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Introduction

Abstract

This study surveyed student-athletes on 17 intercollegiate teams at a Midwestern university to determine 1) differ-
ences in nutrition knowledge among sports, gender, and academic years; 2) differences in nutrition topic interest between 
sports and gender; and 3) possible correlations between perceived and actual nutrition knowledge. ANOVA and Tukey’s 
post-hoc analysis were used to compare survey responses, and frequencies and means were used to measure level of interest 
in specific nutrition topics. Pearson correlations determined relationships between perceived and actual nutrition knowledge, 
and a two-sample t-test compared enrollment in a nutrition course with overall nutrition knowledge. The level of significance 
was set at p ≤ 0.05. Of 319 student-athletes surveyed, nutrition knowledge was higher in female student-athletes compared to 
male student-athletes (p = 0.000), and nutrition knowledge was highest in women’s gymnastics and lowest in men’s football 
and basketball compared to other teams (p = 0.000). No significant difference in nutrition knowledge was found between 
academic years. Student-athletes, who had taken at least one nutrition course, had increased nutrition knowledge (p = 0.000). 
Male student-athletes indicated that they were more likely (p = 0.000) to use the services of a registered dietitian than female 
student-athletes although no significant differences were found between sports. Overall, 56% of the student-athletes indi-
cated that they would utilize a registered dietitian at least once a week if one was available to them. “Pre- and post-workout 
meals,”“healthier fast food alternatives,” and “energy requirements” were topics of highest interest. Females were most in-
terested in “cheap, healthy meals” and “safe, healthy weight loss.” Males were most interested in “sports drinks” and “muscle 
building.”No correlations were found between perceived and actual nutrition knowledge (r = 0.093). Study findings suggest 
that nutrition education interventions for student-athletes should be tailored to optimize information retention and improve 
athletic performance and health.
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It is well-documented that the majority of collegiate athletes 
lack the nutritional knowledge required to optimize athletic 
performance [1-10]. Furthermore, athletes in the National 
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) have been reported 
to have deleterious attitudes and behaviors with regard to 
proper nutrition [2-6,8,11,12]. Few studies, however, have 
determined with what nutritional information collegiate 
athletes would be most interested in learning. Collegiate ath-
letic programs could potentially benefit greatly through the 
incorporation of adequate nutrition in the athletes’ diets, but 
without first understanding what the athletes want, and more 

importantly, need to know, valuable education is unattain-
able. In addition, Rockwell, Nickols-Richardson, and Thye 
concluded that further nutrition education requirements 
might be necessary for coaches and athletic trainers [13]. 
With coaches being an integral part in the collegiate athlete’s 
athletic career, discovering the nutrition knowledge of these 
“coaches and trainers” may becrucial in assisting the devel-
opment of nutritionally-sound dietary behaviors. 

Due to the increased physical demand of collegiate athletic 
programs, collegiate athletes have greater, specific nutrition-
al requirements. The American College of Sports Medicine 
(ACSM) recommends that, as a result of high-intensity ex-
ercise, athletes should consume 150% more water than what 
was lost in sweat to reduce the risk of dehydration [14]. Ad-
ditionally, in order to ensure proper nutrition for those par-
ticipating in a weight training regimen, consuming protein 
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before a bout of anaerobic training, specifically weight lift-
ing, can assist in muscle recovery and consequently increase 
overall athletic performance [14]. Women, in particular, may 
need improved nutrition, such as an increased consumption 
of iron-containing foods or even iron supplementation, due to 
their risk for developing iron-deficiency anemia as a result of 
menses [14,15]. Additionally, female athletes have greater risk 
for developing osteoporosis later in life from insufficient cal-
cium consumption [14,15]. Furthermore, Gabel suggested that 
female athletes commonly seen with amenorrhea, such as run-
ners and other endurance athletes, might have a predisposition 
to the development of heart disease [15]. These considerations 
only begin to discuss the nutritional needs of collegiate athlet-
ics and the importance of tailored nutrition education in col-
legiate athletic programs. 

In order for collegiate student-athletes to receive accurate and 
beneficial information on nutrition and nutrition-related prac-
tices, it is essential to first understand what the athletes need 
and want to know. In addition, there is no data available to 
determine what form of nutrition education is most relevant to 
individual collegiate athletic teams. Without first determining 
collegiate athlete interest with regard to nutrition-related top-
ics and those methods that they would prefer to be informed 
about these topics, future nutrition education interventions 
are without guidance. Furthermore, a study to ensure the suc-
cessful education of collegiate athletes, by determining their 
current and desired levels of nutritional knowledge, is criti-
cal. As collegiate athletics grow, student-athletes will continue 
to pursue the next level of performance through any means 
necessary, without regard for individual well-being. Improper 
nutritional advice can often provide athletes with what they 
believe to be necessary to succeed and surpass their competi-
tion. Without valid education on this crucial aspect required 
to achieve optimal performance, collegiate athletic programs 
run the risk of practicing unhealthy behaviors that have the 
potential to cause serious complications for the athletes and 
their futures in athletics. By understanding what NCAA stu-
dent-athletes need and want to know, an apposite nutrition 
education program can build athletic prominence, while also 
maintaining overall health.

The major objectives of this study, which were achieved, with 
regard to student athletes were to determine: (1) how nutri-
tional knowledge of athletes vary between sport, gender, and 
academic year; (2) how nutritional interest of athletes vary 
between sport and gender; and (3) how perceived nutritional 
knowledge correlates with actual nutritional knowledge. 

Methods
For the purposes of this study, student-athletes of 17 intercol-
legiate teams were surveyed at a Midwestern university. The 
athletes were provided with a paper survey containing several 
multiple-choice questions regarding nutrition-related topics. 
After compiling the collected data, a statistical analysis, using 
several different tests, was conducted to evaluate the results. 
The study was approved through the Human Subjects Review 
Board (Project H11T240GE7).  

Participants and Recruitment

The 17 intercollegiate athletic teams were evaluated using a 
survey to determine the nutritional knowledge of the collegiate 
athletes. There were seven men’s teams (basketball, football, 
baseball, ice hockey, golf, soccer, and cross country) and ten 
women’s teams (basketball, gymnastics, volleyball, golf, soccer, 
cross country/track and field, softball, swimming, and tennis) 
that participated, totaling 319 student-athletes surveyed (ap-
proximately 75% of the student-athlete population), ranging 
in gender and academic year. All subjects were 18 years of age 
or older. Out of the 319 subjects surveyed in this study, 98 
(31%) were in their first year, 98 (31%) were in their second 
year, 78 (24%) were in their third year, 40 (13%) were in their 
fourth year, and three (1%) were in their fifth year or greater 
of study. Approximately 57% of the subjects were male, while 
approximately 43% were female. 

The student-athletes of any particular team were surveyed af-
ter first receiving the permission of their head coach, which 
was attained through email communication. If a particular 
team was unable to be reached through their head coach, the 
team was surveyed before or after a team lift during a pre-
scheduled strength and conditioning session. The participants 
then received an informational letter containing information 
on the following topics: purpose, procedure, voluntary nature, 
confidentiality, and contact information. Those that chose to 
complete the survey did not require submission of a signed 
informed consent form due to the nature of the research be-
ing no more than minimal risk and involving no procedures 
requiring written consent; therefore, implied consent was ob-
tained by completion of the survey. In order to provide incen-
tive to the athletes for completion of the survey, all the athletes 
that choose to participate were entered into a raffle to receive 
one of seventeen $10 gift cards to a grocery store. 

Instrument
The paper survey for the collegiate athletes consisted of 18 
multiple-choice/ranking questions that required the partici-
pant to either indicate their choice with an “X” to the left of 
their selection or circle their level of interest for the topic pro-
vided on a scale from one to five. The question content cov-
ered nutrition-related coursework, perceived nutrition-related 
knowledge, nutrition knowledge, nutrition topics of interest, 
nutrition education preferences, projected registered dietitian 
use, participating sport, gender, and academic year. Specifi-
cally for the nutrition knowledge portion, if more than one 
answer was chosen for a question that had only one correct 
choice, the question was marked as incorrect. 

All survey questions were created for this study and were de-
veloped to cover a range of nutrition knowledge levels (e.g. 
general, advanced, sports nutrition). Other topics included 
in the survey were incorporated after analysis of desired out-
comes from the study. Two Food and Nutrition faculty mem-
bers, one that is a registered dietitian, and a Human Move-
ment, Sport, and Leisure Studies professor measured face and 
content validity through the review of the instrument. 

The collegiate athlete survey was administered to the athletes 
at individual team meetings per sport throughout the Fall 2011 
and Spring 2012 semesters, from August to March. The survey 
was collected in person, providing the student-athletes with 
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ample time to complete all questions, approximately 5-10 min-
utes. 

Data Analysis
The data collected was analyzed using Minitab 16® using sever-
al descriptive statistics. These statistics included: Pearson cor-
relation to test the correlation between perceived and actual 
nutrition knowledge, two-sample t-test to measure course-
work effect on overall nutrition knowledge, frequency in the 
determination of percentage of subjects that chose a particular 
option for question eight, mean to measure the average level 
of interest for nutrition topics, and ANOVA tests to compare 
the differences between sports for nutrition knowledge, regis-
tered dietitian use, nutrition coursework, and several others. 
With regard to the ANOVA tests, specifically, Tukey post-hoc 
analysis was used to determine statistical significance between 
groups. Statistical significance was determined at p ≤ 0.05.

Results
Consistent with previous research [1-10], this study found 
that nutrition knowledge was frequently deficient regardless 
of sport, gender, or academic year. Although deficiency with 
regard to nutrition-related knowledge was present, it was not 
universal. Out of the 14 nutrition knowledge questions posed 
to the student-athletes, the highest value scored by any ath-
lete was 12, which was seen in seven of the 17 teams surveyed. 
However, when considering statistical significance, wom-
en’s gymnastics had statistically significant higher nutrition 
knowledge than any other team surveyed (p = 0.000) (Table 
1). Conversely, men’s football and men’s basketball showed sta-
tistically significant lower scores than the other 15 intercolle-
giate athletic teams surveyed, indicating that these teams may 
need greater nutrition education than other teams (p = 0.000) 
(Table 1). Furthermore, the female student-athletes tested 

Sport Nutrition Knowledge Score
Basketball (M) (n = 14) 6.6 ± 2.0b

Basketball (W) (n = 15) 8.7 ± 1.8a

Football (M) (n = 84) 7.5 ± 2.1b

Baseball (M) (n = 25) 7.9 ± 1.9ab

Ice Hockey (M) (n = 25) 9.1 ± 1.6ab

Gymnastics (W) (n = 13) 9.9 ± 1.4a

Volleyball (W) (n = 11) 8.1 ± 2.1ab

Golf (M) (n = 8) 7.6 ± 2.1ab

Golf (W) (n = 7) 9.1 ± 1.9a

Soccer (M) (n = 17) 7.9 ± 1.6ab

Soccer (W) (n = 29) 8.7 ± 1.2a

Cross Country (M) (n =11) 9.2 ± 1.9a

CC/Track & Field (W) (n = 26) 9.2 ± 1.8a

Softball (W) (n = 11) 7.6 ± 2.0ab

Swimming (W) (n = 16) 8.4 ± 1.9ab

Tennis (W) (n = 7) 9.4 ± 1.4ab

Table 1: Average total nutrition knowledge score of student-athletes 
per sport (mean ± SD)*
*Maximum score = 14
**Means with different superscripts are significantly different at p < 0.05.
***M = men’s sport, W = women’s sport

significantly higher with regard to nutrition knowledge than 
male student-athletes (p = 0.000). There was no significant dif-
ference in nutrition knowledge noted between academic years, 
indicating that greater levels of education do not significantly 
affect nutrition knowledge. 

When considering only the nine “general nutrition knowl-
edge” questions that were posed to the student-athletes, nu-
trition-related knowledge scores were still the highest among 
the gymnastics team. Remaining consistent with the overall 
nutrition-related knowledge scores, the men’s football team 
scored significantly lower than the other teams surveyed, 
along with women’s softball, which had the lowest general nu-
trition knowledge score. Regarding gender, females still scored 
significantly higher on the general nutrition knowledge ques-
tions than males (p = 0.000), while academic year continued 
to show no relationship towards nutrition-related knowledge. 
Within the nutrition knowledge questions, three “advanced 
nutrition knowledge” questions were posed. All teams sur-
veyed scored poorly on these questions, illustrating that nu-
trition-related knowledge is not more advanced in any one 
particular sport, gender, or academic year. A noteworthy phe-
nomenon did occur, however, with the administration of these 
questions, with regard to one question, which asked, “Which 
of the following provides the most carbohydrate?” The cor-
rect answer was “One cup of regular ice cream,” providing 30 
grams of carbohydrate; however, 92% of the student-athletes, 
294 out of 319, incorrectly chose “One cup pasta,” which con-
tains one-third fewer grams of carbohydrate. Only 1.6% of the 
student-athletes, 5 out of the 319 surveyed, correctly answered 
this question. This finding suggests that the vast majority of 
student-athletes may not fully understand sources of carbohy-
drates, possibly negatively affecting their diet, and consequent 
athletic performance. 

When considering correlations between nutrition coursework 
and nutrition-related knowledge, it was noted that, although 
the majority of student-athletes, 84%, did not take an “Intro-
duction to Human Nutrition course at the collegiate level,” 
there was a significant difference in nutrition-related knowl-
edge in those that had completed this coursework (p = 0.000). 
Furthermore, there was no significant difference in nutrition-
related knowledge when considering the total number of 
courses taken at the collegiate level, which had discussed the 
topic of nutrition. Therefore, those that even had four or more 
classes discussing nutrition still did not score significantly 
higher on the nutrition knowledge questions than those that 
had one or less courses discussing the topic. For this reason, 
encouragement towards greater collegiate nutrition education 
through coursework may be ineffective at increasing nutri-
tion-related knowledge, therefore reducing the probability of 
optimizing athletic performance in collegiate student-athletes. 

After statistical analysis, it was discovered that male 
athletes were significantly more likely to use a registered di-
etitian more frequently than female athletes (p = 0.000). This 
finding was reinforced when the use of a registered dietitian 
was compared to sport, discovering that the most likely sports 
to use the registered dietitian on a more frequent basis includ-
ed football and baseball, male sports, while tennis and softball, 
female sports, were least likely. However, it is to be noted that 
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there was no statistically significant difference in utilization of 
a registered dietitian between any sports, regardless of gender; 
it was only through comparison to gender alone that statistical 
significance was found (p = 0.000). This has high practical sig-
nificance particularly because the male athletes were found to 
have lower nutrition-related knowledge compared to females, 
while also being more willing to visit a registered dietitian. It 
may be assumed, therefore, that males, due to their personal 
understanding towards a lack of nutrition-related knowledge, 
would be compensating by utilizing a registered dietitian more 
frequently; however, since males did not have any significant 
difference in perceived nutrition knowledge from females, this 
is unlikely. Overall, 56% of the student-athletes stated that they 
would utilize a registered dietitian once a week or greater if 
one was made available to them (Figure 1).

Through the analysis of perceived nutrition knowledge per 
individual, it was discovered that there was no significant dif-
ference in perceived nutrition knowledge when compared to 
actual nutrition knowledge, sport, gender, or academic year. 
It was hypothesized that student-athletes, particularly at the 
collegiate level, would be able to accurately assess their own 
knowledge level related to nutrition; however, there was no 
significant correlation found between perceived and actual 
nutrition knowledge in the athletes surveyed (r = 0.093) (Fig-
ure 2). 

A major objective of this study was to determine the 
level of interest within each sport or gender with regard to 

Figure 1: Projected Use of registered dietitian by collegiate athletes

Figure 2: Comparison of perceived and actual nutrition knowledge in colle-
giate athletes :  (a) Perceived Nutrition Knowledge value as indicated by par-
ticipant on survey instrument (1 = Not knowledgeable at all, 10 = Very knowl-
edgeable, and * = unanswered). 
(b) Actual Nutrition Knowledge value is shown as the mean percentage of nu-
trition knowledge questions answered correctly on survey instrument. 

nutrition-related topics in an effort to individualize nutrition 
education interventions for a given subpopulation. The top-
ics of interest that were proposed to the subjects within this 
study were the following: sports drinks; energy drinks; protein 
supplements; pre- and post-workout meals; energy require-
ments; general nutrition; cheap, healthy meals; healthier fast 
food alternatives; muscle building; and safe, healthy weight 
loss. Concerning gender, specifically, varying levels of interest 
were noted between males and females. Females were found 
to have higher levels of interest in the topics of pre- and post-
workout meals; cheap, healthy meals; and safe, healthy weight 

Topic of Interest Male (n = 184) Female (n = 135)
Sports Drinks 3.9 ± 1.1 3.5 ± 1.2
Energy Drinks 2.8 ± 1.4 2.6 ± 1.5

Protein Supplements 3.7 ± 1.4 2.8 ± 1.4
Pre-Post Workout Meals 4.2 ± 0.9 4.3 ± 1.0
Energy Requirements 3.8 ± 1.0 4.0 ± 1.0
General Nutrition 3.7 ± 1.0 4.2 ± 0.9
Cheap, Healthy Meals 3.7 ± 1.1 4.3 ± 1.0
Healthier Fast Food Alter-
natives

3.7 ± 1.2 3.9 ± 1.3

Muscle Building 4.3 ± 0.9 3.6 ± 1.2
Safe, Healthy Weight Loss 3.1 ± 1.5 4.1 ± 1.3

Table 2: Nutrition topics of interest to student-athletes per gender 
(mean ± SD)*
*1 = low interest, 5 = high interest

loss compared to the other topics (Table 2). Alternatively, 
males ranked sports drinks, pre- and post-workout meals, and 
muscle building as the most interesting subjects compared to 
the others (Table 3). Both genders were equally as interested 
in learning more about pre- and post-workout meals, energy 
requirements, and healthier fast food alternatives, while nei-
ther group showed much interest towards the topic of energy 
drinks. Pre- and post-workout meals and energy requirements 
are topics of interest that are crucial for all athletes to under-
stand in an effort to optimize athletic performance and gain a 
competitive edge; therefore, it is beneficial that both genders 
stated an equal level of interest in these topics. An equal inter-
est in healthier fast food alternatives was also predictable due 
to the social environment of the division I university under 
review. Due to the high prevalence of fast food establishments 
in the area, as well as the low income of most collegiate ath-
letes, the inclusion of this topic in future nutrition education 
interventions may prove to be highly advantageous. Interest 
differences by sport were also analyzed for assistance in the 
development of nutrition education interventions per team. 
Overall, “pre- and post-workout meals” was shown to be of 
high interest to 13 out of 17 collegiate athletic teams; therefore, 
signifying it as a topic to be addressed in future education in-
terventions. 

Understanding what collegiate athletes are most interested 
in learning about is only one component of a bigger picture. 
The other component is to determine with whicheducational 
methods they are most inclined to participate. When preferred 
methods for nutrition education interventions were analyzed 
by gender, female athletes found group sessions and individual 
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Topic of Inter-
est

Sports 
Drinks

Energy 
Drinks

Protein 
Suppl.

Pre-Post 
Meal

Energy 
Req.

Gen. 
Nutr.

Cheap/
Healthy 
Meal

Fast Food 
Alt.

Muscle 
Build.

Safe Wt. 
Loss

Golf (M)
(n = 8)

3.6 ± 0.9 2.8 ± 0.7 3.4 ± 1.2 4.3 ± 0.7 3.6 ± 0.9 3.8 ± 1.0 3.9 ± 1.1 3.5 ± 1.3 4.0 ± 0.9 3.6 ± 1.4

Golf (W)
(n = 7)

3.4 ± 1.0 2.4 ± 1.3 2.7 ± 1.7 4.7 ± 0.5 3.7 ± 1.0 4.7 ± 0.5 4.6 ± 0.8 4.3 ± 1.1 3.9 ± 0.7 4.6 ± 1.1

Soccer (M)
(n = 17)

3.9 ± 1.1 3.2 ± 1.5 3.8 ± 1.3 4.2 ± 0.8 4.2 ± 0.9 4.2 ± 0.7 3.9 ± 1.3 3.5 ± 1.6 4.4 ± 0.9 3.7 ± 1.3

Soccer (W)
(n = 29)

3.9 ± 1.0 2.9 ± 1.4 2.5 ± 1.5 3.9 ± 1.0 3.9 ± 0.8 4.1 ± 0.8 4.4 ± 0.9 4.0 ± 1.2 3.2 ± 1.2 4.2 ± 1.1

Cross Country 
(M)
(n = 11)

4.1 ± 0.8 2.3 ± 1.6 3.1 ± 1.8 4.3 ± 0.9 4.2 ± 0.9 3.6 ± 1.2 4.1 ± 0.7 3.7 ± 1.4 4.4 ± 0.9 2.5 ± 1.6

CC/Track & 
Field (W)
(n = 26)

4.0 ± 0.9 2.9 ± 1.6 3.1 ± 1.5 4.6 ± 0.7 4.2 ± 1.0 4.5 ± 0.8 4.5 ± 1.0 3.7 ± 1.3 3.9 ± 1.3 3.5 ± 1.7

Softball (W)
(n = 11)

2.9 ± 1.3 2.1 ± 1.5 2.4 ± 1.4 3.7 ± 1.0 3.4 ± 1.3 3.6 ± 1.1 3.8 ± 1.3 3.1 ± 1.5 3.5 ± 1.7 4.4 ± 1.3

Swimming (W)
(n = 16)

3.4 ± 1.9 2.6 ± 1.4 3.2 ± 1.1 4.6 ± 0.6 3.9 ± 1.2 4.1 ± 0.9 4.1 ± 1.1 3.1 ± 1.4 3.2 ± 1.3 3.6 ± 1.3

Tennis (W)
(n = 7)

3.3 ± 1.4 2.6 ± 1.5 2.4 ± 1.0 4.7 ± 0.5 4.6 ± 0.5 4.7 ± 0.5 4.4 ± 0.5 5.0 ± 0.0 3.6 ± 1.1 4.3 ± 1.0

Basketball (M)
(n = 14)

3.1 ± 1.0 3.2 ± 1.3 2.9 ± 1.2 3.4 ± 0.7 3.3 ± 0.7 3.3 ± 0.9 3.4 ± 1.1 3.7 ± 1.2 3.9 ± 1.0 2.9 ± 1.2

Basketball (W)
(n = 15)

3.4 ± 1.1 2.4 ± 1.4 2.3 ± 1.4 4.2 ± 1.2 3.7 ± 0.9 3.6 ± 1.1 4.4 ± 0.6 4.1 ± 0.9 3.5 ± 1.4 4.4 ± 0.9

Football (M)
(n = 84)

4.1 ± 1.1 2.9 ± 1.3 3.7 ± 1.4 4.3 ± 0.9 3.9 ± 1.0 3.8 ± 1.0 3.7 ± 1.2 3.8 ± 1.1 4.4 ± 0.9 3.2 ± 1.5

Baseball (M)
(n = 25)

4.0 ± 1.1 3.0 ± 1.4 4.1 ± 1.1 4.4 ± 0.8 3.8 ± 1.0 3.7 ± 0.9 3.6 ± 1.1 3.7 ± 1.2 4.5 ± 0.8 3.2 ± 1.5

Ice Hockey (M)
(n = 25)

3.4 ± 1.2 2.1 ± 1.2 3.5 ± 1.2 4.1 ± 0.8 3.3 ± 1.1 3.4 ± 0.9 3.5 ± 1.0 3.3 ± 1.1 4.1 ± 0.7 2.5 ± 1.3

Gymnastics 
(W)
(n = 13)

2.9 ± 1.5 2.5 ± 1.7 2.6 ± 1.6 4.2 ± 1.0 4.2 ± 0.9 4.4 ± 0.8 4.2 ± 0.9 3.9 ± 1.2 3.9 ± 1.0 4.7 ± 0.5

Volleyball (W)
(n = 11)

3.0 ± 1.3 2.0 ± 1.4 3.4 ± 1.0 4.4 ± 1.3 3.9 ± 1.5 4.3 ± 0.9 4.0 ± 1.2 4.3 ± 0.8 4.2 ± 0.9 4.1 ± 1.3

Table 3: Nutrition topics of interest to student-athletes per sport (mean ± SD)*
*1 = lowest interest, 5 = highest interest       **M = men’s sport, W = women’s sport

Discussion
Due to nutrition’s role in the enhancement and optimization of 
athletic performance, an understanding of a population’s cur-
rent nutrition knowledge, as well as their interests related to 
the topic, is essential. After collection of extensive data through 

Education Preferences Male (n = 184) Female (n = 135)
Group Sessions 2.9 ± 1.3 3.2 ± 1.3
Individual Counseling 3.1 ± 1.4 3.2 ± 1.4
Newsletters 2.5 ± 1.3 3.1 ± 1.3
Independent Study 
Modules

2.5 ± 1.2 2.4 ± 1.2

Computer Training 2.5 ± 1.3 2.4 ± 1.2
Conferences 2.5 ± 1.1 2.5 ± 1.2
Academic Courses 2.8 ± 1.2 3.1 ± 1.3
Nutrition Graduate 
Student

2.9 ± 1.2 3.1 ± 1.2

Table 4: Nutrition education preferences of student-athletes per gen-
der (mean ± SD)*
*1 = low interest, 5 = high interest

counseling as slightly more interesting than other methods for 
receiving nutrition education, while male athletes ranked indi-
vidual counseling as the most interesting method out of those 
listed (Table 4). Individual counseling seemed to standout as 

a vastly more preferable nutrition education method between 
males and females, suggesting that collegiate athletes have a 
preference regarding the means with which they are educated 
on nutrition-related topics. This proposal, congruently, was 
consistent when the data was analyzed for each athletic team. 

The two highest selected categories were “Individual coun-
seling” and “Nutrition graduate student,” the former being 
chosen five times and the latter being chosen seven times, pro-
viding that 12 out of 20 favored choices included these two 
methods for nutrition education interventions. Therefore, fu-
ture nutrition education interventions aimed toward the col-
legiate athlete population should focus on these two modali-
ties in an effort to maximize athlete interest and consequent 
information retention.
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Education Preference Group Ses-
sions

Ind. Coun-
seling

Newsletters Study 
Modules

Comp. 
Training

Confer-
ences

Academic 
Courses

Nutr. Grad. 
Student

Basketball (M)
(n = 14)

2.9 ± 1.1 3.2 ± 1.4 3.2 ± 1.1 3.1 ± 1.2 2.8 ± 1.4 2.8 ± 1.3 3.2 ± 1.3 3.4 ± 1.2

Basketball (W)
(n = 15)

3.2 ± 1.2 3.1 ± 1.3 2.5 ± 1.1 2.0 ± 1.0 2.1 ± 1.1 2.3 ± 1.2 2.6 ± 1.2 3.3 ± 1.0

Football (M)
(n = 84)

2.8 ± 1.4 3.4 ± 1.4 2.3 ± 1.2 2.4 ± 1.2 2.5 ± 1.3 2.5 ± 1.1 2.7 ± 1.3 2.7 ± 1.3

Baseball (M)
(n = 25)

3.0 ± 1.4 3.0 ± 1.2 3.0 ± 1.3 2.9 ± 1.1 3.1 ± 1.2 3.0 ± 1.1 3.4 ± 1.0 3.4 ± 1.1

Ice Hockey (M)
(n = 25)

2.6 ± 1.1 2.5 ± 1.1 1.9 ± 1.1 1.9 ± 0.9 2.0 ± 1.1 2.0 ± 0.9 2.7 ± 0.9 2.3 ± 1.1

Gymnastics (W)
(n = 13)

3.0 ± 1.6 3.0 ± 1.5 3.3 ± 1.2 2.7 ± 1.1 2.5 ± 1.3 2.6 ± 0.8 2.9 ± 1.4 3.6 ± 1.2

Volleyball (W)
(n = 11)

3.6 ± 1.2 3.5 ± 1.7 3.3 ± 1.4 2.7 ± 1.3 2.2 ± 1.0 2.6 ± 1.5 3.1 ± 1.7 3.7 ± 1.4

Golf (M)
(n = 8)

2.6 ± 1.4 2.6 ± 1.6 2.6 ± 1.4 2.3 ± 1.3 2.3 ± 1.0 2.4 ± 1.2 2.4 ± 1.3 3.4 ± 0.7

Golf (W)
(n = 7)

3.3 ± 1.4 3.7 ± 1.1 3.0 ± 1.2 2.0 ± 0.8 2.3 ± 0.8 2.4 ± 1.0 3.3 ± 1.0 3.6 ± 1.4

Soccer (M)
(n = 17)

3.2 ± 1.4 3.3 ± 1.2 2.5 ± 1.2 2.3 ± 0.9 2.4 ± 1.2 2.6 ± 1.1 2.8 ± 1.1 2.6 ± 1.2

Soccer (W)
(n = 29)

2.5 ± 1.4 2.7 ± 1.5 2.8 ± 1.2 2.0 ± 1.2 2.0 ± 1.2 2.0 ± 1.2 3.2 ± 1.4 2.6 ± 1.2

Cross Country (M)
(n = 11)

3.1 ± 1.6 2.3 ± 1.6 2.6 ± 1.4 2.6 ± 1.4 2.8 ± 1.4 2.7 ± 1.5 2.7 ± 1.6 3.1 ± 1.4

CC/Track & Field (W)
(n = 26)

3.5 ± 1.4 3.6 ± 1.5 3.3 ± 1.6 2.4 ± 1.5 2.6 ± 1.3 2.6 ± 1.3 3.5 ± 1.3 3.0 ± 1.4

Softball (W)
(n = 11)

3.2 ± 1.3 2.3 ± 1.1 2.8 ± 1.7 2.2 ± 0.8 2.2 ± 1.1 2.6 ± 1.5 2.9 ± 1.5 2.6 ± 1.2

Swimming (W)
(n = 16)

3.4 ± 1.2 3.7 ± 1.0 3.4 ± 0.9 3.0 ± 1.0 2.8 ± 1.1 2.8 ± 0.8 3.3 ± 1.1 3.2 ± 0.8

Tennis (W)
(n = 7)

3.4 ± 1.0 2.9 ± 1.1 3.3 ± 1.1 3.0 ± 0.8 3.3 ± 1.1 3.0 ± 0.6 3.3 ± 1.4 3.3 ± 0.8

Table 5: Nutrition education preferences to student-athletes per sport (mean ± SD)*
*1 = lowest interest, 5 = highest interest

survey of 17 intercollegiate athletic teams, student-athlete nu-
trition knowledge, interest related to sports nutrition topics, 
and interest related to delivery of sports nutrition information 
was successfully collected and analyzed, greatly aiding plan-
ning for future nutrition education interventions within the 
collegiate athlete population. 

When considering gender, male athletes were shown to have 
lower nutrition-related knowledge than female athletes, with 
men’s football and men’s basketball having statistically signifi-
cant lower scores and women’s gymnastics having statistically 
significant higher scores than the other athletic teams (p = 
0.000). Nutrition knowledge was shown to have a negative cor-
relation with projected registered dietitian use; however, some 
athletes may be relatively unaware of this service’s availability 
and are likely in need of contact information. Each team also 
had individualized topics of interest that may be significant 
when considering future nutrition education interventions. 
Overall, female athlete nutrition education may benefit from 
focusing on cheap, healthy meals and safe, healthy weight loss, 
while male athlete nutrition education may benefit from focus-
ing on sports drinks and muscle building. Since both genders 

found equal interest in pre- and post-workout meals, energy 
requirements, and healthier fast food alternatives, these top-
ics may be covered equally between male and female athletic 
teams. 

Future nutrition education interventions may benefit from uti-
lizing nutrition graduate students as well as individual coun-
seling, as these methods were rated as being the most inter-
esting by the collegiate athletes surveyed in this study. Those 
providing these interventions may also wish to consider, par-
ticularly during individual counseling, that perceived nutrition 
knowledge is not significantly correlated with actual nutrition 
knowledge. Even though the completion of an Introduction to 
Human Nutrition course showed statistically significant high-
er scores related to nutrition knowledge, it is uncertain how 
practically significant this is and may require further research 
before inclusion into recommendations.

Limitations
It is important to note that a major limitation of this study is 
that only one Midwestern university was surveyed. The im-
plications of any data gathered may not be applicable to other 
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universities throughout the nation. In addition, some of the 
athletic teams do not have a large quantity of student-athletes. 
This factor may provide data that is not universal to the sport 
or other universities. Likewise, the population under review 
is limited to the student-athletes at the division I university 
studied. It is unclear whether this population size will provide 
a useful data pool to safely generalize the information to other 
universities across the nation. 

With regard to the survey instrument itself, after the admin-
istration of the survey, it became apparent that some of the 
questions were misunderstood to a greater degree than antici-
pated. Many of the student-athletes marked several choices for 
answers when there was only one correction selection. In ad-
dition, the first question with regard to the completion of an 
Introduction to Human Nutrition course only asked whether 
the individual had completed a course and not whether they 
were in the process of completing the course. In addition, the 
survey instrument was not a previously validated instrument 
used to determine nutrition knowledge and no reliability tests 
were conducted. Collegiate teams and athletes have demand-
ing schedules, and a longer, previously validated instrument 
may have posed limitations of its own, including respondent 
fatigue.

Implications for research and practice
These findings may prove beneficial in the development of 
future nutrition education interventions targeting a colle-
giate student-athlete population. By appealing to and incor-
porating each team’s areas of interest, information retention 
is likely to increase. Furthermore, since each team also stated 
their preferences for the delivery of nutrition education, ap-
propriate modalities can be used accordingly in an effort to 
optimize student-athlete participation and consequent intel-
lectual growth. With regard to the incorporation of a regis-
tered dietitian as a source for information, this data illustrates 
that the majority of student-athletes would utilize this source 
at least weekly, if provided. Lastly, since men’s football and 
men’s basketball showed significantly lower nutrition-related 
knowledge scores than the other 15 teams, it may be relevant 
for nutrition education interventions to address this issue by 
increasing nutrition education opportunities with these teams. 
Similarly, women’s gymnastics provided significantly higher 
nutrition-related knowledge scores than the other teams, pos-
sibly implying that this team can be educated with more ad-
vanced nutrition information.
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