Reflective paper

Introduction
     The way that nutrition influences energy levels is well acknowledged, especially among physically active individuals. However, the ontology and epistemology on this subject reveals that the majority of the existing literature and studies on this subject is addressed to elite athletes or clinical populations, leaving recreational athletes underrepresented (Gonzales et al., 2022). To address this gap, a qualitative study has been conducted on a sample of eight recreational athletes to explore their perceptions of how daily nutrition affects their energy levels. This paper reflects on the appropriateness of the research design, my own personal experience as the researcher, ethical considerations and implications for future research and my own practice. 
      I have used Kolb’s Reflective Cycle (Kolb, 1984) to reflect on the experience of conducting this study as this is an effective framework for presenting research findings as it offers a structured, experiential approach to learning from practice. It has guided me through four stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active experimentation and provided me with an opportunity for deep, systematic reflection on the research process and it outcomes (Wijnen-Meijer et al., 2022). This model helped me to connect my personal insights with theoretical understanding, which is particularly valuable in qualitative studies where subjectivity and context are key. Using Kolb’s reflective cycle promotes critical thinking, enhances transparency in the research process, and supports the translation of experience into practical improvements. It also encouraged my ethical reflexivity, helping me to acknowledge my biases, emotional responses and the impact of my decisions. Overall, this framework not only aided me in my professional development but also improved the credibility and depth of my qualitative research by linking my experiences, reflections, theory and action in a coherent narrative (Wijnen-Meijer et al., 2022).

Concrete experience
      The first stage of Kolb’s Reflective Cycle requires an account of what happened during the research process (Barker et al., 2016). In order to answer the research question ‘’How recreational athletes perceive the relationship between their daily nutrition and energy levels’’, I have conducted a qualitative phenomenological investigation on eight recreational athletes with the aim of exploring their lived experiences with regards their nutritional habits and perceived energy levels (Amawi et al., 2024). Active and healthy lifestyle research benefits from both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. Quantitative methods such as surveys or nutritional tracking offer measurable data but may overlook individual experiences (Clark, 2016). In contrast, qualitative approaches like interviews are well align with a constructivist paradigm, emphasising subjective meaning and lived experiences. For this study’s question, I felt that a qualitative design is most appropriate, particularly   interpretative phenomenological analysis. This method enables exploration of personal perceptions, aligning with the paradigm and research aim to understand experiences rather than test hypotheses (Clark, 2016).
     The study sample included participants aged 18-67, males and females both, who engage in various physical activities such as running, weightlifting, swimming and cycling, for at least three times a week. I have asked them to record their daily meals for one week in a food diary to provide context to their perceptions. Most of the participants handed over incomplete food diaries, arguing for time constraints, hence, the food diaries have not been taken into consideration. I have collected data through semi-structured interviews guided by five structured questions which probed topics such as dietary routines, food timing, and nutrition strategies:
1. How do you perceive the impact of your food intake on your energy levels?
2. What types of food do you associate with high or low energy levels?
3. Do you feel any differences in energy levels based on diet change (high carbs vs. high fats or high protein)?
4. How do you time your meals around training sessions?
 5. How do you make your dietary choices, what external or internal factors are influencing your food choices?
     These structured questions have ensured consistency across participants, allowed for easier comparison and analysis of responses (Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik, 2021). They helped me maintain focus on the research objectives and reduced my bias by standardising the way I have collected the information. This format has improved reliability of my study even if I was the sole interviewer. Even if sometimes structured questions can limit depth slightly, my chosen structured questions provided me with clarity, enhanced my efficiency and ensured that key topics relevant to my research question are thoroughly explored.
     I have analysed the transcripts with Nvivo software (Almusallam, 2021) and the thematic analysis of the interviews revealed four core themes related to how individuals perceive their daily nutrition and energy levels: food choices, meal timing, supplementation and consistency.
     Several participants demonstrated that nutrition knowledge influences choices. ‘I just follow what this fitness guy on Instagram eats. If it works for him, I guess it works for me’ (Participant 4). ‘I try to eat healthy but I am not sure what is right. Some days I skip breakfast, some days I skip carbs’ (Participant 2). ‘I am using olive oil in all my foods, on my salads, on everything, is good for the heart, isn’t it? (Participant 3).
     Some participants recognised how meal timing affects performance. ‘If I don’t eat something an hour before, I am dragging myself through the workout’ (Participant 6). ‘I noticed I lift better in the evening because I’ve had more meals by then’ (Participant 5).
     Some participants admitted using supplements as a prop. ‘Pre-workout gets me going but I am just covering for bad sleep or skipping meals’ (Participant 8). ‘Protein shakes are easier than cooking, especially when your schedule is busy all the time’. (Participant 7).
     Several participants included the element of consistency in their responses. ‘If I know it is right what I am doing, I would stick to it daily, but I am not sure, there is so much contradictory information on the social media’ (Participant 1). ‘I have noticed I have more energy have since I am eating four meals a day, I have been eating like this for 2 months now’ (Participant 5).
     While the overall experience of conducting the research was enlightening and professionally rewarding, it was also intellectually and emotionally demanding for me. There wasn’t an issue with finding a suitable venue, the entire research has been conducted in my office in the local gym where I am based. Challenges included recruiting participants, navigating ethical approvals. Maintaining objectivity during interviews and balancing analysis with reflexivity was difficult for me at times, given my personal interest in nutrition and sport. Discussions in focus groups on two occasions had to be facilitated and moderated accordingly.

Reflective observation
     In Kolb’s reflective cycle, this stage involves looking back and reflecting on what went well and what could have been improved (Barker et al., 2016). 
     Engagement and depth reached good levels as participants were open and articulate, which allowed for rich, in-depth data collection. Many appreciated the opportunity to reflect on their own habits. The methodology was well-suited to the research question as the qualitative phenomenological approach allowed for nuanced understanding of subjective experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018), which quantitative data could not have captured. The semi-structured format and my experience in coaching and sports nutrition helped build trust and rapport, making participants feel comfortable and validated in sharing their thoughts (Berger, 2015). 
      However, some challenges were faced. There was a sample limitation with eight participants only, a broader demographic might have revealed more divergent experiences. Certain bias in the findings might have driven by the homogeneity of the participants: all recreational athletes with different levels of knowledge about health and nutrition. Data saturation doubts were faced as it was difficult for me to decide when enough data has been collected as the first six interviews provided rich, saturated data. However, the final two still offered a unique perspective, suggesting the saturation point may not have been fully achieved (Fusch & Ness, 2015).
      An unexpected issue arose and I have identified an ethical issue when one participant disclosed a history of potentially disordered eating behaviours. Although handled sensitively, it highlighted the need for clearer referral protocols when psychological or medical issues emerge (British Psychological Society, 2021). This was not the focus of the study, however it became clear that nutrition perception could be linked to problematic patterns such as under-eating or overreliance on supplements. 
       I felt biased as the researcher as maintaining neutrality was difficult. My background in sport and nutrition made it difficult to remain fully neutral in probing responses or interpreting meaning. There were moments during interviews where I had to consciously restrain from offering advice or steering answers. This reflects the need for continuous reflexivity in qualitative research (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022).  Finally, my lack of experience in conducting studies and analysing findings has to be considered as well.

Abstract conceptualisation
     The third stage in Kolb’s reflective cycle is the abstract conceptualization. At this stage, theories and conceptual understandings are drawn from the experience and reflection (Barker et al., 2016). 
     Evaluation of my research design: the chosen design—a qualitative, phenomenological approach—was appropriate for the exploratory nature of the research question (Creswell and Poth, 2016). It allowed the participants to express personal, subjective interpretations of how their daily nutrition influences their energy. The semi-structured interviews gave enough flexibility for individuals to describe not only what they ate but why they made certain choices, including socio-cultural influences, body image concerns, and energy management strategies. Quantitative designs would have failed to capture the nuanced, individualised interpretation the participants offered (Patton, 2015). However, in hindsight, incorporating wearable fitness trackers or adding a body fat percentage measurement component might have enriched the findings. This mixed-methods approach could have allowed for cross-validation between perceived and actual nutritional patterns (Bryman, 2016).
     The use of thematic analysis was methodologically sound but required ongoing reflexivity (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022). It was found necessary to use a research diary to record my own biases and assumptions during the coding process. Themes were not only emergent from data but also interpreted through my own lens as a fitness coach with prior knowledge, which reinforces the importance of transparency in qualitative interpretation.
     Ethically, the study was sound, with ethical approval obtained before any other actions to be taken, with informed consent, confidentiality and the right to withdraw clearly outlined. Still, greater consideration should have been given to the potential emotional risk on discussing particular behaviours and eating patterns, especially in a society where orthorexia (guilt-based eating) or other eating disorders can be prevalent (Niedzielski and Kazmierczak-Wojtas, 2021).



Lessons I have learnt during the research process
     This project deepened my understanding of constructivist epistemology, the idea that individuals create meaning through interaction with their environment (Charmaz, 2016). Participant’s narratives showed how energy perceptions were shaped not only by physical sensation but by cultural messages, social comparison and learned habits. Moreover, embodiment theory became salient (Melvin, 2019). The way participants spoke about food and energy emphasised a lived, bodily experience, reminding me that dietary behaviour is not just cognitive but deeply sensory and emotional.
     I have learnt that reflexivity is non-negotiable: qualitative research is inherently subjective, and acknowledging one’s views, knowledge and interpretation of the given subject is vital to credible findings (Braun and Clarke, 2020).
     I have learnt how important it is participant’s dynamics: the trust built between myself, the researcher and participants directly impacted data quality. Interviews where rapport was weaker tended to yield more generic responses (Momme et al., 2025).
     I have learnt that ethics is ongoing: ethical considerations do not end once approval for the study has been obtained. Ethical considerations are essential in any study to protect the rights, dignity and well-being of participants (Ciuk and Latusek, 2018). Through ethical considerations informed consent is ensured, also confidentiality and the right to withdraw at any time from the study, without any consequences. Ethical guidelines help prevent harm, particularly in sensitive topics where participants may disclose personal or emotional information. One participant disclosed past struggles with alcohol and binge eating, which was emotionally challenging and made me rethink how I would screen or support participants in future work. Ethical considerations uphold the integrity of any research process, fostering trust between the researcher and the participants (Ciuk and Latusek, 2018). My adherence to ethical standards enhanced the validity and the credibility of the study, ensuring it meets my professional and academic expectations while respecting the humanity and autonomy of those involved in the research.

Active experimentation
     The fourth stage in Kolb’s reflective cycle is the active experimentation and in this final stage, Kolb encourages translating learning into future actions (Barker et al., 2016). For a future study, I would look at the key-aspects detailed bellow.
     Expanding diversity: a study sample of eight participants does not cover all ethnicities and culture. Future studies should include participants with limited access to nutritional education, participants from varied socioeconomic backgrounds, and possibly different cultural settings. This would diversify findings and provide a more holistic view of how different populations perceive and manage nutrition-energy relationships.
     Methodology:  using a mixed-methods design in these future studies would incorporate objective data (e.g. wearable trackers for energy expenditure, tracking nutrients, analysing body composition)) would add depth and help identify gaps between perception and reality.
     Longitudinal approach: a one-off interview gives a one-off perception of the participants. A repeated interview format over weeks or months could explore how perceptions and habits change over time, especially during different training cycles or life events (e.g., job stress, illness) (Audulv et al.,2022).
     Ethical training and support: having a process in place for referring participants to professional help when issues like disordered eating emerge is crucial. It’s not enough to signpost helplines—participants need clearer support pathways (Ciuk and Latusek, 2018).  
     Co-creation with participants: a participatory approach, where recreational athletes help design the questions or even co-analyse data, could lead to more grounded and empowering findings (Hickey et al., 2018).

Implications for my practice:
     This research reinforced to me the idea that perception shapes behaviour even more than factual knowledge. Several participants made dietary decisions based on how they felt, and influenced by the social media rather than what was scientifically optimal. One participant described heavy reliance on pre-workout supplements to ‘’kick start the gym mind set’’. As a future practitioner, this reminds me to balance education with empathy—understanding lived experiences, not just correcting misinformation. Each participant viewed nutrition through a personal lens, cultural, emotional or functional, therefore dietary advice must consider the whole person, not just the physiology.
     I have also realized that nutrition support is never one-size-fits-all. Emotional, cultural, and social factors heavily contribute to how people interpret "energy" and how they connect it to food. For example, some participants described energy as “mental clarity” while others saw it as “physical stamina” or “not crashing mid-day.” These varied interpretations demand a personalized approach in both research and practice.
     I will implement a holistic assessment in my approach and I will consider the whole person: body, mind, lifestyle, environment, instead of solely focusing on nutrient balance. I will also incorporate questions about mood, sleep and daily stress for me to better understand energy dynamics. This perspective promotes sustainable health by addressing emotional, cultural and social factors that influence eating habits, leading to more personalised, effective and compassionate nutrition support.
     Most important, I learned that listening without fixing is powerful. While it was tempting to ‘’correct’’ participant misconceptions, staying in a listening role allowed deeper insights to emerge and preserve the integrity of the narratives. Listening without fixing during interviews allowed participants to express themselves freely without judgement or interruptions. It has built trust, encouraged deeper reflection and ensured that the authentic experiences and meanings were captured. This respectful approach enhanced data quality and aligned with ethical, participant-centred qualitative research practices.
     Lastly, the study revealed to me the importance of language. Words like “clean eating”, ‘’junk food’’ or “fuel” carried significant emotional weight for some participants and sometimes these moral connotations can be harmful. As a future researcher and practitioner, I need to be careful with language that may inadvertently stigmatize or moralize food choices as clients often internalise these messages, affecting their food choice and self-worth.

Conclusion
     This reflective paper, structured through Kolb’s Reflective Cycle, explored the entire process of conducting a qualitative study and outcomes on a small sample of recreational athletes, showcasing their perceptions of nutrition and energy. It critically examined the appropriateness of the research design, the lived experience of conducting interviews, and the ethical and professional lessons which I have learnt (Wijnen-Meijer et al., 2022).
     While the qualitative approach suited the research aims, the study could been enriched by integrating a greater methodological triangulation and a more diverse sample (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022). Findings cannot be generalised due to the sample size. Personally and professionally, the experience was transformative and reflection on the process revealed both challenges and transformative lessons. It deepened my appreciation for reflexivity, participant dynamics, appropriate language and ethical vigilance in research. I understood that nutrition must be treated as a lived experience, influenced by body, mind and context, not just as a clinical formula.
     Moving forward, I aim to grow by applying these lessons in future studies and my nutritional practice, placing greater emphasis on co-creation, empathy, and context-sensitive strategies to support real-world behaviour changes and offer individualised nutrition support to my clients.
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