trainers to gain experience working
with athletes of all nationalities and cultures. “ATCs
should take the opportunity to go to these other countries
and see where these players are from. See how they do
things differently. Gain knowledge on how they do things
and how we can implement. Learning techniques
overseas benefited all of my athletes”, says Rick Griffin. In
that frame of mind, it stands that those able to do so
should immerse themselves in foreign cultures however
they can, whether it is Winter Ball, WBC opportunities or
personal vacation travel. As clinicians and humans, if we
can experience what it is like to be foreign, we can gain
empathy and understanding for what the new age of
athletes will go through when playing abroad. It will also
give us a new perspective when they walk through

our door.






