
Please cite this article in press as: Fincoeur, B., et al. I’m a poor lonesome rider. Help! I could dope. Performance Enhancement & Health
(2018), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.peh.2018.07.003

ARTICLE IN PRESSG Model
PEH-134; No. of Pages 6

Performance Enhancement & Health xxx (2018) xxx–xxx

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Performance Enhancement  &  Health

journa l homepage: www.e lsev ier .com/ locate /peh

I’m  a  poor  lonesome  rider.  Help!  I could  dope

Bertrand  Fincoeur ∗,  Rachel  Cunningham,  Fabien  Ohl
University of Lausanne, Institute of Sports Sciences, Switzerland

a  r  t  i  c  l  e  i  n  f  o

Article history:
Received 26 February 2018
Received in revised form 18 May  2018
Accepted 31 July 2018
Available online xxx

Keywords:
Doping
Cycling
Idealtypes
Indicators of doping use
Precariousness
Supervision
Prevention
Performance-enhancing drugs

a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

There  is  some  evidence  that  the  widespread  culture  of  tolerance  towards  doping  within  elite cycling
has  been  splintered  over  the past  two decades.  Not  unsurprisingly  when  looking  back  at  cycling’s  recent
history,  elite  teams  are  now  expected  to  take  an active  part  in doping  prevention.  In  particular,  we  show
in  this  article  that  weak  team  supervision  and  precarious  work  conditions  may  impact  individual  doping
risks.  Based  on  these  two  indicators,  we  then  develop  four ideal  types  of dopers.  Finally,  we  elaborate  on
policy  implications  for doping  prevention.  This  article  is  based  on aggregated  results  from  two  research
projects  on  doping  in  elite  cycling.  In  total,  109 interviews  were  conducted  with  elite  riders  and  staff
members  from  eleven  elite teams,  as  well  as other  stakeholders.

©  2018  Elsevier  Ltd. All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Numerous academic scholars, policy reports and cycling
stakeholders have consistently documented the existence of a
widespread culture of tolerance towards doping (e.g., Brissonneau,
Aubel, & Ohl, 2008; Christiansen, 2005; Cycling Independent
Reform Commission, 2015; Gaumont, 2005; Hamilton & Coyle,
2012). It is worthwhile to recall the reactions from the peloton after
their practices, hidden until then, were revealed by French police,
custom officers, and subsequent media investigations. Indeed, after
the entire Festina cycling team was sent home and the Dutch team
TVM followed a few days later, five more teams decided to pull out
of the race in response and the peloton staged a solidarity sit-down
protest. Riders who decided to break down the walls of silence were
promptly fired by the peloton. Undoubtedly, the claims in favour of
a doping-free sport were unfounded within the cycling community.
The period between the 1998 Tour de France and the early 2010s
was then unsurprisingly affected by repeat scandals involving var-
ious elite teams and/or riders (e.g., Blitz, 2001; Oil for Drugs, 2004;
Cofidis, 2004; Puerto, 2006; Via Col Doping, 2008).

However, one cannot assert that nothing changed in the mean-
time. Today the Cycling Anti-Doping Foundation, established in
2008 and independent from the International Cycling Union (UCI)
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since 2013, manages the costliest and probably most elaborate
anti-doping programme of all elite sports federations. Likewise,
the intensified efforts of law enforcement agencies and the devel-
opment of new detection techniques, not least the introduction
of the biological passport in 2008, have substantially increased
riders’ perception of the risks of being caught and sanctioned
(Ohl, Fincoeur, Lentillon-Kaestner, Defrance, & Brissonneau, 2015;
Overbye, Knudsen, & Pfister, 2013). The fear of negative economic
repercussions at a macro-level – e.g., sponsors’ withdrawal, absence
of media coverage – and at a micro-level – e.g., individual risk of
having his contract voided – have also endorsed the need to clean up
elite cycling (Dimeo, 2014). In order to keep their sponsorships and
protect the employment of dozens of people – riders, sports direc-
tors, soigneurs, mechanics, etc. – elite teams have progressively
become much less inclined to take risks by openly providing their
riders with illegal products (Fincoeur, van de Ven, & Mulrooney,
2014).

This changing context does not mean that doping has been erad-
icated. It simply means that while doping could be interpreted
primarily from a cultural perspective when elite cycling was best
described as “pharmacy on wheels” (Hoberman, 2002), it can no
longer be reduced to purely structure-driven explanations. The
rule-breaking process is the outcome of the interaction between
the person’s propensity for crime and his exposure to the crim-
inogenic features of the setting (Wikström, 2014). Yet, doping use,
where still applicable, seems to increasingly rely on riders’ agency
since exposure to a drug-supportive environment is decreasing.
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More than ever, the idea that there is a single doping culture is
questionable. Understanding why some riders intentionally use
illegal enhancers requires a dynamic approach that explores the
interactions between personal, situational, and structural influ-
ences, and that moves beyond a narrow individual or cultural
perspective. Indeed, while theories based on homo economicus
assumptions (e.g., Breivik, 2015) overemphasise the idea of ratio-
nal self-interested behaviour, cultural and structural paradigms fail
to explain the resilience to doping. Therefore, it is necessary to
conflate individual, situational, and structural considerations when
disentangling riders’ reasons doping (Stewart & Smith, 2008). To
this end, in this article we highlight two indicators of doping use
– i.e., precariousness and poor supervision – that emerged from
our data analysis. These findings then serve as a starting point to
develop four ideal types of dopers. Finally, we conclude by elabo-
rating policy implications for doping prevention.

2. Method section

This article is based on aggregated results from two  research
projects: research funded by the Research Foundation Flanders
about the doping market in Belgian and French cycling (Fincoeur,
2016), and a research project on doping in elite cycling funded
by the Swiss National Science Foundation (2017-ongoing). Both
projects relied on mixed methods: a) 77 & 32 semi-structured qual-
itative interviews, respectively, with elite riders and staff members
from eleven teams, and other stakeholders; b) quantitative and doc-
umentary data obtained from elite teams, cycling federations, and
anti-doping agencies. Interviewees were selected by convenience
and/or snowball sampling. Interviews were conducted either at the
home of interviewees or in hotels during races or training camps.

In addition, we have used preliminary results from a study
funded by the International Cycling Union (2012–2016) (Aubel &
Ohl, 2014; Ohl, Fincoeur, Langenbach, & Ray-Suillot, 2016).

As the applied interview guides had overlapping themes and
explored many of the same issues, we analysed the data collected
as one set.

The two indicators and the typology we develop in this article
emerged from a thematic analysis of our data. We  recently pre-
sented our typology to interviewees for validation or falsification
of theory. This has further helped refine and strengthen the results.

3. Two  indicators of doping use: precariousness and poor
supervision

In order to better understand the process by which a rider is
inclined to dope, one should abandon the simplistic conception of
(individual) moral failure and/or lack of personal ethics (Dimeo &
Møller, 2018; Henning & Dimeo, 2015). This conception neglects
the influence of organisational contexts and social interactions
while explaining human behaviour. It also unfairly puts the respon-
sibility for doping practices on riders alone.

At a macro-sociological level, Waddington and Smith (2009)
identified four long-term trends explaining the increased drug use
since the 1960s: the high competitiveness of (elite) sport, its politi-
cisation, its commercialisation, and its medicalisation. Hughes and
Coakley (1991) also showed that athletes’ doping can be explained
by over-conformity to the norms and values embodied in sport
itself. However, this cannot fully explain why some riders use illegal
enhancers whereas others do not. At a meso-level, Ohl et al. (2015)
showed that riders’ socialisation to pharmacology may  impact his
attitudes towards doping and his willingness to use illegal products.
Finally, at a micro-individual level, various predictors of and risk
factors for doping – e.g., dietary supplement consumption, anxiety,
fear of failure, low resistance to social pressure – have been identi-

fied (Hauw, 2013; Lazuras, Barkoukis, Rodafinas, & Tzorbatzoudis,
2010; Whitaker, Long, Petroczi, & Backhouse, 2014). However,
there is “a general agreement that no single factor predisposes
an individual to use PEDs in sport; doping is influenced by mul-
tiple risk factors which can act individually, collectively and/or in
sequence to support the decision to dope, whether as a one-off,
episodically or systematically” (Erickson, McKenna, & Backhouse,
2015: 149). We  then stressed two  factors, or indicators, that may
affect the decision-making process of a rider vis-à-vis the tempta-
tion to dope: precariousness and poor supervision. Of  course, many
other factors come into play. We  simply emphasise these two  fac-
tors as they appear to be main influences on riders’ attitudes and
behaviours towards doping (Aubel & Ohl, 2014), and because they
may  serve as a starting point to conceptualise risk profiles of dop-
ers. Subsequently, they may  also suggest new avenues for doping
prevention.

3.1. Precariousness

Three key goals need to be distinguished in the career of a cyclist:
becoming a professional rider, keeping one’s position, and perform-
ing (e.g. obtaining good individual results). Becoming a professional
rider is the first objective for those at a high-performance level.
Accessing an elite team – i.e., a WorldTour or a ProContinental team,
the first and second divisions, respectively, in elite cycling – is very
competitive. Although a ProContinental rider can be promoted to
a WorldTour team, he could also simply return to amateurism at
the end of the season. Each position is genuinely precarious for
many riders. Not only can below-average performance be detri-
mental to the lifespan of an elite career, so are injuries and the
consequences of a doping offence. Therefore, elite riders invari-
ably face short-term contracts. Aubel and Ohl (2015) found that
79% of the contracts in elite cycling do not exceed two years. Sim-
ilarly, these authors also showed that one third of new elites are
unemployed after their first season. There are only 52% remaining
after four years, and the average career duration is only 2.7 years.
In addition, teams’ business models are also precarious because
they almost exclusively rely on sponsorships, and teams do not
receive income from ticketing or broadcasting rights (Van Reeth
et al., 2016). Precariousness may  thus be considered part of elite
cycling’s constraints and realities. In this context, doping can simply
appear as a strategy of survival for those riders who are uncertain
about their future, or who  face an early end to their professional
career. In many respects, doping is intended less to outperform
others than simply to ‘keep up’ (Sefiha, 2012).

In this context, pecuniary aspects of elite cycling need to be con-
sidered further. According to the joint agreements on remuneration
between the Coureurs Professionnels Associés (CPA) and the Asso-
ciation Internationale des Groupes Cyclistes Professionnels (AIGCP),
WorldTour and ProContinental riders must receive a minimum
annual salary of, respectively, D 29,370 and D 25,300. However,
there is a huge discrepancy between the minimum salary and the
highest salaries top riders, such as (potential) winners of a Grand
Tour, actually get. From data available online, top riders can earn
as high as D 3/4,000,000 a year, while neo-professional riders earn,
on average, between D 30,000–40,000. Nevertheless, given that top
salaries – i.e., higher than 1 million D a year – are the privilege of a
happy few, the range in salary difference is mainly between 1 and 20
or 25. Three influential sports agents we  interviewed also reported
that a rider can expect to multiply his salary by up to 10 after a very
good season, but a substantial decrease is similarly possible in case
of very poor performance. Finally, WorldTour riders’ average salary
is 2.7 times higher than those of ProContinental riders (Aubel & Ohl,
2015).

We  should also stress the fact that precariousness makes poten-
tial access to doping products unequal, too, no matter the rider’s
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