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STYLISTIC FEATURES OF SPORT TERMS 
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Abstract. This study examines the specialized vocabulary and style of English 

sports language, drawing on recent linguistic analyses. Sports terminology forms a 

dynamic, hierarchical system of concepts. Researchers distinguish formal sports 

terminology (used in rulebooks and coaching) from a broader sports lexicon that 

includes colloquial expressions and slang. Across journalism, commentary and fan 

communication, sports language frequently employs vivid rhetorical devices: 

alliteration, metaphor, epithets, and other figurative figures to heighten excitement. For 

example, print headlines often use alliteration or hyperbole (“Bulls Battle Back” or 

“crushing defeat”) to dramatize events. Commentators likewise describe competition 

in warlike terms (“battle for the top spot”). These devices make sports narratives more 

engaging and memorable. The specialized lexicon also seeps into everyday English: 

many idioms (e.g. throw in the towel for “give up”) originate in sports and have broad 

currency. In sum, sports language blends technical jargon, slang, and creative imagery, 

with a rich stylistic palette that has attracted increasing attention in discourse studies. 
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Introduction 

Sports discourse – the language of games, commentary, and reporting – is a 

distinctive register combining descriptive, persuasive and emotive elements. It 

encompasses not only technical terms (like offside, home run, knockout) but also fan 

slang, chants, and idiomatic expressions. Scholars note that sports terminology is 

highly active and structured: it forms a “system” with hierarchical conceptual relations. 

However, there is debate whether all sports vocabulary should be treated as strict 

“terminology” or as general specialized lexicon. Pioneering work by Zelinskaya (1974, 

cited in Ranđelović et al. 2023) distinguishes sports terminology – the formal terms 

found in rulebooks and textbooks – from a broader sports lexicon that includes 
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colloquial and slang expressions. This terminology–lexicon distinction reflects register 

differences: technical rules versus colorfully flavored game commentary and reporting. 

Classification of sports terms has been approached in several ways. Thematic 

groupings are common: one scheme groups terms into sports names, participants, 

techniques, equipment, etc. For instance, Zelinskaya’s scheme (as presented by 

Ranđelović et al.) includes names of sports or disciplines (e.g. football, volleyball) 

and events (e.g. sprint, relay), roles or participants (e.g. athlete, coach, referee), and 

techniques or tactics (e.g. tackle, sprint, strategy). A single sport can have thousands 

of specific terms (e.g. dozens of athletic events or plays). Other classifications consider 

morphological or semantic criteria (e.g. compound terms versus simple words, or 

loanwords from English). In general, sports lexicon is seen as a living body of 

terminology that grows with the games’ popularity; new neologisms and borrowings 

continually enter the vocabulary. 

Literature Review 

Early research in sports linguistics focused on functional and communicative 

features (informing and exciting audiences). Ferguson’s seminal study described 

“sport announcer talk” as a genre characterized by simplified grammar, formulaic 

phrases and rapid delivery. Such studies noted, for example, the use of set expressions 

and filled pauses in live commentary to maintain pace. More recent work has begun to 

analyze the stylistic texture of sports language. Billings (2016) found that sports 

journalists often employ metaphors and hyperbole to dramatize competitions. Wenner 

(2015) similarly observes that sports narratives rely on poetic devices: alliteration, 

parallelism and vivid imagery are used to heighten emotional impact. Alzawaydeh & 

Alghazo (2018), for instance, showed that football commentators frequently evoke 

warlike metaphors (e.g. referring to teams in combat terms) to create striking mental 

images. Corpus studies by Aull & Brown (2013) reveal consistent patterns of 

collocation and metaphor in sports reporting, suggesting that certain phrases and 

figurative frames recur across articles. Overall, this literature highlights sports 

discourse’s rhetorical richness, though many accounts focus on broad cultural 

implications rather than a detailed taxonomy of stylistic elements. 

Terminological studies have mapped the scope of sports vocabulary. Zelinskaya’s 

work (1974) – as summarized by Ranđelović et al. – lays out a dichotomy of registers: 

sport terminology proper (used in official contexts) vs. sports lexicon (used in 

popular reporting and commentary). This sports lexicon includes not only technical 

terms but also what she calls argotisms or non-terms – essentially slang and colloquial 
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expressions understood by fans. Elistratov (2010) expands this view by noting that 

sports lexicon also encompasses archaisms and jargon; he emphasizes that sports terms 

naturally evolve and sometimes cross into general speech. In practical terms, this 

means sports dictionaries collect the formal terms, while fan usage contributes 

countless informal variants. Molditaev proposed categorizing sports terms by usage 

domain: broadly-used terms in media/fictions versus narrow specialist terms (e.g. 

highly technical training terms). Ranđelović et al. (2023) build on these insights by 

proposing thematic classes as noted above, and they stress that sports terminology is 

one of the most active terminologies in modern society. 

Other relevant accounts examine how sports language pervades culture. For 

example, a Wikipedia compendium of sports idioms notes that many phrases from 

sport “have evolved usages and meanings independent of sports” and are used widely 

even by non-fans. These idioms (like beat to the punch, down and out) illustrate how 

sports metaphors become part of everyday language. Chaerunnisah (2020) specifically 

analyzes sports reporting and finds frequent use of metonymy and metaphor: for 

instance, referring to a team by its country or city (metonymy) and framing games as 

battles or sieges (metaphor). These studies underscore that sports terms do not stay 

confined to the stadium: through media and common usage they shape ordinary English 

usage. 

Analysis and Discussion 

In analyzing modern English sports language, we note both its specialized 

vocabulary and its stylistic flair. 

Thematic classification. The content of sports terminology spans several semantic 

fields, often grouped as follows: 

- Names of sports or disciplines: e.g. football, biathlon, gymnastics. 

- Participants and roles: e.g. athlete, coach, referee, goalkeeper. 

- Techniques and tactics: e.g. tackle, sprint, relay, free kick. 

- Equipment and venues: e.g. racket, shin guard, goalpost, stadium (often 

compounding descriptors like “home pitch”). 

- Competitions and events: e.g. final, championship, league. 

- Actions and outcomes: e.g. score, win, draw, foul. 

This classification mirrors how fans and professionals talk about sports. Within 

each category, terms may be simple nouns or compound phrases. Many derive by 

morphological processes: for instance, verb forms used as nouns (kick → kickoff) or 

compounds (horseback+riding). English sports terminology also absorbs loanwords 
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(soccer terms from Spanish or French, for example) and eponyms (player names used 

as moves, though rare). 

Key stylistic devices. Studies identify a characteristic palette of figures of speech 

in sports language. These can be summarized as: 

• Alliteration: Repetition of initial sounds to add rhythm and grab attention. 

Headlines and captions often use alliteration for effect (e.g. “Federer Faces Fierce 

Finals”). A corpus analysis finds alliteration especially common in print headlines, 

since it quickly makes phrases memorable. In live commentary it is rarer (due to 

spontaneity), but can appear organically (“Brilliant break by the Blues!”). On social 

media, short posts and hashtags exploit alliteration (“Game Grit Gone!”) to stand out. 

• Metaphor: Sports writers frequently conceptualize the game as a larger, abstract 

contest. For example, competition is routinely described as warfare – “a battle for the 

top spot” or teams “storming the pitch”. Defeats are framed as physical destruction – 

a team “suffered a crushing defeat”. Such metaphors (sometimes called conceptual 

metaphors) use concrete imagery (battles, force) to convey the emotional stakes of 

sport. Indeed, in the reviewed data metaphor is one of the most prevalent devices, 

intensifying the narrative’s drama. 

• Simile/Epithet: Comparisons and colorful labels abound (e.g. likening a fast 

runner to a cheetah, or calling a player a “matador” of the court). Similes (“as nimble 

as a cat”) and epithets (“the home crowd’s favorite”) paint vivid pictures, though 

systematic citations for similes are less documented. 

• Gradation (Climax): Sometimes descriptions build through increasing 

intensity. A commentator might list a series of adjectives (“quick, faster, fastest”) or 

actions in rising order to heighten excitement. 

• Rhetorical Questions: Commentators and writers occasionally employ 

questions (e.g. “Can anything stop this striker tonight?”) to engage the audience. This 

device appears in some media genres to create drama (as noted in Akopova’s stylistic 

survey). 

• Euphemism: Taboos (like violence or injury) are often mitigated. For instance, 

a hard foul may be called a “collision” or “incident,” softening the blunt action. Such 

linguistic softening is noted among the stylistic tools (Akopova lists euphemism 

alongside others). 

In practice, these devices interplay. Sports journalists and broadcasters mix 

technical reporting with literary flourish. For example, a newspaper game report may 
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combine factual summary (“the team scored early in the first half”) with descriptive 

flair (“the score was a mere formality after that explosive start”) to entertain readers. 

As Akopova (2024) observes, print media tend to use more reflective and descriptive 

language, whereas live commentary prioritizes immediacy and brevity. Digital 

platforms (blogs, tweets) often favor conciseness and interactivity, packing impact into 

hashtags or memes. 

Jargon vs. slang. The sports lexicon spans formal jargon and informal slang. 

Jargon refers to the specialized technical terms understood within the sport 

(“touchdown”, “nutmeg”, “checkmate” in chess). A study of sports articles found that 

“profešnialisms” – i.e. technical terms – were the most frequent element of the sports 

jargon. These include rule-specific words and fixed idioms (“penalty box”, “fourth 

quarter”) that may puzzle outsiders. By contrast, slang or colloquial terms are used by 

players and fans: examples include nicknames (“the Galáctico” for a star player) or 

humorous expressions (“garbage time” when the outcome is decided). Zelinskaya’s 

framework explicitly includes such argotisms in the sports lexicon, and Elistratov notes 

that slang and even sports archaisms are part of informal sports language. In sum, sport 

communicators fluidly mix the two: a coach’s speech may use dry terms when 

explaining strategy, but a fan blog will sprinkle in slang for humor and camaraderie. 

Metaphor and metonymy usage. In many cases, sports terms themselves are 

metaphoric or metonymic. For instance, many competition names invoke metaphors 

(the Olympic torch, the World Cup, the playoff “battles”). More broadly, sports 

commentary and reporting project metaphoric frames: teams are armies, races are races 

against time, etc. Chaerunnisah’s analysis of sports news confirms this: she finds that 

structural metaphors (mapping the game onto a concrete domain) are ubiquitous. A 

common metonymy is referring to a team by a location or institution (“Brazil advances 

to the final” to mean “Brazil’s national team”), which she identifies as the dominant 

metonymic pattern. Both devices allow shorthand expression: “England mustered a 

strong defense” uses the country name to stand for players, and “match suspended after 

blitz of attacks” borrows a military term for scoring spree. In sum, figurative language 

in sport is not just decorative but integral: it shapes how games are talked about and 

understood. 

Influence on general English. Many sports terms have become idioms or 

common expressions well beyond the games themselves. A review of English idioms 

notes that dozens of phrases originating in sport – like beat someone to the punch 

(boxing) or home run (baseball) – are used by non-athletes every day. These idiomatic 

uses often have meanings entirely independent of sport context. Indeed, one 
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commentary observes that sports phrases have become “part of a nation’s 

linguoculture”, serving as shared metaphors in news, politics and business. For 

example, “throw in the towel” (from boxing) universally means “admit defeat”; “fair 

play” (from cricket) means ethical behavior in general. The media play a key role: as 

Ranđelović et al. note, exposure through broadcasts and articles causes sports terms to 

“inadvertently become part of every person’s life”. Thus the impact of sports 

vocabulary is broad: fans internalize many expressions so thoroughly that they may no 

longer even realize the sports origin of words they use. 

Conclusion 

The terminology of sports in English is richly textured, combining a specialized 

lexicon with creative style. On the lexical level, researchers have shown that sports 

terms form a systematic field – complete with official terminology and an informal 

lexicon of slang. On the stylistic level, sports discourse employs a wide range of figures 

of speech to capture excitement: alliteration, metaphor, simile, and rhetorical flourishes 

all occur frequently. These features serve to engage audiences, whether through a 

dramatic pre-game article or an impromptu live commentary. Importantly, sports 

terminology extends beyond the stadium. Many terms and idioms have crossed into 

everyday language, demonstrating the cultural penetration of sport. The reviewed 

studies highlight both the functional communicative role of sports language and its 

creative literary qualities. Future research could delve further into areas like digital fan 

discourse, sociolinguistic variation among sports, and the cognitive processes by which 

listeners interpret this specialized style. 
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