
For elite athletes, staying compliant with anti-doping rules is essential—not just to avoid sanctions but also to
maintain career integrity and personal health. One area that often sparks confusion is the use of cannabinoids.
With increasing awareness of the therapeutic potential of CBD (cannabidiol), many wonder whether other
cannabinoids fall under the same accepted umbrella or remain prohibited in competition.

In this article, I’ll separate what the rule says from what happens in practice about cannabinoids prohibited by
anti-doping agencies. Beyond that, we'll also explore a broader challenge shared by many pros—the shock and
identity crisis surrounding retirement from elite sport—and how planning for career pathways goonerdaily and
retraining before the final whistle blows can ease this transition.

The Anti-Doping Landscape: Cannabinoids Prohibited, Except CBD
Only

What the Rule Says

The World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) codes a clear stance: cannabinoids are prohibited in competition. This
includes substances like tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), synthetic cannabinoids, and other related compounds. Their
detection in an athlete’s sample during competition can lead to sanctions, including suspensions.

However, WADA explicitly excludes CBD (cannabidiol) from the prohibited list. Unlike THC, CBD does not possess
psychoactive properties, and its use is permitted both in and out of competition.

Substance Status in Competition Comments THC (Tetrahydrocannabinol) Prohibited Detection may lead to
sanction during competitions CBD (Cannabidiol) Permitted Allowed with no restrictions in competition Synthetic
Cannabinoids (e.g. Spice, K2) Prohibited Widely banned due to unknown or harmful effects

What Happens in Practice

Despite the clear rulebook, confusion arises because many CBD products can be contaminated with trace amounts
of THC or other prohibited cannabinoids. This means athletes who use CBD supplements must be cautious and
ideally choose products that are third-party tested to avoid inadvertent doping violations.
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Clinicians, anti-doping advisers—such as those connected through networks like the Arsenal alumni association
—and the PFA provide guidance to ensure athletes remain compliant.

It’s also worth noting that national organizations may have their own additional restrictions or testing methods
focusing on cannabinoids, so athletes competing internationally face a complex patchwork of enforcement.

Beyond the Rules: Retirement Shock and the Loss of Structure
The ban on most cannabinoids in competition is part of a wider reality for professional footballers and athletes:
drastic lifestyle changes at retirement.

The Reality of Retirement Shock

Retirement from elite sport often leads to a sudden loss of daily structure, camaraderie, and identity shaped
around being an athlete. This “retirement shock” can contribute to mental health struggles, from anxiety to
depression.

Many players who were dependent on regimented schedules—training hours, matches, medical check-ups—find
themselves with a vast, unstructured daily routine. The sense of self, often bound up with the club and sport,
undergoes a significant shift.

How This Interacts with Substance Use and Wellbeing

It's tempting for some retired athletes to use substances, including cannabinoids, to manage pain, anxiety, or
sleeplessness. However, understanding legal boundaries and the medical risks is crucial. The PFA's player welfare
team regularly advises former pros on safe pain management and mental health support to avoid pitfalls.

Career Pathways, Entry Costs, and Retraining Before Retirement

The Importance of Planning Early

One of the main recurring themes from conversations with the Arsenal alumni network and PFA education
initiatives is the importance of planning for life beyond elite sport well before retirement happens.



The average playing career is relatively short, and the sooner players invest in building skills and qualifications—
whether coaching badges, business, media, or trade skills—the smoother the transition can be.

Entry Costs and Barriers

Financial barriers: Many post-sport qualifications require upfront fees, coursework, or time commitment,
which can be challenging if players haven’t saved adequately.

Psychological barriers: Shifting identity to a novice in a new field is hard; confidence can drop.

Lack of information: Without proper guidance, athletes may focus narrowly on one path or neglect
retraining altogether.

How to Mitigate Challenges

1. Seek early advice: The PFA and club welfare officers often provide career transition workshops and
mentoring.

2. Utilize alumni networks: Ex-players from Arsenal and elsewhere who have successfully transitioned can offer
invaluable peer support.

3. Experiment during playing days: Engage in part-time studies or internships that fit around playing
commitments.

4. Consider mental health support: Identity shifts can be traumatic. Planning sessions with employment
advisers and clinicians can help maintain wellbeing.

Key Takeaways for Players and Supporters
Only CBD is allowed under current anti-doping rules; other cannabinoids remain prohibited in competition,
and athletes must be careful with product contamination.

Retirement from elite sport is a profound life change often accompanied by loss of structure and identity, so
planning and mental health support are crucial.

Career pathways after football vary; early investment in retraining and education—supported by groups like
the PFA and alumni networks such as Arsenal’s—can ease transition stress.

Plain understanding of the rules, welfare, and employment advice prevents the misconception that “resilience”
alone suffices to navigate life after sport.

For more on player education and welfare, contact the Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA) and local club
welfare officers.


