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A Critical Reflection on Conducting Research into the Hydration Knowledge, Attitudes and Behaviours of Tennis Players

Alignment
A review of the literature found that hydration practices amongst athletes in all sports including tennis was suboptimal, (Nichols et al., 2005 and Song et al., 2022). With many studies identifying hypohydration as causing a decrease in cognitive function, hand to eye coordination and an increase in heart rate and fatigue, all of which affects the performance of a tennis player, (Gigou et al., 2010 and Gamage 2016).  The research question sought to explore the tennis players’ hydration knowledge attitudes and behaviours, and to examine the relationship between these constructs. A secondary aim was to  identify if there  was a relationship between hydration knowledge, attitudes and behaviours and between different levels of play.

In my research proposal I initially placed this research question, in the positivist paradigm. The positivist paradigm assumes that human behaviours can be measured, quantified and analysed objectively using structured questionnaires, numerical scoring systems and statistical techniques (Yong et al., 2021). However as I continued on this research journey and reflected on my research question I came to realise that the research question, which sought to explore tennis players’ hydration knowledge, attitudes and behaviours and examine the relationships between these constructs, positioned the study within a post‑positivist paradigm. 

The post‑positivist paradigm challenges the idea that measurement can ever fully capture reality. Although behaviours can be quantified, they are also shaped by personal experiences, environmental conditions and situational influences (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This is especially relevant to the hydration of a tennis player, where routines, weather, coaching practices and individual interpretations of thirst all play a role. Post‑positivism therefore values structured ways of measuring behaviour and identifying patterns, while recognising that findings are influenced by context and human interpretation (Phillips & Burbules, 2000).

Within this perspective, the decision to use a quantitative, cross‑sectional survey design was appropriate. A validated hydration questionnaire enabled the study to capture knowledge, attitudes and behaviours that cannot be observed directly and to explore how these factors relate to one another. What differentiates this approach from a purely positivist stance is not the method itself but the interpretation of the results. A positivist view would treat questionnaire scores and statistical relationships as accurate, objective reflections of reality. In contrast, a post‑positivist interpretation accepts that these measurements are only approximations and that players’ hydration behaviours are shaped by contextual factors, (such as weather, routines, coaching habits and personal perceptions of thirst), which cannot be fully captured through numerical data alone. This means the findings are seen as patterns rather than fixed facts, and the analysis is carried out with more careful reflection and awareness of possible bias. (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

The study was based on the  Knowledge–Attitudes–Behaviours (KAB) model, a framework widely used in health and nutrition research. The model assumes, that what individuals know, shapes their attitudes, and that these attitudes then influence their behaviour, (Zarei et al., 2024). Therefore, a validated questionnaire was a suitable way to capture these elements in a consistent and measurable way. Using this tool allowed the study to gather the type of data needed to examine how these factors interact, making it an appropriate tool for answering the research question.

However, the findings of the study revealed that there were weak corelations between knowledge, attitudes and behaviour, which did not match the theoretical design of the study. The KAB model assumes that if players know more, they will have improved behaviour, and attitudes but the results didn’t support this. More recent behaviour change research shows that behaviour is influenced by capability, opportunity and motivation (COM‑B), not just knowledge and attitudes, (Barker et al., 2016). Bringing in these ideas could have strengthened the theoretical foundation and helped explain the findings more fully. 

Although the study design was appropriate for the research question it does highlight the limitations of the purely quantitative approach. While the study could identify whether relationships existed between knowledge attitudes and behaviours, it could not explain why these relationships were weak or what factors influenced behaviour. This limitation arises because a purely quantitative, cross‑sectional approach is restrictive and cannot capture the full complexity of the issue. Behaviour develops through a combination of environmental, motivational, and social influences, many of which cannot be captured through structured questionnaire items. A mixed‑methods design incorporating qualitative interviews or focus groups would have allowed for deeper exploration of these influences, providing richer insight into the barriers and facilitators affecting hydration behaviour.  

Despite this limitation, the design still aligned with the study’s stated aims. The research question did not seek to understand underlying influences. It focused on describing knowledge, attitudes and behaviours and examining their relationships. In this sense, the design was appropriate. I only noticed the misalignment when I analysed the results, as the weak correlations led to questions the design wasn’t able to address. This has highlighted that, research questions must be carefully crafted to reflect the depth of understanding, and methods must be chosen accordingly.
The way I sampled participants also made me reflect on how well it matched the aims and overall design of the study. Recruiting through tennis coaches was a practical choice that suited the nature of the study and made it easier to reach players. On reflection, I can see how this may have introduced some bias. Players who are more engaged, motivated or have a good relationship with their coach were probably more likely to take part, which means the findings might not fully represent the wider tennis community. This doesn’t undermine the study or its fit with the research question, but it does affect how confidently the results can be generalised. In future work, using a more systematic sampling approach would help strengthen the reliability and reach of the findings.

The analysis, descriptive statistics and correlations, were appropriate for the research question, the data collected and aligned with the aim of identifying patterns and relationships. It was also consistent with the positivist paradigm. Using correlations to explore links between knowledge, attitudes and behaviours between all players and between the different levels of play.   However I did not carry out analysis to look at differences between subgroups of age, gender, frequency and length of matches which might have revealed more detailed patterns.

The framework, methodology and methods worked well together, and the overall design was suitable for answering the research question as it was originally planned. Using a validated questionnaire and a cross‑sectional, quantitative approach made data collection straightforward and gave a useful snapshot of tennis players’ hydration knowledge, attitudes and behaviours. This offered helpful insight into current habits and patterns. The sample of 26 players from professional, recreational and club levels matched the aim of comparing behaviours across different levels of play, but the small number does limit how far the findings can be applied to the wider tennis population. The study also highlighted some limitations of both the KAB model and relying only on quantitative methods. This suggests that future research might benefit from a more flexible, mixed‑methods approach.

Experience
Researching hydration knowledge, attitudes and behaviours in tennis players taught me much more than the results alone. Going through recruitment and data collection showed me what research is really like in practice. I had to be flexible, communicate clearly and solve problems as they came up. 

I initially planned to recruit players from three tennis clubs that had already shown interest in the study. However when responses were slow, I extended recruitment to two additional clubs. I had assumed that accessing players would be straightforward, especially given the early enthusiasm from coaches, but this proved more challenging in practice. Once the study began, it became clear that coaches acted as powerful gatekeepers, shaping who participated and when.  The additional two clubs I contacted did not reply to my email and so no one from these clubs completed the study. I also knew one or two players at each of the three clubs, and I wonder whether their influence, rather than the coaches’, helped generate more responses, although I cannot be certain.  This inconsistency affected response rates, I was disappointed to only have 26 completed questionnaires when I estimated getting in the range of 30 – 50 responses. It highlighted to me how much recruitment depends on relationships, timing and the practical pressures within clubs. It also reinforced the idea that gatekeepers do not simply provide access, they actively influence the composition of the sample, (Mitchell et al., 2024). 

This experience highlighted the need to consider sampling strategies not only for practicality but also for how they affect the reliability of the results. Recruiting through coaches was convenient and suited the nature of the study, but it tended to attract players who were more engaged or simply present at the time. This experience highlighted the well‑known limitations of convenience sampling, including bias, (Etikan et al., 2016), which I could see reflected in my own sample. Although this did not undermine the value of the findings, it reinforced the need to be transparent about sampling limitations, to consider more systematic recruitment strategies, and to build stronger relationships with gatekeepers earlier in the process.

Selecting a validated questionnaire was essential for measuring hydration knowledge, attitudes and behaviours, as it provided structure and helped ensure reliability. When reviewing the items, I felt some wording did not fully reflect the context of tennis, so I made small adaptations to make the questions more relevant to match play. These changes had to be made cautiously to avoid altering the constructs being measured, as modifying validated items can compromise reliability and validity (Cohen 2022). This process highlighted the importance of ensuring that each question captured the information required for the study while maintaining the integrity of the original tool. It also reinforced the value of using validated questionnaires, which offer strong methodological foundations and help reduce measurement error (Cohen 2022).

Data collection was straightforward, as responses were automatically collated through Microsoft Forms, but the scoring process was more complex than expected. Each section required different coding procedures, and the attitudes scale involved calculating subscale averages, which made the analysis more time‑consuming than anticipated. Although I initially questioned whether the scoring system should be adapted in future, once the coding was complete clear patterns began to emerge, confirming that the questionnaire effectively captured what I needed for my research question. The findings also revealed a notable gap between hydration knowledge and behaviour. This gap between knowing and doing is well recognised in behaviour‑change research, (Michie et al., 2011), and seeing it reflected in my own data highlighted how habits, routines and environment shapes hydration behaviour as much as knowledge.
Although the study had ethical approval and met all the usual requirements for consent, anonymity, confidentiality and data protection, a few issues came up that I had not expected.

 As noted earlier, recruiting through coaches risked affecting players’ sense of autonomy. Even when participation is voluntary, the involvement of an authority figure can influence decision making, especially for younger or less experienced players. I also realised that, although the information sheet explained the purpose of the study, I could have been clearer about how the findings might be used in future practice. Another issue related to anonymity and the limits it placed on follow‑up. Because responses were anonymous, I could not clarify unclear answers or explore interesting points in more depth, which restricted the depth of the analysis. These experiences highlighted the practical and ethical challenges of working with self‑report data and reinforced the importance of careful planning, clear communication and ongoing reflection throughout the research process.

Implications
Reflecting on this study has highlighted several important implications for both my future research and my evolving professional practice within sports nutrition. Although the project was relatively small in scale, it has been highly informative in shaping how I think about athlete behaviour, design research, and how I will approach education when working with athletes.

A key implication for future research is the need to use more modern, behaviour focused theoretical frameworks. This study was originally based on the Knowledge–Attitudes–Behaviour (KAB) model, which assumes that knowledge leads to attitudes and then to behaviour. However, the weak correlations between these areas showed that the model did not explain hydration behaviour in tennis players very well. Frameworks such as COM‑B, which view behaviour as shaped by capability, opportunity and motivation, offer a more realistic and detailed way to study hydration. Using these models would allow future research to capture the many different factors that influence hydration behaviour, including environmental barriers, social expectations, habits and psychological motivations.

The study also showed that I need to change the kinds of research questions I ask in the future. Instead of focusing mainly on what athletes know or say they do, I now need to explore why they behave in certain ways. Behaviour is shaped by the situations people are in, the social environment around them and their motivation, not just their knowledge (Mayne, 2018). This means asking questions via interview that look more closely at athletes’ real experiences and the challenges they face during training and matches.

Future research could include objective hydration assessments before training and matches to determine how well athletes are actually hydrated, and then compare these results with their KAB scores and their confidence in their hydration practices. Another useful area for future research is to test whether personalised hydration plans actually improve athletes’ hydration status, and to see whether any improvements are linked to changes in their knowledge, attitudes and behaviours. This is important because tailored interventions are generally more effective at changing behaviour than broad, general advice (Michie et al., 2014). Future studies should also include objective measures, such as urine specific gravity, sweat‑rate testing or direct observation. This would give a more accurate picture of how athletes really hydrate. Combining these objective measures with self‑report data would create a stronger and more reliable understanding of hydration behaviour.

 Future research needs to broaden both the sample and the settings in which hydration behaviour is studied. This study involved only three tennis clubs, and recruitment was organised through coaches, which limited the size and diversity of the participants. To gain a clearer and more representative picture of hydration behaviour, future studies should include larger and more varied samples that cover different age groups, competitive levels and geographic areas. Widening the sample in this way would make it possible to explore how hydration knowledge, attitudes and behaviours differ between recreational, club level, academy and elite players, as well as between adults and juniors, whose hydration needs and routines may be very different. Including academy and junior athletes is especially important because their training environments, coaching support and stages of development may influence hydration behaviour in ways that are not seen in adult players. 

There is also value in expanding research beyond tennis to other intermittent, high‑intensity sports such as squash, badminton or padel. Comparing these sports would help show whether certain hydration challenges are unique to tennis or whether they reflect wider patterns found in similar sports. These comparisons could also highlight sport‑specific demands, that shape hydration behaviour in different athletic settings. Broadening the sample and context in these ways would not only improve how well future findings can be applied to wider groups, but also help researchers identify patterns that are specific to certain populations and may require tailored interventions. A wider and more diverse evidence base would support the development of more targeted education strategies, more effective behaviour‑change approaches and more accurate recommendations for athletes across different performance levels and sporting environments.

Professionally, this study has changed how I think about hydration education and how I support athletes. I used to assume that giving people the right information was the main way to change behaviour, but this study showed me that this is not always true. Knowing what to do does not automatically mean athletes will do it, and this means that handing out hydration guidelines or information sheets on their own is unlikely to make much difference. Going forward, I need to think not only about what athletes know, but also about whether they have the opportunity and the motivation to act on that knowledge. The study also highlighted the importance of understanding athletes’ attitudes and beliefs. Even when players recognise that hydration matters, they may not prioritise it if they do not feel any immediate performance effects. This suggests that future educational approaches should focus more on the performance benefits of good hydration, such as better concentration, improved endurance and faster recovery, rather than relying only on general health messages. It also indicates that using behaviour‑change techniques such as goal‑setting, self‑monitoring or personalised feedback may help increase motivation and support more consistent hydration habits. Together, these insights show that effective hydration support needs to go beyond information alone and take into account the wider factors that shape athletes’ decisions and routines.

Finally, the study has strengthened my confidence as a developing researcher. It has taught me the value of reflexivity, the importance of theoretical alignment, and the need for methodological coherence. These insights will guide my future academic work and enhance the quality of the research I produce. Professionally, the study has deepened my understanding of athlete behaviour and will inform the way I design interventions, communicate with players and collaborate with coaches.
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