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Establishing an anti-doping internal whistleblower policy in China
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Performance enhancement is considered an essential part of

sport.1 However, in the world of competitive and high-perfor-

mance sports, there is increasing evidence of a high prevalence

of performance-enhancing drug abuse.2�4 The use of drugs—

that is, banned substances—has become a serious problem with

significant social, ethical, policy, and personal consequences,5�7

and consequently compromises the integrity of sports and sports-

manship at all levels of competition, as well as the health and

well-being of individual athletes and public health in general.

In the fight against the use of banned substances, over the

past few decades there has been a strong anti-doping move-

ment across sports organizations and authorities at the state

level and among international sports federations such as the

International Olympic Committee, which formed the World

Anti-Doping Agency (WADA, https://www.wada-ama.org) in

1999. WADA’s purpose is to promote and coordinate interna-

tional efforts against doping in sport. Since its establishment,

WADA has created a global rulebook containing the World

Anti-Doping Code8 and, more recently, has developed a Whis-

tleblowing Program (WP).9 As part of the WP, WADA has

also launched a “Speak Up!” platform to encourage informants

and whistleblowers to report doping violations.10

Although there are various mechanisms for making inquiries

about or discovering illegal drug use in sports, such as oral and

written evidence, academic research, and investigative journal-

ism, encouraging individuals to report illegal drug use (in other

words, to be a “doping whistleblower”) has received increased

attention in research.11,12 Whistleblowers have been increasingly

important and impactful in exposing sports doping, with recent

examples including Russian insiders whose allegations caused

the nation to be banned from some sports at the 2016 Summer

Olympics in Rio de Janeiro and from the entire 2018 Winter

Olympic Games in Pyeongchang. Although the validity of the

whistleblowing approach remains to be determined scientifi-

cally, the WP is significant in that it recognizes the importance

of individual responsibility for creating and maintaining a zero-

tolerance culture for doping,9 as well as providing a secure and
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confidential method for anyone who reports an activity that is in

violation of WADA’s anti-doping rules.

Four decades of economic reforms have significantly raised

China’s status and reputation related to its athletes’ performance

in the world of sports. Landmark events, including the 2008 Sum-

mer Olympic Games in Beijing and the upcoming 2022 Winter

Olympic Games, will distinguish China as the first country that

will have hosted both the Summer and Winter Olympic Games in

the current century. With China’s increased reputation for sports

excellence and as home to many top medal recipients in a number

of world-class competitions, Chinese sport authorities and elite-

level athletes face increasing pressure not only to win medals but

also to ensure that athletic doping does not pose a significant

threat to the credibility of Chinese sport.13 However, over the dec-

ades, some high-profile doping scandals have been reported

across a range of sports (e.g., swimming, track and field) with ath-

letes testing positive for steroids, ultimately leading to their med-

als being stripped.13,14 It is likely that, as in many other countries,

the use of doping substances among Chinese athletes remains of

high ethical concern, and there may be unreported cases of dop-

ing that give rise to the need for implementing the WP in China.

Although China has anti-doping rules and regulations estab-

lished by the country’s Anti-Doping Agency,14 Chinese sport

agencies have primarily relied on a detection�deterrence

approach supported by precision laboratory testing. However,

little has been done to establish reliable, nonanalytical, individ-

ual reporting mechanisms that are in line with the WP to ensure

secure and nonrisk reporting. Thus far, the adoption of WP in

China has been very limited in scope, and its future implementa-

tion will face several practical barriers and cultural challenges.

First, even though the reporting of drug use among athletes is

encouraged in the Chinese anti-doping policy,15 it has not yet

been recognized, either in practice or at the policy level, as one

of the most important sources of information in identifying drug

violations. Second, although there is a high risk of retaliation for

being an informant or whistleblower, no protective measures

have been created to encourage informants and whistleblowers

to report suspected doping violations. Similarly, there are no

explicit safety assurances protecting the identity of the whistle-

blowers to ensure their right to confidentiality as outlined in
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WADA’s WP. Additionally, cultural conditions may prevent an

informant from willingly coming forward when a doping issue or

sports event does not involve a personal interest. Finally, there is

no reward system to incentivize whistleblowers to speak up.

There are several practical solutions to these challenges,

including the following.

Recognizing whistleblowers as an important element in the

fight against doping in sport. As reflected in the publication of

the WP,9 there is an increased recognition of the important

role whistleblowing plays in soliciting reports of wrongdoing

or exposing violations of the WADA Code.8 Accordingly,

there is a policy need for the sports regulatory regime and

anti-doping agencies at all levels to more explicitly integrate

this element into their rules and norms governing doping in

sports to strengthen compliance with WADA’s WP.

Aligning current anti-doping policies with WADA’s WP.

The current anti-doping policies established by China’s Anti-

Doping Agency should align closely with WADA’s WP,

including essential elements of support, protection, and

reward. The policy should be extended to specifically provide

support to encourage and engage whistleblowers. In addition,

a law is needed that protects whistleblowers’ anonymity,

ensures the integrity of measures protecting them, and mini-

mizes any risks (e.g., intimidation and harassment) they face

related to the exposure of their identity to the public.

Developing a whistleblowing system. An online whistle-

blowing system or portal should be established, similar to the

WADA model, that creates a reporting platform that enables

individuals (athletes, coaches, medical professionals, and

others) to make anonymous reports of any violation. Like the

WADA “Speak Up!” platform, a system should be developed

in China to facilitate whistleblower activities.

Educating athletes about whistleblowing. Research shows

that although current anti-doping efforts encourage and rely on

whistleblowing, many athletes are reluctant to become whistle-

blowers.12 Therefore, there is a need to create an education pro-

gram that provides athletes at all levels with support for their

whistleblowing actions to ensure that doping does not occur.

The education program should not only include discussion of the

significance, mechanisms, responsibilities, and psychological,

social, and economic consequences of doping in sports but also

should identify available means for reporting, potential risks of

reporting (e.g., stress, intimidation), and measures in place to

protect the integrity and identity of whistleblowers.

Changing the social stigma accompanying the reporting of

doping through public campaigns. Because the harm created

by doping in sports and sportsmanship is well known,16�18

there is a clear need to launch public information campaigns

that raise societal awareness of the adverse effects of doping

on sports. The goal of these campaigns should be to change

the broader policymaking, group, and community perceptions

and norms about whistleblowers as informants.19,20

Because of the emphasis on the importance of superior per-

formance at all costs among elite athletes and the increase in

the use of performance-enhancing substances, it is time for
sports governing bodies in China to move forward in develop-

ing anti-doping whistleblower policies that are based on the

WP. Such policies would help manage and control the use of

illegal substances in sports to protect the public interest and

preserve the integrity of sports in China.
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