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RESEARCH PROPOSAL
1.0 | RESEARCH QUESTION
What level of sports nutrition knowledge do para athletes on performance programmes in Wales have and where do they get their sports nutrition information from?
It has been well-documented that sports nutrition plays a vital role in optimising training adaptations and enhancing athletic performance (Thomas, Erdman, and Burke, 2016; Kerksick et al., 2018). For para athletes, having an optimum diet is particularly important as they are often more prone to fatigue, stress, and poor performance (Rastmanesh et al., 2007). Furthermore, energy intakes in para athletes can vary significantly and this can lead to issues such as low energy availability, micronutrient deficiencies, injuries, and impaired training capability (Scaramella, Kirihennedige and Broad, 2018). One of the reasons for this is a lack of education and understanding of what is required nutritionally for high performance (Broad, 2019). However, a potential barrier for para athletes that could prevent this education is current guidelines on nutrition and sports performance (Thomas, Erdman, and Burke, 2016; Kerksick et al., 2018) all focus on able-bodied athletes, and to date, there are no consensus statements specifically for para-athletes (Duarte et al., 2023). Academics suggest this may be due to the heterogeneity of disabilities, resulting in each athlete having significantly different nutritional requirements (Gee et al., 2021). However, despite the lack of para athlete-specific consensus statements, research has increased on para athletes over the last decade and possible nutritional strategies have been published to help improve their training capacity, overall health and athletic performance (Burke, Deakin and Minehan, 2021). Broad (2019) also suggests some general nutrition principles will still apply to para athletes depending on their impairment and others may need to be adapted.
Improving sports nutrition knowledge among para athletes could be a simple and effective strategy to help reduce their dependence on incorrect information whilst helping to improve dietary intake and performance (Madden et al., 2022). In a study on 22 female wheelchair basketball players, when assessing their nutritional knowledge, results identified, that less than 50% of elite players could answer questions on nutrition correctly, with only 18% of them saying their source of nutrition information came from a sports nutritionist or dietician (Eskici and Ersoy, 2016). Similar findings were also found in Madden et al., (2022) study which investigated the sports nutrition knowledge of 80 para athletes with a spinal cord injury, the results revealed only 52% of the questions were answered correctly by the para athletes. However, an intervention study which explored the effects of nutrition education on 72 Iranian athletes with a disability (all spinal cord or amputations), revealed athletes scored significantly higher after nutrition education. More concerningly, several areas of deficient nutritional knowledge were identified that were linked to the health of the athletes. In addition, the top three reported sources of nutritional information were from coaches, family members and dieticians (Rastmanesh et al., 2007). Interestingly, in a study by Trakman et al., (2019a) over a decade later, which evaluated the information sources that are used and preferred by 331 Australian athletes, they concluded athletes prefer dietitians, the internet and nutritionists for sports nutrition information. The researchers concluded further research is needed to understand if athletes' preferences for educational support affect their improvement in nutritional knowledge after education. 
These studies highlight the need for more nutritional education for para athletes but also the method of education plays an important role. 
As identified, limited studies on the nutritional knowledge of para athletes are available (Deguchi et al., 2021, Eskici and Ersoy, 2016, Rastmanesh et al., 2007, Madden et al., 2022) but they have all been conducted on a single sport or one type of disability. To my knowledge, there have been no studies conducted specifically in the UK or Wales where sports nutrition knowledge may differ. Furthermore, with the recent withdrawal of Sport Wales nutritional support for Welsh athletes on performance programmes (excluding those on a UKA World Class Programme), closely followed by a reduction in Welsh Government funding for the sports sector and consequently a reduction in Sports Governing Bodies funding (who usually would pay for Sports Nutritionists for athletes), para athletes have even fewer opportunities for nutritional education. Plus, with Wales taking the first-ever para gold medal in the Commonwealth Youth Games history last summer, now more than ever it is imperative to ensure the next generation of para athletes have the nutritional knowledge they require to perform to their best ability (Welsh Athletics, 2024).
This provides the rationale for my research which aims to assess the level of sports nutrition knowledge in Welsh para athletes on performance programmes with a secondary objective of understanding their sources of sports nutrition information. 
2.0 | THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL BASIS
To provide a theoretical basis for my study, I have identified the paradigm that will underpin my research. As with many scientific studies and nutritional research, this study will be based on the positivist paradigm where reality is believed to be ordered, and events can be studied empirically and explained using logical analysis (Drummond and Murphy-Reyes, 2018). The ontological position of this paradigm is that of realism and the epistemological position is that of objectivism (Rehman and Alharthi, 2016). More specifically, the positivist paradigm will allow objectivity and control to study the research problem identified which has been driven by natural causes (Drummond and Murphy-Reyes, 2018). However, even though the positivist approach is deemed appropriate for studying natural phenomena, some have criticised this approach for falling short when using it to study individuals and social phenomena (Gage, 1989). 
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) advise that adopting an objectivist approach to the social world is best suited to research methods such as surveys and experiments. Furthermore, they suggest that ‘investigations are directed at analysing relationships and regularities between selected factors in the world.’ In this study, these factors (or variables) that will be analysed are Welsh para athletes on performance programmes and their nutritional knowledge. Thus, in alignment with the objectivist approach and the positivist paradigm, my methods of data collection will involve collecting quantitative data to help describe what percentage of nutritional knowledge para athletes on performance programmes in Wales currently have (Armour and MacDonald, 2012). 
The research design will involve a descriptive cross-sectional study which aims to describe the levels of nutrition knowledge among para athletes in Wales at one point in time (Drummond and Murphy-Reyes, 2018). The data collection method that will be used is a validated questionnaire from Trakman et al., (2018) called the Abridged Nutrition for Sport Knowledge Questionnaire (ANSKQ). As advised by Denscombe (2014), to help reduce respondent fatigue and reduce the potential for poor quality, incorrect responses, non-response or quitting part the way through the questionnaire, the abridged version of Trakman et al., (2018) Nutrition for Sport Knowledge Questionnaire will be adopted.
The modified ANSKQ is a valid and reliable questionnaire which has 35 items (compared to 89 items in the original NSKQ) that assess general nutrition (11 items) and sports nutrition (24 items) knowledge (Trakman et al., 2019b). In addition, the questionnaire will include athlete-specific questions on demographics, sporting event and disability which will be adapted from Madden et al., (2022) study on sports nutrition knowledge in para athletes with a spinal cord injury. To help answer the secondary objective of understanding para athletes' sources of nutritional information, the questionnaire will finish with questions on this topic. This single ‘snapshot’ should reveal Welsh para athletes’ current level of general nutrition and sports nutrition knowledge whilst also identifying where they get their sources of nutrition information from. 
In terms of sampling, the questionnaire will be sent out to all para athletes in Wales on a performance programme and participation will be voluntary and anonymous. The questionnaire will be built on Microsoft Forms and distributed via email from the Performance teams at each sport’s governing body. 
3.0 | ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Several ethical considerations will be considered for this research. Firstly, due to my role at Welsh Athletics and the size of the para athlete population in Wales, many of the athletes will be aware of who I am and may feel the need to fill in the survey, thus, to mitigate this, the survey will be sent out via the Performance team from each sport and all responses will be anonymous. Secondly, the nature of some of the athlete's disabilities may affect them being able to answer or understand some of the questions. To overcome this and reduce the potential emotional stress for athletes, support will be offered in the form of their sports para coordinators to help read the questions and press the options on the survey should they require it. Finally, some of the athletes on performance programmes may be under 18, thus consent will be gained from parents first before the athletes can complete the questionnaire.
This study will also adhere to the UWSTD and BDA ethics guidelines. A copy of the ethics form submitted for this research to take place is in Appendix 1.
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