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Abstract
When athletes use performance enhancing drugs, they violate the nature of sport. With the recent doping scandals 

in Olympic and professional sport, current deterrence methods do not appear to be effective. Thus it is important to 
better understand why athletes engage in Performance Enhancing Drug (PED) use. Evidence associating doping 
with moral disengagement is accumulating and suggests that mechanisms of moral disengagement may play an 
important role in facilitating doping by allowing athletes to rationalize their PED use. We suggest that a more detailed 
understanding of moral disengagement could assist in reducing PED use in the future.
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Charges of doping in professional and Olympic sports have 
reached unprecedented heights. This August, seven-time Tour de 
France winning cyclist Lance Armstrong abandoned his defense 
against charges of systematic doping leveled against him by the United 
States Anti-Doping Agency. Doping offences also resulted in Major 
League Baseball suspending National League MVP Melky Cabrera and 
former Cy Young Award winner Bartolo Colon for fifty games, and the 
International Olympic Committee subsequently stripping shot putter 
Nadezhda Osapchuk of the gold medal she won during the recent 
London games. Although some observers consider sports doping 
to be common [1], its true extent is unknown. Depending on the 
methodology employed and the sport in question, prevalence estimates 
range from 1% to 90% of athletes [2].

Almost as wide ranging as the estimates of prevalence are the 
reasons for doping listed in the literature. Both psychological and 
sociological factors need to be taken into account. For instance, social 
and financial interests can drive athletes to dope [3,4]. There are also 
suggestions that many professional athletes see doping as necessary to 
be competitive [5]. Other researchers have suggested that performance 
outcomes, prestige, and achievement influence Performance Enhancing 
Drug (PED) use [6,7]. Finally, from a social perspective, group 
influences (e.g., in- or out-group influence) and influential others (e.g., 
sports doctors, competitors, coaches) can affect an athlete’s decision to 
dope [6,8].

Deterrence
Anti-doping policy largely relies upon a detection-based deterrence 

approach in which athletes who are caught doping are punished in order 
to deter other athletes from doping [9]. In other words, the potential 
consequences of being caught (e.g., being banned from competition) are 
intended to deter athletes from doping [6]. However, it seems that more 
and more athletes are taking a “defensive doping” approach, whereby 
athletes believe they must dope to be competitive at the elite level, due to 
the perception that PED use is required to make it to the podium [10]. 
Such perceptions have the potential to induce contenders in a specific 
competition to resort to doping. For example, as noted recently in the 
Melbourne’s Herald Sun, Cadel Evans, who finished eighth in the 2005 
Tour de France, could be seen as the “moral winner” of the Tour, for the 
seven cyclists who beat him were all subsequently either investigated, 
sanctioned, or banned for drug–related offenses [11]. The desire to win 
at all costs appears to drive some athletes to utilize advances in science 
to provide them with new and unethical ways to become citius, altius, 
forties (“faster, higher, stronger”). 

The contest between doping and detection is an arms race between 
new detection methods and increasingly sophisticated methods to 

avoid detection [12]. Because the regulators may be at a disadvantage 
[13,14], it has been suggested that this issue can be combated through 
voluntary testing. The Voluntary Anti-Doping Association (VADA), 
for instance, promotes anti-doping in boxing and mixed martial arts 
by separating the sports into two parallel leagues, one with doping 
restrictions and one without [15,16]. Neither parallel leagues nor 
voluntary testing, however, are likely to solve the problem. Even if the 
voluntary testing and education promoted by VADA become available 
for more sports, it is likely that it would not be fully effective. Indeed, 
as King argues, parallel leagues could actually intensify the problem 
[17]. First, there is the same issue of athletes breaking the rules and 
using PEDs in the clean league, where incentives to cheat would persist. 
Drug-testing procedures would still be required, necessitating the same 
mechanisms of testing, adjudication, and punishment that currently 
exist. That having such parallel leagues does not prevent doping in 
non-doping divisions is evidenced in the non-doping power lifting and 
bodybuilding federations, which are rife with athletes who contravene 
the rules even though legal doping divisions are available [18].

Second, allowing doping does not create a level playing field. 
Athletes with the largest financial resources can employ the most 
expensive sports doctors and use the most sophisticated techniques. In 
fact, it has been said that the cost is in the region of $50,000 per annum 
[19]. To stay competitive, athletes without the financial resources may 
resort to self-medication on the basis of advice or information gathered 
from others. Not only would such an approach be dangerous from a 
health perspective, it is also unlikely to be far less effective than being 
part of a doping program being coordinated by a specialist sports 
doctor with considerable knowledge of the latest products and practices 
available.

Another relevant issue is that spectators would no longer be able to 
relate to the performances of professional athletes. Scenarios in which 
bionic and robotic baseball players hit a home run every time have been 
imagined [20]. With these scenarios, it would be difficult to judge the 
performances of technologically- and biologically-enhanced athletes. 
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Thus, the enhanced league would become an ascetic exhibition and far 
removed from what we currently consider sport to be [21].

Finally, the health implications of doping remain an issue. Although 
one can argue that the principle of autonomy gives athletes a right to 
use their body as they wish [17], some athletes may be prepared to risk 
their health whereas others may not. Because experimental testing of 
the long-term effects of PED in healthy human beings is potentially 
dangerous and therefore unethical, little is known about severity of 
the health risks associated with doping. In addition, observational 
data is difficult to obtain and analyze when athletes consume multiple 
products simultaneously, and often at supraphysiological dosages. Thus, 
developing a league which allows athletes to use PEDs is problematic 
from a number of perspectives.

Morality
Regardless of league divisions and testing, the underlying issue 

is that obtaining an artificial advantage through doping is prima 
facie immoral. Sports doping involves the use of substances (such as 
anabolic steroids or human growth hormone) or medical techniques 
(such as blood doping or gene manipulation) for the primary purpose 
of gaining an unfair – and illegal – advantage [22]. When one considers 
the harm it causes (physical and psychological), and the injustice and 
violations of rights inflicted [23], doping is clearly a moral violation. 
In a sporting context, participants’ rights center on fair competition 
and an equal opportunity to strive for success [24]. The use of PEDs 
violates the World Anti Doping Agency’s rules, violates competitors’ 
rights and is a form of cheating [25]. Actions, such as doping, that lead 
to injustice, short- and long-term harm to health, or the violation of 
participants’ rights are considered to be immoral [26]. In fact, it has 
been argued that no other sport violations, be it violence, game fixing, 
or cheating, violate the ethos of sport as much as doping does [27]. 
Thus, understanding the psychological characteristics of athletes who 
dope may be just as important as deterrent approaches based on testing, 
catching, and penalizing athletes who dope.

From an ethical perspective, one can take the philosophical 
point of view and focus on the theoretical background of moral 
development, or emphasize the demands of the sport itself as a highly 
competitive domain in which finishing in second place is sometimes 
seen as unacceptable. From a theoretical perspective, sport ethics have 
been studied from an achievement-goal perspective [28,29], a social-
learning or structural developmental approach [30,31], and a social-
psychological approach [32,33]. For example, factors such as personal 
morality and social values [4], moral values [7], cheating, performance 
and enforcement [34], external motivation and negative mood states 
[35], and sportsperson ship orientations (e.g., respect and concern for 
rules, officials, and social conventions) [36] have all been linked with 
PED use through empirical research. Yet, none of these viewpoints has 
proved entirely successful in providing a comprehensive understanding 
of doping in sport.

Moral Disengagement
Bandura’s social cognitive theory of moral thought and action offers 

a promising approach to understanding PED use [37]. Bandura proposes 
engagement in transgressive activities is deterred by anticipation 
of negative emotions resulting from such behavior. Athletes should 
therefore be deterred from doping because they associate doping with 
unpleasant emotions such as guilt (e.g., for breaking rules), shame 
(e.g., in case important others find out), or fear (e.g., of unpleasant 
health consequences). However, Bandura also explains how people 
can reduce or eliminate anticipation of such emotions through use of 

any of eight psychosocial mechanisms collectively termed mechanisms 
of moral disengagement [37]. Moral disengagement allows people to 
conditionally endorse transgressive acts by cognitively distorting the act 
itself, reducing personal accountability for the act or its consequences, 
distorting the consequences of the act, or dehumanizing or blaming 
the victim of the act. Thus, moral disengagement may allow athletes 
to dope without experiencing associated negative emotions that should 
deter doping.

Evidence associating doping with moral disengagement is 
accumulating [38-42]. Across three studies, Lucidi et al. provided 
consistent support for a positive relationship between moral 
disengagement and intention to dope and reported doping in Italian 
youths [40-42]. Subsequent qualitative research by Boardley and Grix 
provides further support for this link, as well as specific detail on the 
actual moral disengagement mechanisms used, and how athletes who 
use PEDs apply these mechanisms. Using semi-structured interviews 
with nine English bodybuilders with experience of PED use, Boardley 
and Grix revealed the use of six mechanisms of moral disengagement 
[38]. These mechanisms were Displacement of Responsibility (i.e., social 
pressure to use PED in specific training environments), Diffusion of 
Responsibility (i.e., perception that PED use is acceptable because many 
athletes do it), Advantageous Comparison (i.e., making PED use appear 
inconsequential by comparing it to more harmful activities), Distortion 
of Consequences (i.e., avoiding or cognitively minimizing the harm 
caused by PED use), Moral Justification (i.e., justifying PED use on the 
basis of knowledge gained regarding safe use that can then be passed 
on to others), and Euphemistic Labeling (i.e., use of sanitizing terms 
such as juice or gear when referring to PED to make substances sound 
less harmful). Importantly, these findings have now been supported in 
a subsequent World Anti Doping Agency funded national investigation 
of moral disengagement in 64 doping bodybuilders sampled from 
across England [39].

Use of the mechanisms identified by Boardley and Grix is also 
evidenced in statements made by professional athletes known to 
have used PED. For example, Floyd Landis’s statement that Lance 
Armstrong’s longtime manager Johan Bruyneel introduced him to 
doping and that Armstrong taught him how to dope [43] are examples 
of displacement of responsibility. Similarly, when Tyler Hamilton 
explained that he felt he had to dope because almost all cyclists in the 
professional peloton were doping [19], he was evidencing diffusion of 
responsibility. Armstrong and his teammates are also reported to have 
referred to erythropoietin (a blood booster they used extensively) as 
“Edgar Allan Poe” or “butter”, and the period during which doping 
products would produce a positive test as “glow time” [19]; these are 
all clear examples of euphemistic labeling. Thus, it would appear that 
professional athletes who use PED morally disengage. As such, the 
work of Boardley, Lucidi, and their colleagues, as well as anecdotal 
evidence from professional athletes suggests moral disengagement may 
play a key role in facilitating PED use.

Recommendations
Past research and theorizing has provided an understanding of the 

motivations for and against doping. Performance outcomes, prestige, 
and achievement influence PED use [6,7], and many professional 
athletes see doping as necessary to be competitive [5]. In addition, many 
athletes use PEDs for financial reasons [6]. Finally, group influences 
from people such as sports doctors, other competitors, and coaches 
can influence an athlete’s decision to dope [6,8]. Current deterrence 
methods, however, appear insufficient to prevent the use of PED in 
sport.
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 Finally, early work applying Bandura’s social cognitive theory of 
moral thought and action suggest mechanisms of moral disengagement 
may play an important role in facilitating doping by allowing athletes 
to rationalize their PED use. Qualitative, quantitative, and anecdotal 
evidence suggest that engaging in moral disengagement may increase 
athletes’ adoption and continuation of PED use. Although it is too soon 
to propose interventions aimed at reducing PED use based upon the 
tenets of Bandura’s theory, it is important to be aware of the potential 
consequences of athletes’ moral disengagement. A more detailed 
understanding of moral disengagement could assist in reducing PED 
use in the future.
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