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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Integrity and ethical conduct constitute the
cornerstone of the sporting world. The
International Centre for Sport Security
emphasizes this principle, advocating for a
secure and equitable environment for all
participants. However, this integrity faces
persistent challenges such as corruption,
match-fixing, betting, sexual violence,
human rights violations, and doping.
Doping, defined as the illicit use of
performance-enhancing substances and
methods, not only endangers athletes'

health but also undermines the spirit of fair
competition. Driven by competitive
pressures, economic incentives, and
inadequate regulatory structures, doping
has emerged as a significant issue in
sports, with data indicating a persistent
and, in some cases, escalating trend.

Research into doping has increasingly
focused on the cognitive  and
psychological factors that underpin such
behavior. This study addresses the
guestion of why some athletes engage in
doping despite their awareness of its
unethical implications. Building on Albert
Bandura's theory of "moral
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disengagement,”  which posits that
individuals  typically  refrain  from
unethical actions due to anticipated guilt
and negative consequences, but under
certain  conditions, utilize cognitive
mechanisms to temporarily suspend
ethical standards, this study aims to
identify these mechanisms within athletes.
The objective of this research is to identify
the cognitive mechanisms that athletes use
to justify unethical behavior, specifically
doping. By understanding  these
mechanisms, more effective strategies can
be developed for the prevention and
deterrence of doping, thereby
safeguarding the integrity of sports
competitions. This study synthesizes
research ~ on  cognitive  processes
influencing unethical and antisocial
behaviors in  athletes,  providing
researchers and sports management
professionals with insights for a deeper
exploration of these behaviors. The
findings contribute to the design of
educational programs and support systems
that promote ethical decision-making,
fostering a cleaner and fairer sporting
environment.

Materials and Methods

This study adopts an applied and
qualitative research design, utilizing a
systematic literature synthesis (SLS)
approach. The SLS involves a structured
examination and analysis of existing
literature and research to arrive at a
comprehensive understanding of the
subject.

Data collection involved reviewing
relevant scientific articles and documents,
primarily sourced from the Taylor &
Francis electronic databases. Keyword
searches, including "sports integrity
violations," "doping,” "moral
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disengagement,” and "unethical and
antisocial behaviors,” were used to
identify pertinent materials.

Rigorous inclusion and exclusion criteria
were employed to ensure data quality and
validity. These criteria included the
publication  timeframe  (2015-2024),
language (English), and scholarly articles
with substantial relevance and scientific
merit.

Data analysis was conducted using
thematic analysis. This involved a detailed
reading of the literature, coding to extract
key concepts, and organization of these
codes into sub-themes and overarching
themes. The qualitative data analysis
software ATLAS.ti was used to enhance
the coding process's efficiency and
accuracy. The PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses) guidelines were
followed to maintain transparency and
completeness in reporting.

Findings

The thematic analysis of the literature
identified 11 cognitive mechanisms of
moral  disengagement  pertinent to
violations of sports integrity. These
mechanisms were categorized into four
primary themes:

Behavioral Mechanisms: Mechanisms
used to rationalize the behavior itself,
comprising:

Moral Justification: Framing the behavior
as serving a moral objective.
Emotional-Psychological  Justification:
Rationalizing doping as necessary for
emotional or psychological well-being.
Social  Justification: Portraying the
behavior as conforming to social norms.
Economic Justification: Asserting the
necessity of unethical behavior for
financial gain.
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Euphemistic Labeling: Employing
sanitized or misleading language to
reframe the behavior.

Advantageous Comparison: Comparing
the behavior to worse actions to make it
appear less reprehensible.

External Agency
Mechanisms: Mechanisms that diminish
personal responsibility by attributing
actions to external factors:

Displacement of Responsibility:
Assigning accountability to external
sources like coaches or teammates.
Diffusion of Responsibility: Dissolving
personal  responsibility — within  the
collective or team.

Mechanisms of Outcome Modification
and Negative Effects: Strategies used to
minimize the perceived harm caused by
the behavior:

Disregard, Distortion, and Denial of
Consequences: Ignoring or
misrepresenting the harm caused by the
actions.

Reversal of Causality: Denying the
connection between actions and negative
outcomes.

Victim Mechanism
(Dehumanization): Devaluing the targets
of the action, thereby diminishing
empathy:

Dehumanization  of the  Victim:
Dehumanizing the opponent and
minimizing their moral standing.
Conclusion

This study illustrates the range of
cognitive mechanisms employed by
athletes to justify unethical behavior,
including doping. These mechanisms
enable athletes to circumvent their ethical

standards temporarily and engage in
actions that they would otherwise avoid.
An understanding of these mechanisms is
crucial for developing strategies to prevent
and deter unethical behavior in sports,
such as moral education, reinforcement of
athletes' ethical identities, promotion of a
healthier sports environment, and strict
regulatory enforcement. This research
contributes to the theoretical advancement
of moral disengagement in sports
management and provides insights into the
factors that may influence ethical
decision-making in athletes. These
findings will be helpful for researchers and
sports management professionals seeking
to understand the cognitive mechanisms
underlying unethical behavior in sports,
especially doping.
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