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Introduction
Language is not only a means of communication but also a reflection of

culture, history, and social development. One of the richest linguistic elements
that illustrate this is phraseological units—fixed expressions or idioms that carry
meanings beyond the literal interpretations of their individual words. In the field
of sports, phraseological units play a significant role in both professional
discourse and everyday speech. They help express complex ideas succinctly,
reflect the emotional and competitive spirit of sport, and often cross over into
general language, enriching the lexicon of native and non-native speakers alike.

This article explores the functions, types, and significance of
phraseological units in sport terminology. It highlights how such expressions
enhance communication in sports, how they reflect cultural values, and how they
evolve over time.

Phraseological Units: Definition and Characteristics
Phraseological units, also known as idiomatic expressions, are

combinations of words that have a figurative meaning different from their literal
one. For example, expressions like “throw in the towel” or “hit below the belt”
are rooted in specific sports (boxing, in these cases), but are widely used in
broader contexts. These expressions are often:
- Fixed in structure (non-changeable),
- Culturally specific, and
- Difficult to translate literally.

In sports, such units serve not only a communicative function but also carry
emotional and stylistic weight, making language more vivid and engaging.

Types of Sport-Related Phraseological Units
Phraseological units in sport terminology can be classified into different

categories based on their origin, structure, or function. Some of the most common
types include:

Direct Sport Idioms
These expressions are directly related to sport rules or actions. For example:
- Drop the ball – to make a mistake or miss an opportunity.
- On the ball – being alert or quick to understand.
- Game plan – a strategy or detailed plan.

Metaphorical Idioms
Many sports idioms have become metaphors in general language. They are no
longer tied only to their original sport contexts. Examples include:
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- Kick off – to begin an event or process.
- Out of left field – something unexpected.
- Par for the course – something normal or expected (origin: golf).

Proverbial Units
These are longer expressions or sayings that carry a moral or generalized truth,
often used in motivational speeches or commentary. For instance:
- It's not over until the final whistle blows.
- You miss 100% of the shots you don't take.

Functions of Phraseological Units in Sports Language
Phraseological units in sports serve several important functions:
Emotional Impact and Imagery

Sport commentators, journalists, and fans often use idioms to add color and
excitement to their speech. For example, calling a team’s performance “a home
run” immediately conveys success in a vivid, memorable way.

Cultural Expression and Identity
Different cultures have their own unique idioms, many of which are derived
from their national sports. For instance, cricket idioms like “sticky wicket” are
common in British English, while baseball idioms dominate American English.

Simplification of Complex Ideas
Instead of explaining a tactical failure in detail, one might simply say, “They
dropped the ball.” This concise expression communicates the idea quickly and
clearly.

Transition into Everyday Language
Many sport idioms transcend the sports arena and enter everyday conversations,
business language, politics, and even literature. This shows the deep integration
of sports in societal life.

Phraseological Units in Global English and Translation Challenges
With English being the lingua franca of international sports, phraseological

units often appear in translated texts, live commentaries, and reports. However,
these idioms can be difficult to translate into other languages because their
meanings are culturally bound and not always obvious. Literal translation can
lead to confusion or misunderstanding.

For instance, translating “step up to the plate” literally into another
language may not convey the intended meaning of “taking responsibility.”
Therefore, translators often look for equivalent idioms in the target language or
paraphrase the idea.

Examples from Different Sports
Boxing:

- Throw in the towel – to give up.
- Saved by the bell – escaping a situation at the last moment.

Football (Soccer):
- Move the goalposts – to change the rules unfairly.
- Score an own goal – to harm oneself by mistake.
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Baseball:
- Three strikes and you’re out – you only have a limited number of chances.
- Out of one’s league – not suitable due to high standards.

These idioms have become part of general English usage, far beyond sports
commentary or coaching.

Conclusion
Phraseological units play a vital role in enriching the language of sport.

They make communication more dynamic, expressive, and culturally nuanced.
As sports continue to influence modern media, education, and international
relations, the use of idioms and fixed expressions will remain a key feature of
sports discourse. Understanding these units not only improves one’s grasp of
English but also provides insight into cultural values and historical contexts.
Therefore, studying phraseological units is essential not only for linguists and
translators but also for athletes, journalists, and language learners.
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