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Doping offences 
that shocked 
the world

Box 1 ‘The Clear’

It is often said that the cheats are well ahead 
of the testers, and the BALCO case was a 
clear example of this. Victor Conte’s San 
Francisco laboratory had produced a drug 
they correctly believed was undetectable. 
Tetrahydrogestrinone (THG, or ‘The Clear’ as it 
was known) never showed up in drugs tests.

However, when the former coach of Olympic 
champion Marion Jones anonymously 
provided a syringe to USADA, a test was 

developed. Samples in the USA were re-tested 
and athletes from a range of sports, including 
baseball and athletics, were banned. British 
sprinter Dwain Chambers was one athlete 
who was caught out by the new test, having 
been provided with THG, along with other 
drugs, by Conte. Marion Jones was stripped 
of her Olympic medals, and eventually 
imprisoned for 6 months after being charged 
with lying to federal agents.
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1966 Drug testing 
begins in cycling and 
football, despite some 
substances having 
been banned in sport 
since the 1920s.

However, despite the high-
profile cases outlined here, only 
1–2% of samples test positive from 
the thousands of tests carried 
out worldwide each year. More 
worrying is the fact that studies have 
estimated the actual prevalence to 
be anywhere between 14 to 39% of 
the athlete population. Anti-doping 
organisations still have some way to 
go to catch up with the cheats, but new 
scientific techniques, investigations 
and collaborations are closing the gap.

In recent years, doping has frequently 
made headline news, with top 
athletes and even entire sporting 

nations such as Russia being banned 
from competing. Doping cases are 
shocking and affect how sport is 
governed and viewed around the world.

Doping in sport is relevant to the socio-
cultural/contemporary issues sections of 
each of the main exam boards.

EXAM LINKS 

1968 Swedish pentathlete Hans-Gunnar 
Liljenwall becomes the first athlete to be 
disqualified from an Olympic Games for 
using a banned substance. The banned 
substance was alcohol — he had a drink 
before the event to steady his nerves.

1967 British cyclist Tom Simpson dies 
during the Tour de France. His post mortem 
blamed a combination of heat exhaustion, 
amphetamines and alcohol. Simpson was 
Britain’s top cyclist at the time and the race 
was broadcast live. While it was widely 
known that cyclists used stimulants, his death 
still caused a shock, and contributed to the 
mandatory introduction of drug testing at the 
following year’s Olympics.

1974 East Germany 
begins implementation 
of ‘supportive means’ for 
all athletes (see p. 34).

1988 Ben Johnson is 
stripped of his Olympic 
100 m gold medal 
after testing positive 
for anabolic steroids.

2012 USADA charges cyclist 
Lance Armstrong with doping, 
among other violations. He had 
not tested positive, but USADA 
had collected enough evidence 
to charge him anyway. In 2013, 
Armstrong admitted to doping 
throughout his career.

2002 The United States Anti-Doping Agency (USADA) and the US federal 
government begin investigations into the Bay Area Laboratory Co-operative (BALCO), 
eventually uncovering use of performance-enhancing drug ‘The Clear’ (Box 1).

British skier Alain Baxter fails a drugs test and loses his Olympic bronze medal. He 
used a nasal decongestant he believed to be the same as one he had used legally 
in the UK. However, the US version contained a banned substance without his 
knowledge. The punishments imposed still applied, as athletes are deemed to be 
ultimately responsible for what they put in their bodies.

2019 USADA bans 
athletics coach Alberto 
Salazar following a 5-year 
investigation, leading to the 
closing of the highly successful 
Nike Oregon project. The 
majority of the high-profile 
athletes Salazar worked with 
were not charged with doping.

1998 The Tour de 
France is rocked by 
arrests and strikes as 
the Festina affair is 
uncovered (see p. 34).

1999 The World Anti-
Doping Agency (WADA) is 
founded after recent high-
profile cases and a lack of 
consistency in anti-doping 
enforcement worldwide.

2004 WADA introduces 
the ‘whereabouts’ rule. 
This means that selected 
athletes have to provide 
a specified location 
where they can be found 
for testing for 1 hour 
every day. This aimed to 
stop examples occurring 
such as Dwain Chambers, 
who successfully 
avoided tests and used 
masking agents.

2006 Operación Puerto 
begins. The investigation 
linked top athletes from 
tennis and football to a 
doctor whose home was 
found to contain packets 
of blood and performance-
enhancing drugs. While 
many athletes were 
banned, in some ways the 
operation was a failure, 
with many of the blood 
bags not being identified 
before the jurisdiction on 
them ended and they had 
to be destroyed.

2016 Tennis player 
Maria Sharapova 
announces that she has 
tested positive for newly 
banned drug meldonium. 
She was one of several 
athletes to do so, with 
many being from eastern 
Europe where the drug 
is routinely used, but 
one of the few charged. 
Others argued they had 
stopped using it before 
it was banned but it had 
remained in their system.

2020 Three-time Olympic 
swimming champion Sun Yang is 
banned for 8 years for failing to 
cooperate with sample testers. In 
2018, Sun’s entourage destroyed 
blood samples collected as part 
of a doping test.

Daniel Ashworth is deputy head of 
testing at UK Anti-Doping (UKAD).

Masking agent  A reagent that reacts with chemical species, 
potentially interfering in chemical analysis. In sports, a masking 
agent is used to hide or prevent detection of banned substances or 
illegal drugs such as anabolic steroids or stimulants.
Diuretics are the simplest form of masking agent. They work 
by enhancing water loss via urine excretion and thus diluting 
the urine, which results in lower concentrations of the banned 
substance, as more of it is being excreted from the body, making it 
more difficult for laboratories to detect.
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