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Abstract 

An exposé in The New York Times described the use of banned performance-enhancing 

substances by Russian athletes and complicity by governmental agencies at the Sochi Winter Olympics in 

2012. In response, the country launched a public relations effort to defend its global reputation and 

mitigate international sanctions of its athletic teams. The research examined extant texts of written and 

spoken statements to the international news media from Russian government officials and athletes to 

accomplish these communication goals. The results of the study supported the grounded theory that the 

Russian government limited the ability to achieve its strategic communication intent by failing to align 

messages among athletes, government officials and other state interests. 
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Introduction 

The New York Times reported on May 16, 2016 that the Russian government ran a 

sophisticated program to provide performance enhancing drugs to its athletes and to conceal their 

usage from international authorities during the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi (Ruiz, R. R., 

2016). The story was based on extensive interviews with the prominent former director of the 

country’s anti-doping laboratory, Grigory Rodchenkov. Despite what appears to be well 

documented and overwhelming evidence, Russian officials have denied the allegations, 

characterizing the Times’ story as a combination of character assassination aimed at its athletes, 

political propaganda, or self-interest by the anti-doping director to deflect blame for his own 

malfeasance – all intended to undermine the country’s national interests and athletic 

achievements, which included the most medals earned at the Sochi games. 

In response to allegations regarding use of banned performance-enhancing substances by 

its athletes, the Russian government attempted to influence world public opinion in the hopes of 

defending the country’s global standing and reputation, and more specifically, ensuring that its 

teams are not barred from competing at the Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 2016. 

The research examined the Russian government’s strategic communications intent to accomplish 

these goals through textual analysis of its responses to the crisis created by the Times’ story. 

Literature Review 

In classic crisis management, among the first actions in response are to establish the 

cause and determine who or what is to blame (Sellnow and Seeger, cited by Ulmer, 2000, p. 

148). Neo-institutional theory reflects a newer approach to understanding crisis management and 

related communication, postulating that organizations always attempt to incorporate their own 

institutional or cultural norms to gain legitimacy and stability (Erikkson, 2012, p. 313) when 
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threatened. In other words, the focus shifts from determining who or what is responsible to 

defining what needs to be done and how can it be achieved in relation to the nature of the crisis 

(p. 313). 

According to Benoit, “the intensity of a predicament is directly related to its severity and 

the actor’s apparent responsibility for it” (Ulmer, p. 148). Organizations often deploy rhetorical 

strategies to minimize the intensity of a crisis and the threat to their reputation; based on the 

circumstances, this approach represents the best opportunity to establish or rebuild trust from 

vital publics. Typical rhetorical themes include denying or diverting responsibility, accepting 

blame and proposing corrective action, or sometimes attacking the accuser.  

Len-Rios described Duke University’s strategy when members of its lacrosse team were 

accused of sexual assault, exposing the school to harsh public criticism and accusations of 

inadequate oversight (Len-Rios, 2010, p. 267). The university deployed a wide range of 

rhetorical themes in response, including a relatively novel approach described as “expression of 

disappointment” in the student-athletes and openly questioning the veracity of the allegations and 

the motivations of the victim herself. Research showed that the latter strategy resulted in the 

most positive news coverage (p. 267). 

Rendering a public apology is common public relations strategy during a crisis, 

particularly when an organization has been accused of and admitted serious wrongdoing 

(Greenberg, 2009, p. 201). Such a scenario represents an anomaly that disrupts the normative 

social system, and an apology works on multiple levels in response, by helping restore psychic 

equilibrium with the public, repair organizational reputation, and deflecting or defusing demands 

for legal or legislative sanctions (p. 201).  

Using consistent terminology and discourse are vital components of effective rhetorical 
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strategy. Following the terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11, 2001, the 

administration of President George W. Bush undertook a deliberate and prolonged public 

communications campaign that emphasized themes of “homeland security” domestically and the 

“war on terror” and “axis of evil” abroad. This communication strategy was the cornerstone of a 

policy agenda by the Bush administration that helped shape news coverage, win control of 

Congress for the Republican party, and ultimately propel the United States into the Iraq war 

(John et al., 2007, p. 204). 

Ambiguity is another rhetorical device, albeit an unethical one, that can be used to protect 

reputation and avoid sanctions (Ulmer, 2000, p. 153). With this method, the organization’s 

strategy is to deliberately confuse the public by making cause or culpability unclear. This 

approach is risky since it exposes the organization to added criticism over and above the actions 

that led to the actual crisis, for using ambiguous messages and the inherent strategy it represents 

(p. 153). 

The Russian government mounted an aggressive public relations and crisis management 

effort to rebut allegations that it was complicit in the widespread falsification of tests for banned 

performance enhancing substances among its Olympic athletes. The government deployed 

multiple rhetorical devices, new and old, as reflected in public statements from its officials 

(Chandler, 2015). Chief among the more recent approaches was what on the surface appeared to 

be an unprecedented degree of admission of guilt and accountability to fix the problem. Yet a 

closer examination of the government’s communication strategy reveals a more nuanced theme. 

A published mea-culpa from Vitaly Mutko, the Minister of Sport, in the Sunday Times of 

London included a complex construct of apologies and admission of guilt that pointed the blame 

at the government as well as athletes and coaches (Reuters, 2016).  
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Reflected in the responses of key audiences, the results from this strategy have been 

mixed. The rhetoric did not convince the editorial writers at The New York Times (2016) who 

wrote in response: 

Mr. Mutko crudely passes the buck, claiming that “serious mistakes have been made by 

the federation management, along with athletes and coaches.” Taking the hypocrisy up 

another notch, he declares, “We are ashamed of them.” Ashamed of whom? The athletes 

who were regularly fed anabolic steroids by the very officials who were supposed to be 

protecting them from performance-enhancing drugs, encouraged and assisted by state 

security agents? Where is the shame for the state agencies, including his own ministry, 

that are behind the doping of Russian athletes?  

Similarly, Thomas Bach, the president of the International Olympic Committee, described the 

allegations of the Russian government’s role in the scandal as “a shocking new dimension in 

doping with an … unprecedented level of criminality”, and its recent rhetorical “change of heart” 

elicited skepticism among other entities responsible for policing banned substances in the 

international athletic community (Hobson, 2016). 

Given the Russian cultural context, the government’s obfuscation was not surprising. As 

with business, history and all other aspects of Russian society, sport is “indelibly intertwined 

with politics” and, perhaps more important, national pride (Nixey, J., 2016). The Russian public 

perceives exposure of malfeasance in its national athletics as an external attack on the nation as a 

whole; “For many patriotic-cum-nationalist Russians, the… succession of recent scandals is not 

cumulative evidence of systemic corruption and a flexible approach to rules, but indication of a 

concerted western attack on another Russian flank” (Nixey, J., 2016, April 4). 



COLD WORDS: RUSSIA’S RHETORICAL STRATEGY  7 

Another important facet of effective crisis communication is, whenever possible, taking a 

proactive rather than reactive posture (González, M. R., 2013, p. 463). This helps achieve a 

measure of control of the situation by portraying the organization in question as responsible, 

accessible, and most important, worthy of trust. Proactively delivering relevant, reliable and 

timely information, in addition to or as counterpoint to what is being offered by other interests, 

helps control the situation by creating balance in the coverage and enhancing understanding by 

all publics involved.  

Method 

The researcher analyzed extant texts of written or spoken statements from the Russian 

Ministry of Sport and affected athletes following publications of the Times’ story. These texts 

presumably reflected the government’s intentions for achieving the two stated objectives, 

representing a sensitizing concept, as suggested by Blumer, for applying grounded theory in the 

analysis of the inherent communications strategy (Charmaz, 2006, p. 16). 

For the purposes of the analysis, specified texts representing official Russian state 

communications from May 12-20, 2016 were examined. This period was bracketed by the 

publication date of the Time’s story, “Russian Insider Says State-Run Doping Fueled Olympic 

Gold”, and several days afterward when Russian officials and athletes publicly responded. The 

story received widespread global interest and engagement by other key players in the situation 

such as the World Anti-Doping Association (WADA), the International Olympic Committee 

(IOC), and sports commentators. The research questions for the study were: 

RQ 1. What themes emerged from the content analysis of the Russian doping scandal? 

RQ 2. What do the emerging themes suggest about the broader practice of global 

communication? 
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To test the grounded theory that emerged from the analysis, the researcher applied other 

recent and similar episodes where egregious doping episodes by Russian athletes and complicity 

by their government were alleged as a discriminant sampling. Examination of extant texts in the 

context of both events offered insights about the Russian government’s strategic communications 

intent by demonstrating rebuttal points that were consistent as well as how messaging evolved as 

circumstances changed. 

A search of Twitter within the specified date range using the terms “Russian anti-doping” 

produced more than 50 tweets, including links to mass media stories where Russian athletic 

officials such as Vitaly Mutko, the Minister of Sport, and Yuri Nagornykh, the deputy sports 

minister, and several athletes were quoted. The results also included Natalia Zhelanova, anti-

doping advisor to the Russian Minister of Sport, whose feed (@zhelanova) included quotes and 

official statements from the ministry, its officials, and Russian athletes.  

A comment was judged to be relevant for the research if it met at least one of the 

following criteria: 1) made by a Russian Ministry of Sport official or current Russian athlete;  

2) made in the specified date range; 3) made in response to Times’ story; 4) included a reference 

to the Sochi or Rio Olympic games; 5) included reference to “doping” by Russian athletes or the 

Times’ story; and 6) included reference to Russian athletes, generally or specifically. From the 

search process, 34 extant texts were identified for analysis.   

The grounded theory coding process was conducted as outlined in Charmaz (2006). 

During the open coding stage, extant texts were reviewed to determine salient themes that served 

as the categories for the analysis. This process literally involved curating the texts and 

inventorying the component parts – words, messages, etc. – that represented identified categories 

and sub-categories. Next, axial coding was used to determine how these categories relate to each 
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other. During axial coding, a preliminary theory for the project was identified. Selective coding 

followed, when an overarching narrative emerged that made the case for the proposed theory 

based on the extant texts and their explicit and implicit meanings. To test for saturation of the 

data and theoretical concepts, the researcher constantly compared the data properties and applied 

the theory to another recent development in the doping crisis and subsequent responses by 

Russian government officials. 

Results 

During the analysis period, the majority of the extant texts fell under five major themes:  

1) faux accountability; 2) universal responsibility; 3) victimization; 4) external attacks on 

personal reputations and national pride; and finally, 5) appeals for justice. 

Many government texts began with covering language about the desire to be forthright 

and cooperative with international athletic authorities in addressing the doping scandal. A 

statement released from the Ministry of Sport was typical: 

We have never claimed that we do not have doping problems and we acknowledge that 

changes are needed and we understand and we have to regain (the) international 

community’s confidence for what we believe is a global issue. The only way that we can 

achieve this is through concrete steps proving our loyalty to clean and fair sport. We 

believe we have already proved Russia's commitment to fight doping by inviting 

international experts… to all key positions responsible for doping control and this 

guarantees independence and transparency of procedures. We have nothing to hide. And 

we will continue this work (Zhelanova, 12 May, 2016). 

Seeking to reassure the world community, the government issued a statement describing how the 

Russian state anti-doping agency had taken extensive steps under international oversight to 
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restructure its operations, in an effort “to demonstrate how committed we are to ensuring that 

sport in our country is clean and fair” (Zhelanova, 11 May, 2016). 

To animate the universal responsibility theme, the government consistently sought to 

portray doping as a problem that transcended Russia and was a matter to be addressed by the 

entire international athletic community. Victor Mutko, the Russian Minister of Sport, wrote 

bluntly, “Doping is a global problem, not just a Russian problem” (Zhelanova, 15 May, 2016, 

4:03 AM). This statement explicitly creates a moral equivalency among all nations for 

addressing doping; the failure of one is the failure of all. 

The theme of victimization was manifested in myriad ways. The extant texts showed that 

the government based the majority of its response on diverting blame to others such as global 

athletic authorities, whistleblowers and – astonishingly – its own athletes. This approach took the 

onus off of the government for openly and credibly accepting responsibility for its violations, 

which the international community was expecting and the government made only a cursory 

attempt to do. But there were other perceived strategic benefits as well. 

The government categorically denied the major thrust of the Times’ story, that it was 

directly involved in a state-sponsored and directed doping program at the Sochi Olympics. If 

there was no institutional culpability, then what was the cause of the problem to which Mutko 

referred in his statement about universal responsibility? The answer represents a major rebuttal 

point that the government employed: the global community has been being victimized by the 

same culprit, namely unscrupulous athletes from Russia and other countries who use banned 

performance enhancing substances. Mutko voiced this sentiment more overtly when he said, 

“We agree with the decision that athletes who are doping, no matter what country they represent, 

should be punished and not be permitted to compete in competitions” (Zhelanova, 17 May, 
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2016).  

The government aimed blame squarely at its own athletes and vilified them: “We are very 

sorry that athletes who tried to deceive us, and the world, were not caught sooner” wrote Mutko. 

This was as close to apologizing and accepting responsibility as the government would come. In 

another news story, he admitted that Russian athletes had made “serious mistakes” by breaking 

anti-doping rules and said “they had rejected the principle of fair-play so fundamental to sport 

for immediate benefits. Let us be clear. We are ashamed of them” (Russia sports minister 

apologizes, 2016).  

Meanwhile, Russian athletes were mounting their own public relations defense against 

allegations in the Times’ story, apparently with little or no coordination with their own 

government. Ironically, they also employed a victimization theme. The primary culprits in the 

athletes’ minds were the former director of the country’s anti-doping laboratory, Grigory 

Rodchenkov, (whose allegations were the basis for the Times’ story) and shadowy political 

interests hostile to Russia. Several athletes hinted that the United States, the country’s chief 

geopolitical adversary, was behind the reputational assault, in part because Rodchenkov had fled 

there after initial reports of the scandal surfaced. Alexander Legkov, a cross-country skier and 

2014 Olympic gold medalist implicated in the Times’ story, said “Rodchenkov must be taking 

these cocktails himself if he writes such nonsense. Before the Olympics I underwent 33 doping 

tests. Any problems, any cocktails – it is complete slander” (Zhelanova, 12 May, 2016). 

Fully aware of their popularity and adulation from the Russian public, the athletes sought 

to position charges of doping against them as both personal attacks on their reputation and 

integrity, and an affront to national pride. Alexey Voevoda called the Times’ story “ridiculous 

and so wrong. I understand that 99.9% is an information war. There is no use to comment (about) 
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such nonsense. It is so offending. The Olympics were all worthy, everyone was happy, there was 

the rise of patriotism. What else do they have to push at? In fact, they push at holy things. This is 

ridiculous” (Zhelanova, 12 May, 2016).  

In Rodchenkov, the athletes and the government had a common external threat and 

source of victimization. Dmitry Peskov, a Kremlin spokesman for Russian President Putin, said 

the Times’ story “looks like a defector's defamation” and “a turncoat's libel" (‘Absurd, 

Groundless, Defamatory’, 2016). Mutko said: “The allegations made by the former director of 

the laboratories came as a major shock to us. Considering that he was fired from his position for 

manipulating tests, it is very likely that he has other motives” (Zhelanova, 12 May, 2016). This 

represented a rare example of alignment between the government’s and athletes’ messaging. 

Blaming individual athletes and external interests had the practical effect of undermining 

the contention of institutional complicity by engendering a sense of reasonable doubt in the 

minds of global audiences. It also enabled the government to argue against a wholesale 

suspension of its Olympic athletes from competition, using the theme of justice. “Russia's 

athletes should not be singled out as only ones to be punished for problem that goes far beyond 

our country's borders,” Mutko wrote, continuing, “It cannot be right that clean athletes should 

suffer for the behavior of others. In no other walk of life would this happen” (Zhelanova, 15 

May, 2016, 4:01 AM). 

Discussion 

In any crisis scenario, the organization in distress must establish credibility and trust if it 

hopes to recover and achieve its public relations objectives. Incumbent in this effort is 

demonstrating accountability to the public, which may take many forms depending on the 

circumstances involved. For example, a company that experiences an industrial accident would 
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demonstrate such accountability by ensuring the safety of its employees and the nearby 

community, while a bank embroiled in an embezzling scandal would show accountability by 

swiftly bringing the perpetrator to justice and protecting its account holders’ assets. 

The publication of the Times’ story constituted a reputational crisis for the Russian 

government. Most damaging was the allegation that government officials were intimately 

involved in a complex program to deceive anti-doping authorities. To establish credibility and 

trust from the global athletic community, the government needed to mount a response that in 

aggregate demonstrated acceptance of the seriousness of the allegations and a sincere desire to 

confront the problem. Key to success would also be presenting a unified front in terms of 

messaging consistency among anyone perceived to be official representatives of the country, 

including its athletes. 

The extant texts exhibit a clear disparity between messages from the government and its 

athletes in response to the Times’ story, thus representing a failure to accept these crisis 

communications imperatives. As a result, the government failed to achieve its public relations 

objectives to date. Russia’s international reputation continued to be damaged by sustained, 

widespread cynicism regarding its claims of innocence. The International Association of 

Athletics Federations (IAAF) and the International Olympic Committee (IOC) recently 

announced that the Russian track and field team would not be allowed to compete in the 2016 

Rio Olympics because “Russia had not done enough to restore global confidence in the integrity 

of its athletes” (Ruiz, 2016 June 16).  
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Figure 2: THEORETICAL CONSTRUCT 

CORE PHENOMENON: 

Demonstrating integrity by establishing moral and ethical accountability (i.e. how can you be trusted if you 

are perceived as a liar?) 

CAUSAL CONDITIONS: 

• National pride generally and regarding athletes in particular 

• Russian cultural antagonism with other countries, especially in the West 

• Skepticism from claiming system is “clean” while blaming athletes 

• Not accepting responsibility and failing to present believable solutions 

OUTCOMES: 

• Divergent messages from athletes and government 

• Perception of failure to identify and address the real problem 

CONSEQUENCES: 

• Continued mistrust among global community 

• Failure to achieve strategic objectives (avoid suspension from competition) 

 

 

This scenario and the underlying theoretical construct (Figure 2) supports the grounded 

theory that the Russian government limited the ability to achieve its strategic 

communication intent by failing to align messaging among athletes, government officials 

and other state interests. The government’s communication response to a related, subsequent 

episode in the doping scandal validates the theory.  

Following decisions by the IAAF and IOC to ban the Russian track and field team from 

competition, the Russian government shifted its overarching objective to gaining reinstatement to 

compete in the Rio Olympics for those members of the team who had not tested positive for 

banned substances. Mutko again used the theme of faux accountability to dodge responsibility 

and instead pivoted to victimization, this time blaming Russian national track and field 

authorities for lack of proper oversight: 

Today we’re ready for all experiments and we’re ready to be open. We’re ready to work. 

Today Russia is in a difficult situation due to the events in the track and field athletics… 

Dozens of problems have accumulated in some sport disciplines, such as track and field 
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athletics due to the absence of proper governance… We must do everything so that today 

no one deceives anyone and for this purpose we must be honest themselves (Sports 

Minister, 21 June, 2016). 

Literally the same day, leaders of Russia’s lower house of parliament, the State Duma, issued a 

joint statement regarding the decision to ban its track and field athletes. The bellicose-sounding 

text fell under the victimization theme, pointing to a different culprit of so-called international 

“sports bureaucrats” and decrying the decision as a wholly political act without justification. The 

justice theme also was apparent in the subtle mention of the plight of “clean athletes”: 

The time when sport was used as a tool of political struggle with boycotts announced for 

competitions due to political differences seems to be in the past, but today someone tries 

to draw this political weapon with the smell of naphthalene out from the rubbish bin of 

history… The ban on participation in the Olympic Games, especially in individual sports, 

for athletes who did not even tarnish themselves with a suspicion of using doping cannot 

be explained by any other motives. In fact, some sports bureaucrats introduce the 

principle of presumption of guilt against athletes of a particular country (Lawmakers, 21 

June, 2016). 

The leaders likened the IAAF’s decision to principles used during the Spanish Inquisition and by 

totalitarian regimes, and branded them inappropriate for contemporary times. To amplify its 

point, the Duma added the implication of Russia as a credible, upstanding member of the global 

community by acknowledging the Olympic ideal: "Such an approach can only bring in discord 

and distrust both among athletes of various countries and among their citizens and ruin fine 

achievements of the Olympic movement and high-level sport” (Lawmakers, 21 June, 2016). 

Inconsistent messaging continued to undermine the government’s ability to achieve the 
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objective of having its “clean” athletes be allowed to compete. IOC vice-president John Coates 

spoke to the news media while attending a ceremony for Australian race walker Jared Tallent, 

who had finished as runner-up to Russian Sergey Kirdyapkin at the 2012 Olympics. Kirdyapkin 

was stripped of his title after he tested positive for banned performance-enhancing substances, 

and Tallent was awarded the gold medal. Coates said:  

Presenting an Olympic medal is always an honour, but more so on this occasion to be 

part of rectifying, in some way, the massive injustice perpetrated on Jared by a doping 

cheat and aided by a Russian Anti-Doping Agency and Russian Athletics Federation that 

were rotten to the core. I expect that the IAAF will maintain the sanction against Russian 

athletics (Russia should remain banned, 2016).  

The chief executive of the Canadian athletics federation echoed these sentiments: “Athletics 

Canada feels strongly there is little evidence of a reversal in a systematic and deep rooted doping 

culture in Russian athletics. Therefore, there is no justification to grant re-inclusion” (Russia 

should remain banned, 2016). 

Lack of credibility and the ongoing damage to the international reputation as a result, 

were evident in this commentary by a British journalist based in Moscow:  

What on earth has gone wrong with Russian sport? Well, you often hear officials and 

politicians here claiming that it's not their fault, that it's not Russia lighting all these fires 

-- that this is arson by the West, which is exaggerating the problems in Russian sport for 

political gain. Moscow maintains that sports doping is a global problem... Don't dump the 

blame solely on us, they cry. But Moscow's sternest critics say that cheating and violence 

in sport here is the result of a resurgent and belligerent Russia which seeks victories on 

all fronts and at all costs (Rosenberg, 2016). 
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Once again, a failure to align its messages resulted in the Russian government’s being 

perceived as unwilling to confront the crisis in an integral way. Instead of halting the damage to 

its reputation and beginning the process of rehabilitation, the government struggled to achieve 

credibility and trust among the international community.   

Limitations and Future Study 

There were several limitations to the study. The nature of the research exercise as part of 

academic coursework meant the author was the sole coder. Further study in the subject likely 

would be enhanced by having more than one researcher in this role, to help validate themes, 

categories and other relevant factors. The study encompassed a limited timeframe and set of 

circumstances, and therefore could not be generalized to a broader context of Russian behaviors. 

Language was also a consideration; many of the texts were translations from Russian to English, 

and since the researcher was not fluent in Russian, there was no way to account for nuances in 

messaging that may have been present. Finally, assessment of how the Russian texts were 

perceived by external audiences could only be inferred from public statements and not made 

from direct observation. 

Demonstrating credibility to and building trust among key constituencies are among 

established imperatives for crisis communications and reputational management. Yet these and 

other tenets were conceived decades ago, in an era characterized by far less interaction among 

countries and populations worldwide. The international community has grown increasing 

interconnected through escalating economic, geopolitical, athletic and other social activity.  

Although some principles remain relevant in responding to a crisis, the communications model is 

evolving and the methodology for developing and implementing effective communications 

strategy in today’s complex globalized environment warrants additional study. 
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