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Technology and Ethical Behavior 
in Running Sports:
An Actor-Network Theory Perspective
Norma Smith, George Mason University, Manassas, USA

ABSTRACT

Wearabletechnologies’popularityinsportingpracticescontinuestogrow.RunnersuseGPSwatches
and activity trackers to track steps, log miles, map courses, and monitor heart rates. Likewise,
wearablesareintegratedintolongdistancerunningevents,withraceofficialsrelyingontechnologies
toeffectivelyexecuteevents.However,technologiescanalsoenableandmonitorcheating.Many
studiesfocusingontheindividualexplorewhycheatersmakeunethicaldecisions.Actor-Network
Theoryshiftscheating’sfocusfromtheindividualandmoralfailingstoanassemblagethatincludes
notonlytherunner,butnonhumans,suchastechnology,aswell.A2015CanadianIronmancheating
incidentcasestudyilluminatesintricaterelationshipsandnetworksbetweenhumansandnonhumans.
Byexaminingtheintersectionsofcheatingandtechnologyinrunningsports,theauthorsseewhere
andhowtechnologyworksasintendedorisrepurposed.Whereasahuman-centeredapproachto
sportandcheatingdismisseswearables’agency,Actor-NetworkTheoryrevealstheirunderexamined,
sociotechnicalcomplexities.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

In2003,GarminlaunchedthefirstGPSrunningwatch.Sincethen,thesatellitetrackinghasimproved,
andthepopularityofthewatcheshasnotwaned.Thispopularityisnotatallsurprising,however.
RunnershaveembracedtechnologysincethefirstCasiowatchinthe1980stologspeedanddistance
progress.Today’swatcheshavetheaddedbenefitsofincludingmapping,heartratemonitoring,and
runningdynamics,suchascadenceandstridelength.

Similarly,today’srunningeventsarealsorichwithtechnology:GPSwatches,courseclocks,
timing chips, timing mats, photography, videos, computers, social media updates, and website
communications.Thesetechnologieshelpofficialslaunchandmanageasuccessfulraceandassure
thatallathletescompletetheeventcorrectly.Forinstance,timingmatsmonitornotonlywhenan
athletecrossesapartofthecourse,butalsoiftheathletecrossedit.Beforearace,runnersregister
forracesonline.Duringtherace,runnersweartimingchipsortimingbibs,runovertimingmats,
passvideoandphotographycameras,andwearactivitytrackersandsmartwatches.Aftertherace,
runnersoftenpostphotosandtimestosocialmediaorStrava,asocialnetworkwebsiteandappfor
athletes.Racerscanlocatetimesandphotosonlinewithin24hours.Thankstowearabledevices,
gonearethedaysofwaitingforraceresultstobepostedinthelocalnewspaper.
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Unfortunately, the ease afforded by technology to post successful race times is an extrinsic
motivationthathasledsomeathletestocheat.Postingandtweetingaboutfinishinganotherrace,
earninganothermedal,orqualifyingforBostonhaspushedsometoengageinunethicalbehavior
(Sailors,Teetzel,&Weaving,2017).Althoughthestudiesarestillinconclusive,someresearchers
suggestthatthesocialpressurestopostasuccessfulraceafterannouncingentryareenoughforsome
athletestocheat(Sailorsetal.,2017).Furthermore,theavailabilityofracedataonlinehasencouraged
theriseofhomemadedetectives,suchasDerekMurphywhorunsMarathonInvestigation.com.Murphy
minesracetimestocatchandexposecheaters.Cheatersarethenshamedonsocialmedia,andmost
arebannedfromracingtheeventagain.

Researchoncheatinginsportsisprevalent,especiallyinthePhilosophyofSportfield.Similarly,
workontechnologyinsportsaboundsinscienceandtechnologystudiesandinsportstudies.However,
itistheintersectionoftechnologyandcheatinginsportswherethereisagap.Inresponse,thisarticle
analyzeshowandwhentechnologyisusedinrunningpracticestoenablecheating.Toclarifyupfront,
whatthisstudydoesnotdoisdiveintoacheater’smind.Thisisnotaphilosophicalorpsychological
ventureintothereasoningofwhysomeonecheats.Individuals’motivesorintentionsareonlyonepart
ofacomplicatedsituation.Thesecheatersenrollspace,technology,andtimeintotheiractions,andit
isintheselatterandunderexaminedpartswherethisstudyoperates.Inordertoattendtothevarious
rolesoftechnologyinsportingpractices,Iturntoamethodologythatthrivesinthecomplexities
ofnetworks.Actor-NetworkTheoryservesthispurpose.Actor-NetworkTheory[ANT]requiresan
impartialitywherenohumanisprivilegedoveranonhumanandviceversa.Therefore,actions,such
ascheating,areexaminedafterappropriatingagencynottotheindividual,buttotheassemblage--a
humanandallitsco-productiverelationsofnonhumanactors,suchaswearabletechnology.Through
ActorNetworkTheory,Idelveintoaheterogeneoussportontologyinanefforttobringtolightnew
considerationswhenexaminingunethicalbehavior.

IbeginthisworkbydemonstratingthatActor-NetworkTheoryisanappropriateandcompelling
methodologytoapplytothesociotechnicalphenomenonofcheatingincurrentrecreationalsports,
suchasmarathonandtriathlonracing,wheretechnologyplaysanactiverole.AfterexploringANT,
Idiscusswearabletechnologyinrunningpractices.Then,Idivertslightlyfromtechnologytodiscuss
cheatingandsuggestanewapproachtothinkingaboutunethicalbehaviorthatwillcarrythestudy
forwardintoexamplesofcoursecutting.Finally,inordertoplungeintothespecificsofhowtechnology
andcheatingareenactedinrunningevents,Ipresentacasestudyofthe2015IronmaninCanada.
Thecircumstancessurroundingthisparticularracemakeitanidealmodel.The2015Ironman,like
allmajorrunningevents,implementstechnologythroughout.Theeventsduringandaftertherace
exposethere-purposingoftechnologytoenactunethicalbehaviorwhilealsodemonstratingtheuse
oftechnologyassurveillance.Inaddition,thiscasestudyprovidestheopportunitytoexaminecourse
cutting—amethodofcheatingstudiedlessthanothermethodsofcheating,suchasdoping.Finally,
this eventhighlights the roleof theparticipants and spectators as investigators aiding to expose
cheatingwithintheirsportcommunity.

Theresearchquestionsdrivingthisstudyincludethefollowing:HowdoesActor-NetworkTheory
allowustoapproachunethicalbehaviordifferentlybyshiftingthefocusfromtheindividualandhis
orhermoralfailingstoanassemblagethatincludeshumansandnonhumans?Inotherwords,does
distributingagencytoanassemblageinsteadofanindividualreframehowweexamineunethical
behavior?Howistechnologyworkinginrunningeventstoeitherprovideaffordancesforunethical
behaviororpreventunethicalbehavior?Istechnologyencouragingorpersuadingthesebehaviors?

ACToR-NETwoRK THEoRy

Actor-NetworkTheory,introducedinthe1980sbyscholarsBrunoLatour,MichelCallon,andJohn
Law,provedusefultothoseworkingintheScienceandTechnologyStudies[STS]foritsunique
approachtoagencyandwhatconstitutes“thesocial.”Formerly,societywasdefinedasadeterminate
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