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Unravelling the Russian Doping Machine with Videris

How Five Stones intelligence used Blackdot Videris to support the largest sports investigation in history. 

In 2014, Russian athletes had returned more positive doping tests than athletes from any other country. December 2014 saw the release of a documentary from German broadcaster, ARD, which outlined the Russian government’s involvement in the widespread doping of athletes. 

The official investigation by the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) that followed unearthed a state-sponsored doping scheme on a huge scale. 5 Stones intelligence (5Si), a leading global professional services company and long-term Blackdot client, played a pivotal role in this investigation. 

When this case came to 5Si, its investigators knew that Blackdot’s OSINT platform, Videris, would be ideally suited to understanding and mapping the extensive network of athletes, coaches, state actors and other entities involved in the doping scheme. During the investigation, the 5Si team would need to draw on numerous sources of intelligence, ranging from interviews with athletes, scientists and officials, to results from anti-doping tests. Effective use of Open Source Intelligence (OSINT) was vital, both to corroborate existing intelligence and to provide new avenues for potential investigation. 



Understanding pattern of conduct

To gather evidence to prove or disprove doping accusations, the 5Si team needed to develop a deep understanding of implicated athletes’ pattern of life using publicly available social media data. Many of those implicated by through drug tests or anecdotal evidence had significant social media presence on platforms such as VKontakte and Odnoklassniki. In-depth analysis of connections, interactions, images and posts was needed.
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However, collecting and analysing this data manually would have been intensely time-consuming. Videris provided huge time savings by retrieving social media connectivity data in seconds, then flagging key connections and highlighting interaction strength. 

Analysis of this data through Videris provided three main types of insight:

1. Photos or geolocation could place individuals in certain places at certain times, corroborating other evidence that drugging had taken place in particular locations/ on particular dates. 
2. Friends and interaction data could highlight connections to coaches or officials known to be involved in doping.
3. Further leads for investigation could be identified by comparing the overlap between coaches and officials’ connections, and those of athletes.  
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Visualisation at scale

“The network visualisation made this case” says David Tinsley, founder and chairman at 5Si.  Involving hundreds of subjects of interest, the huge scale of the investigation meant that it was impossible to make sense of without visualisation. Yet manual mapping of each entity in the investigation – as well as their connections - would have been extremely time-consuming. 

Videris’ network visualisation played a vital role here. Because data is automatically mapped as it’s brought into the investigation, gaining a clear overview of events is simple. Plus, viewing all important data at once helped the team to avoid missing key insights.

Visualisation was also useful in communicating the results and their significance to key stakeholders. To put it in context, Tinsley reveals that the outcome of the investigation was a report of over 335 pages – yet a single network chart could communicate the sheer scale of the issue to law enforcement authorities in just a few seconds. 

The ability to highlight an entire network of sports professionals implicated in doping also gave other athletes the confidence to come forward, which further widened the scope of the investigation. 




Fighting injustice and state-sponsored activity

 “Doping is extremely unfair” says Tinsley. “Athletes all over the world put their all into sports, but when some of them dope, others have no chance of winning.”
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Using Videris, 5Si managed to identify the athletes, coaches, officials and other entities involved in doping. “Videris was critical” says Tinsley – “it saved hundreds and hundreds of investigative hours”. More importantly, the investigators were able to conduct a far deeper, wider investigation than would have been realistic manually. In turn, this allowed them to demonstrate the systemic, large-scale nature of the Russian doping scheme. 

Ultimately, 5Si and Blackdot’s partnership had far-reaching consequences: Russian athletes were banned from future Olympics.  The effective use of OSINT had helped to send a message to all states participating in the Olympics: attempts to manipulate athletes’ performance would be found and penalised.
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