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Doping Attitudes: A Comprehensive Overview

Defining Attitudes Toward Doping in Sport

Attitudes toward doping represent a complex psychological construct reflecting an athlete's overall
evaluation--favorable or unfavorable--of the use of performance-enhancing drugs (PEDs) and
methods in competitive sport. This evaluation is not merely a superficial opinion but is deeply
rooted in cognitive beliefs, emotional responses, and behavioral intentions concerning the practice
of doping. Understanding these attitudes is crucial for developing effective anti-doping policies, as
an individual's attitude serves as a primary psychological predictor of actual doping behavior,
functioning as a mental blueprint for action. A favorable attitude often stems from the perceived
necessity of doping to achieve success, maintain parity with competitors, or manage the intense
pressure inherent in elite sport, highlighting the critical interplay between individual psychology and
the demanding sporting environment.

The definition encompasses various dimensions, moving beyond a simple "yes" or "no" stance on
drug use. It includes attitudes toward specific classes of prohibited substances (e.g., anabolic
steroids, stimulants), attitudes toward the anti-doping system itself (e.g., fairness of testing,
severity of sanctions), and general moral acceptance of cheating. For instance, an athlete may
hold a negative attitude toward injecting hormones but a permissive attitude toward using certain
supplements that border on the prohibited list, demonstrating the nuanced nature of the construct.
Furthermore, attitudes are often influenced by the athlete's stage of career, their level of
competitive success, and the specific norms within their team or sport culture. Therefore, effective
psychological research must employ multidimensional scaling to capture the full spectrum of an
athlete's disposition toward this ethically charged topic, recognizing that attitudes are dynamic and
context-dependent.

Crucially, attitudes are distinct from, though highly correlated with, subjective norms and perceived
behavioral control, which together form the foundation of behavioral theories applied to doping.
While an attitude reflects personal evaluation, subjective norms reflect the perceived social
pressure from significant others--coaches, teammates, family--regarding doping. The strength of
an athlete's attitude is often tested when these external pressures conflict with internal moral
beliefs. A strong, consistently negative attitude toward doping, often associated with high levels of
self-efficacy and moral identity, acts as a protective barrier against external influences that might
otherwise encourage rule-breaking behavior. Conversely, weak or ambivalent attitudes leave
athletes highly susceptible to the perceived instrumental benefits of PEDs, especially when facing
performance plateaus or career-defining competitions where the perceived risk-reward ratio shifts
dramatically in favor of unethical enhancement.

Psychological Components of Doping Attitudes

Psychological attitudes, following the classic Tripartite Model, are generally composed of three
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interconnected components: cognitive, affective, and behavioral. The cognitive component refers
to the beliefs and knowledge an athlete holds about doping. These beliefs include perceived

non non

outcomes (e.g., "doping increases muscle mass," "doping leads to severe health risks," "doping
guarantees victory"), factual accuracy regarding prohibited lists, and the perceived effectiveness
and risk associated with various substances. Cognitive dissonance often plays a significant role
here; athletes who dope may rationalize their behavior by minimizing the perceived health risks or
by claiming that "everyone else is doing it," thereby adjusting their cognitive beliefs to align with

their actions and reduce internal conflict, making their attitude more favorable post-behavior.

The affective component involves the feelings, emotions, and values associated with doping.
This dimension captures the moral revulsion, guilt, shame, or conversely, the excitement and
sense of competitive advantage that doping might evoke. For many athletes, doping elicits
powerful negative emotions due to its association with cheating and violation of the spirit of sport
(fair play). However, for those who hold positive attitudes, the affective response may be linked to
feelings of empowerment, control over performance outcomes, or relief from performance anxiety,
suggesting a significant emotional investment in the success derived from pharmacological means.
Research indicates that the emotional valence attached to doping--whether it is viewed with fear
and disgust or with pragmatic acceptance--is a powerful driver of the overall attitude strength and
its predictive capacity for subsequent doping behavior.

Finally, the behavioral component--often termed the conative component--reflects the athlete's
intention or predisposition to engage in doping behaviors or related actions, such as seeking
information about PEDs or associating with peers who dope. While intention is the immediate
precursor to behavior, it is strongly molded by the cognitive and affective evaluations. A highly
favorable attitude necessarily implies a strong intention to dope, assuming the athlete perceives
they have the control and opportunity to do so, and that the external environment facilitates such
action. Conversely, strong negative attitudes are associated with proactive behaviors aimed at
preventing doping, such as volunteering for anti-doping initiatives or actively reporting suspicious
activity, illustrating the active role of attitude in shaping ethical compliance within the sporting
context and upholding integrity norms.

Theoretical Models of Attitude Formation and Behavior

The prediction of doping behavior from attitudes is best understood through established social
psychological frameworks, primarily the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), which posits that
behavior is predicted by behavioral intention, which, in turn, is predicted by three factors: attitude
toward the behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (PBC). In the context of
doping, the attitude component captures the athlete's personal judgment of whether doping is
beneficial or detrimental. If an athlete perceives doping as highly advantageous for performance
enhancement and the risk of detection or sanction is low, their attitude toward the behavior will
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likely be favorable, significantly increasing the probability of intention formation, which is the final
psychological step before committing the act.

Beyond the TPB, Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) emphasizes the role of observational learning,
self-efficacy, and outcome expectancies in attitude formation. Athletes observe the behaviors and
outcomes of their peers and role models; if successful athletes appear to be doping without
conseqguence, this observation can foster a permissive attitude, suggesting that doping is an
effective, accepted pathway to success and normalizing the practice. Self-efficacy, or the belief in
one's ability to succeed without using PEDs, is a critical moderator. Athletes with high performance
self-efficacy often maintain stronger anti-doping attitudes, as they trust their inherent talent and
training regimen, whereas those with low self-efficacy may develop favorable doping attitudes out
of desperation or perceived necessity to bridge the gap between current performance and
competitive demands.

Furthermore, moral theories, such as the Moral Disengagement Theory, help explain how
athletes with generally negative attitudes toward cheating can still engage in doping. Moral
disengagement mechanisms allow individuals to selectively switch off their internal moral controls,
thereby separating their negative attitude toward doping from their actual behavior. Mechanisms
include moral justification (reinterpreting doping as necessary hard work), advantageous
comparison ("it's not as bad as match-fixing"), displacement of responsibility (“my coach made me
do it"), and diffusion of responsibility ("everyone on the team is doing it"). These cognitive
strategies effectively neutralize the inhibitory effect of a negative attitude, transforming a potentially
unfavorable evaluation into a permissible action, highlighting the dynamic and fragile nature of
doping attitudes under extreme competitive pressure and the sophisticated psychological
maneuvers required to violate deeply held moral beliefs.

Socio-Environmental Influences on Doping Attitudes

Attitudes toward doping are not formed in a vacuum but are heavily mediated by the athlete's
immediate socio-environmental context. Subjective norms, derived from the expectations and
behaviors of key reference groups, exert profound influence. The perceived approval or
disapproval of doping by coaches, teammates, medical staff, and family members significantly
shapes an athlete's personal attitude. If an athlete perceives that their teammates tacitly accept or
actively encourage PED use, the formation of a favorable attitude is greatly facilitated, even if the
athlete holds initial reservations. This is particularly true in team sports or environments where
conformity and cohesion are highly valued, leading to the adoption of the collective attitude as a
means of social belonging and protection against exclusion.

The competitive environment and organizational culture of the sport also play a determining
role. Sports characterized by intense professionalization, high financial stakes, and a "win-at-all-
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costs" mentality tend to foster more permissive doping attitudes, as the perceived rewards
outweigh the ethical costs. When the organizational structure fails to uphold strong ethical
standards, or when anti-doping enforcement is perceived as weak or inconsistent, athletes may
rationalize that the system is flawed and that doping is merely a pragmatic response to institutional
failure, rather than a moral transgression. Conversely, organizations that prioritize athlete welfare,
transparency, and ethical conduct cultivate a culture of integrity, reinforcing strong negative
attitudes toward performance enhancement through illicit means by making the moral choice the
path of least resistance.

The influence of mass media and societal framing cannot be overstated. Media coverage that
sensationalizes doping scandals or, conversely, glorifies performance achievements without
guestioning their authenticity, subtly influences public and athlete attitudes by setting implicit
standards for acceptable performance levels. Societal attitudes toward risk, success, and the use
of technology to enhance human capabilities also seep into the sporting world. If society
increasingly accepts pharmacological enhancement in other domains, the moral boundary
surrounding PED use in sport becomes blurred, potentially eroding the strength of negative anti-
doping attitudes among emerging athletes who perceive doping as simply another tool for
professional advancement in a highly competitive global marketplace where technological
advantage is expected.

Measurement and Assessment of Doping Attitudes

Accurate measurement of doping attitudes is essential for research and targeted intervention. Due
to the sensitive and socially undesirable nature of doping, measurement often relies on self-report
guestionnaires, which face challenges related to social desirability bias--the tendency for
respondents to report attitudes that align with anti-doping norms, regardless of their true beliefs. To
mitigate this, researchers employ various sophisticated techniques, including the use of implicit
measures and careful scale design that utilizes subtle or indirect questioning. Standard attitude
scales typically assess the three components (cognitive beliefs, affective evaluation, and
behavioral intention) using Likert-type scales to gauge the degree of agreement or disagreement.

Commonly used instruments include the Performance Enhancement Attitude Scale (PEAS) and
various adaptations of the Theory of Planned Behavior questionnaire tailored specifically for doping
behaviors. These scales operationalize attitudes by asking athletes to rate their agreement with
statements such as:

"Doping is necessary to succeed at the elite level” (Cognitive belief, assessing perceived
necessity).
"| feel morally wrong about using prohibited substances" (Affective evaluation, assessing moral
sentiment).
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"l intend to never use performance-enhancing drugs" (Behavioral intention, assessing commitment
to clean sport).

These explicit measures provide insight into conscious evaluations but must be interpreted
cautiously, especially among athletes who are actively doping or contemplating it, as they are likely
to manage their responses to present a morally acceptable front.

To bypass conscious distortion, researchers increasingly utilize Implicit Association Tests
(IATs). The IAT measures the strength of automatic associations between concepts (e.g., 'Doping’
and 'Good' vs. 'Doping' and 'Bad") by analyzing reaction times to paired stimuli. A strong implicit
association between 'Doping' and 'Good' suggests a favorable, automatic attitude that the athlete
may not consciously acknowledge or report on an explicit questionnaire, indicating a potential
predisposition toward doping behavior. Combining explicit self-reports with implicit measures
provides a more robust and complete picture of an athlete's true disposition toward doping,
revealing potential conflicts between stated moral opposition and subconscious acceptance, which
is invaluable for predicting actual behavior under conditions of heightened stress or temptation.

Intervention Strategies and Attitude Change

Intervention strategies aimed at preventing doping must focus on fostering strong, stable negative
attitudes toward PED use. Effective interventions move beyond simple deterrence (fear of
sanctions) and focus on psychological and moral education. Educational programs should target
the cognitive component by providing accurate, balanced information regarding the severe health
risks associated with specific substances, countering the often-misleading information found online
or shared within doping subcultures. They must also directly address and challenge the
misconception that "everyone is doing it," thereby weakening permissive subjective norms and
reinforcing the reality of clean competition.

Targeting the affective and moral components requires interventions that emphasize the spirit of
sport and the intrinsic value of fair competition. These programs aim to strengthen moral identity
and foster feelings of pride in achieving success through clean means, linking self-worth directly to
ethical performance. Technigues often involve scenario-based discussions and ethical dilemma
resolution, helping athletes practice decision-making skills in high-pressure situations, thereby
reinforcing the negative emotional valence associated with cheating and maximizing the feelings of
guilt and shame associated with potential rule violation. Furthermore, developing strong self-
efficacy beliefs is critical; educational modules should focus on goal setting, effective training
strategies, and mental resilience techniques that empower athletes to believe they can achieve
success without chemical assistance, thus undermining the perceived need for doping.

Successful attitude change requires a long-term, multi-level approach involving athletes, coaches,
and support staff, ensuring consistency across the athlete's environment.
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Coach Education: Ensuring coaches model and enforce strong anti-doping attitudes, as they are
primary sources of subjective norms and behavioral expectations.

Peer Support Networks: Utilizing athlete mentors and leaders to promote clean sport and
reinforce negative group attitudes toward doping, leveraging the power of in-group influence.
Values Clarification: Engaging athletes in exercises that explicitly link personal values (e.g.,
honesty, integrity) to sporting behavior, making the conflict between doping and core values explicit
and difficult to morally disengage from.

Environmental Modification: Working with sporting bodies to ensure testing is perceived as fair,
consistent, and effective, thereby increasing perceived behavioral control over doping behavior and
reinforcing the negative consequences associated with the unfavorable attitude, making the choice
to dope less rational.

By addressing attitudes at the cognitive, affective, and behavioral levels, interventions can build
psychological defenses that are resilient against the intense pressures of elite competition.

Ethical Dimensions and Future Research

The study of attitudes toward doping is inherently linked to profound ethical questions regarding
fairness, bodily integrity, and the nature of human competition. Ethically, a positive attitude toward
doping challenges the fundamental premise of sport as a level playing field based on natural talent
and dedication, undermining the trust that spectators and competitors place in the system. Future
research must continue to explore the ethical justifications athletes use to rationalize doping,
examining how moral frameworks shift under professional pressure and how concepts like
"medical necessity" are manipulated to justify performance enhancement. Furthermore,
researchers must ethically navigate the difficulty of studying sensitive attitudes, ensuring
confidentiality and minimizing the risk of eliciting self-incriminating responses from participants,
particularly given the severe legal and career consequences associated with admitting favorable
attitudes or past behavior.

Future research directions should prioritize longitudinal studies to track how attitudes evolve over
an athlete's career, particularly during critical transition periods (e.g., transition from junior to elite
level or recovery from injury) when vulnerability to doping pressures is highest. There is also a
need for greater cross-cultural research to understand how attitudes toward pharmacological
enhancement vary based on national sporting culture, legal frameworks, and societal acceptance
of risk. For instance, attitudes in cultures that highly prioritize national glory may differ significantly
from those in cultures emphasizing individual health and fair play, necessitating tailored
intervention strategies that respect cultural contexts while upholding universal anti-doping
standards.

Finally, emerging research must focus on the role of technology and genetic enhancement on
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doping attitudes. As the boundaries of enhancement blur (e.g., therapeutic use exemptions,
advanced nutritional supplements, potential gene therapies), athletes' attitudes toward what
constitutes "cheating” will inevitably shift. Understanding these evolving attitudes is critical for anti-
doping agencies to remain proactive and adapt their educational messaging. Research must also
explore the interplay between implicit attitudes, explicit moral reasoning, and actual decision-
making processes, perhaps utilizing neuroscientific methods to identify the cognitive markers
associated with strong pro-doping or anti-doping dispositions, ultimately refining the psychological
profile of the athlete most at risk of developing a favorable attitude toward performance
enhancement and subsequent rule violation.

The persistent challenge in the field remains the translation of strong negative attitudes into
consistent ethical behavior, particularly when the perceived rewards for breaking the rules are
enormous and the perceived risk of detection is minimal. Continuous research into the
psychological underpinnings of doping attitudes is essential to fortify the ethical backbone of
competitive sport globally and preserve the integrity of athletic achievement.
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