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I. Scientific excellence 
Emergent use of anabolic androgenic steroids (AAS) and other image and performance enhancement drugs 
(IPEDs) for aesthetic and functional body enhancement presents a significant global public health challenge, 
particularly given its recent diffusion from bodybuilding and elite sports into mainstream populations. 
Increased levels of male body dissatisfaction, particularly in Westernised societies are evident with value 
placed on muscle development, definition and size by virtue of its association with male status. Previously 
identified as an issue amongst young men, growing evidence has pointed to a growing number of older 
users (>50 years) with a desire to maintain youth and vigour through self-directed hormone treatment. In 
addition to older male users commencing IPED use now, with associated health implications, there is also a 
population of users who started as young IPED users in the 1980’s, who are now in their 60s (or older), and 
who have distinct associated health complications. Most common amongst these IPEDs are AAS. Harmful 
effects of AAS use include liver, cardiac, psychological and dependence problems, with emerging evidence 
of structural brain changes and cognitive impairment. Other harms centre on the illicit market and 
adulterated products, and injecting routes of administration and significant prevalence of blood borne 
viruses. Very little is known about the individual cost-benefit-analysis within the decision making process to 
use, despite users awareness of health harms, and experiences of related health consequences particularly 
for those using in later life. This unique study will explore user trajectories, patterns of use and experiences 
across the life course. It provides opportunity to study a unique cohort of older men who are recent vs. 
chronic vs. early life (but no longer) IPED users to identify triggers, drivers and health implications. 
 

II. Clear aim and hypothesis 
The aim of the research is to identify the key triggers and drivers, that results in men at different age 
points initiating AAS using, continuing use despite known risks (and in some case experiences) of severe 
harms including adverse physical and mental health problems. 
 

III. Methodology and innovations 
Using a two prong mixed method approach, in-depth interviews with a purposive sample of current and 
former users will be conducted to provide rich data illustrating decision-making processes along the 
continuum of use toward problem use. This will provide the basis for an online research tool, which will 
identify key factors related to the various ‘tipping points’ in the user trajectory of use and decision making 
with constructed scenarios to determine opportunities for intervention development. These unique data will 
inform the design of credible public health and behaviour change interventions. 
 

IV. Strategic relevance 
This project will provide key insights into the decisions to use and continue to use, within the context of 
experienced, anticipated and potential harms across the life course. This work is original, innovative and of 
significant strategic importance in terms of informing the design of credible public health and age related 
and targeted behaviour change interventions and strategies.   
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V. Interdisciplinarity and fit with relevant DTA programme 
The supervision team is cross-disciplinary - addiction, public health and sport psychology, with additional 
advice and from an international specialist psychiatrist and underpinned by a mix of experienced and early 
career researchers.  
 
Lay summary (max 200 words) to be used for reference as part of the selection process where 
non-specialists are involved 
The use of anabolic-androgenic steroids carries (AAS) risks to physical and psychological wellbeing. Recent 
research indicates that approximately 15% of AAS users are older men (45 years and over), motivated by a 
desire to maintain or boost muscularity and sex drive and keep a youthful appearance. Although often aware 
of associated harms, they choose to use AAS to maintain testosterone levels. Little is known of this specific 
population of older users and the factors that influence the onset, continuation and escalation of use across 
the life course.  
 
A mixed method approach will identify the triggers and levers which facilitate the decision-making 
continuum of use in this population. In-depth interviews current and former users (45 years and older) 
providing rich data illustrating decision-making processes, and will provide the basis for an online research 
tool. The tool will be widely disseminated to collect data on key factors and ‘tipping points’ in the user 
trajectory of use and decision making scenarios to identify intervention opportunities and strategies.  
 
This innovative approach will provide a unique insight into the thought processes of this covert group of 
performance drug users, and will facilitate the development of credible public health and behaviour change 
strategies.  
 
Industrial/Employer placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any external 
placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student as part of the project 
 
N/A 
 
International placement opportunity please include details, where known, of any potential 
international placement opportunities or collaborations available to the student as part of the 
project 
Short placement at the University of Oslo with Dr Ingrid Havnes, Research Psychiatrist at The Anabolic 
Androgenic Steroid Research Group, within the National Advisory Unit for Substance Use Disorder 
Treatment 
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Scientific, economic and societal impact of the project 
If funded the research will be the first attempt to understand and potentially manipulate the key ‘tipping 
points’ in the user trajectory of use and decision making scenarios of AAS. This unique information will inform 
credible public health and behaviour change strategies with a particular focus on older men. Impacts are 
underpinned by its cross-disciplinary approach to ensure that the scientific research and forthcoming 
innovation (online tool) are robust, societally relevant and contextually appropriate. It will achieve this using 
a collaborative knowledge sharing approach which supports new ideas, shared understanding and learning 
regarding the complex and controversial culture of AAS. At present, poor public health surveillance and 
scientific understanding hampers credible prevention, behaviour change and treatment efforts in the UK 
and internationally. Innovative strategies which are informed by understanding the ‘real life’ world of the 
AAS use are vital to support engagement and support of older AAS users who experience adverse health 
consequences and problem/dependent AAS use, and who may experience barriers to seeking help. Equally, 
outputs of the research will inform medical training and clinical responses. The project will contribute to 
long-term reduced burden of infectious disease, morbidity and mortality of users, and the associated social, 
judicial and health care costs of AAS use. Key scientific, conceptual, capacity building, connectivity and 
instrumental impacts are envisaged. 
 

SCIENTIFIC IMPACT in conducting scientific research to produce scientific evidence and shared learning to 
reduce the long-term burden of morbidity and mortality associated with age-related AAS use and contribute 
to the optimisation and personalisation of prevention, rapid healthcare response, harm reduction, behaviour 
change modalities and the integrated treatment of dependence. 
 

CONCEPTUAL IMPACT in raising higher level, of knowledge and understanding of the covert culture of 
AAS. The project will support knowledge exchange around best practices, ground-breaking innovations (for 
example the online tool) and recommendations for credible and targeted public health and behaviour 
change interventions and strategies. Finding will be shared with AAS users via key contacts within the 
community and existing web presence It will also connect and share strategic information with PHE, ECDC, 
EMCDDA and WADA. 
 
CAPACITY BUILDING IMPACT through strengthening connectivity between research centres, the target 
community, harm reduction and clinical centres with the provision of robust, “real world” evidence. 
 
INSTRUMENTAL IMPACT in stimulating policy, health system and clinical practice reform around the health 
complexities of AAS users based on research outputs and policy dialogue in the UK, Europe and elsewhere.  
 
NETWORKS AND CONNECTIVITY IMPACT in establishing this new cross cutting and interdisciplinary 
research partnership by building on the existing research collaboration between several departments at 
Liverpool John Moores University, University of Birmingham and University of Oslo, in addressing the 
challenges experienced in tackling the concerning rates of AAS use, problem use and dependent use. 
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Additional admissions requirements: please state if there are any specific admissions 
requirements for this project i.e. subject specific degree qualifications or disciplines, relevant 
skills, experience etc 
Desirable requirements will be to have an undergraduate qualification in public health, sports psychology 
or sports science.   

 


