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Anti-doping today
• WADA (1999)
• UNESCO Convention (2007)
• ‘War against doping’
• Runaway dynamics

Reasons to forbid something
• It has the potential to improve performance
• It has the potential to cause a health risk
• It is against the ‘spirit of sport’
• 2/3 is good for inclusion

Surveillance
• Whereabouts rule
• Year round, unannounced doping controls

• Profiling
• Forensics
• Whistleblowing
• Intelligence
• Interpol, pharma

Urine controls

‘There is no gene for fate’
‘Blood has no nationality’

Blood controls

Does it work?
• False negatives
• False positives
• Continuing ‘scandals’
• Runaway dynamics

Enforcement of the anti-doping rule
• 20 years of WADA:
• No change in prevalence of documented AAFs (1-2%, official WADA
statistics)
• Suspected prevalence of doping >40% depending on sport and
country (Ulrich 2018)
• Up to 40% of AAFs concern cases where there is doubt about intent
to enhance performance (de Hon 2016)

à Failure to deliver
à Unethical outcome

Anti-doping
• An industry looking for markets
• Extension outside elite sport

Prohibition

• Similarities and overlaps between
the ‘war on drugs’ and the ‘war on
doping’;
• Actual and potential harms of doping
are not well evaluated and are often
based on myths;
• More of the (largely unintended)
harms related to anti-doping;
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ABSTRACT
Harm-reduction approaches are used to reduce the
burden of risky human behaviour without necessarily
aiming to stop the behaviour. We discuss what an
introduction of harm reduction for doping in sports
would mean in parallel with a relaxation of the
antidoping rule. We analyse what is ethically at stake in
the following ﬁve levels: (1) What would it mean for the
athlete (the self )? (2) How would it impact other
athletes (the other)? (3) How would it affect the
phenomenon of sport as a game and its fair play basis
(the play)? (4) What would be the consequences for the
spectator and the role of sports in society (the display)?
and (5) What would it mean for what some consider as
essential to being human (humanity)? For each level, we
present arguments for and against doping and then
discuss what a harm-reduction approach, within a
dynamic regime of a partially relaxed antidoping rule,
could imply. We ﬁnd that a harm-reduction approach is
morally defensible and potentially provides a viable
escape out of the impasse resulting from the
impossibility of attaining the eradication of doping. The
following question remains to be answered: Would a
more relaxed position, when combined with harmreduction measures, indeed have less negative
consequences for society than today’s all-out antidoping
efforts that aim for abstinence? We provide an outline of
an alternative policy, allowing a cautious step-wise
change to answer this question and then discuss the
ethical aspects of such a policy change.

discourses, in their extreme versions, as follows:
‘conservative’ refers to the stance that defends strict
prohibition enforced by surveillance and punitive
repression9 12 13 and ‘liberal’ refers to the stance
that ﬁnds antidoping illogical and calls for the liberalisation of doping.14–16 Kayser and Broers17 ﬁnd
these positions defend non-realisable idealistic
goals. The liberalisation of doping is deemed politically not feasible, while today’s prohibition is
unsuccessful since doping continues.5 The latter is
problematic because the objective of antidoping,
eradicating doping to guarantee ‘clean’ champions,
cannot be met because of limits to testing technology and surveillance density.18 19 This imperative
distinguishes doping from other transgressions for
which such an ideal does not exist. Furthermore,
antidoping has side effects. For example, the relegation of doping behaviour into clandestine behaviour, a consequence of repression, increases health
risks (eg, greater risk-taking among competitive
cyclists20 or increased prevalence of HIV infection
among ﬁtness clients who inject anabolic steroids).21 Thus, we can identify the following three
concurrent dynamics: (1) doping poses potential
harm to the user; (2) doping is insufﬁciently
deterred by prohibitive policies and (3) the risk to
the user is exacerbated by prohibitive policies.22
This is very similar to the effects of the repression
of illicit recreational drugs.23 Nevertheless, under
pressure from WADAi, increasingly punitive legislation is introduced, in several countries in the form
of a criminal law (often also applicable to nonathletes), even though there are also arguments in
favour of differentiated regulation inside and outside
competitive sports (see Douglas: ref. 24). The extension of antidoping outside competitive sports (eg,
in ﬁtness centres) can result in increased harm.25 26
Similar to the consequences of the ‘war on drugs’, a
‘war on doping’ (anchored in international conventions obliging national governments to combat
doping inside and outside of elite sports) may lead
to greater societal harm than it prevents.17 This
leads to the following question: How much of the
present harm of doping, for the athlete and the
wider society, might be related to antidoping policy
rather than to the use of the performance-enhancing
methods or substances per se?
There is, therefore, a rationale for a debate on
alternative policies. Based on experience with illicit
drugs, for which experimenting with alternative
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Doping in sports is not a recent phenomenon. In
the Tour de France, doping was common for most
of the race’s century-long history, during the ﬁrst
half quite openly.1 2 In the 1960s, doping was
more openly condemned; however, it was hardly
combatted. Contemporary antidoping, labelled a
‘war on doping’,3 is a recent development. Due to
the 1998 Festina affair, which is when systematic
doping was discovered on the Tour de France,4 the
World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) now strives
for the globalisation of antidoping across sports
and the strengthening of surveillance and repression. This is ongoing and not an immediate success,
as illustrated by the evidence that doping is still
rife.5
Contemporary media generally present doping as
intrinsically evil, but the rationale behind the antidoping rule is neither self-evident nor universally
accepted. There is an ongoing academic debate
about the rule, its effects and alternatives (see
refs. 6–11). This debate generally opposes two

i

https://www.wada-ama.org/en/media/news/2015-10/wadastatement-on-the-criminalization-of-doping-in-sport
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What if:
1. The anti-doping rule is relaxed within
boundaries of acceptable health risks;
2. The athlete’s health is monitored;
3. Some urine and blood testing subsists
using pragmatic evidence-based cut-off
levels to control risk;
Is such a change of the rule-book ethically
justifiable?

Self
Self respect
Athlete

✓

Other
Respect for one’s opponent ✓
Play
Respect for the sport and its basis of fair play

✓

Display
Respect for the sport spectacle and its social role

✓

Humanity
Respect for human nature and its bio-cultural identity

✓

Tolleneer & Schotsmans, 2012

Two Positions

✗

‘Conservative
Position’
• Prohibition
• Surveillance
• Repression

✗

‘Liberal Position’
• AntiDoping is
illogical
• Liberalise

Health first

•
•
•
•

Performance enhancement IS the spirit of sport
Some ‘soft’ paternalism: health risk-based scheme
Keep some minimal control and punishment scheme
Accept imperfection

Utopia

-

Dystopia

Eutopia

Horizons, you can't get there, unless the world is flat, but then you risk falling off.
Anti-doping believes the world is flat, if it pursues its course it may spell disaster.

What makes a champion
• You want to be an Olympic champion?

