
Questions & Answers on SUPPLEMENTS 
 
 
Why are there risks of inadvertent doping due to supplements? 
 
In many countries, the manufacturing of dietary supplements is not appropriately regulated 
by the government. This means that supplements can contain prohibited substances. For 
example, the ingredients on the inside of the bottle may not match those listed on the 
outside label or package. In some cases, the undeclared substances found in the supplement 
can include one that is prohibited under anti-doping regulations. Studies have shown that as 
many as 20 percent of supplements available to athletes can contain ingredients that are not 
declared on the label. A large number of positive doping results have been attributed to the 
mislabeling and contamination of supplements. 
 
Many "food supplement" products on the market claim to be all-natural. Do I have 
anything to be concerned about when I am tested? 
 
YES. Do not be fooled by the "all-natural" claim. First, some substances that are prohibited 
are also derived from plants, and therefore are considered natural. In addition, the regulation 
of the nutritional industry and requirements for quality control are minimal and there is no 
guarantee that the product contents are as advertised. There may be contamination by 
ingredients in the product that are not listed on the ingredients label. It is important to 
remember that the use of ALL dietary supplements (including vitamins, minerals and amino 
acids) is at the athlete's own risk. 
 

In 2003, the IOC Nutrition Working Group advised athletes: 
"Athletes are cautioned against the indiscriminate use of dietary supplements. Supplements that 
provide essential nutrients may be of help where food intake or food choices are restricted, but this 
approach to achieving adequate nutrient intake is normally only a short term option. The use of 
supplements does not compensate for poor food choices and an inadequate diet. Athletes 
contemplating the use of supplements and sports foods should consider their efficacy, their cost, the 
risk to health and performance, and the potential for a positive doping test."  

 
How do I know if I need to take vitamin and mineral supplementation for my health? 
 
For athletes who consume a normal, varied and balanced diet, and meet their energy 
requirements, there is no evidence that vitamin and mineral supplementation is necessary to 
enhance health or performance. In fact, excessive ingestion of vitamins and minerals can be 
dangerous to health. There are some practical situations in which qualified medical 
practitioners, accredited sports dieticians and registered nutritionists, may recommend 
specific vitamins or minerals for certain individuals (e.g. if iron stores are low); however, 
these should be taken with qualified expert advice and only used as directed or prescribed. 
Caution is needed because evidence has shown that some multi-vitamin, mineral and 
nutritional supplements may contain prohibited substances that are not recorded on the 
label. 
 
 
 



Do I need a supplement? 

The decision to use supplements must be taken carefully and not in isolation. Unless it’s 
clear that you need supplements, you should not take them. Consider whether you need to 
use a supplement by determining if you have other options such as changes to your diet or 
nutrition program.  

If you believe that you need supplements you should first consult a competent sport science 
professional such as a sport nutritionist or a sports physician to ensure you are professionally 
advised as to whether your needs can first be met from normal foods. These professionals 
can be contacted through your member federation. 
 
Where can I get advice about taking nutritional supplements? 
Team physicians and sport nutritionists are excellent resources and can be contacted through 
your sport organization. If these professionals are not available to you, you should seek 
advice from a pharmacist. 
Always make sure the professional knows of the doping risks associated with supplement 
use and reviews the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) Prohibited List before providing 
advice. 
 
If the professionals advise you to take supplements, they should be suitable for your nutrient 
needs and safe for your health. If you decide to take supplements you should take them with 
full knowledge and acceptance of the strict liability rule. 
 
My teammates and other athletes use supplements. Why shouldn’t I? 
Never use a supplement just because a teammate or competitor is using it or recommends it. 
There is no substitute for qualified, professional advice. Just because your teammates and 
competitors are taking risks doesn’t mean you should – always consult with a professional 
before taking a supplement. 
 
What is the safest source of supplements? 
There is always an increased risk of doping when supplements are purchased through non-
traditional means such as: over the internet, through magazines or directly from a non-
licensed supplier. Products purchased from a trusted retailer or directly from a reputable 
manufacturer are likely to be associated with lower risk of inadvertent doping. If possible, 
determine if the manufacturer produces any products containing substances from the 
WADA Prohibited List – if so, there will be a higher risk of cross-contamination between 
products. 
 
If you decide to use supplements, you should purchase your products from companies 
which have a good reputation and use good manufacturing practices, such as major 
multinational pharmaceutical companies. 
 
Before making your purchase, you or preferably your physician should contact the 
manufacturer to determine if it is prepared to stand behind its products should they cause an 
anti-doping rule violation. Does the manufacturer offer any form of guarantee or 
compensation? What proof does the manufacturer require to qualify for that compensation? 
If the manufacturer does offer a guarantee, always obtain a letter of confirmation signed by a 
senior official from the company. 



If I choose to use a supplement, what other steps can I take to minimize the risk of 
inadvertent doping? 
Always follow the recommended dosage and route of administration as indicated on the 
product label. Be especially cautious of potential negative interactions if consuming more 
than one supplement product at a time. Use supplement products like you would any over-
the-counter medication - for example, if the recommended dose is one tablet, two or more 
may be unhelpful, counter-productive or even dangerous. 
 
I recognize that I am responsible for what is in my system. If I choose to use a 
supplement, is there anything I can do to be able to respond to a positive doping 
test? 
 
Keep a log of your supplement use (like your training log), including the batch or lot 
numbers of the product and when they were consumed. Always keep some of the contents 
from each container of supplements in case a problem arises that requires the product to be 
investigated. Although keeping this information will not likely be a partial or even complete 
defense in the case of an anti-doping rule violation, it may provide you with sufficient 
evidence to seek compensation from the manufacturer. 
 
Do some supplements have a higher risk of a positive doping test than others? 
Supplements fall into a wide spectrum of types with the level of risk being lower at one end 
of the spectrum and higher at the other. Vitamins and minerals usually warrant less concern 
than those products that rely on claims related to performance benefits (e.g., building 
muscle, burning fat). Examples of substances that are prohibited and may appear in 
supplements from time to time are: DHEA, Ephedrine, Androstenedione/diol, 
Amphetamines, and Ma Huang. 
 
Can you offer any other general warnings? 
 
Here are some other general words of advice: 
 

•••• Supplements which advertise “for treatment or arithmya” or “heart stabilizing” or 
anything similar are most likely to contain beta blockers which are strictly prohibited 
in and out of competition under ISSF Anti-Doping Rules and the WADA Prohibited 
List. 

•••• Supplements which advertise "muscle building" or "fat burning" capabilities are the 
most likely to contain a prohibited substances, such as anabolic agents or stimulants.  

•••• The terms "herbal" and "natural" do not necessarily mean that the product is safe. 

•••• • Pure vitamins and minerals are not prohibited on their own but athletes are advised 
to use reputable brands and avoid those combined with other substances.  

•••• Black market or unlabelled products are a particular concern; athletes should not use 
anything which has an unknown source even if it comes from a coach or fellow 
athlete. 

 
 
 



In the end, taking a poorly labeled dietary supplement is not an adequate defense in a 
doping hearing. You must be aware of the dangers of potential contamination of 
supplements. Because you are strictly liable for what is found in your system, the 
manufacturer’s error will not save you from an anti-doping rule violation,  
disqualification and suspension. 
 
In 2000, the Athletes' Commission of the International Olympic Committee issued a 
similar warning statement saying:  
"We would like to caution the athletes of the world that recent findings show that supplements may 
contain drugs that will cause the athletes to test positive for substances that are currently on the 
banned list. Moreover, we as a commission fully endorse that athletes must take complete 
responsibility for all drugs that are found in their bodies due to the use of nutritional supplements." 

 
 


