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Persuasion Techniques to Change Baseball Players’ Attitudes toward Performance 

Enhancing Drugs 

Why would a person willingly pay to take an illegal substance that is known to cause 

numerous short-term and long-term consequences? Furthermore, why would a person willingly 

pay to take an illegal substance that must constantly be consumed in order to achieve greatness in 

a game that is supposed to be fun and entertaining for millions of people? Yet, this is exactly 

what multiple athletes are doing in many sports across the world. It is an epidemic that will not 

go away unless approached in the proper manner.  

 The use of illegal substances by athletes is a highly debated topic with moral and ethical 

implications that reach beyond the immediate effects that users experience. Most of the major 

sports in the United States have faced some turmoil with the issue, as well as less popular sports 

ranging from bodybuilding to tennis. However, one sport in particular in the United States is 

being faced with an issue that could bring the of end the sport as it is currently known. The use 

of steroids, otherwise commonly known as performance-enhancing drugs (PEDs), is an issue that 

is sweeping through the professional leagues of baseball, with many high profile stars getting 

caught using some form of PEDs.  

The major issue regarding the use of PEDs in baseball is the perception that they are a 

safe option to enhance play on the field. Unfortunately, this perception has been fostered by 

years of misguided information and the “win at all costs” mentality of professional sports in this 

country. Major League Baseball will need to employ many persuasive techniques to change this 

erroneous perception of PEDs to a negative one, which could take years to achieve.  

The use of PEDs in baseball is a recent phenomenon that has garnered attention from the 

game’s fans as well as the United States government. It is an issue that has thrust many of the 
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game’s most prominent players into the undesirable spotlight of being alleged PED users. These 

players will have their names tarnished for being included in this debacle, as well as having their 

legacy as great players questioned by fans and critics alike. 

 Synthetic PEDs (PEDs that are created in a laboratory) were first discovered in central 

Europe in the 1930’s (Sailor, 2006). It took about twenty years, however, for the first users to 

show up in a competitive sport. Athletes such as Olympic shot-putters were among the first to 

inject themselves with PEDs (Sailor). PED use in Olympic games went unchecked until 1968 

when the International Olympic Committee (IOC) issued the first list of banned drugs and 

formalized testing for athletes during the Montreal games (Doping, 2002).  

Even after the implementation of formalized testing, PEDs remained prevalent in 

Olympic games. During the Cold War, Eastern Germany and other Communist nations 

“systematically doped their athletes, often without telling them” in an attempt to win as many 

medals as possible (Ever Farther, 2006). The Western nations that participated in the games 

strived to compete on the same level. In response to the Communist’s doping of their athletes, 

the Western nations ignored the dangers of PEDs and overlooked doping by their athletes if it 

allowed them to win (Ever Farther).  

According to Dick Pound, head of the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA), some of 

this Cold War mentality still exists in sports today (Ever Farther, 2006). The desire to win is 

overpowered by any thoughts of using illegal tactics to achieve that success. Mr. Pound also says 

that part of the reason PEDs have remained a constant in sports is because “some governments, 

including America’s, have been slow” to fulfill promised payments to WADA (Ever Farther). 

Because of this lack of concern about the issue, PEDs continued to filter into other sports.  
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 Professional baseball had its first high profile PED user in the mid-1980s with Jose 

Canseco (Sailor, 2006). Baseball players were among the last professional athletes to use a 

regular weight-training regimen. They felt that lifting weights would make them “muscle-

bound,” which would ruin the image of the typical ball player (Sailor). However, when some 

players saw one person having success with weight training, others became inspired to weight 

train. The problem arises, though, when some players do not experience the results they desire as 

quickly as they want. That is when those disappointed players turn to PEDs to improve their 

performance (Sailor).  

The MLB has, until recently, largely looked past the PED issue in the sport. There are 

many reasons as to why the MLB did not take PEDs seriously. Most likely, the main reason was 

that they did not want to admit that a problem existed in the sport, so instead of addressing it, 

they just avoided it altogether. That tactic worked until 2003, when Hall-of-Fame player Barry 

Bonds admitted to taking PEDs in front of a grand jury (Quinn, 2007).   

 A major issue concerning PED use in baseball is how statistics should be recorded. 

Bonds holds the record for most homeruns in a season and a career (Ever Farther, 2006). He 

admitted that he took a new, previously undetectable steroid called tetrahydrogestrinone, 

otherwise known as THG (Quinn, 2007). It was created by BALCO (the Bay Area Laboratory 

Co-operative).  Bonds was one of many top athletes on BALCO’s client list, even though he 

claims he was not aware that THG was a steroid (Ever Farther, 2006; Quinn, 2007). This put him 

in a negative spotlight and many people started to question his career statistics.  

 Some critics assert that the MLB should completely rid itself of Bonds’ records. They say 

that a cheater should not be given any mention in the record books, and that baseball will be 

better off if it completely disassociates itself with Bonds and other cheaters. Others say that an 
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asterisk should be put next to his name and any other players who set records in what has been 

called the “Steroids Era.” This asterisk would denote that PEDs were a major issue in the sport at 

the time the records were set, and that some records may not be completely valid.  

Whatever the MLB does, the question still remains about how the issue of PEDs will be 

handled in the coming years. The best thing the MLB could do is to persuade players, managers, 

owners, and anyone else involved in baseball at every level that PEDs are harming players, 

cheating fans out of a fair game, and are in fact disintegrating the game itself. There are many 

ways the MLB could change the current perception of PEDs. 

Coercion could potentially be the most effective technique when trying to convince 

current players to not use PEDs. The form of punishment involved with a coercive tactic could 

be a very stiff suspension, such as a 100-game suspension for a first positive test. This would 

replace the current fifty game suspension that first-time offenders face (Gurnick, 2009). A 

second positive test could result in a season-long suspension, instead of the current 100 games 

(Gurnick). A third positive test would result in a lifetime ban from the game. The lifetime ban is 

commensurate with what the MLB already enforces, as well as suspensions without pay 

(Gurnick). 

These penalties would be harsh enough to deter most players from ever using PEDs 

because they would not want to miss over sixty percent of a season without pay, let alone an 

entire season. A lifetime ban from playing at the highest level of the game they love would serve 

as a reminder to other players that the MLB is not joking around with PEDs and no one should 

ever consider using them. Of course, there will still be some players who will try to cheat the 

game, and they would suffer the wrath of the MLB’s tougher punishments. These players would 
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serve as examples to other players who might consider using PEDs to gain a competitive 

advantage over their opponent. 

Propaganda could be another extremely effective tactic to change perceptions of PEDs 

among players. A propaganda campaign put out by the MLB could have a target audience of 

current players and organizational leaders, as well as children who participate in little league 

baseball across the country. The propaganda tactics that could be used include name-calling, 

testimonial, card stacking, and the bandwagon approach.  

Name-calling could be extremely effective. If the MLB were to portray baseball players 

who use PEDs as cheaters, losers, or immoral people, then other players would avoid using them 

and perhaps join the MLB in its attempt to rid the sport of PEDs. The players would not want to 

be labeled as cheaters, losers, or immoral people because they would likely lose many fans and 

endorsements. They would become unpopular and would be considered outcasts of the game. 

Some fans would consider them to be losers because they thought they needed something extra 

to help them be competitive, so they turned to illegal sources. Some fans might even consider the 

players to be immoral people because they might view the players as cheating the game itself by 

using PEDs.  

The testimonial technique could be effective if messages involved former high-profile 

players who admittedly took PEDs and talked about the negative outcomes of using them. This 

could be very useful when talking to children who play little league baseball.  

The former players could tailor the messages toward children and emphasize the negative 

physical changes the body experiences such as heart, liver, and kidney problems as well as high 

blood pressure, acne, baldness, shrunken testicles for men and the growth of facial hair and a 



 PEDs     7 

deepened voice for women, and the fact that adolescents can prematurely stop growing (National 

Institute on Drug Abuse [NIDA, 2010]; Quinn, 2007). 

They could also talk about some of the psychological symptoms associated with PEDs. 

These include jealousy, irritability, becoming delusional, and the fact that some users experience 

depression and, in extreme cases, commit suicide after cycling off of PEDs (NIDA, 2010; Quinn, 

2007). New evidence has shown that PEDs can be addictive, and that long-time PED users and 

abusers may suffer from classic addiction withdrawal symptoms, including cravings (Anabolic 

Steroids, 2007). Dr. Gary Wadler, a professor at the New York University School of Medicine, 

says that “addiction is an extreme of dependency, which may be a psychological, if not physical, 

phenomena,” (Anabolic Steroids). He went on to say “that when regular steroid users stop taking 

the drug they get withdrawal pains and if they start up again the pain goes away. They have 

difficulties stopping use even though they know it's bad for them," (Anabolic Steroids).  

The former players could stress the idea that no one likes to be around a person who is 

jealous, irritable, delusional or who has violent mood swings (Quinn, 2007), and that the 

negative physical effects far outweigh any positive effects. The messages presented by players 

and the MLB should completely focus on the many undesirable physical and psychological 

outcomes that are possible with the use of PEDs. They could relate the addiction aspect to the 

addiction that users of other drugs such as heroin or cocaine experience.  

The MLB could use the card stacking technique by presenting pieces of information that 

may or may not be true to current players as well as little league players. The league could overly 

emphasize the negative effects of steroids by presenting grotesque images of hearts, livers, and 

kidneys or giving false statistics about how jealous, irritable, delusional people, or cheaters are 

strongly disliked by the public. It could use television commercials to over-dramatize the mood 
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swings that some people experience. This might cause current players and younger players alike 

to reconsider taking steroids because all of the “facts” and “statistics” presented in the messages 

would deter them from taking PEDs.  

A fourth propaganda tactic that could be used is the bandwagon tactic. The MLB could 

show television commercials that have prominent players making big plays during games with 

those players saying that the play was done with complete natural ability and hard work. He 

would say he is a “cool” player and has never taken PEDs. The commercial could go on to say 

that only the best players work and train hard to succeed in the big leagues, and that no “real 

player” ever takes PEDs.  

This would have the effect of convincing current professionals and little league players 

that no good or “real” player uses PEDs and that it is not “cool” to use them. The individuals 

who see the commercial would rationalize that they want to be “cool” and part of the in-crowd, 

so they would refrain from using them as well. This tactic might have a more significant effect 

on little league players than professionals because the kids generally have not been exposed to 

PEDs until they reach an older age. They would be easier to convince that doping is a bad thing 

to do. 

The door-in-the-face (DITF) tactic would be useful if the MLB hired spokespeople to talk 

to current players and little league players. The spokespeople could pose a ridiculous question 

such as, “Would you pay me $400 (Anabolic Web) for a bottle of pills, a cream, or a powder that 

I guarantee will give you future kidney, heart, and liver problems, as well as many undesirable 

psychological characteristics such as jealousy, irritability, violent mood swings, depression, and 

possible suicide? How about $100? $50?”. After the audience predictably refuses the offer, the 
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spokesperson would make the smaller request of the audience to refrain from ever taking PEDs. 

Again, the audience would predictably respond that they will not take PEDs. 

The goal of this type of question is to make the audience think about the negative effects 

of PED use. It is highly unlikely that anyone would want to suffer from these symptoms, let 

alone willingly pay someone else to give them a substance that will cause them. This message 

would also make the audience wonder why anyone would pay for something that gives more 

negative consequences than positive outcomes. Because the message involves a significant 

amount of money to many people, especially children, it has a better chance of staying in the 

minds of the audience for a longer amount of time. 

The foot-in-the-door (FITD) tactic would also be useful if the MLB hired spokespeople 

to talk to current players and little league players, as well. Instead of posing a ridiculous question 

to the audience, they would ask a lesser question such as, “Would you take this pill without 

knowing what it is or what it could do to you?” while holding a pill in the air. After the 

predictable answer of “No” from the audience, the spokespeople would then ask why anyone 

would ever pay a lot of money to take a pill or other substance that would cause the negative 

effects that PEDs cause. 

Similar to the DITF tactic, the FITD tactic would make the audience think about the 

negative consequences. Again, because buying PEDs requires a significant amount of money to 

many people, the audience would question why anyone would willingly pay for something that 

will give them the negative symptoms that PEDs are known to cause. 

All of these messages would use emotional appeals. The fear of the grotesque would be 

perpetrated by showing images of damaged livers, kidneys, or hearts. They would have the effect 

of invoking fear because people do not want to have organs that will not function properly and 
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possibly shorten their lives. Living a long life is valued in our society and showing images of 

potentially permanently damaged vital organs that could shorten lives may deter people from 

using PEDs. 

The messages would threaten current MLB players with lengthy suspensions or bans that 

would make them feel as if they are susceptible to the problem. The MLB could use propaganda 

to make players feel that anyone within the organization such as trainers, team doctors, or other 

players could be putting them on PEDs without their knowledge. If they feel susceptible to the 

problem of PED use in baseball, they would take measured actions that ensure that they are 

aware of what everyone around them is doing. They would make sure that what someone 

recommends is completely safe and that there would be no chance of a positive drug test. If 

players feel they are susceptible to being unknowingly put on PEDs they will be much more 

cautious because they do not want to face a suspension or lifetime ban.  

All of these messages would combine to give players a sense of self-efficacy. They 

would see the messages and think that they could avoid using PEDs because it is the right thing 

to do. Because they think they can avoid using them means they would start to act in ways that 

would allow them to avoid PEDs in their lives.  They would not associate with known PED users 

or advocates, and would closely monitor what supplements they take to make sure those 

supplements would not trigger a positive drug test.  

This leads to an example of Self-Perception Theory. The players would engage in 

behaviors that demonize PEDs and promote a healthy way of training and exercising. They 

would come to like the healthy behaviors and believe that those behaviors are the right way to do 

things. They would start doing the behaviors by using external attributions; they would do what 

the MLB suggests for a healthy workout and training regimen. They would positively evaluate 
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the healthy workout and training regimen, which would lead the players to internally attribute the 

healthy workouts. They would want to follow the regimen and train in healthy ways to avoid the 

punishments and they would also want to put themselves in situations in which they can avoid 

any temptations to use PEDs, so part of their actions can be attributed to situational factors as 

well. The players’ locus of control would eventually become a stable attribution because they 

would tell themselves “I’m good enough to be competitive and win without using drugs. My 

training and workout regimen and dedication will make me the best player I can possibly be.” 

All of these persuasive techniques and messages have the intent to change the attitudes of 

current players, as well as help shape the attitudes of little league players, toward PEDs. The first 

step in employing these techniques would be to focus the messages toward current players. It is 

more important to change the attitudes of these players because they could then help the MLB 

shape the attitudes of little league players. Kids that participate in little leagues idolize and 

closely follow many of the stars of baseball. If they see their favorite players refuse to take PEDs 

and voice support for tougher penalties against guilty PED users, they will likely refuse to take 

PEDs when they want to become the best player they can be. Instead, they will try to achieve 

success through hard work and dedication to the game.  

There are two issues the MLB must keep in mind when executing these techniques, 

however. One is that every major league and little league player is different, meaning that not all 

of the techniques used may be equally effective. One player may require very little persuasion to 

change his attitude, while another may require a much larger amount of persuasion for his 

attitude to change. One way the MLB could confront this issue is if it tries to pinpoint the 

differences in strength of attitude and opinion toward PEDs and tailors the messages it uses to 

exploit those differences. 



 PEDs     12 

Another issue the MLB must confront is ethics. The league must use messages and 

techniques that are generally acceptable, but must still accomplish its goal. The legal perspective 

may be the most effective. If the MLB emphasizes that PEDs are an illegal substance according 

to the United States government, then players may be motivated to avoid using them so they do 

not break the law and face potential jail time (National Drug Intelligence Center [NDIC], 2003). 

The MLB could also use a teleological approach. If it only wanted to rid the league of PEDs 

without regard to how that goal was achieved, it would use whatever tactics it felt were 

necessary. The league may upset a lot of players, fans, and organizations with this approach, but 

it would accomplish what it set out to do. 

The overarching goal of any potential persuasive messages the MLB could use is to rid 

the sport of all PED use. Getting rid of PEDs in Major League Baseball could have far-reaching 

effects that extend into other sports in the United States and around the world, as well. Other 

sport leagues and governing bodies could adapt the messages and techniques the MLB used to 

their own sports. They could also threaten athletes with penalties that are just as harsh but are 

proportional to the number of events in each sport. The potential precedent set by the MLB 

would impact multiple sports and the PED industry for many years.  
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