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Evaluating recreational athletes’ knowledge on sports nutrition. To explore the impact of age and running ability on sports nutrition knowledge, comparing younger runners (18-25 years) with older runners (30+ years) and comparing lower-ability runners with higher-ability runners.

Introduction
Proper nutrition is an important factor for runners as it influences athletic performance, reduces the risk of injury and illness and aids recovery. For professional athletes, receiving personalised nutrition advice from a qualified sports nutritionist or dietitian is an important part of their training support, whereas recreational athletes may not have the same access to such specialist advice. The British Nutrition Foundation (2024) suggests that nutrition plays a key role in supporting the training demands of all athletes whether they are recreational or elite. The British Dietetic Association (BDA, 2020) emphasises the importance of a well-balanced and varied diet for athletes to ensure they get essential nutrients and the right amount of energy. Athletes involved in moderate and high-volume training will need increased amounts of carbohydrates. It is essential that people who do regularly engage in intense training ensure they get enough energy from their diet, including carbohydrates, fluids and protein. Protein is crucial for building and repairing muscle and plays an important role in recovery after exercise. Including protein to a post-workout meal or snack can boost glycogen storage, reduce muscle soreness and promote muscle repair. When an athlete does not fuel their training properly, it can lead to a decline in performance, injury and poor recovery (BDA, 2020).
The rationale for this study is to evaluate the sports nutrition knowledge of recreational athletes in a running club. Nutritional knowledge is an important topic for athletes, as understanding proper nutrition helps them meet their energy and nutrient needs, supports training adaptations, and reduces the risk of conditions like Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (RED-S), which can result from inadequate energy intake. Despite its importance, many athletes, including runners, often lack sufficient knowledge of key nutritional principles, particularly in areas like macronutrient distribution, hydration, and supplement use. This highlights the importance of nutritional education as a focus for improving performance and maintaining health (Cabre et al., 2022). 
Research has shown that athletes often lack sufficient sports nutrition knowledge, particularly regarding appropriate carbohydrate, fat and protein intake. Many athletes responded incorrectly or expressed uncertainty about these areas and their understanding of supplements was also poor despite widespread use of protein supplements. This lack of knowledge indicates that many athletes may be making poor nutrition choices and suggests they may be making supplementation decisions without fully understanding the effectiveness, risks, or appropriate usage of these products (Bird and Rushton, 2020). Similarly, a study by Alahmadi and Albassam (2023) found that recreational athletes had significant gaps in their nutritional knowledge, which could negatively impact their performance and well-being. Although most athletes demonstrated poor nutritional knowledge, older participants and those engaged in high-intensity sports had better nutritional knowledge, suggesting that experience and commitment to sports might enhance awareness of nutritional needs. However, the overall knowledge remained insufficient. This highlights the need for improved nutritional education, as enhancing their knowledge could lead to better dietary practices and an improvement in both physical performance and overall health outcomes.

Aims
-	To assess the overall level of sports nutrition knowledge among recreational runners, with a focus on their understanding of essential nutrition principles for performance and recovery.

-	To investigate the relationship between sports nutrition knowledge and running ability, comparing lower-ability runners (group1-3) with higher-ability runners to determine whether competitive athletes demonstrate greater knowledge.


[bookmark: _Hlk180743980]-	To explore the impact of age on sports nutrition knowledge, comparing younger runners (18-25 years) with older runners (30+ years) to assess whether life experience influences nutritional understanding.

Hypothesis
-	Higher-ability runners will possess greater sports nutrition knowledge due to their increased focus on performance.

-	Older participants (30+ years) will demonstrate better nutritional knowledge compared to younger runners (18-25 years), potentially due to greater life experience or prolonged exposure to nutrition practices.

Identifying gaps in nutrition knowledge could inform the development of tailored nutrition education programs for recreational runners. The findings could also help coaches and sports to inform their runners with knowledge aimed at improving diet-related performance outcomes.
Method
Participants
Participants will be recruited from a local running club to participate in completing a questionnaire evaluating their sports nutrition knowledge. The running club consists of different levels of running ability, ranging from recreational to competitive runners. Participation will be voluntary and all members of the club aged 18+, they will be invited to complete the questionnaire, and the questionnaire will be posted on the club social media page. 
Study design
The Sports Nutrition Knowledge Questionnaire will be used to assess the participants’ understanding of sports nutrition. The questionnaire was chosen because it is designed to evaluate knowledge related to nutrition in athletic populations, including topics such as macronutrient needs, hydration, supplementation, and optimal dietary practices for performance and recovery. It has been used in various studies with athletes and physically active individuals to measure both general and sports-specific nutritional knowledge. It is suitable for this study because it covers key areas that are directly relevant to runners, such as energy intake, hydration strategies, and the role of supplements which are important for optimising performance, endurance, and recovery in endurance sports like running.
The questionnaire results will be used to explore the relationship between age, ability, and nutrition knowledge, participants will be divided into groups based on running ability and age. Participants will be categorised into two groups based on their running ability, the lower ability group (group 1-3) and the higher ability group (group 4-6). This division will allow for a comparison of nutritional knowledge between more competitive runners and those with lower performance. The participants will also be categorised into two groups based on their age (18-25 years) and (30+ years), these age ranges were chosen to capture differences in nutritional knowledge across stages in life. The younger group (18-25) represent a population that may be unfamiliar to athletic nutrition practices, while the older group (30+) may have had more exposure to nutrition education through life experiences or long-term involvement in sports.

Data Analysis
Participant Data Collection
-	Running ability groups - lower ability (group 1-3) or higher ability (group 4-6).

-	Age group categories (18-25) or (30+)

· Sports nutrition knowledge score (total score from the questionnaire)

For data analysis, SPSS will be used to evaluate the sports nutrition knowledge of recreational runners. Descriptive statistics will be applied to summarise the participants' knowledge, including the mean and median of the total scores from the Sports Nutrition Knowledge Questionnaire. To test for differences in nutrition knowledge between groups, independent samples t-tests will be conducted. These tests will compare the mean knowledge scores between lower-ability and higher-ability runners, as well as between younger (18-25 years) and older (30+ years) participants. The t-test is appropriate as it allows comparison of means between two independent groups, helping to determine if significant differences in knowledge based on running ability or age.
Further Research
Future research could investigate recreational athletes’ knowledge of Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (RED-S) and strategies for its prevention. RED-S is a syndrome that occurs when athletes do not meet their energy need. Understanding RED-S and its prevention strategies is important because it empowers athletes to make better choices about nutrition, training load, and recovery, helping them to avoid the detrimental effects of chronic under-fuelling, RED-S syndrome can lead to severe health consequences if not treated, this is an important subject area as athletes may unknowingly be at risk of RED-S and need the understanding and knowledge to help them prevent the syndrome ( (Dooney, 2020).

Research Timetable
	Task 
	Completion date
	Details

	Literature review 
	November 15th , 2024
	Conduct a thorough review of existing research on sports nutrition, focusing on recreational athletes, to identify key themes and gaps.

	Methodology development
	December 5th, 2024
	Finalise study design, including participant recruitment methods, ethical considerations, and the structure of the Sports Nutrition Knowledge Questionnaire (SNKQ).

	Questionnaire development
	December 20th, 2024
	Create and test the questionnaire on a small sample to ensure clarity and relevance. 

	Data collection
	January 20th, 2025 
	Launch the questionnaire via the running club’s social media. Monitor responses and follow up with participants to ensure a sufficient sample size is achieved.

	

Data analysis
	February 10th, 2025
	
Analyse the data using SPSS, applying descriptive statistics and t-tests to assess differences in nutrition knowledge across ability and age groups.

	First draft
	February 28th, 2025
	Complete the first draft of the dissertation, including all sections (Introduction, Methods, Results, and Discussion).

	Final Draft
	April 4, 2025
	Revise based on supervisor feedback, ensuring clarity, coherence, and proper formatting. Finalise the dissertation.
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