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Background

Physical inactivity kills as many people as smoking—a newspaper heading reads1 following a Lancet publication2 suggesting that more than 5 million deaths would be avoided annually if all inactive people exercised. The statistic that provided this data point (5 million deaths) is called the population attributable fraction (PAF).3 PAF is an estimate of the health impact of an exposure (eg, physical inactivity, high-carbohydrate diet) on a health outcome (eg, death, heart attack, onset of type 2 diabetes mellitus).4 Although PAF is widely used in public health research, it is not yet well known in the sport and exercise medicine and physiotherapy settings. A search of the Pubmed database in December 2019 using the strings ‘PAF AND sports medicine’ or ‘PAF AND sports injury’ identified 12 hits and one hit, respectively. We believe that PAF will be of interest to those members of the BJSM community who work in physical activity/prevention research.
In the sports injury context, PAF may be used to identify the proportion of a certain injury attributed to a certain exposure. For instance, scientists may be interested to know the attributable fraction of bicycle-related head injuries in the population due to non-helmet use.5 Other examples include the sport medicine researcher interested in estimating the PAF of knee injuries as risk factor for knee osteoarthritis or knee replacement in footballers.6 In this case, they can calculate the proportion of knee osteoarthritis or knee replacement cases as long consequence of knee injury that will be prevented in footballers if they receive ‘the 11+’ prevention programme.7 8 In another example in this context, the coaches interested knowing how many injuries will be prevented in volleyball players with additional training sessions.9 Finally, policy makers may be interested in estimating the PAF using artificial turf as … 
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