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To maximise their utility, injury and illness
surveillance data must be consistently
collected and accurately classified. To achieve
this goal, research groups have published 11
sport-specific or setting-specific consensus
statements on the methods of recording and
reporting of epidemiological data on injury
and illness in sport to date.! However, all this
effort may be undermined if the sporting
activities are not accurately described and
classified in the first instance. Here at British
Open Journal of Sport and Exercise Medi-
cine (BOSEM), we can educate our editorial
board and institute editorial policies to
ensure adequate reporting in future publica-
tions. But how can we simplify this process for
authors, peer reviewers, and editors to ensure
a sustained shift in best practice across the
whole discipline? This editorial aims to high-
light the issue and start a conversation about
how we, as a community, can resolve it.

WHAT’S THE ISSUE?

Sports are not always accurately identified in
the literature. In a literature review of ‘volley-
ball’, the authors found many studies did not
specify the type of volleyball.*”” Indoor volley-
ball and beach volleyball have different injury
mechanisms and demands on their players.
For instance, indoor volleyball is played
indoors on a hardcourt with six shod players
per team, whereas beach volleyball is played
on sand with two barefoot players per team.
Similarly, there are also inconsistencies and a
lack of clarification in the literature on ‘foot-
ball’, which is inconsistently used to refer to
a wide range of codes, including association
football, American football, rugby league,
rugby union, Australian football, and Gaelic
football, to name but a few examples.

If authors do not specify the sport or
context, there isarisk that readers may assume
the sport incorrectly. There is particular
concern that not everyone has the exper-
tise to critically discern which sport is being
discussed, resulting in misinterpretations

and misapplications of research findings,
including suboptimal injury prevention strat-
egies. To minimise the risk of unintended and
inappropriate use of data, we must convey
information clearly and in a way that our
audience can understand.

WHY DOES THIS LIKELY OCCUR?

Popularity bias is a likely contributing factor.
Injury and illness surveillance data are produced
by researchers from all corners of the world.
Take, for example, the diversity of the current
BOSEM editorial board, a team of experienced
and emerging academics and clinicians repre-
senting 15 countries from 6 continents.” The
predominance and popularity of individual
sports vary considerably across countries and
regions. Authors often default to long-standing
and dominant versions of a sport in particular
locations. For example, authors in the USA may
use the term ‘football’ when referring to Amer-
ican football, whereas Australian authors using
the same term may mean rugby union in the
state of New South Wales, rugby league in the
state of Queensland, or Australian football in
the state of Victoria.

Another important factor is the current lack
of a standardised taxonomy of sporting activi-
ties, making it difficult for journals to provide
specific guidance to authors. There have been
several attempts to classify sports based on, for
example, motor skills and functional demands,
medical or physiological characteristics,
required equipment, and socialpsychological
factors.'” ! But these are typically designed for a
specific research purpose, and neither are good
candidates for a comprehensive taxonomy of
sports. There is also the US National Library of
Medicine’s controlled vocabulary thesaurus, the
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) database,
which is used to index articles in the MEDLINE /
PubMed database12; and the WHO’s Interna-
tional Classification of Diseases and Related
Health Problems (ICD), which includes a set
of activity codes.”” However, the entries catego-
rised under the MeSH term ‘Sports’ and the
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ICD activity codes are woefully inadequate as a taxonomy
of sports.

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?

It is an unwritten rule in academic circles that the onus is
on authors investigating less dominant sports (eg, beach
volleyball) to clarify this in their article. However, relying on
unwritten rules is unlikely to resolve the issue. There needs
to be a shift towards a general expectation that all authors
describe the sport or context with sufficient precision in
their publications, regardless of the dominance of the sport.

A relatively simple solution is to improve journals’
instructions and guidelines to authors. These should
require authors to describe sporting activities with suffi-
cient detail to avoid ambiguity. For instance, ‘rugby’
should be characterised as rugby union, rugby league,
rugby sevens, etc, whichever the case may be. Journals
will need to educate their handling editors to actively
screen manuscripts for compliance with the guidelines.
Ideally, the editors-in-chief of leading sports and exercise
medicine and science journals should develop and imple-
ment the specific guidelines to authors jointly.

A more involved solution is to develop a standardised
taxonomy of sports. To be fit for purpose, a new taxonomy
of sports must be able to classify the estimated 3000+
sports out there in a useful and efficient manner. It also
must have enough flexibility to be able to incorporate new
and emerging sports. To successfully develop the equiv-
alent of a Dewey Decimal Classification for sports, we
would need a multidisciplinary effort comprising sports
and exercise researchers and information scientists. This
is an endeavour that must be supported by those involved
in science and practice of sport in the broadest sense.
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