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Boys of Summer, with Brass Knuckles
Heroes from our national pastime, baseball, are currently under subpoena to testify before Congress about steroid use.  Is this over-the-top?


Not in my opinion.  There was a time, not all that long ago, when I was inclined to think that if Olympic weight-lifters, world class body builders, or professional baseball players wanted to risk their health for the sake of their performance, it was mostly their business.  


Then I had to review the topic for a discussion about it with Katie Couric on ‘The Today Show.’  I now feel quite differently.

My change of heart is due less to the potentially severe consequences of steroid use; I knew about those.  It’s due more to a trickle down effect I hadn’t thought about enough.

 There are more and more stories about anabolic steroid use among high school athletes; this is what Ms. Couric and I were talking about.  I have two kids in high school.  This is getting too close to home!


A bit of thoughtful attention to the steroid matter reveals how insidiously dangerous it truly is.  Athletes know it’s not whether you win or lose…as long as you win!  Athletes are competitive people.

So what do you do if the other team is benefiting from performance-enhancing drugs?  You either use them, too, or you lose.  And what’s the point of dedicating yourself to competitive sport if you expect to lose?

Certainly world class athletes must have long been asking themselves these questions.  Kids in high school are apparently now doing so, too.  And they are coming up with the same answers.  If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em; then beat ‘em!

Anabolic steroid use is not really a matter of individual choice.  It’s either part of the culture, or it’s not.  And if it is, and you want to be competitive, there is a strong coercive influence on you to partake.  Either nobody uses, or there is a very real danger that everybody- at least everybody competitive- will use.

The dangers of anabolic steroids are serious.  These drugs can increase blood pressure, cholesterol, and cardiovascular risk.  They are linked to increased risk of inflammation, and even cancer, of the liver.  

Related to testosterone, anabolic steroids have masculinizing effects in females.  They can cause breasts to shrink, hair to grow where it shouldn’t (e.g., on the chest and face), and fall out where it should (e.g., the head).  A link to acne is well known.


In males, anabolic steroids also have feminizing effects, because an excess of ‘male’ hormones leads through metabolic steps to an excess of related ‘female’ hormones, too.  So, along with bulging muscles, guys may wind up with shrunken testicles and female-like breasts, a condition known as “gynecomastia.”  Some of these changes are irreversible with cessation of use.


And steroids are not always sexist; they do non-denominational damage, too.  Used before puberty, these drugs can cause growth plates in bones to fuse prematurely, permanently stunting growth.  And they tend to provoke aggression, and even at times, overt mental illness.


But they work.  They are performance enhancing.  So if our premier athletes say by their actions, “it’s worth it!,” our children in high school will follow their lead.  And even if your child, or mine, is sensible enough to just say “no!,” how long will they hold out if the opponent they face is less scrupulous, and wins every time?

Anabolic steroids are the brass knuckles of the modern age.  With our children following their role models into the ring, this is a fight every parent needs to referee.   
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