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sports physiotherapists’ contribution to 
the sports and exercise medicine team: 
moving forward, together
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the British Journal of sports 
Medicine reCognising and 
supporting sports 
physiotherapists globally
The British Journal of Sports Medicine 
(BJSM) is a leading outlet for sports 
physiotherapy research and serves many 
physiotherapy societies. The BJSM 
Physiotherapy Steering Committee 
was created to both guide the journal 
and empower the sports physiotherapy 
community to move forward and inspire 
future sports physiotherapists.

What is the role of sports 
physiotherapists Within sports 
and exerCise mediCine?
Sports physiotherapists have become a 
key part of the sports and exercise medi-
cine (SEM) landscape in past decades. 
Both clinically and academically, sports 
physiotherapists have elevated the stan-
dard of care provided across the spec-
trum of musculoskeletal medicine and 
integrated with other disciplines in 
SEM to raise the bar in patient- centred 

care. From elite athletes and weekend 
warriors to those living with chronic 
diseases, sports physiotherapists have 
embraced technology to provide high- 
quality clinical assessments, interven-
tions and education, as well as using 
telehealth to provide access to expert 
care more broadly. These professional 
advances have been achieved by under-
taking high- quality clinical research, 
including landmark clinical trials, 
systematic reviews and meta- analyses. 
Sports physiotherapists have led several 
influential consensus statements in SEM 
and become expert at adapting study 
designs from traditional medical and 
pharmacological formats to suit inter-
ventions such as exercise and manual 
therapies.

Sports physiotherapists are also 
trained to tackle global health chal-
lenges posed by both communicable and 
non- communicable diseases (NCDs). It 
is well established that morbidity and 
mortality associated with NCDs like 
diabetes, heart disease, depression and 
osteoarthritis can be positively influ-
enced by regular exercise and physical 
activity.1 Recently, reports demonstrated 
the influence of exercise and phys-
ical activity in reducing the severity of 
outcomes following COVID- 19 infec-
tion.2–4 Using evidence- based exercise 
as the core of injury prevention and 
rehabilitation is one of sports physio-
therapists’ primary skill sets and can be 
readily applied to address many global 
health challenges.

hoW Can sports physiotherapists 
Continue to lead and inspire sem 
for a positiVe future?
Despite many gains, there are chal-
lenges still to be resolved. Upskilling 
SEM clinicians globally and across 
disciplines to provide greater access 
to exercise for high- quality injury 
prevention, rehabilitation and general 
health needs our attention. We need 

to integrate physical activity promo-
tion and exercise medicine better into 
all physiotherapy training programmes 
and ultimately, into clinical prac-
tice. Sports physiotherapists should 
continue to optimise people’s phys-
ical function, so they can exercise and 
play sport, using technologies like 
telehealth where necessary to maxi-
mise reach across communities. Sports 
physiotherapists need to support and 
encourage health funders and policy-
makers to remove barriers for people 
from lower socioeconomic groups to 
ensure equitable access to sports, exer-
cise and rehabilitation. This might 
include improved access to transport to 
get to sports or rehabilitation facilities, 
the provision of equipment, the use of 
task- shifting approaches (training less 
specialised health workers to do tasks 
usually done by more highly trained 
workers) or bringing rehabilitation 
services to remote communities.5

Like SEM physicians, sports physio-
therapists do not serve global commu-
nities equally. Marginalised groups, 
such as women, people with disability, 
members of the LGBTQIA+ (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, questioning, 
queer, intersex, asexual, pansexual and 
allies) community, black, Indigenous 
and people of colour, communities 
from lower/middle- income countries 
(LMICs) and those in conflict zones, 
continue to be under- represented and 
underserved at all levels of SEM. For 
example, there are 0.08–0.24 physio-
therapists per 10 000 citizens in Malawi, 
Nigeria and Zimbabwe, compared with 
26, 14, and 7 physiotherapists per 10 
000 citizens in Denmark, Australia, and 
Canada, respectively.6 Gendered, racial-
ised and hierarchical societal norms lead 
to a privileged few dominating through 
greater representation as participants, 
clinicians, academics, journal editors, 
and decision- makers in SEM research 
and policy.7

Structural, social and cultural barriers 
exist that perpetuate this inequity. 
Although technology has improved 
exposure to sports physiotherapy 
education and expertise for clinicians, 
academics and patients globally, limited 
numbers of sports physiotherapists in 
lower- income countries have access to 
technology, meaning they cannot reli-
ably access opportunities for remote 
learning. Notably, 25% of Central 
Africa and less than 50% of West 
Africa and South- East Asia have access 
to the internet compared with 98% in 
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Northern Europe and 93% in North 
America.8

our priorities for the future
While sports physiotherapists have 
been at the forefront of positive change 
within the broader SEM commu-
nity, we also have a responsibility to 
support equity, diversity and be more 
inclusive of marginalised groups of 
clinicians, scientists and patients. The 
BJSM Global Mentoring programme 
(https:// bjsm. bmj. com/ pages/ bjsm- key- 
publishing- resources) aims to advance 
research and diversity within the sports 
physiotherapy profession by assisting 
scholars with fewer resources and will 
enhance inclusion. The BJSM ‘Stamp of 
Approval’ only supports high- quality 
congresses with inclusive representation 
of faculty. But we need more action.

We need more qualified sports phys-
iotherapists from marginalised groups.9 
Sports physiotherapy congresses need 
to do more to promote inclusion, with 
strategies such as different registration 
rates for clinicians from LMICs, and 
inclusive panels not just based on gender 
but intentionally including speakers 
from marginalised groups. Sports phys-
iotherapists should provide leadership to 
create a healthier world, where access to 
high- quality healthcare, sport and exer-
cise facilities, and enablement of physical 
activity is not just for the privileged.10 
We also have a responsibility to do our 
part in addressing the big challenges 
facing humanity, including the global 
health problems created by climate 
change, future pandemics and NCDs. As 
we work together, harnessing the power 
of social media for positive and inclusive 
messaging can also help drive the call for 
change and new priorities.

BJSM is committed to address the chal-
lenges discussed in this editorial. As the 
leading SEM journal, with its associated 
privileges and platform, BJSM together 
with the sports physiotherapy commu-
nity has an enormous responsibility and 
potential to be a voice for marginalised 
groups. We must ensure equitable access 
to healthcare and healthy lifestyles, and 
to advance research relevant to health 
outcomes for all communities.
Twitter Joanne Kemp @JoanneLKemp, Luciana De 
Michelis Mendonça @luludemichelis, Andrea Britt 
Mosler @AndreaBMosler, Fiona Wilson @fionawilsonf, 
Nicole Surdyka @NSurdykaPhysio, Osman Hassan 
Ahmed @osmanhahmed and Nonhlanhla Sharon 
Mkumbuzi @DrNoeMkumbuzi

Contributors All authors contributed to the 
development and refinement of the manuscript and 
approved the final version of the manuscript.

funding The authors have not declared a specific 
grant for this research from any funding agency in the 
public, commercial or not- for- profit sectors.

Competing interests JK and NSM are editors of 
BJSM. ABM, MB, KT and FW are deputy editors of 
BJSM. OHA is an associate editor of BJSM. All authors 
are members of the BJSM Physiotherapy Steering 
Committee.

patient consent for publication Not required.

ethics approval Not applicable.

provenance and peer review Commissioned; 
internally peer reviewed.

© Author(s) (or their employer(s)) 2023. No commercial 
re- use. See rights and permissions. Published by BMJ.

to cite Kemp J, Mendonça LDM, Mosler AB, et al. 
Br J Sports Med 2023;57:74–75.

Accepted 17 October 2022
Published Online First 7 November 2022

Br J Sports Med 2023;57:74–75.
doi:10.1136/bjsports-2022-106404

orCid ids
Joanne Kemp http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9234-1923

Luciana De Michelis Mendonça http://orcid.org/0000- 
0002-4495-1807
Andrea Britt Mosler http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7353- 
2583
Mario Bizzini http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4161-9163
Fiona Wilson http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0292-1087
Nicole Surdyka http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7987-5720
Osman Hassan Ahmed http://orcid.org/0000-0002- 
1439-0076
Nonhlanhla Sharon Mkumbuzi http://orcid.org/0000- 
0002-4982-0662

RefeRences
 1 Reid H, Ridout AJ, Tomaz SA, et al. Benefits outweigh 

the risks: a consensus statement on the risks of 
physical activity for people living with long- term 
conditions. Br J Sports Med 2022;56:427–38.

 2 Sallis R, Young DR, Tartof SY, et al. Physical inactivity 
is associated with a higher risk for severe COVID- 19 
outcomes: a study in 48 440 adult patients. Br J Sports 
Med 2021;55:1099–105.

 3 Steenkamp L, Saggers RT, Bandini R, et al. Small steps, 
strong shield: directly measured, moderate physical 
activity in 65 361 adults is associated with significant 
protective effects from severe COVID- 19 outcomes. Br 
J Sports Med 2022;56:568–76.

 4 Lee SW, Lee J, Moon SY, et al. Physical activity and 
the risk of SARS- CoV- 2 infection, severe COVID- 19 
illness and COVID- 19 related mortality in South 
Korea: a nationwide cohort study. Br J Sports Med 
2022;56:901–12.

 5 Patricios J. Siyabonga: a humble hero making a 
difference with his hands… and his heart. Br J Sports 
Med 2021;55:566–7.

 6 World physiotherapy membership, 2022. Available: 
https://world.physio/membership

 7 Memon AR, Ahmed I, Ghaffar N, et al. Where are 
female editors from low- income and middle- income 
countries? A comprehensive assessment of gender, 
geographical distribution and country’s income 
group of editorial boards of top- ranked rehabilitation 
and sports science journals. Br J Sports Med 
2022;56:458–68.

 8 Data Reportal, 2022. Available: https://datareportal. 
com/global-digital-overview

 9 Maurice D. Expanding sports and exercise medicine 
research in Cameroon: current challenges and defining 
what is needed. Br J Sports Med 2021;55:1185–6.

 10 Mkumbuzi NS, Chibhabha F, Zondi PC. Out of sight, 
out of mind: the invisibility of female African athletes 
in sports and exercise medicine research. Br J Sports 
Med 2021;55:1183–4.

 on M
ay 19, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bjsm

.bm
j.com

/
B

r J S
ports M

ed: first published as 10.1136/bjsports-2022-106404 on 7 N
ovem

ber 2022. D
ow

nloaded from
 

https://bjsm.bmj.com/pages/bjsm-key-publishing-resources
https://bjsm.bmj.com/pages/bjsm-key-publishing-resources
https://twitter.com/JoanneLKemp
https://twitter.com/luludemichelis
https://twitter.com/AndreaBMosler
https://twitter.com/fionawilsonf
https://twitter.com/NSurdykaPhysio
https://twitter.com/osmanhahmed
https://twitter.com/DrNoeMkumbuzi
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bjsports-2022-105837&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-11-17
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9234-1923
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4495-1807
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4495-1807
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7353-2583
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7353-2583
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4161-9163
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0292-1087
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7987-5720
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1439-0076
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1439-0076
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4982-0662
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4982-0662
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104281
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104080
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104080
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-105159
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-105159
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104203
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104118
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104118
https://world.physio/membership
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-105042
https://datareportal.com/global-digital-overview
https://datareportal.com/global-digital-overview
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104481
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104202
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104202
http://bjsm.bmj.com/

