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Sarah Robles is an American weightlifter and Olympic athlete. In 2013, she needed help writing out a statement that 

properly addressed a recent drug test scandal and apologized for her carelessness in not properly vetting some 

supplements recommended by her physician. I wrote two different statements for her—a formal one that was 

presented to the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency and the International Weightlifting Federation, as well as a less formal one 

that she shared on her blog and social media. Both versions of the text are included below. All of the copy was based 

off of several phone and email interviews with her. I had to ensure I got her voice and all facts correct.  

 

 

FORMAL STATEMENT BY SARAH ROBLES 
 

Due to my PCOS, which is a common type of hormone disorder, there are benign cysts that form in the 

lining of my ovaries. Because of this, like many other women who suffer from PCOS, I experience no 

menses, high levels of masculinizing hormones, centralized obesity, and thyroid issues. If PCOS is left 

untreated, I could experience many more severe health issues, such as diabetes, infertility, sleep apnea, 

chronic depression, heart attack, or even uterine cancer.  

I hadn’t seen a doctor for quite a while by the time I first visited Dr. Gregory Allen back in 2011. In going to 

see him, I knew that I wanted to investigate my previously diagnosed polycystic ovary syndrome (also 

known as PCOS) further and get back on thyroid medication. The blood work I got back from my first visit 

to Dr. Allen wasn’t surprising overall: my progesterone and estrogen levels off balance (hence the PCOS) 

and my testosterone was extremely high. However, something did catch me off guard in the results: my 

dehydroepiandrosterone (also known as DHEA) levels were also extremely low. Up to that point, I had 

never heard of DHEA before. [DHEA is an endogenous hormone made in the human body and secreted by 

the adrenal gland, which serves as precursor to male and female sex hormones (androgens and 

estrogens).] 

Dr. Allen had wanted me to take a course of medication for my hypothyroidism and PCOS. He also 

recommended taking a few supplements alongside the prescriptions he gave me, including DHEA tablets. 

When I looked up all the recommended supplements on USADA’s global drug reference online (DRO), I 

noticed that DHEA was considered an anabolic agent and is therefore a prohibited substance. However, 

DHEA was only listed as prohibited when used intravenously or by injection. Still concerned about taking 

DHEA in tablet form, I submitted an application to USADA for therapeutic use exemption (TUE), which was 

denied. I accepted the denied TUE and put all thoughts about DHEA behind me.  

 

Two years later in 2013, we hadn’t seen much improvement with my estrogen and progesterone levels. I 

was put on prescription progesterone. Around this time, I remembered Dr. Allen previously 

recommending DHEA tablets as a supplement to the prescription medications, and I thought it would be a 

good idea to try using them. I double checked the older paperwork from Dr. Allen, and found the TUE 

denial. I then checked USADA’s global DRO again, and I still didn’t see DHEA tablets prohibited – only 

intravenous use or injections.  

 

Researching DHEA further, I found that there is very little research to support DHEA building muscle or 

acting as a pre-steroid, even in very large doses. This surprised me. I trusted my doctor’s previous 

recommendation, though, and I was at a point where I desperately wanted my PCOS resolved. A long 
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internal debate led me to decide to take DHEA tablets for PCOS, shortly before and during the Pan 

American Championships (Pan Ams; June 29th, 2013). I felt that since the tablet form wasn’t banned, and 

because I was taking such small doses while my DHEA levels already far below normal, that it wouldn’t do 

anything to alter my performance as an athlete, but that it could still possibly help with my personal 

health issues to some degree. I did not feel that bringing my DHEA to a normal level would be 

contradictory to my stance as a clean athlete. I was tested at Pan Ams and wasn’t stressed or concerned 

about it at all. 

 

Earlier this month, I received a notification stating that I had tested positive for DHEA during Pan Ams. I 

was startled by the test result and quickly became scared – for my reputation, for my ability to compete, 

for what there was to lose if my use of DHEA was perceived incorrectly. [As of the writing of this 

statement, I have yet to receive the exact lab results of the Pan Ams test, to see what the exact DHEA 

levels measured at. For now, all I know is that WADA knows the supplement was taken exogenously, 

which means not naturally produced by the body.] 

 

I am now aware that I may very likely be receiving a two-year suspension from weightlifting, and that I will  

have to forfeit my Pan Am title and my 5th National Championship title. I will also have to return the prize 

money from Pan Ams and reimburse USA Weightlifting for any fines that that the International 

Weightlifting Federation issues to them.  

 

Being suspended also means that I will no longer be receiving the small stipend given to athletes by USA 

Weightlifting (currently my only source of income), and I will also lose the health insurance provided by 

the United States Olympic Committee as well. Being suspended from weightlifting may also ruin my 

opportunity to attend college and continue training with my coach at his gym.  

 

I had my best performance yet at the 2013 National Championships, which was to be a stepping stone 

towards this year’s World Championships: it was looking like I had a chance to be in the A-session, break 

American records, and come home with a medal. However, because of my use of DHEA, even if only for 

treatment of PCOS and not for improving my athletic performance, I’ve lost my chance at Worlds this 

year, and for the next two years at least, too. 

 

I have worked and struggled so hard for years to become financially stable and independent; I have been 

an advocate for both clean sport and women’s rights; and I have dedicated nearly all of my waking 

moments to training full-time to be one of the world’s best athletes … and now, all of my efforts, my 

reputation, will be lost in one fell swoop. 

  

… 

 

As much as I am obviously upset over damaging my own reputation, I am enormously sorry for how this 

situation might tarnish the reputation of my coach and USA Weightlifting. I am putting out this statement 

as a way to let everyone know that this was not a situation of cheating, and that even so, no one else was 

involved in it but me. For my teammates, competitors, supporters, and fans, please know how sincerely 

sorry I am to have let you down. I am grateful to know in both my heart and mind that I am not a cheater, 

but that doesn’t lessen the pain of knowing I will still have many people call me that.  
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Let me emphasize how much I believe in clean sport. As mentioned before, I have been an advocate of it 

from day one. I have been tested frequently in and out of competition, under the strict standards of the 

U.S. Anti-Doping Association and have, with this one exception, tested negative for all banned substances. 

I will take greater care going forward to avoid at all costs anything that could in any way affect my 

performance, or my test results with USADA.  

 

My hope is to get any suspension from weightlifting backdated to the date I tested positive (as tests 

thereafter came back clean and clear*). I also want to have it specified on any announcement made by 

the USADA or USA Weightlifting or any other related organization that the exact supplement that I tested 

positive for was DHEA (rather than stating ‘anabolic agents’ vaguely). I want to make sure that this 

situation is put into context and that my side is heard, if for nothing else than to salvage my reputation 

and defend what I know to be true.  

 

… 

 

I have enclosed all pertinent documentation: blood work, TUE, medical opinions, as well as all of my 

notifications for testing negative for any prohibited substances for the past year.  

 

… 

 

I will not quit. The Olympics and the American/Pan American records are still attainable goals and dreams 

of mine. I’ve never given up before, and I will not do so now. I will be training and working hard to make 

things right and ensure my success. I will be back. I will put a valiant, heartfelt effort into qualifying for Rio 

2016. I will continue to work hard, speak my mind, be an advocate for positive body image, women’s 

rights, and of course, clean sport. 

 
* Before and after the Pan American Championships, I have had better performances. At the Olympics I had two personal records and 

totaled 265 kilograms. At the Pan Ams I totaled 261kg and at the National Championships I totaled 275kg, with the test results being 

negative for prohibited substances. 

 

 

 

 

PERSONAL STATEMENT BY SARAH ROBLES 
 

I want to address the presence of artificial DHEA (Dehydroepiandrosterone) supplementation, in a regular test 
administered by the International Weightlifting Federation on June 29th, 2013, after taking the supplement at the 
advice of my doctor. 
 

DHEA is a hormonal precursor supplement which can be used in treating poly-cystic ovary syndrome (commonly 
known as PCOS). Due to my PCOS, which is a common type of hormone disorder, there are benign cysts that form in 
the lining of my ovaries.  
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Because of this, like many other women who suffer from PCOS, I experience no menses, high levels of masculinizing 
hormones, centralized obesity, and thyroid issues. My doctor had also advised me that if PCOS is left untreated, I 
could experience many more severe health issues, such as diabetes, infertility, sleep apnea, chronic depression, heart 
attack, or even uterine cancer.  
 

My doctor and I worked together to try different treatment options for my PCOS, as a preventative measure. Because 
my progesterone and DHEA levels are naturally quite low because of PCOS, my doctor felt that supplementing with 
DHEA would help balance things out in my system. We did not feel that bringing my DHEA to a normal level would be 
contradictory to my stance as a clean athlete. 

 
When tested and found to have artificial DHEA levels in my system, I vigorously defended my position, appealing the 
test on medical grounds. In their ruling, the International Weightlifting Federation (IWF) and the United States Anti-
Doping Agency (USADA) have determined that I am to be suspended for two years from weightlifting, during the time 
I will not be able to compete professionally in my chosen sport, or in any other professional sport. 

 
While disappointed in their decision, I accept the conditions of my suspension, and I am grateful to the IWF and 
USADA for taking all facets of my situation into consideration when their decision was made. Although it breaks my 
heart to be away from the sport I love for two years, I made a choice to take care of my health as advised by my 
doctor. 

 
I want it to be clear that I made this private decision only with my doctor’s recommendation, and that decision did 
not involve my professional team. I regret that this situation might be misconstrued against my sport, my supporters, 
or my teammates. I have always wished to do all that I can to live up to the high expectations that others have had of 
me, as well as the goals I have set for myself. I have always advocated clean sport, and I still do. I also support a 
person’s ability to take care of themselves and their health. 

 
As much as I am obviously upset over damaging my own reputation, I am enormously sorry beyond anything I can 
adequately express for how this situation might tarnish the reputation of my coach and USA Weightlifting. For my 
teammates, competitors, supporters, sponsors, and fans, please know how sincerely sorry I am if this suspension lets 
you down in any way. I am grateful to have a clear conscience, knowing that I did not use DHEA for anything other 
than treating my PCOS, and I am thankful for the outpouring of love and support that has come from so many at this 
time. 

 
As with everything in life, I strive to seek a balance between my profession, my health, and my private life. These 
decisions can be difficult, but are vital to protect my well-being. Going forward, I will be taking greater precautions in 
making these decisions in a transparent and open manner with my coach and team, as well as with my athletic 
governing bodies, whenever necessary. 

 
I still have a lot to give as an athlete, and I plan on returning to weightlifting, with hopes to participate in the 2016 
Olympics in Rio de Janeiro. I also plan to continue advocacy for positive body image, women’s rights, and of course, 
clean sport. 
 
- Sarah Robles  
 


