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What To Know About Smart Approaches 
to Marijuana (SAM)

Lara Gray, MS, RD, CSSD, Senior Director of Education

This past April, I attended the 2019 SAM Summit in Atlanta. SAM, or Smart Approaches to Marijuana, is a collective 
organization of mental health and public health fi gures working together to educate the public about the harms of 
marijuana legalization. In a sense, you can consider them the counter argument to the fervent pro-marijuana legalization 
lobbyists, and likely, citizen advocates you interact with on a daily basis. The most notable diff erence about SAM 

compared to pro-marijuana supporters, 
however, is that their approach is based 
on reputable and accurate scientifi c 
evidence. Put another way, SAM 
off ers an evidence-based “health-fi rst” 
approach versus the Big Marijuana, big 
business, bottom-line approach. 

The SAM Summit off ered a variety of 
speakers who eff ectively portrayed 
variable aspects of how off -center most 

American’s perceptions are about marijuana. Speakers covered everything from current evidence on marijuana’s eff ects 
on the brain and body, to plights of United States attorneys in legalized states, FDA approval for cannabis-derived 
prescription medications, social justice, and more. The full agenda and PowerPoint presentations can be accessed at 
learnaboutsam.org/summit/. 

If this is your fi rst introduction to SAM, then I highly recommend perusing their website in full. Some of the most poignant 
and eye-opening information can be found in their “Facts & Resources”. Athletic trainers and other sports medicine 
professionals who fi nd themselves at odds with athletes who passionately campaign for marijuana’s acceptance in sport 
will fi nd strong, research-backed counterpoints for most (if not all) of their athletes’ common misperceptions. Be sure 
to check out SAM’s “Toolkit & One Pagers” for resources to print and share in your sport organization. The handouts 
include information on social justice realities 
with marijuana, costs to society, and eff ects on 
driving, to name a few. 

Even more compelling is their recently updated 
report on the impact of marijuana legalization 
in states such as Colorado and Washington, 
titled “Lessons Learned from State Marijuana 
Legalization”. The report details hard data from 
“legal” states including the impacts on social 
justice (i.e. increased minority arrests), public 
health (i.e. increased poison control center calls), 
the black market, education and public schools, 
and crime (i.e. crime rates in Colorado increased 
11 times faster than the 30 largest cities in the 
nation since legalization). To view the full report, 
view “Legalization Impact Report” under the 
“Facts & Resources” tab at learnaboutsam.org. 

Even as Drug Free Sport International continues 
to follow research on cannabis, there is always 
something new to learn. I’ve outlined some of the research cited 
during the SAM Summit that warranted another look because of how 
distressing the fi ndings were (see page 3). It is clear that these are not 
the messages our pro-marijuana athletes are receiving from peer-
to-peer conversations, anecdotal material posted on pro-marijuana 
websites, news articles pushed out by marijuana lobbyist groups, or 
even observations in daily life—including from parents who regularly 
use cannabis or are lenient due to their own history of use.                                                                                              continued on page 3
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“Athletic trainers and other sports medicine 
professionals who fi nd themselves at odds with 
athletes who passionately campaign for marijuana’s 
acceptance in sport will fi nd strong, research-
backed counterpoints for most (if not all) of their 
athletes’ common misperceptions.”

https://learnaboutsam.org/summit/
https://learnaboutsam.org/toolkit/
https://learnaboutsam.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Lessons-Learned-2019-Final1.pdf
https://learnaboutsam.org/


How to Build an Ethical Drug Deterrence 

Program

Michaela Stemmons, MS, ATC, Senior Sport Drug Testing Program Manager

The NCAA bylaws and NAIA Code of Ethics outline principles 
which serve to enhance the value and integrity of sport in 
collegiate  athletics.  Per the NCAA’s Committee on Sportsmanship 
and Ethical Conduct, their mission is to “improve the condition 
of sportsmanship and ethical conduct in all aspects of college 
athletics by developing and implementing strategies that 
foster greater acceptance of the values of respect, fairness, 
civility, honesty and responsibility.”  Per the NAIA, “the essential 
elements in the NAIA Code of Ethics are honesty and integrity.”  
We believe these values should serve to strengthen substance 
prevention programs on campuses nationwide.

Substance prevention programs should have strong ethics in 
order to deter the use and misuse of banned substances and 
other drugs and provide treatment for those who need it.  The 
goals of the program should include protecting the health and 
safety of student-athletes, providing education and ensuring 
fair and safe sport.  If an institution begins to make decisions 
without these goals in mind, their drug testing program may be 
at risk.  In order to maintain an ethical program, it is important 
to keep several strategies in mind.     

Institutional Policy – It is important to establish a thorough, written policy that serves to convey the overall mission, as 
well as detailing every aspect of the program.  It is too big a risk to be in a hurry to drug-test before a written policy is in 
place. In addition, it is an NCAA violation to not follow your institutional policy.

Drug Education – Education should be required for student-athletes, coaches and administrators twice per year.  It 
is important for everyone to understand banned drug classifi cations, how to make healthy decisions, and the risks 
associated with unhealthy decisions.  Institutions are accountable for ensuring every student-athlete receives education. 
If a student-athlete is absent or does not receive appropriate drug education, an appeal may be granted to the athlete 
and the institution sanctioned due to insuffi  cient education programming.

Selections – Defi ning the methods for selecting student-athletes is important.  Will your institution allow team, 
reasonable suspicion, pre-season and follow-up testing?  If an individual is selected for testing, will you allow anyone to 
be excused from testing for reasons such as illness, family death or if they are a signifi cant distance from campus?    

Notifi cations & Reporting for Collections – Consider giving student-athletes as little notifi cation prior to drug testing 
as possible, and no more than 24 hours to report to testing.  Will you require them to call or see you in person to 
confi rm they have received a notifi cation?  Will you allow texts to suffi  ce for notifi cation confi rmation?  Determine who 
is responsible for notifying individuals and what time is too late for reporting.  If someone is late to drug-testing, will it 
be considered a “no show” situation and sanctioned the same as a positive test result?

Specimen Collection Procedures – We recommend strict, observed urine collections or oral fl uid collections.  The 
collection process is when most student-athletes are caught cheating because they will not follow directions in the 
restroom, or they are caught trying to hide a small bottle of urine.  Programs with formal, written collection procedures 
allow for full transparency to prevent misinterpretations or deviations from the set policy. 

Results Reporting – Confi dentiality is key.  Online reporting can be convenient and secure.  Secure access should be 
given to more than one staff  member to share the workload and especially due to travel schedules.

continued on page 3
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What To Know About SAM (continued)
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Ethical Drug Testing (continued)

Cannabis use cannot be considered a “safer” alternative 
to alcohol. 

Morin and colleagues (2018) found greater impairment 
of cognitive functions in current and past-time cannabis 
users compared to alcohol use, even among cannabis users 
reporting low/infrequent use. 

Cannabis will not protect Americans from the opioid epidemic—it will likely to make it worse. 

Olfson and colleagues (2017) recently showed through epidemiological data that nonmedical prescription opioid use 
and opioid use disorder increased with cannabis use—even in adults experiencing moderate or more severe pain.

Cannabis use, especially when initiated before the age of 25, deteriorates important signaling pathways 
in the brain, leading to negative mental health outcomes later in life. 

In 2012, Zalesky marked brain signaling changes through MRI and tractography measurements in cannabis versus 
non-cannabis users. They found that the earlier age of cannabis exposure corresponds to increased damage to white 
matter in the brain. White matter is known for its importance in cognitive processing, memory, and protection against 
psychosis, depression and anxiety disorders. 

Currently, the best counter-argument for sports medicine professionals to use when discussing marijuana with athletes is 
to simply ask the athlete for their evidence. Can they prove their claims the way we can prove certain negative outcomes 
in scientifi c research? Anecdotal hearsay or studies conducted on rats from the seventies and eighties are not relevant, 
accurate, or applicable to the status of cannabis in the marketplace in 2019. It’s time we start pushing back with solid 
concerns regarding the impact of marijuana use on the short and long-term health of our athletes. 

Morin, Jean-François G., et al. “A population-based analysis of the relationship between substance use and adolescent cognitive development.” 
American Journal of Psychiatry 176.2 (2018): 98-106.
Olfson, Mark, et al. “Cannabis use and risk of prescription opioid use disorder in the United States.” American Journal of Psychiatry 175.1 (2017): 
47-53.
Zalesky, Andrew, et al. “Eff ect of long-term cannabis use on axonal fi bre connectivity.” Brain 135.7 (2012): 2245-2255.

Penalties – The sanction structure should be the same for every student-athlete.  Everyone should be treated fairly 
regardless of playing time, associated scholarships, team or team success.  It is also worth considering if sanctions will 
be greater for those who attempt to adulterate or manipulate.

Appeal Procedures – This confi dential process should be allowed and defi ned in order for an individual/attorney to 
present a case for defense.  Most policies allow for an appeal based on a positive drug-test result, evidence involving a 
violation of the policy, or if they believe the sanction imposed is unreasonable. 

Safe Harbor Program – Safe Harbor allows student-athletes who 
have not previously tested positive on a drug-test to request 
substance abuse assistance prior to being informed that they will 
be drug tested.  Self-referral is important for voluntary evaluation, 
testing and treatment plans for student-athletes.  Individuals should 
be tested upon entry, remain drug free and should not be eligible 
to enter into the Safe Harbor Program more than one time in their 
athletic career.  

As a third party administrator, Drug Free Sport International is 
poised to help navigate and initiate these strategies related to drug-
testing and education.  We assist with policy writing, strengthening 
drug-testing programs, and off er a variety of health education tools.  
We are committed to off ering our expertise in order to enhance the 
value and integrity of sport for our clients.



Protect Athletes From Misinformation and 
Performance-Enhancing Substances 

Guest Contributor: Donald Hooton Jr., President, Taylor Hooton Foundation

Summer is often a time when young people are back home competing in sports, hanging 
out with friends, surfi ng the Internet, and spending time at the local gym. It’s also a time 
when many young individuals, especially athletes, are participating in off -season workouts 
to build muscle and gain weight. Strategies to build muscle and gain weight can be a 
challenge for many young athletes as the summer is packed with hours of activity and they 
may burn more calories than they are consuming from food. This can create the mindset of 
thinking they need a dietary supplement to help solve this problem. During this period, we 
should encourage young athletes to be smart and safe, especially when it comes to desires 
to improve physical appearance.    

The use of dietary supplements, 
including energy drinks, has 
become extremely popular over the 
past 10+ years.  People of all ages 

are turning to these appearance and performance enhancing 
products to help them achieve their goals of gaining muscle, 
losing weight and even getting that extra boost of energy.  We 
know through surveys that the top two reasons young people 
are turning to anabolic steroids relate to their desire to improve 
their body image1: 

#1 “I want to look better”
#2 “I want to feel good about myself”

When we give a young person directions to get “bigger”, 
“stronger”, “faster”, and/or “lose weight”, it’s important that we 
are trained and prepared to give appropriate instructions on 
how to achieve those goals safely.   Talking with those who are 
in your care about proper nutrition, positive body image and 
dietary supplement safety is important for a number of reasons, 
but most importantly, health.  

Due to the lack of regulation in the dietary supplement industry, 
about 25% of dietary supplements have been found to be 
adulterated (tainted or contaminated) with illegal and banned 
substances2, including anabolic steroids.  

While some dietary supplements will have banned substances 
listed on the label, many of them contain substances that are not 
found on the label.  This is why it’s so important for anyone using 
dietary supplements to be sure the product has been third-party 
certifi ed by an independent supplement testing agency.  We 
recommend NSF Certifi ed for Sport (nsfsport.com) as the testing 
agency of choice.   NSF Certifi ed for Sport products have gone 
through rigorous testing for over 250 banned substances.  

Today, the use of anabolic steroids and other appearance and 
performance enhancing substances are reaching epidemic 
levels.  Surveys tell us that almost 6% of high school boys and 
almost 5% of girls (athletes and non-athletes) admit to using 
anabolic steroids3. These drugs can be purchased online, at just 
about any local gym, or via local drug dealers.  

Recently, we’ve learned that anabolic steroids are being sold 
on popular social media sites that young people frequent daily, 
including YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram.  International 
drug dealers have become so bold that they are placing ads 
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ENERGY DRINKS

The hottest topic right now in the world of 
appearance and performance-enhancing 
substances is energy drinks!  

They are commonly used by young people and 
many adults, and the rates at which people 
are using these beverages are surging.  Recent 
surveys reported in the American Journal of 
Preventative Medicine show (image below) 
a growing trend among U.S. adolecents and 
adults^. 

Even though energy drinks can be purchased 
at local grocery stores, we should be aware 
that there are a number of detrimental health 
eff ects associated with the consumtion of these 
drinks. For example:^^

• Cardiac arrhythmias 
• Myocardial infarction
• Prolonged QT interval
• Aortic dissection
• Death

A recent study led by Dr. John Higgins, 
professor of medicine at McGoven Medical 
School at the University of Texas Health Science 
Center in Houston, found that even a single 
energy drink can harm the heart^^^.

^ Vercammen, Kelsey A., J. Wyatt Koma, and Sara N. Bleich. “Trends in Energy 
Drink Consumption Among US Adolescents and Adults, 2003–2016.” American 
journal of preventive medicine 56.6 (2019): 827-833.
^^ Mangi, Muhammad A., et al. “Energy drinks and the risk of cardiovascular 
disease: a review of current literature.” Cureus 9.6 (2017).
^^^ Higgins, John P., et al. “Energy Drink Induced Impairment of Arterial 
Endothelial Function in Healthy Young Adults.” Circulation 138.Suppl_1 (2018): 
A10655-A10655.



Doping Control Offi  cer Spotlight

Radoslava Hristova
Collection Company: International Drug Testing Management (IDTM)

Radoslava Hristova began her work as a DCO with International Drug 
Testing Management (IDTM) in 2005. Hristova is based in Bulgaria and is 
a steadfast advocate for the importance and integrity of anti-doping in 
sport. She asserts, “Athletes are very important people. They set the im-
age of success so their responsibility to society, and especially to young 
people, is enormous.”  In her opinion, doping decreases the athlete’s val-
ue as an icon of “diligence, courage, honesty, and endurance”. 

When she is not running drug-testing collections for IDTM and Drug Free 
Sport International (DFSI), Hristova volunteers for a number of charity 
organizations involved with animals, including working to socialize and 
rehome stray cats and dogs. She is the current Secretary of the Bulgarian 
Great Dane Club, and lives with her partner and six-year-old son, as well 
as their pure breed Great Danes. She also has a strong passion for his-
tory, enjoying visiting ancient ruins in Roman and Thracian sanctuaries. 
When asked what she enjoys about contracting with DFSI and IDTM, she 
specifi es “[It’s an] incredible opportunity to be a part of a worldwide or-
ganization and the amazing chance to meet new people at new places 
every single month.”

Above: Hristova pictured with an ice hockey fan 
supporting the Russian team in traditional dress 
at the Winter Universiade 2019 in Krasnoyarsk.
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Performance-Enhancing Substances (cont.)
for anabolic steroid websites right next to legitimate 
social media posts.  Shown to the right is an ad that 
was placed right next to a promotion for an event the 
Taylor Hooton Foundation was hosting.

It’s important that athletic professionals actively 
educate, spread awareness and lead the discussion 
about safety concerns associated with appearance 
and performance-enhancing substances.  The abuse of 
these substances is unfortunately alive and well. 
1Dr. Thomas B Hildebrandt, Associate Professor of Psychology at 
Mount Sinai Health System
2Mathews, Neilson M. “Prohibited contaminants in dietary 
supplements.” Sports health 10.1 (2018): 19-30.
3Eisenberg, Marla E., Melanie Wall, and Dianne Neumark-Sztainer. 
“Muscle-enhancing behaviors among adolescent girls and boys.” 
Pediatrics 130.6 (2012): 1019.

Don Hooton Jr. serves as President of Education for the Taylor 
Hooton Foundation which he helped found in 2004, the year 
following the loss of his younger brother Taylor. Don is a sought 
after speaker in North America on the subject of Appearance 
& Performance Enhancing Substances.  He has appeared on 
national and international television and radio programs 
including CBS 60 Minutes, ESPN, Sports Illustrated and others. 
Over the past 15 years, the Taylor Hooton Foundation has directly educated more than two million people with our ALL ME® Assembly 
programs that we deliver in middle schools, high schools, colleges, and various other groups.  If you’re interested in learning more about 
the Taylor Hooton Foundation and the programs available in your community, please visit the website:  taylorhooton.org. 

Above: Screenshot taken from Facebook of a THF Post with an anabolic 
steroids store ad placed next to it.



Drug Free Sport® News
DRUG FREE SPORT MISSION

To help ensure the integrity of 
competition for athletes, sports 
organizations and fans worldwide.

UPCOMING EVENTS

NATA 70th Clinical Symposia & 

AT EXPO

Las Vegas, NV / June 24-27
Come See Us at Booth #2162!

LIVE WEBINAR
Substance Use and the Young 

Athlete: How to Recognize 

Warning Signs and Provide 

Appropriate Support

August 8 / 12-1PM CST
Sign up at drugfreesport.com/
education/webinars
Cost: FREE

LIVE WEBINAR
JUUL, Vapes And All That Jazzy 

Technology Impacting Nicotine 

And Marijuana Use/Addiction

August 13 / 12-1PM CST
Sign up at drugfreesport.com/
education/webinars
Cost: FREE

EDUCATION RESOURCES

• Live Webinars for Staff  (may include 
credit for continuing education purposes)

• Customized Education Videos

• Infographic Posters
Topics Include:

Marijuana
Supplement Safety Map
Prescription Stimulants
Cannabidiol (CBD)
Supplement Risks
SARMs

For more information, contact Anna 
Filardo, Senior Education Program 
Manager, at 
afi lardo@drugfreesport.com. 

For INSIGHT questions or comments, please contact: 
Lara Gray at lgray@drugfreesport.com.  
816.474.8655  •  drugfreesport.com

To be added to the INSIGHT e-newsletter 
mailing list, click here. 

© 2019, Drug Free Sport, LLC

Congratulations To Our 2019 Continuing Education Award 
Recipients!
High school and collegiate certifi ed athletic trainers wear many hats in 
student-athletes’ lives: health care provider, confi dant, educator, advocate, 
and counselor, to name some. 
To honor their selfl ess work to ensure health and safety, Drug Free Sport 
International established the Drug Free Sport Continuing Education Award. 
In partnership with the Greater Kansas City Community Foundation, we 
congratulate the following 2019 award winners:

 » Ariel Allman, Head Athletic Trainer, Kort Physical Therapy/Midway 
University (KY)

 » Martin Donahue, Clinical Athletic Trainer, Slippery Rock University (PA)
 » Ginna Lewis, Head Athletic Trainer, Barton College (NC)
 » Megan Smith, Assistant Athletic Trainer, Seton Hill University (PA)
 » Carissa Tigges, Athletic Trainer, Grinnell College (IA)

SUMMER SALE!
Home Study CEUs available for only $5 for a limited time.

You can fi nd a list of available home study topics at drugfreesport.com/
home-study-courses. CEUs available for BOC Certifi ed Athletic Trainers and 
Registered Dietitians. 

Save-the-Date!

June 8-9, 2020
Kansas City, MO
sportexchangesummit.com

Shown Left: 
Megan Smith, ATC, put her 
Continuing Education Award 
funds to immediate use this 
June at the ATs Care “Assisting 
Individuals in Crisis” Workshop 
in Schenectady, New York. 

https://www.drugfreesport.com/education/webinars/
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