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outlook

Cleansportis
more thanjust
drug-free

Dopingis just one form of
cheatinginsport. To protect
sportingintegrity, all unethical
behaviours must be treated
equally, says Andrea Petroczi.

heworld of sportisreplete withrhetoricinvolving

theword ‘clean’. Whether in the mission statements

of organizations such as UK Anti-Doping or in the

names of groups such as the US non-profit organi-

zationthe Partnership for Clean Competition, clean
isused asalabel of integrity, authenticity and fairness. Yet,
despite the pervasiveness of the term, itis not always clear
what clean sportreally is.

Often the definition revolves around the use of prohib-
ited performance-enhancing drugs or methods. Perfor-
mance enhancement is encouraged in sport, provided it
is achieved through legitimate means. When strategies
for boosting performance employ substances or meth-
odsspecifically outlawed by agoverning body, suchasthe
World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA), the practices become
doping.

All athletes know that doping is just one of many forms
of cheating. There are numerous ways to gain an unfair
advantage that do not involve banned drugs, and myriad
unethical behaviours undermine sporting integrity in
other ways.

For example, some athletes might use shoes that have
beenillegally modified to give the wearer an edge. Others
might manipulate the process of classification by weight,
age or level of disability to compete against opponentsin
adifferent class, or find ways to avoid having to cover the
same distance as their competitors. Some athletes with
spinal-cord injuries might even go to the extreme of using
aprohibited self-harming practice toincrease blood pres-
sure before acompetition — known as boosting.

And some forms of cheating do not confer acompetitive
advantage. Sports betting, for instance, allows athletes
to benefit financially from fixing the result of a compe-
tition or even receiving a yellow card at a certain time.
Other threats to sporting integrity are not cheating at all,
butratherissues such as sexual abuse, racism and gender
discrimination.

Clearly then, the absence of performance-enhancing
drugs cannotbe the sole factor by whichasportislabelled
asclean. The anti-doping movement has been the corner-
stone of clean sport for more than 20 years. But this focus
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on prohibited drugs might have contributed to afailureto
crackdownon otherbehaviours that threaten the integrity
of sport.

Protecting integrity

Doping is well-regulated across sports and nations,
but other forms of cheating are dealt with by a series of
uncoordinated rules that are made and enforced by a
mixture of international and national organizations. Dis-
jointed regulation creates weak points where thereisalack
of adequate monitoring, makingboth sports and athletes
vulnerableto corruption. If cleansportistorepresentthe
epitome of fair and authentic competition, then all unethi-
cal behaviours must be better regulated.

Those involved have been talking about this need for
many years. In 2011, David Howman, who was then the
director-general of WADA, proposed the creation of
an international integrity body that would work inde-
pendently to address not just doping but also other threats
to cleansport, suchasbribery and harassment, and coor-
dinate action across sports and countries (see go.nature.
com/3bmroj4). “The criminal underworld is engaged in
clear and serious efforts to corrupt the sporting world,”
he said. “If we do not do this, we face a very rocky future.”

An organization such as this is likely to be part of the
solution. The questionis whenand how it should be estab-
lished, and how its effectiveness should be judged.

If such abody were to be set up, it would probably be
led by existing international and national anti-doping
agencies. However, it is not reasonable to expect these
organizations to broaden their remit to cover all forms
of cheating. Anti-doping organizations have considera-
ble experience inthe detection of prohibited substances,
but they might well have no knowledge of other threats to
sporting integrity. Inaddition, many of these organizations
arealready stretched by their current efforts. Asking them
to take on more responsibility might not only fail to make
sportssignificantly cleaner but also hinder ongoing efforts
to fight doping.

Building on existing anti-doping systems cannot, there-
fore, be the answer. Instead, international sporting associ-
ationsshould be given the assistance they need tobuild the
knowledge and expertise required to deal with the specific
threatsthey each face. Integrity issues vary by sport,soin
the near term it will be more effective to divide the chal-
lenge of protecting integrity by sport, rather than by par-
ticular problems, such as doping, match-fixing or abuse.

There are a handful of examples of movement in this
direction. The Athletics Integrity Unitin Monaco, chaired
by Howman, was created in 2017 to independently manage
all threats to the integrity of athletics. Since then, several
international sports entities have begun to address abroad
scope of integrity-relatedissuesintheir sportandincrease
their expertise — the first step towards an overarching
integrity body.

Athletes, spectators, organizers and sponsors all want
to see sport that is fair and authentic. To achieve this,
organizations must move beyond the war on drugs that has
dominated the clean-sportagendafor solong. Preventing
dopingisacomponent of protecting integrity in sport, but
the real goal must be to stop cheating of any kind.
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