Reflective Essay 

Introduction

The following reflective essay will evaluate my approach to researching athletes' and exercisers' knowledge and attitudes towards high protein- processed foods. The purpose of this study was to investigate how athletes' perceptions of their protein requirements and dietary preferences are affected by the growing availability and promotion of high-protein processed foods. I will consider how well the study design aligned with my research question, the research process and my ability to draw insightful conclusions. Also reflecting on the lessons learned, and the implications for further research and professional practice. Lastly, this reflection will outline the main difficulties I encountered, the knowledge I acquired, and how these experiences will affect my future sports nutrition research and practice.

The Alignment of the study

The topic of processed foods is highly relevant within the current scope of nutrition; therefore, I believe the choice of research context was contemporary (Mintel, 2022; Trexler et al., 2019). In addition to the fact protein has been widely researched in recent years, making this field of study pertinent (Schmidt, 2014). My evaluation of previous studies enabled focusing my research question on UK athletes' and exerciser's perceptions, the gap I identified in the literature. Taking the time to thoroughly review and analyze the existing literature allowed me to achieve this, and I would prioritize this approach in future projects to ensure that my research provides valuable insights that contribute to the development of a given field.

[bookmark: _Int_1sjk6NXa]The initial research question intended to explore the impact of high-protein processed foods on athletes' and exercisers' knowledge and attitudes towards protein. However, upon reflection it became apparent that this question wasn't appropriate for the interpretivist research paradigm I had selected.  As opposed to attempting to quantify clear cause-and-effect links, the interpretivist paradigm aims to investigate how people's perceptions influence their experiences and knowledge (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018). I therefore revised the research question to ‘How do high-protein processed foods affect athletes’ and exercisers knowledge and attitudes towards protein?’. This updated question focused on comprehending how athletes viewed high-protein processed foods, specifically how these foods affected their attitudes towards protein source selection and their idea of protein requirements.

Similarly, my research objectives emphasized assessing the impact of convenience and marketing on participants' knowledge and attitudes at first. However, after receiving feedback in the early phases, it became clear that my objectives were unclear, and my method selection would not adequately address how marketing influences athletes'  dietary choices. As a result, I concentrated my research aims on learning more about athletes' perspectives rather than trying to assess the direct impact of marketing. I therefore changed my objectives to investigate whether athletes acknowledged marketing as a determining factor and how it influenced their attitudes and general knowledge regarding protein intake. I will therefore ensure future studies objectives are well-defined from the outset.

The qualitative research approach was an appropriate match for my study's objectives. In order to thoroughly examine the participants' knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs, I chose to collect data through semi-structured interviews (Silverman, 2020). This method worked well for gathering insights because it gave participants the freedom to expand on answers and examine themes that came up during the discussions, which alternative methods such as questionnaires would not have. In-depth exploration of participants' viewpoints was made possible using semi-structured interviews, which also allowed for uniformity among interviews (Jamshed, 2014). Moreover, quantitative methods would have made examining personal perspectives more difficult. Because of this, the qualitative approach aligned with the goals of the study and produced rich, context-dependent data.

Although semi-structured interviews were successful in capturing individual viewpoints, focus groups might have served as a different or complementary method for gathering data. Focus groups give members an opportunity to interact, exchange ideas, and question one another's perspectives, which can lead to a more thorough investigation (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). Focus groups could have revealed many aspects of the subject that may not have surfaced during my one-on-one interviews by promoting conversation among members. A focus group may have allowed for more in-depth discussions regarding the impact of processed foods high in protein on dietary decisions in the context of my research, with participants perhaps disclosing more about peer pressure, social factors, or common experiences around food choices. I would therefore consider the use of focus groups instead of or in addition to the semi-structured interviews in future studies (Lander et al., 2025).

The experience of conducting research

The process of conducting this study offered a wealth of opportunity for learning about methodological approaches and ethical considerations. The significance of honing research questions and objectives to guarantee clarity and focus was among the most important lessons I took away. As stated previously, the semi-structured interview method worked well for obtaining in-depth information during the data collecting process. However, at first, I found it challenging to correctly phrase questions and use probing strategies. Participants' reactions in the early interviews were a little awkward and reluctant, perhaps because I knew them personally (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). I grew more at ease asking follow-up questions and promoting a more organic  conversational flow as the interviews continued. Additionally, I discovered that several of my questions were unclear to participants, so I reworded them throughout the interviews. I had initially intended to pilot my interview questions, however, did not due to time constraints. Prior to data collection, piloting aids in identifying any problems with the structure, flow, and phrasing of the questions (Barrett & Twycross, 2018). Although I based questions on previously published research (Ortega et al, 2024; Banovic et al, 2018), piloting would have been beneficial to ensure that the questions were understandable and pertinent to the goals of the study. Although the length of my interviews was appropriate, it would have also been beneficial to gauge their duration and scheduling in advance (Jamshed, 2014). Furthermore, I would have been more at ease with the interview process and could have honed my probing abilities more quickly if I had had the chance to practice my interview technique (Turner, 2010). I discovered that the interviews developed more conversational as they progressed, which encouraged participants to be more forthcoming. The significance of adaptation and flexibility in qualitative research was brought to light by this approach (Turner, 2010). Additionally, by identifying potential biases, piloting the research questions would have improved the study's validity and therefore I will prioritize this during future research (Patton, 2015).

Recruitment was another key component of the initial study process. Sports clubs, gyms, and my personal network made it easy to identify participants throughout the recruiting process, which proceeded without any difficulties.  A diversity of viewpoints was ensured by including individuals from a wide range of ages and backgrounds. However, the results were not generalisable due to the small sample size and wide demographic range (Patton, 2015). To improve the relevance and specificity of the findings, I would concentrate on a more specialised group in future studies, such athletes from a given sport.

During the transcription and analysis process, I first utilised Microsoft Teams transcription feature before manually editing by comparison with the audio recordings to ensure accuracy. I listened to the audio recordings after the initial transcription to make sure the transcriptions correctly captured the participants' replies. This procedure was essential to preserving the data's integrity (Birt et al., 2016). Despite its ability to expedite the process, online transcription software's are not flawless and occasionally misinterprets words or phrases (Barrett & Twycross, 2018). I was able to fix any inconsistencies and guarantee that the final transcripts accurately reflected the interviews by going over and correcting the transcriptions by hand. The quality of the data was further improved by my ability to detect subtleties in tone and pauses that the Teams would not have fully recorded (Barrett & Twycross, 2018). This method of using Teams did allow me to process the material quickly, which I found to be both efficient and successful, especially when working with several interviewees (Bryda & Costa, 2023). I also gave participants the opportunity to receive and read their transcripts to reduce the risk of misinterpretation, although none opted to do this, I would still employ this practice in future projects (Birt et al., 2016).

In terms of ethics, following data protection laws was straightforward, especially when it came to security and confidentiality. I recorded the interviews using Microsoft Teams, which was readily available on my phone and offered a safe and practical method of doing so without the need for further equipment. Because it was less invasive, this audio recording technique allowed for a more relaxed and natural interview setting. Participants felt less self-conscious because the interviews were audio-only, which may have encouraged more honest and open replies. In contrast to film, which may occasionally feel more official or intimidating, audio recordings are less disruptive to the interview dynamic, thus I intend to keep using them in future research (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019).

The data was efficiently grouped and coded with the use of Nvivo for thematic analysis. The only disadvantage to this use of Nvivo was how time consuming the initial grouping of data was. I found organizing the data into digestible topics challenging, starting off with too many topic areas. This confused the coding process and made it hard to draw any definitive discussion findings. Through refining, I was able to arrange the themes more effectively and limit them down to better fit the aims and research question. In addition to aiding in data organization, this theme refinement approach enabled me to concentrate on the most pertinent and perceptive replies, resulting in a more focused and cohesive analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I would therefore consider manually highlighting loose themes by hand before beginning the coding process in future.

When presenting my results, I wanted to make the information as easy for my audience to understand as possible. In order to give a better picture of the trends and patterns that were being demonstrated, I first quantified the findings in the results section (e.g. 75% of participants noted). This method made it simpler for readers to understand the main conclusions by converting qualitative insights into more readable formats (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I kept this in mind when synthesizing the results since, although quantification might aid in the concise presentation of the data, it runs the danger of oversimplifying the subtleties contained in qualitative data (Bryda & Costa, 2023). I presented one key finding from each theme to improve clarity and make sure the message was clear and concise. While retaining the essential components of each theme, I believe this helped the section flow and kept the data from becoming overpowering. I was able to highlight each theme's significance to the research question by concentrating on the most important findings, which enhanced the results' overall coherence (Patton, 2015).

I first presented my data in a data table, which offered a simple and structured method of dividing up the various themes and findings. Although this approach was effective in structuring the data, I found it difficult to convey the results on my research poster in this format. The poster was more difficult to understand, therefore I decided against this. I would think about presenting findings in different ways in future posters, by considering the use of visual aids like charts or diagrams that preserve clarity without compromising the breadth of the data (Bazeley, P,. 2013). I also used a participant quote to convey the main findings of the study. The use of a direct quote was very helpful as it emphasized the participants' authentic experiences and unique viewpoints, which is one of the main advantages of qualitative research (Seidman, 2013). The advantages of using quotations are that they may add depth and context, which makes the results more relevant and based on actual experiences (Silverman, 2020). Quotations provide the reader a direct voice from the participants, which enhances the findings' authenticity and can increase the research's impact (Seidman, 2013).  As a result of wanting to keep my research poster easy to read I only included one quote, upon reflection this was suitable in this instance, however if I was presenting my findings in a different format in future, I would increase the amount of quotes used as I found incorporating participant remarks into the findings section further improved the data's legitimacy and depth, enabling me to clearly show how the themes and patterns surfaced (Silverman, 2020).

In my discussion and conclusion, I discovered that the results generally supported the body of existing literature, which validated my findings and confirmed the applicability of my research topic in the context of athletes' protein intake. My research supported earlier studies on athletes' views towards high-protein processed foods and their understanding of protein needs (Ortega et al., 2024; Banovic et al., 2018). Although the current body of knowledge is strengthened by this alignment with previous research, I acknowledge that my study did not provide any noteworthy new information or fresh insights. In retrospect, I can think of a few ways that changing my research process could have produced new, innovative discoveries. As discussed previously, broadening the scope of my research to include a wider range of participants would have been one potential strategy (Patton, 2015). Furthermore, using a longitudinal design or comparing the study's results pre and post intervention would have been another way I might have added new viewpoints (Sánchez-Díaz et al., 2020).  This would have given me the opportunity to investigate how athletes' views and understanding might have changed over time, especially in light of increased marketing exposure or intake of processed protein sources. The research currently available on protein consumption in athletes could have benefited from a longitudinal approach that might have recorded changes in attitudes or actions, providing a dynamic perspective of how eating habits change (Schmidt, 2014).

Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches is another example of how I could have produced new findings by helping me document the range of trends in a broader population as well as the depth of individual experiences (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). For instance, a quantitative element, like surveys, may have assisted in determining the frequency of particular attitudes or behaviors across a larger group of athletes. A mixed methods approach could aid the discovery of patterns that were not immediately apparent in the interview data and test the qualitative findings' generalisability (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). I could have, for example, asked a bigger sample of athletes about their views towards processed foods and protein intake patterns by employing a mixed methods approach. Common tendencies that would have been further investigated in qualitative interviews may have been found using the quantitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). In addition to providing a more thorough awareness of the viewpoints of the general public, this would provide a deeper comprehension of the elements impacting dietary choices (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010).

Additionally, the use of mixed methods could have more successfully examined the impact of convenience and marketing, the objective I revised as I found it difficult to evaluate using a purely qualitative methodology. Specific questions regarding participants' exposure to marketing campaigns and their opinions of product convenience could have been included in a quantitative survey, providing a clear, quantifiable understanding of how these factors affect their decisions. To provide a more comprehensive picture of the elements influencing athletes' dietary choices, this data could have been complemented by the qualitative interviews to go deeper into the reasons behind those beliefs and how athletes understand marketing messages (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). If I intend to research this topic further, I would definitely consider incorporating mixed methods to give a more comprehensive investigation of the topic. This method could provide a more dynamic and thorough understanding of how athletes interact with processed food high in protein and the variables influencing their choices.

Implications for future studies and practice 

Both my current practice as a sports nutritionist and my future academic aspirations have been positively impacted by this research process. The significance of flexibility in research design is one of the key lessons I have learnt during this process. In order to capture the rich and complex data that qualitative research frequently aims to investigate, research questions, objectives and procedures should be flexible (McArdle, 2021). Additionally, I discovered how crucial it is to test research tools and make necessary adjustments based on feedback and observation in order to improve the quality of the data gathering procedure (Barrett & Twycross, 2018). Furthermore, I now understand how crucial it is to make sure that the study topic, goals, and methodologies all fit within the proper research paradigm. I discovered that a misalignment between the technique and the research objectives might make it difficult to gather useful data and generate reliable and useful insights (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018).

The advantages of studying contemporary and pertinent topics was also made evident to me because of this study. I was able to engage with a topic that directly addresses current trends in sports nutrition by concentrating on high-protein processed foods, an area that is garnering interest in both the scientific community and popular culture. In addition to making the study more interesting, this relevance placed it in a framework that is crucial for both theoretical and real-world sports nutrition applications (O'Neil et al,. 1986). The benefits of researching a topic of true interest was also made apparent. In addition to increasing my drive and engagement throughout the process, it enabled me to approach the process with more understanding and enthusiasm.

I also learnt useful qualitative data gathering methods and approaches during this process that I was not previously aware of. These included the use of Nvivo software for data analysis, transcribing skills to guarantee accuracy, and interviewing strategies that helped me build rapport and elicit deeper replies. Specifically, the Nvivo software will be helpful for future research data collection as well as an organizational tool to help effectively manage and structure complex data (Limna, 2023). These abilities will undoubtedly help me in my future research projects and in my work as a sports nutritionist, where I may have to gather and examine data in a variety of settings (Limna, 2023).

Additionally, this study has reaffirmed how crucial it is to follow ethical guidelines when doing research. Valid data collection requires that participants feel at ease and secure enough to express their opinions, especially when discussing private subjects like eating habits. Furthermore, I will continue to give top priority to upholding confidentiality and guaranteeing data security as essential ethical obligations in my future research endeavours. These moral principles are clearly applicable to my line of work, where maintaining confidentiality and building customer confidence are critical (BASES, 2021).

Conclusion 

This research has offered insightful information about the differences of athletes' attitudes and understanding regarding protein sources and requirements and the need for improved nutritional education. I have learnt a great deal of methodological and practical skills, which will help me in my future research and work. My development as a researcher and sports nutritionist has been aided by the difficulties encountered throughout this study, such as research alignment, question and objective construction and data processing. I'll utilize these lessons moving forward in my career to make future research more valid,
improve my data collection methods to ensure a study design that is focused and impactful, in addition to applying ethical and professional conduct skills gained to future nutrition practice.
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