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Abstract: Doping in sport refers to the use of prohibited substances or methods to enhance athletic perfor-

mance aimed at an unfair advantage over other athletes in sports. While the pursuit of excellence is central to 

sports, doping undermines its integrity, fairness, and safety. Doping in sports has a long history, from primitive 

herbal concoctions to sophisticated designed biochemical drugs.  International and national regulatory frame-

works have been developed to detect and sanction anti-doping rule violations. Doping has been shaped by the 

interplay between athletes seeking competitive advantage and authorities striving to maintain ethical standards 

A growing policy question is whether—and how—countries should criminalize certain forms of doping con-

duct (trafficking, supply, administration, organized schemes). This paper traces the historical development of 

anti-doping regulation, describes the core international instruments that shape national law, explains criminal-

ization mechanisms used by states, assesses arguments for and against criminalization, surveys notable na-

tional approaches and cases, and outlines policy and procedural challenges for criminal enforcement. 
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1. Introduction 

Doping is not something new in sports and athletes have been using substances to elevate their 
physical performances, for better outcomes in sport (Mazzeo et al. 2018a) Greek athletes consumed 
specific diets, including animal parts while Roman gladiators used various substances, including 
hallucinogenic mushrooms and plant extracts, to enhance performance and to suppress pain endure 
fatigue (Dimeo 2007). Greek wrestler, Milo of Croton, who won six consecutive Olympic Games 
in the VI century B.C., is said to have consumed several kilograms of beef, including bull testicles 
together with 8 quarts of wine per day.  In the 19th and early 20th centuries, athletes used stimu-
lants like strychnine and cocaine to gain an edge (Baron et al. 2007). Table 1 highlights history of 
doping. 

Athletes resort to doping for various reasons, including the desire for fame, fortune, and the 
pressure to succeed in highly competitive environments. The culture of “faster, higher, stronger” 
steaming from the Olympic motto creates a community that can legitimate drug consumption for 
improved performance (Mazzeo et al. 2018b. The use of performance-enhancing drugs poses sig-
nificant risks to athletes' health and well-being, ranging from cardiovascular complications to hor-
monal imbalances to long-term organ damage. Moreover, doping undermines the principles of fair 
play and integrity that form the bedrock of sportsmanship, eroding public trust in the authenticity 
of athletic achievements. 

2. Methods 

This study is multidisciplinary in its approach and is based on academic journals and allied 
literature, ministerial/governmental reports, reports by research institutes and international organi-
zations (WADA, IOC, FIFA, UEFA, FIFPRO, OECD, UN, and SIGA). Media sources were also 
consulted. 

3. Results and Discussion 

Doping has never been praised or considered a healthy practice in any society and sports. In 
ancient Olympic games in Greece, athletes caught using substances to enhance their performance 
were punished. They were essentially banned from competing, and their names were often en-
graved in stone and placed in a pathway leading up to the stadium. In this way, their transgression 
became publicly known. Horse sport was one of the first industries to recognize the negative im-
plications of doping and implement regulations. By as early as 1903 it was outlawed in some horse 
racing (Yesalis 2001). 
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Table 1. History of doping 

Period/Year Event/Development Details References 

Ancient 

Greece 

(c. 776 BCE) 

Early Performance En-

hancers 

Athletes consumed figs, mushrooms, sesame 

seeds, and herbal tonics 

(Michael and Charles 

2002) 

Roman Em-

pire 

Gladiator Stimulants Gladiators used stimulants, hallucinogenic mush-

rooms, and herbal extracts before combat 

(Singh 2017) 

1800s Early Chemical Use In 

Endurance Sports 

Cyclists and runners used caffeine, alcohol, nitro-

glycerin, strychnine, and ether to fight fatigue. 

(Michael and Charles 

2002) 

1904 First Olympic Doping 

Case 

U.S. marathoner Thomas Hicks took strychnine 

and brandy at St. Louis Olympics. 

(Dimeo 2007) 

1920s–1930s Stimulants Amphetamines (used in WWII) use surged in cy-

cling, soccer, and athletics. 

(John 1992) 

1950s Anabolic Steroids Intro-

duced 

Soviet weightlifters used synthetic testosterone; 

spread to strength-based sports globally. 

(Michael and Charles 

2002) 

1960 First Major Doping Death Danish cyclist Knud Jensen collapsed and died at 

Rome Olympics (amphetamine use suspected). 

(Thomas 2011) 

1967 IOC Medical Commission 

Created 

Response to cyclist Tom Simpson’s death in Tour 

de France (amphetamine overdose). 

(Barrie 2002) 

1968 First Olympic Drug Test-

ing 

Introduced at Mexico City Olympics (screened for 

stimulants and narcotics). 

(Dimeo 2007) 

1976 Steroid Testing Started First anabolic steroid testing at Montreal Olym-

pics. 

(WADA 2020) 

1983 Pan American Games 

Scandal 

Dozens of athletes withdrew to avoid testing. (Dimeo 2007) 

1988 Ben Johnson Scandal Canadian sprinter stripped of Olympic gold after 

stanozolol positive test (Seoul Olympics). 

(Michael and Charles 

2002) 

1999 WADA Established Created after 1998 Festina cycling scandal at Tour 

de France. 

(WADA 2020) 

2000 World Anti-Doping Code Adopted to standardize global anti-doping rules. (WADA 2004) 

2004 BALCO Scandal US-based lab distributed designer steroids (“the 

clear” and “the cream”) to elite athletes. 

(Fainaru-Wada and 

Lance Williams 2006) 

2008–2012 Retesting Olympic Sam-

ples 

IOC re-tested stored samples with new methods, 

disqualifying multiple medalists. 

(WADA 2016 Report) 

2015 Russian Doping Scandal WADA exposed state-sponsored doping program 

in Russia. 

(Richard 2015) 

Sports is closely associated with values of integrity such as honesty, fairness, and respect for the rules and spirit of the game. 
Illegal performance enhancement can potentially involve challenges such as the infiltration or organized crime. Doping risks athlete 
health, fairness of competition, and the credibility of sport. Historically, sports organizations relied primarily on administrative 
sanctions (disqualifications, bans). Since the late 20th century, however, states have increasingly been drawn into anti-doping by 
adopting criminal or quasi-criminal measures against certain doping-related conduct—most often supply, trafficking, and organized 
administration rather than mere use by an athlete (WADA 2021; UNESCO 2005). Role of criminal law in anti-doping policy is 
contested. Proponents argue criminal tools are necessary to dismantle networks and deter commercial suppliers, while critics caution 
against overreach, proportionality problems, and potential chilling effects on sport and medicine (Marinelli 2022; Shestak 2020). 
Table 2 summarizes history of anti-doping laws. 

Anti-doping efforts within international sport began in earnest in the 1960s (IOC Medical Commission, initial banned lists in 
1967–1968), accelerated after highly publicized causalities and scandals, leading to birth of the World Anti-Doping Agency 
(WADA) in 1999 and the promulgation of the World Anti-Doping Code (first adopted 2003; latest effective revisions published by 
WADA). The UNESCO International Convention against Doping in Sport (2005) provided a treaty vehicle encouraging states to 
harmonize their domestic responses with WADA’s Code and the annual Prohibited List (Ljungqvist 2017; WADA 2021; UNESCO 
2005). High-profile scandals such as the Festina affair (1998) and the Russian state-sponsored doping revelations (McLaren 2016) 
strengthened political will to expand enforcement beyond sport organizations to public authorities. 

States typically target the supply side of doping. Criminal penalties (imprisonment, fines) are seen as more likely to deter 
commercial networks that produce, distribute, and administer prohibited substances to athletes (Marinelli 2022). The unregulated 
manufacture and administration of pharmacologically active substances can endanger lives; criminal law enables public-health pro-
tections and deterrence where administrative sport rules cannot (UNESCO 2005). Criminal law provides enforcement agencies with 
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stronger investigative powers-search and seizure, wiretaps, compelled production of records, mutual legal assistance and asset for-
feiture-useful for complex, cross-border networks (Shestak 2020). Coaches, doctors, pharmacists, and suppliers who actively con-
ceal or administer substances may be morally and legally more culpable than athletes; criminalization targets these facilitators 
(McLaren 2016). These rationales explain why many jurisdictions criminalize trafficking, sale, and systematic administration but 
not mere personal use in every case (WADA 2015; Marinelli 2022). 

Table 2. History of anti-doping laws 

Year 
Legal/Institutional  

Development 
Details References 

1928 First anti-doping Rule International Association of Athletics Federations 

(IAAF) banned doping – the first international 

sports body to do so. 

(Dimeo 2007) 

1960 Rome Olympics Death 

(Knud Jensen) 

Triggered international calls for anti-doping rules. (Thomas 2011) 

1967 IOC Medical Commission Created after Tom Simpson’s death in Tour de 

France. Established official testing policy. 

(Barrie 2002) 

1968 First Olympic Drug Test-

ing 

Mexico City Olympics: stimulants and narcotics 

tested. 

(Paul 2007) 

1971 UN Convention on Psy-

choTropic Substances 

Many doping substances regulated internationally 

under drug control law. 

(United Nations 1971)1 

1976 Steroid Testing Introduced First Olympic Games to test for anabolic steroids 

(Montreal). 

(WADA 2006) 

1989 Council of Europe Anti-

Doping Convention 

First legally binding international treaty on doping 

in sport. 

(Council of Europe 

1989) 

1999 World Anti-Doping 

Agency (WADA) Estab-

lished 

Created after Festina cycling scandal (1998 Tour 

de France). Independent body to coordinate anti-

doping worldwide. 

(WADA 2004) 

2000 First World Anti-Doping 

Code Drafted 

Provided a unified set of rules for all sports and 

countries. 

(WADA 2003) 

2004 UNESCO International 

Convention against Dop-

ing in Sport 

First global treaty ratified by >180 countries to en-

force the World Anti-Doping Code. 

(UNESCO 2005) 

2008 Athlete Biological Pass-

port (ABP) Introduced 

Longitudinal monitoring of blood/urine values in-

stead of single tests. 

(Sottas et al. 2011) 

2015 Russian Doping Scandal 

Leads to Legal Reform 

WADA Independent Commission revealed state-

sponsored doping; IOC and WADA strengthened 

compliance rules. 

(Mclean 2015) 

2016 McLaren Report Confirmed Russian institutional doping; led to na-

tional-level bans and stricter compliance mecha-

nisms. 

(Richard 2016) 

2018 Court of Arbitration for 

Sport (CAS) Rulings 

CAS upheld sanctions against Russian athletes; re-

inforced legal enforcement role in anti-doping dis-

putes. 

(CAS 2018) 

Present 

(2021–2025) 

Criminalization Trend Countries like Germany, Italy, Austria, and France 

have criminalized doping (possession, trafficking, 

aiding). 

(Hanstad et al. 2008) 

4. Anti-doping and Criminal Laws 

Some countries adopt laws that explicitly criminalize conduct connected to doping in sport. Italy’s Law No. 376/2000 is a 
notable example: it establishes offences and administrative mechanisms aimed at protecting health in sports and punishing illicit 
circulation and administration of doping substances (Law No. 376/2000; Marinelli 2022). Italy also has pursued criminal investiga-
tions and prosecutions in large networks (e.g., “Oil for Drugs” cases) that targeted doctors and suppliers.Other states prosecute 
doping conduct under general criminal laws on drug trafficking, public health endangerment, fraud, or organized crime. Germany, 

 

 
1 United Nations 1971. https://www.unodc.org/pdf/convention_1971_en.pdf  

https://www.unodc.org/pdf/convention_1971_en.pdf
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for instance, draws on multiple criminal provisions (including those addressing organized crime, endangering life/health, and un-
lawful distribution) when serious trafficking or endangerment occurs (Gesetze-im-Internet; prosecutorial practice) (Potulski 2019). 

Many systems combine administrative (sporting) sanctions with criminal enforcement: sporting bodies impose bans; criminal 
authorities pursue serious supply or fraud offences. Criminal investigations may be triggered when evidence indicates organized 
networks, distribution to minors, large-scale profit, or danger to life (European Commission 2014). WADA and UNESCO encourage 
states to take appropriate measures against trafficking and distribution (UNESCO 2005). Laws often criminalize the supply chain—
manufacturing, importing, distributing, facilitating administration, or advice. In practice these are prosecuted as trafficking, con-
spiracy, or professional negligence/ malpractice (McLaren 2016; Marinelli 2022). Because doping networks are frequently transna-
tional, criminalization is coupled with mutual legal assistance, extradition frameworks, and EU instruments on organized crime and 
drug trafficking when applicable (Council of Europe instruments and EU framework decisions referenced in national lawbooks). 

Criminal sanctions are severe and can attach collateral stigma. Criminalizing athlete use (as opposed to supply) risks dispro-
portionate punishment for conduct already governed by sporting rules; many commentators argue criminal law should be reserved 
for facilitators and traffickers (Heshka 2025; Potulski 2019). 

Criminal convictions require proof beyond a reasonable doubt. Biomedical tests produce scientific evidence that can be com-
plex to present and challenge in courts. Chain-of-custody, laboratory competence, and admissibility of expert testimony become 
pivotal (WADA 2021). Athletes may face administrative bans and separate criminal charges arising from the same facts; coordina-
tion is needed to avoid unfairness or undue multiplicity of sanctions (Marinelli 2022). Criminal prosecutions are resource intensive; 
prosecuting every positive test is impractical and undesirable. Public prosecutors tend to prioritize cases involving organized crime, 
risk to public health, minors, large profits, or serious professional misconduct (Shestak 2020). Transnational supply chains and 
differing national laws complicate prosecutions. International cooperation, MLATs (mutual legal assistance treaties), and EU or 
Council of Europe instruments help but are time-consuming. Overly broad criminal rules might deter legitimate medical care or 
create uncertainty for sports physicians, potentially harming athletes’ health (critique summarized in literature). 

Supporters of criminalization argue that its necessary to dismantle commercial supply chains, protect public health, and provide 
real deterrence—especially where participants act in organized, profit-driven ways (Marinelli 2022; Shestak 2020). Opponents cau-
tion that criminal law is a blunt instrument: athlete use is a social-legal problem better handled through sport governance, education, 
treatment, and proportional administrative sanctions; criminalization may over-reach and risk miscarriages of justice (Potulski 2019; 
research on the case against criminalization). A pragmatic middle ground, adopted by many states, is to criminalize serious facilita-
tors and trafficking while reserving athlete sanctions to sporting bodies and medical/disciplinary authorities, with criminal enforce-
ment triggered when public-health, organized crime, or child protection concerns arise. 

5. National Anti-doping Approaches 

Italy’s Law No. 376/2000 created a comprehensive anti-doping regulatory architecture and includes criminal sanctions for 
certain violations of public health and the illicit circulation of doping substances. Italy has used criminal procedures in high-profile 
doping investigations (e.g., prosecutions of physicians and suppliers in the early 2000s) (Marinelli 2022; European Commission 
2014). 

Germany uses existing criminal law (e.g., offences endangering life/health, medication law, organised crime provisions) to 
prosecute serious supply and trafficking offences; German prosecutors have at times pursued doping networks using investigative 
tools associated with organized crime prosecutions (Gesetze-im-Internet; legal commentary). 

Common-law countries often rely on a mix of regulatory enforcement and existing criminal statutes (fraud, supply of controlled 
substances, endangerment). The UK Anti-Doping Authority (UKAD) coordinates with criminal authorities where trafficking, orga-
nized supply, or ancillary crimes (fraud, perverting the course of justice) are apparent. Australia’s national anti-doping policy and 
enforcement architecture likewise integrates administrative sanctions with referrals to criminal investigators in serious matters 
(Sport Integrity Australia; UKAD). 

The McLaren Independent Investigation (2016) exposed a state-sponsored manipulative scheme in which laboratory data were 
falsified and samples swapped; while WADA sanctions and sporting bans followed, criminal prosecutions at a state level were less 
consistent because of political and institutional constraints. The McLaren report illustrates both the scale of organized manipulation 
and the limits of civil/administrative enforcement where state actors are implicated (McLaren 2016). 

6. Conclusions 

From ancient times, athletes have pursued performance enhancement, often at great risk of harming the players’ health and 
educative and social values of sports. Anti-doping laws and institutions-most notably WADA-have evolved to safeguard fairness, 
health, and integrity in sport. Yet as science advances, ongoing vigilance, international cooperation, and ethical reflection will 
remain essential to addressing doping in sport. Sport’s administrative discipline alone cannot dismantle commercial networks and 
organized facilitation that endanger athlete health and undermine integrity. Criminal law offers investigative tools and punitive 
measures that can be effective-if narrowly targeted and accompanied by robust safeguards for proportionality, scientific reliability, 
and coordination between sport and state actors. The balanced approach includes bans for athletes, criminal liability for traffickers 
and enablers, and international cooperation to address transnational networks while protecting fundamental rights and medical prac-
tice. 
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