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B UNIT s

Technology in Sports

Through better nutrition and training, the athletes of today are becoming
faster and stronger. Old records are constantly being broken and new ones set. While
the vast majority of these achievements are likely due to the athletes themselves,
improvements in sports technology have also playved a notable role. New sports gear
technologies have especially been relevant to the sports of rowing, cycling, swimming
and tennis, giving rise not only to new records, but also ways in which the sports are
played.

— Suyash Bulchandani
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‘ Pre-reading Thoughts

1. It is commonly held that “technology changes life”. How has technology
changed sport? Give some specific examples.

- 2. What is the literal meaning of “hawk eye"? What does it actually refer to in
~ sports, especially in tennis?

Text A
Sports and Technology

1 Rapid scientific developments, in terms of both equipment and facilities and recording
accuracy, have facilitated the increased public preoccupation with record-breaking. Conditions
can now be closely controlled in many sports, and measurements are sufficiently accurate that
performances can be assessed according to the nearest thousandth of a second, making even tiny
improvements noteworthy. This, combined with other developments, has led to increased frequency

at which records are broken, fueling the public desire for more such occurrences.

The NBA is one of the leagues that is embracing new technology in a variety of ways.
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2 After a period of rapid improvement in sporting achievements, most sports are now
experiencing a reduced rate of improvement. If sporting records are taken as a measure of human
performance, then all sports must acknowledge that there is a human performance limit that will
eventually be reached, after which no further human improvement will be possible. If society
continues to demand that progress is made in sport, then once the biological limit is reached, new
methods must be employed. The options for this are: 1) artificially altering the biological limit;
2) improving equipment and other technology utilized by athletes; 3) developing new sports as
limits are reached in traditional sports. Because the first two options both possess the capability of
significantly altering the nature of current sports, there are various rules regulating the extent and

manner in which either of them may be used.

Regulating Technology in Sports

3 In order to ensure that sporting rules are able to achieve what they intend to, it is important
to bear in mind why people play sport, why people watch sport and what they want from it. Rules
limiting technology use must contend with the seemingly opposing liberal ideals of individual
freedom and equal opportunity. With the addition of each new rule, it must be considered: does this

rule encourage equal opportunity amongst the athletes or simply inhibit their freedom?

4 Doping has been used since compeﬁtive sport’s Greek origins as a way to artificially alter
the human biological limit, but became much more widespread and problerﬁatic in the last half
century or so, as rapid medical technological advances were applied to athletes. The term “doping”
is notoriously difficult to define, but despite the difficulties associated with definition, it is generally
agreed that the practice is unethical and detrimental to the quality of sport. In order to formulate
rules banning the practice of doping, different sporting organizations have employed various
definitions. One of the most common approaches to avoid problems in defining the broad term is
creating a list of banned practices. By avoiding a concrete definition different problems are created
though, because regulatory authorities are forced to remain one step behind those who attempt to
gain an artificial advantage. Practices can only be outlawed after they are used and discovered.
Also, without a definitive idea of what doping is, it may not be clear what it is about doping that
makes it unethical. This makes it difficult to attain consistency between rules regarding different

types of technology in sport.

5 The second type of sports technology that is strictly regulated is the use of equipment. One
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reason for regulating equipment is in order to ensure that it is athletes who are competing rather
than their equipment. But the question is—“At what point does technology surpass the influence
of an athlete’s performance and in the process devalue the performance?” In order to answer this
question, a clear understanding of what “value” sport contains is necessary. Motor sports is often
cited as an example of technology becoming more important to the competition’s outcome than the
athlete’s (driver’s) performance, a progression that most sports do not wish to follow. According to
certain experts, sport should be regulated so it deals primarily with genuine, human performances.
This is a difficult criterion, as there are some sports where there has always been a significant
“non-human” aspect to the sport. Wind-tunnel testing of the AIS (Australian Institute of Sport)
women’s skeleton team, for example, found a direct correlation between performance and drag
coefficient. It is dubious whether drag coefficient can be considered a “human performance™. There
are many other examples of sports that naturally advantage one body type over others. Rules such

as the UCI's which regulate the body position of cyclists in an attempt to prevent people altering a

traditionally static property such as drag coefficient merely benefit one arbitrarily chosen body type

over another.

6 If all technological influences were eliminated, athletes in some sports would no longer
be able to adequately express themselves in the way they compete. This would essentially reduce
these sports to a competition between machines. This effect is clearly demonstrated in the attempts
to determine the “real” hour record in cycling, by eliminating the influences of technology in order
to properly compare cyclists from different periods and therefore different technology levels. The
more detailed that hour-record comparisons get, correcting for technology, drag coefficient etc, the
more the process resembles a mere comparison of average power output of the athletes. That isn’t
cycling, and has none of the appeal of cycling. If average power output over one hour was a sport,
few would play it or watch it, because it would be intensely boring. The real interest lies in the

tactics and mind-games played by the athletes, and the use of technology forms part of this.

7 Furthermore, if equipment technology is completely banned, the only way that athletes are
able to keep improving after the natural performance limit is reached is to turn to much less ethical
technologies such as doping. By allowing technological developments in equipment, the inherent
competitive nature of athletes has an outlet, and difficult to detect and far less ethical praétices such
as doping (or even potentially genetic modification) are less likely to be abused. By allowing certain
types of technology, the process can be controlled more than if it were banned outright, potentially

resulting in minimal use of unethical technology.
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What Types of Technology Should Be Allowed?

8 Technology that is used in sport can be divided into the categories of those that: 1) make
sport possible; 2) improve safety and reduce harm; 3) de-skill or re-skill sports; 4) dehumanize
performances; and 5) increase participation and/ or spectatorship. Once again, these distinctions are

not straightforward; most technology has aspects of several of these categories.

9 There is little question that technologies whose primary purpose falls into the first two
categories should not be restricted. Technologies that cause sports to be de- or re-skilled or
dehumanize performances are much more controversial, and a number of sports restrict the use of
many such technologies. The purpose of such restrictions is not always clear. The UCI asserts the
following as the purpose of its rules regarding technology:

Bicycles shall comply with the spirit and principle of cycling as a sport. The spirit suggests
that cyclists compete in competitions on an equal footing. (UCI, 2002)

10 The suggestion that it is possible for athletes to compete “on an equal footing” is

ridiculous; even if it were possible. it would certainly not be desirable. The concept of competition

is not compatible with equality. The entire purpose of competition is to gain an advantage over
one’s opponent. This occurs because of natural talent and training, but technological advantages
play a legitimate role too. Technology has always (usually ethically) been used to gain a
competitive advantage, from coaching technology to nutrition and physiotherapy. Such usages are
legitimate, and so regulating technology in an attempt to create equality between the competitors is

futile as well as misguided.

11 The UCI statement goes on to assert that “the primacy of man over machine,” needs
to be maintained. This is a legitimate aim for technology regulations, but unfortunately the UCI
regulations that attempt to achieve it are poorly implemented. The rules limit specific technological
aspects, such as requiring that bikes weigh over 6.8kg. There are also limitations on other aspects
of the bicycle including rider position. Despite these rules, the cost of top-end racing bicycles
continues to rise, with professional cyclists typically racing on bikes that cost in excess of $10,000.
UCI regulations also often tend to be very inconsistently enforced. Some of the rules are frequently
broken, but ignored by officials. Bicycle weight is one example of a rule that is usually not tested.

At a recent track cycling event, bicycles were actually weighed, and the majority of riders were
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required to put ballast in their otherwise illegal bikes that they had been racing on all season in
order to reach the required weight. At other times a legitimate innovation is banned shortly after it
is developed. An example of this is Graeme Obree’s unusual position being banned in between the
qualifying and final rounds of his attempt to defend his world pursuit title in 1994. The result of this
inconsistency is that companies, professional teams or countries with large budgets are able to be
technologically innovative; the risk of wasted money on an innovation that is subsequently banned
is not large compared to their budget. Less wealthy organizations and individuals on the other hand
cannot afford to take such a large financial risk. In effect, the UCI technology rules have achieved
the exact opposite of what they intended. If the rules were relaxed somewhat, cheaper technologies'
such as altering cyclist position would have a large enough effect on performance that more
expensive technologies would not provide such a significant advantage. Therefore, in my opinion,
relaxing the technology restrictions in cycling may well put competitors on a more “equal footing,”

by giving more affluent cyclists, countries and teams less of an advantage.

12 But suggesting that technology rules be relaxed does not suggest that their removal
altogether is desirable. Technology that signiﬁcantly risks athletes’ or spectators’ health and
safety still ought to be restricted. Equipment that is unstable or unreliable would also be similarly
restricted. The UCI requirement that aerodynamic helmets must also meet safety standards is an
example of a sensible technological restriction, as was their action to ban a certain brand of wheels
that had exhibited catastrophic failure on several occasions, risking not only the cyclist using them

but other competitors and spectators as well.

Total words: 1696
Total reading time: minutes seconds

* The text is based on Ethics of Technology in Sport

Vocabulary and Expressions

preoccupation /pri:pkju'peifon/ n. the state of being worried about or thinking about something
most of the time
occurrence /2'karans/ n. happening
skeleton /'skeliton/ n. a fast winter sliding sport in which a person rides a small sled down a frozen
track while lying face down

coefficient / kaur'fifont/ n. a value, in mathematics, that appears in front of and multiplies another value
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static /'steetik/ adj. staying in one place without moving, or not changing for a long time
arbitrary /'a:bitrari/ adj. based on chance rather than being planned or based on reason
tactic /'teektik/ n. (usually plural) a planned way of doing something
dehumanize / di:'hjurmanaiz/ vi. to remove from a person the special human qualities of
independent thought, feeling for other people, etc.
footing /'futiy/ n. be on an equal footing to be in an equal situation
compatible /kam'paetibl/ adj. able to exist, live together, or work successfully with something or
someone else
physiotherapy / fiziou'Berap1/ n. the treatment of muscle stiffness, pain, and injury, especially by
rubbing and moving the sore parts
primacy /'‘praimast/ n. the state of being the most important thing
ballast /'baelast/ n. heavy matter such as sand or stone that is used at the bottom of a ship or a hot-
air balloon to make it heavier, or the small stones on which railways and roads are made

aerodynamic / earauvdarnamik/ adj. designed or arranged to offer the least resistance to fluid flow

Comprehension Check

1. According to the passage, what reduces the rate of improvement in sports? What can be done to
maintain the performance progress in sports? !

. How is the term “doping” usually defined? What problems does this definition bring?

. What are the pros and cons of eliminating technological influences in sports equipment?

. What does the underlined sentence in paragraph 5 mean? Try to paraphrase it.

wm AW N

. What does the underlined sentence imply in paragraph 10? What do the first and second “it” refer
~ torespectively? '
6. Why does the author say that “regulating technology to create equality between the competitors

is futile as well as misguided”? What example(s) does the author use to justify his opinion?

Critical Thinking Starters

1. When technology meets sport, controversy follows. The 2014 FIFA World Cup was the first
in which goal-line technology was used, sparking a highly controversial debate. Supporters
believe that it can nullify human error and provide clarity while the naysayers. counter-argue
that it disputes the flow of the game. What do you think? Should the World Cup use goal-line
technology?



