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Background 
In the last decade, different theoretical models have been developed with the aim to make 
sense of doping from a psychological perspective. Most studies have studied this in elite 
athletes. However, there is concern that doping is also impacting “recreational sports.” The 
current study aimed to better understand recreational athletes' doping beliefs evaluating 
different psychosocial variables. Our approach integrated critical components of moral agency 
(Aquino & Reed, 2002), social cognitive theory (SCT; Albert Bandura, 2001), and the theory 
of planned behaviour (TPB; Ajzen, 1991).  

 

Methods and Design 
Measures 

Socio-demographic characteristics. Each participant reported the following data: age, gender, 
country, primary sport practiced, level of competition, and years of experience. Subsequently 
they replied to a battery of questions exploring the respondent’s position related to the below 
concepts. 

Doping moral disengagement. Moral disengagement (MD) is a focal development of SCT; can 
be characterized as the “self-serving, self-regulatory process that allows people to dope while 
still believing they are acting morally.” Doping moral disengagement was measured using the 
6-item scale developed by Lucidi et al. (2008) (an example of a question on this scale is: 
“Compared to the damaging effects of alcohol and tobacco, using prohibited performance 
and image enhancing substances is not so bad”). 

Self-regulatory efficacy. As indicated by the SCT, "perceived self-efficacy" alludes to people’s 
convictions about accomplishing their objectives and overcoming challenges. A sport-specific 
version of the doping self-regulatory efficacy scale was used to measure the perceived ability 
to resist doping (an example of a question on this scale is: “I feel I can resist using doping 
when pressured to do so by others”).  

Attitudes. According to the Theory of Planned Behavior, attitudes refer to people’s assessment 
of a way of behaving. Consequently, one's attitude toward doping comprises a positive or 
negative evaluation of its utilization. Attitudes toward performance-enhancing substances was 
evaluated through a short version of the Performance Enhancement Attitude Scale (an 
example of a question on this scale is: “Legalizing performance and image-enhancing 
substances would benefit sports”). 
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Moral identity. Moral identity refers to people’s cognition when thinking about their moral 
character and desire to be a moral person. Moral identity has been evaluated using the 5-
item internalization subscale of moral identity scale adapted to sports contexts. Participants 
were presented with certain traits (e.g., caring, fair, kind, helpful) and asked to respond to 
statements concerning these traits (for instance, “It would make me feel good to be a person 
who has these characteristics”). 

 

Results 
Calculations were made to assess the difference between Gender (male; female), European 
Region (Northern, Central, Southern), and Sport Category (CGS; Artistic, Games) on the 
critical variables of the study. 

Gender 

Results showed significant differences between males and females in all the variables except 
for self-efficacy. Males reported significantly higher levels of attitudes toward doping, and 
moral disengagement, while females showed significantly higher Moral Identity.  
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European Region 

Results showed significant differences between European Regions on all the variables, except 
for the attitudes toward doping. The analysis reported a significantly higher level of Moral 

Identity for the Northern Region compared to the Southern one (p< .001); and a substantially 
higher level of Self-regulatory efficacy for Northern and Central Regions compared to the 

Southern one (p< .001). For what concerns Moral Disengagement, the analysis showed the 

highest level for Central Region (p< .001), followed by Northern and Southern.  
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Sport Practiced 

Results showed significant differences between the Sport categories on all the critical 
variables of the study. The analysis reported a significantly higher level of Attitudes toward 
doping and Moral Disengagement in Artistic sports (which included fitness) than in CGS 

sports and Games (p< .001). Conversely, CGS sports showed higher Moral Identity and Self-

Efficacy levels than Artistic sports and Games (p< .001).  
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Results of the hypothesized model  

 

 

Figure 1 – The tested model of interaction. Note: “-“defines an inverse relationship;  “+” defines a positive 
association. The dotted line is a non-significant effect.  

Overall, the tested model (represented in figure 1) showed a positive and significant effect 

of Moral Identity (p< .001) on Self-efficacy and a negative impact on Moral disengagement 

(p< .001). In turn, Moral Disengagement was positively related to attitudes toward doping 

(p< .001), and self-efficacy acted as a negative predictor of attitudes toward doping 

(p< .001). Moral Identity was not directly related to attitudes toward doping, while its effect 
(negatively related) was indirect through both Moral Disengagement and Self-Efficacy 

(p< .001).  

 

Conclusion 
This is the first survey that evaluated psycho-social aspects underpinning doping in 
recreational athletes across different European Countries. 

Results of the first set of analyses showed that male recreational athletes had a more positive 
attitude toward doping and, at the same time, reported more Moral disengagement with a 
lower Moral identity. Concerning differences regarding the European Regions, the results did 
not show any differences in terms of attitudes toward doping. However, they showed a pattern 
that put Northern Region with the strongest Moral Identity and high Self-efficacy. Also, the 
sports categories revealed some differences in the critical variables of the study; specifically 
respondents doing Artistic sports reported the highest level of Attitudes toward doping and 
Moral disengagement. In contrast, participants who practiced CGS sport had a higher moral 
component (Moral identity) and a higher perception of resisting doping than others. 

Overall, our data showed all significant, but small differences between the considered groups. 
In terms of relationship and process between the key variables, it appears that the role played 
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by moral stable personality structures such as moral identity, become crucial by means of 
more malleable beliefs such as moral disengagement and self-regulatory efficacy. Future anti-
doping strategies on this target group could consider the described intercorrelations, and the 
role of these variables in order to focalize their interventions. 
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