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Drugs and sports 
Jerri Husch 

I 
n a growing number of sports and 
physical activities, from body
building to swimming and from 

athletics to football , there has been a 
dramatic rise in the harmful use of 
substances to improve their perfor
mance, not only by elite and profes
sional athletes but by amateurs as 
well. In response to international 
concern over the prevalence of 
health and social problems related to 
drug use in sport, in 1992 WHO 
started a global project to help coun
tries to develop and carry out abuse 
prevention activities. An early 
product of the project, the 1993 
report on Drugs and sports: current 
issues and implications for public 
health offered an overview of the 
problems associated with the non
therapeutic and illicit use of drugs in 
sports. It also summed up current 
national and international efforts at 
prevention and education, and 
stressed the need for more cross
cultural data. 

Later research, with data col
lected from in-depth interviews and 
focus groups in nine countries, 
showed that- although patterns of 
drug use varied - some form of drug 
use existed in almost all sports and 
across most age groups. The poten
tially harmful use of substances took 
many forms, including overuse of 
untested food supplements and 
vitamins, damaging reliance on 
therapeutic drugs to treat injuries, 
and the taking of large doses of 
anabolic steroids. In general, the 
data suggested that harmful sub
stance use among athletes is part of a 
dynamic and extremely complex 
process related to social, physiologi
cal, psychological, economic and 
political variables. No simple 
pattern of substance use emerged, 
except that a large number of nations 
and many different sports were 
affected. 

Efforts to regulate and control the 
use of drugs in sporting activities 

have focused on developing new 
methods of testing and on educa
tional programmes. Testing is usu
ally based on the rationale that the 
substance gives the user an unfair 
advantage and may also harm the 
user. These criteria play an impor
tant role in defining the laws and 
regulations of international sport 
federations, national governing 
bodies and international champion
ships with respect to the banning of 
certain substances. The testing of 
athletes has been viewed as the 
primary means of deterring the non
therapeutic use of drugs in sports. 

Education and prevention pro
grammes vary according to their 
emphasis, their organizational struc
ture and their relationship to govern
mental agencies and other national 
and international sport bodies. 
Some programmes place prevention 

efforts within the domain of sports 
medicine and the health professions. 

Given the diversity of cultural 
needs and the educational responses, 
WHO's Programme on Substance 
Abuse has developed a strategy 
based on the various stages by which 
target-specific projects can be devel
oped. For people planning such 
projects and devising training mate
rials aimed at preventing illicit drug
use in sports, the newly published 
Programme development manual for 
drugs and sports offers step-by-step 
instructions in programme develop
ment. • 
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New methods of testing alone will not control the use of drugs in sporting activities; they must be 
backed up by health education. 


