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Developing Communities of Practice to Maximize the 
Usability and Impact of Clean Sport Education in 

Europe: IMPACT Project 

Abstract. Over the last decade, the European Commission, the World Anti-
Doping Agency and the International Olympics Committee have made signifi-
cant investments for the development of evidence-based anti-doping education. 
Although this is an important step towards eliminating doping in amateur and 
professional, elite sport, still most of the existing projects operate in a frag-
mented manner and there is a considerable lack of synergies. Consequently, 
there has been little consideration of effective ways to manage and sustain the 
knowledge created in this area in ways that will further maximize and sustain 
the usability and impact of existing anti-doping education initiatives. For this 
purpose, project IMPACT was developed in order to deliver, for the first time, 
multi-stakeholder Communities of Practice for Clean Sport Education across 
Europe. Through the implementation of face-to-face and web-based communi-
ties of practice, IMPACT will provide a knowledge management framework 
that will transform existing anti-doping educational resources into meaningful, 
timely, and sustainable tools, and stimulate the generation of innovative anti-
doping educational solutions. This will be achieved through a strategic partner-
ship between academic experts in anti-doping research and online education, 
and international and national sport stakeholders (i.e., sport associations; anti-
doping agencies; organizations for doping prevention in amateur sports).  
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1 Introduction 

The use of prohibited performance-and-appearance enhancing drugs (PAEDs) is 
the most common doping method in both competitive/elite and amateur athletes. The 
extant research has shown that self-reported PAEDs use in elite athletes can range 
between 14% and 39%, (de Hon, Kuipers, & van Bottenburg, 2015), whereas higher 
prevalence, 43.6% to 57.1% , has been demonstrated in studies using indirect ques-
tioning methods, such as the random response technique (RRT; Ulrich et al., 2017). 
The use of PAEDs is prolific in young amateur athletes and gym goers too. A study in 
five European countries showed that approximately 1 in 5 amateur athletes and exer-
cisers aged between 16 and 25 years had used PAEDs at least once, and a recent re-
view of the extant research showed that PAEDs use can be initiated as early as the age 
of ten years (Nicholls et al., 2017). These figures suggest that a large population of 
young people engaged in sport and exercise are at-risk for, or have already initiated 
the use of PAEDs - a class of substances, such as anabolic steroids, that have been 
associated with both short and long-term health effects; mood changes and mental 
health difficulties; suicidal thoughts and attempts; and even early death (Hartgens & 



Kuipers, 2004; Darke et al., 2014; Frati et al., 2015; Lindqvist et al., 2013; Pope et al., 
2014; Quaglio et al., 2009).  

One way to tackle the use of PAEDs use in young people involved in sport and ex-
ercise is through concerted and evidence-based education. This is even more im-
portant in the context of amateur and grassroots sport where anti-doping education 
and related preventive measures are scarce, as compared to elite and organized sport 
(Barkoukis, 2015; Lazuras & Barkoukis, 2018). In recognition of this problem, differ-
ent sport stakeholders, governing bodies and regulatory authorities have invested in 
the development evidence-based (online, offline and blended) education against the 
use of PAEDs, and more than 30 research projects have been funded over the last 5 
years. Furthermore, the World anti-Doping Agency (WADA) recently issued the In-
ternational Standard of Education (ISE) that mandates that regional and national anti-
doping organizations develop and implement anti-doping education initiatives target-
ing both athletes and coaches (WADA, 2018). While this advance in anti-doping edu-
cation is welcomed, still, the following challenges are faced: a) firstly, there appears 
to be a considerable fragmentation of the generated knowledge mainly because the 
different projects/stakeholders work on an isolated mode and synergies with other 
project teams across the globe are scarce; b) competing and overlapping projects exist 
and there is little effort in disentangling "what works" and identifying best practices in 
anti-doping education; c) most projects endure for 2 to 3 years and their findings tend 
to phase out after the lifetime of the project mainly due to lack of sustained funding.  

 
Therefore, there is a need to develop an approach that will enable synergies among 

different stakeholders and end-users of anti-doping education (e.g., educators, physi-
cal education teachers, personal trainers, coaches, athletes), facilitate the recognition 
of best practices and attendant knowledge transfer among interested parties, and foster 
the sustainability and long-term use of existing anti-doping education by introducing 
relevant projects to different populations (e.g., outside the consortium of a given pro-
ject) and for longer periods of time (i.e., beyond the project's timelines). The main 
aim of this paper is to propose an innovative approach that will address these issues 
through the application of new learning technologies, namely Virtual Communities of 
Practice (VCoPs). The paper is structured as follows. The next section presents the 
idea of CoPs and why they are important for anti-doping education, and the subse-
quent sections present how physical/face-to-face and virtual communities of practice 
for clean sport education will be realized through project IMPACT, an international 
project that has been funded for two years by the Erasmus+ Sport Program of the 
European Commission. 



2 Communities of Practice  

According to Wenger (2009), communities of practice represent "groups of people 
who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better 
as they interact regularly". The guiding principle of a CoP is that learning is not 
necessarily a top-down process, with knowledge flows from an expert (e.g., educator) 
to recipients without prior knowledge on the subject matter (i.e., pupils; students; 
trainees). Rather, learning is "situated", knowledge flows are bidirectional, and 
knowledge is shaped and used dynamically as the members of a learning community 
share ideas, experiences and practices relevant to the subject matter they're interested 
in (Wenger, 2010). According to this perspective learning happens through social 
interactions and the active involvement of "learners" in the initiation, development, 
and sustainability of the community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 2000).  

According to Wenger, McDermott, and Snyder (2002, pp. 8-10), the three key 
contentions of communities of practice are: 

a) Knowledge resides in the "act of knowing": Expertise is the result of "static" 
knowledge, and of accumulated experience that has been gained through practice. 
Communities of practice serve as a dynamic and living repository of accumulated 
knowledge.  

b) Knowledge is tacit as well as explicit: In addition to formal and explicit 
knowledge that can be delivered through manuals and formal training, tacit (or 
implicit) knowledge represents the accumulated knowledge that is embodied in 
experiences, and represents a deep understanding of complex and context-specific 
problems. Tacit knowledge is valuable and irreplaceable and should be treated as 
equally (if not more) important to explicit knowledge.  

c) Knowledge is social and dynamic: Although the subjective experience of 
knowing a subject matter can be largely individual, knowledge itself is a social asset 
that we get to earn through social interactions with others with more expertise and 
different practices - in fact, the involvement of people/actors with different 
perspectives, knowledge assets and practices is often used to stimulate innovative 
solutions. Knowledge is also changing at a fast pace and individual actors (e.g., 
individual employees, individual organizations) cannot follow the fast-pacing 
knowledge generation. Communities of practice provide the framework where 
knowledge can be captured, contextualized, and re-used in ways that serve the 
individual and collective learning needs of involved parties. 

There are three main reasons why Communities of Practice are important for clean 
sport education in both amateur and elite sport. First of all, situated learning is learn-
ing based on current practices and relevant training needs and policy objectives 
(Wenger, 2010). So defined, anti-doping education that is meant to make a significant 
impact in behavior change (i.e., reduce the prevalence and risk for doping use across 
levels of sports) and policy-making (i.e., enable the development of polices that will 
gradually eradicate doping from sports) cannot be abstracted from the very context it 
takes places, or the needs of actors and sport stakeholders that are meant to tackle 
doping in sports. Situated learning and more specifically, communities of practice, 
can provide a useful alternative to existing approaches to anti-doping education that 
have been largely guided my more "traditional" learning styles that involve top-down 



knowledge flows (e.g., from academic experts to a limited number of sport stakehold-
ers or athletes), and do not allow for meaningful social interactions among sport 
stakeholders that are directly involved in anti-doping practices as part of their regular 
operations.  

Secondly, although a large number of anti-doping education projects have been 
funded by the European Commission, the International Olympics Committee, and the 
World Anti-Doping Agency in the last 5 years, there have been little synergies and 
collaboration between them. It appears that there has been an overemphasis on anti-
doping knowledge creation at the expense of knowledge management. Unless 
knowledge is further utilized beyond existing project's lifetime, it is rendered obsolete 
and its impact is undermined; unless knowledge is stored and integrated in diverse 
contexts (e.g., cultural, organizational); and unless knowledge on anti-doping is con-
textualized to different training and policy needs, then it becomes abstracted from 
(and quite possibly irrelevant to) the social contexts that are in need of it. 

A large body of research in diverse settings, ranging from secondary education, to 
medical education, and organizational innovation has demonstrated that communities 
of practice significantly improve knowledge management processes and can enable 
the creation of innovative solutions - this is a really important asset in today's 
knowledge-driven economy (Cruess, Cruess, & Steinert, 2018; Goodyear & Casey, 
2015; Pattinson & Preece, 2014; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). Communi-
ties of Practice have also been applied to help translating innovative research findings 
into actual clinical practice in the healthcare context (Thompson, Schneider, & 
Wright, 2013). Importantly, communities of practice yield such benefits in organiza-
tional knowledge management and utilization in a cost-effective (i.e., without bearing 
the costs of formal education and training) and efficient manner (i.e., without hierar-
chy concerns and bureaucracy; Ji, Sui, & Suo, 2017). Our contention is that Commu-
nities of Practice for Clean Sport Education can provide the infrastructure for effec-
tive and sustainable management of anti-doping education knowledge. So far, the 
concept of communities of practice has never been applied in this area.   

3 Aims & Objectives of Project IMPACT  

Project IMPACT will utilize the concept of Communities of Practice for the first 
time in the context of clean sport/anti-doping education, through the strategic partner-
ship between key academic experts who possess a large intellectual capital on devel-
oping and evaluating anti-doping education, and international and national stakehold-
ers and key actors from the word of sports (sport associations; anti-doping agencies; 
organizations for doping prevention in amateur sports). Essentially, project IMPACT 
applies the principles of the Triple Helix Model (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000) 
which enables the synergies between different stakeholders, such as academics, gov-
ernmental authorities and end-users/civic society. IMPACT's approach will further 
enable the social dialogue on combatting doping in sports at a larger and pan-
European scale and will also help in translating knowledge exchange and synergies 



into more effective, reflective and impactful joint anti-doping ventures. The specific 
objectives of project IMPACT are to: 

• Identify and utilize relevant empirical evidence to guide the development of the 
first community of practice for clean sport education in Europe.   

• Develop face-to-face and virtual communities of practice for clean sport education 
to enable synergies and collaborative learning about state-of-art clean sport educa-
tion among key sport stakeholders, anti-doping organizations, and expert academ-
ics.  

• Enable knowledge sharing and the emergence of best practices with an emphasis 
on protecting clean athletes from doping use; minimizing risk and harmful practic-
es in athletes involved in or at-risk for doping use; identifying new areas for policy 
intervention; and developing strong anti-doping social norms through whistleblow-
ing promotion across levels of sports, ethnic minority groups, and types of sport. 

• Increase awareness of anti-doping organizations and sport stakeholders across 
Europe about the bene-fits of using communities of practice for clean sport educa-
tion, policy-making, and research, and for stimulating future innovative anti-
doping education practices. 

4 Future Work 

The main goal is the design and implementation of the digital infrastructure that 
will support the virtual community of practice of project IMPACT, and this includes: 
(a) designing and developing the virtual community of practice platform based on an 
open source content Management System; (b) designing and creating the content to be 
included in the virtual community of practice; and (c) evaluating the structure, con-
tent, and functionality of the virtual community of practice.  

This work process will include the following activities:  

• Virtual community of practice design and development: This activity focuses on 
transforming the needs into implementations of a virtual community of practice 
that aims to support Clean Sport Education along the dimensions/areas that will 
emerge from the offline communities of practice. 

• Creation of educational content: This activity aims to transform and create educa-
tional content that will be used in order to be included in the virtual community of 
practice. 

• Evaluation of the virtual community of practice: This activity pertains to the evalu-
ation of the virtual community of practice by the sport stakeholders participating in 
IMPACT's consortium (i.e., iNADO, Dopinglinkki, CyADA, and SS Lazio Cy-
cling), and by members of our national communities of practice in Finland, Italy, 
Greece, Cyprus and the UK. 
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