
SUMMARY

Nutrition is an important component of  any physical fitness program. The main dietary goal for 
active individuals is to obtain adequate nutrition to optimize health fitness and to increase sports 
performance. The purpose of  this study was to compare nutritional knowledge and food habits in 
collegiate s and non-collegiate athletes. The target population of  this study was all male and female 
collegiate and non-collegiate athletes in Rasht city of  Iran. After translate of  the standard nutrition 
knowledge and attitudes survey questionnaire Zawila et al., and adjust of  some questions, question-
naire was evaluated by Professors of  faculty of  physical education and sport sciences. The reliability 
guided Cronbach Alpha value of  .81. A researcher-built questionnaire which was developed to measure 
subject′s nutrition knowledge and habits, distributed to 130 collegiate and non-collegiate athletes males 
and 120 Collegiate and non- collegiate athletes females randomly. The questionnaire contained 15 
nutrition knowledge questions and 25 nutrition habits questions. The collected data was analyzed by 
t-test, one-way ANOVA and Pearson correlation coefficient (p < .05). The correct response rate for 
the sport nutrition and general nutrition score were in collegiate athletes male (57.15; 52.5%) and 
athletes female (58.14; 54.85%); non-collegiate athlete′s males (41.55; 39.86%) and athletes female 
(42.11; 40.66 %) respectively. Also, mean nutrition scores in collegiate athlete′s males and females were 
significantly higher than non-collegiate athletes male and females. Furthermore, there were significant 
differences in the total mean score questionnaire between collegiate and non-collegiate athletes (p < 
.05). Based on the result of  our study the knowledge of  Iranian non-collegiate athletes were lower 
than collegiate athletes. For this reason, nutrition knowledge and attitudes of  Iranian non-collegiate 
athletes need to improve. So, these suggest that nutrition lectures′ courses are one of  the solutions to 
increase knowledge about nutrition.
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INTRODUCTION

The study of  nutrition dates back to over 200 
years; however, sports nutrition is relatively a new 
discipline involving the application of  nutritional 
principles to enhance the athletic performance. Nu-
trition affects a sportsman in many ways. At the basic 
level, it plays an important role in achieving and 
maintaining health. Optimal nutrition can reduce 
fatigue, allowing an athlete to train and compete 
longer or recover faster between training sessions (Lin 
& Lee, 2005). Nutrition plays a very important role 
in attaining high level of  achievements in sports. 

Nutritional status has a direct bearing on the level of  
physical performance. Hence, physical fitness and 
training are very much dependent on nutritional sta-
tus of  sports personnel (Beals & Manore, 1998). 
Nutrition is an important complement of  any physi-
cal fitness program. The main dietary goal for active 
supplement information from nutritionists/dietitians 
and individuals is to obtain adequate nutrition to 
optimize health and fitness or sports performance 
(Ozdoğan & Ozcelik, 2011). It is well recognized that 
optimal nutrition can enhance athletic performance. 
However, numerous barriers can hinder college at-
hletes from achieving optimal dietary practices, inclu-
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ding a lack of  time and space to prepare meals (in the 
confines of  dormitories, apartments, or shared hou-
sing), insufficient financial resources, limited meal-
-planning and -preparation skills, and busy travel 
schedules (American College of  Sports Medicine, 
2000; Malinauskas et al., 2007). Studies show that 
individuals that have basic nutrition knowledge and 
attitude apply these principles when selecting foods 
and also indicated that Food faddism is one among 
many influencing factors on student food choices 
(Read & Schlenker, 1993). Therefore, improving 
nutrition knowledge, attitude and dietary practices 
through nutritional education may help to prevent or 
mitigate the aforementioned diseases (Chang, 1987; 
Frederick & Hawkins, 1992; Lissner & Heitmann, 
1995). A college athlete is an appropriate target audi-
ence for nutrition education because their lives are in 
transition and have the potential for positive changes 
(Yueching & Yi-Chia, 1999). Several studies have 
reported that college students frequently have mis-
conceptions about nutrition, fail to make nutrition a 
priority in food selection, and are poorly informed 
about dietary guidelines (Abood, Black, & Birnbaum, 
2004; Jacobson, Sobonya, & Ransone, 2001; Mitchell, 
1990).

However, Hassapidou, Fourtounopoulos, Efstra-
tiou, Kitsou, and Papakitsos (2003) discovered, whi-
le studying Greek basketball players, that most of  the 
knowledge and food habits given to athletes from 
their coaches was inaccurate information. Therefore, 
it is important for that working with athlete's to find 
ways to educate athletes on accurate and helpful die-
tary advice (Wiita, Stombaugh, & Buch, 1995). In 
addition, research on the effects of  nutrition educa-
tion reported similar findings of  improving an 
individual’s knowledge and food habits and awareness, 
supporting the need for and the usefulness of  nutri-
tion education in increasing nutrition knowledge, 
self-efficacy, and positive change in perceptions about 
knowledge and food habits among a student (Kunkel, 
Bell, & Luccia, 2001; Paschoal, & Amancio 2004). 
Studies show that nutrition knowledge and attitudes 
have an effect on eating habits (Laurie, Zawila, & 
Steibt, 2003; Ruka, Toyama, Amamoto, Liu, & Shin-
fuku, 2005). Ruka et al. (2005) described, although 
85.6% of  students are aware of  the concept of  nu-
tritionally balanced food, only a few numbers of  
students (7%) apply this concept when selecting food 
from a menu. Moreover, only 51% of  students showed 
a desire to learn about healthy diets (Ibid). Jacobson 
et al. (2001) survey results indicated that only 3, 11.7 

and 29.5% correctly identified recommended percents 
of  total calorie intake for protein, fat and carbohy-
drates, respectively; 37% correctly identified the role 
of  vitamins and 54.4% for protein. Studies have in-
dicated that males (85%) and females (87%) advised 
young overweight adolescents to diet to lose weight; 
20% of  females and 13% of  male regularly skipped 
breakfast. The advice given showed a lack of  specific 
nutrition education about weight control, adolescent’s 
nutritional needs, and fat diet (O’dea, & Abraham, 
2001; Sakamaki, Toyama, Amamoto, Liu, & Shinfuku, 
2005). Nutrition knowledge presumably influences 
attitudes and eating behavior (Rosenbloom, Jonnala-
gadda, & Skinner, 2002). There are many reasons why 
nutritional advice is not followed. It may be due to 
the lack of  knowledge or information, and interest 
of  making a change in one’s diet, or certain perceived 
or encountered barriers that may prevent people from 
eating healthier diets such as the lack of  money (cost), 
lack of  time (too busy with work) or taste (Kearney 
& McElhone, 1999). Athletes may often rely on co-
aches for nutrition guidance in certain sports. There-
fore, when coaches are misinformed about nutrition, 
this becomes a potential problem for athletes, as well 
(Cotugna, Vickery, & McBee, 2005). Nutrition train-
ing can be conveyed to the individuals through regu-
lar and wide educational programs as well as the in-
dividual training himself  on his own settings (Yılmaz 
& Özkan, 2007).

Unfortunately, many of  these sources are not 
suitable, and at times the information imparted is 
unreliable and only adds to the myths surrounding 
nutrition that may affect athletes' diet (Barr, 1987). 
But, education and its relationship with nutrition 
knowledge and attitudes has not been well studied. 
Furthermore, Studies have indicated that college 
students appear to have positive attitudes toward 
nutrition (Jacobson et al., 2001; Ruka et al., 2005; 
Yueching & Yi-Chia, 1999). In contrast to many other 
countries, Iranian schoolchildren do not receive any 
nutrition education as part of  their school's routine 
curriculum, so when they become college athletes, 
they have a very limited nutrition knowledge base 
(Jessri, Jessri, RashidKhani, & Zinn, 2010). This su-
ggests that if  the areas of  knowledge deficits or rea-
sons for nutritional choices can be identified, the 
college student will be receptive to nutrition educati-
on; and moreover, due to lack of  enough informati-
on about nutritional knowledge and food habits of  
Athletes in Iran. The purpose of  this study was to 
compare nutritional knowledge and food habits in 
collegiate and non-collegiate athletes (athletes who 
were competitive at national and regional levels).
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METHODS

We used standard questionnaire (Zawila, Steib, & 
Hoogenboom, 2003) which was used by Barr (1987) 
and Chapman and Toma (1997) before. This questi-
onnaire in order to study the nutritional knowledge 
and food habits of  students is provided. First part of  
the questionnaire included personal information, and 
the second part contained 40 True and False questions. 
Questions related to nutritional knowledge's was 
contained: CHO, Fat and Protein (five questions), 
fiber (two questions), general nutrition (nine questions), 

Vitamins (seven questions), Calcium and ferrous 
(nine questions), sport nutrition (six questions) and 
weight lose (two questions). The Reliability of  the 
questionnaire was provided by using Cronbach Alpha 
value of  .81 (In statistics, Cronbach's (alpha) is a 
coefficient of  internal consistency. It is commonly 
used as an estimate of  the reliability of  a psychome-
tric test for a sample of  examinees). 300 questionnai-
res randomly were distributed between male and fe-
male athletes. Out of  these, 130 questionnaires for 
males and 120 questionnaires for females were 
completely filled out and returned. The collected 

TABLE 1 
Mean and standard deviation of  age, height and weight of  respondents.

Respondent N
Age Height (cm) Weight (kg)

M SD M SD M SD
Collegiate athlete males 63 24.71 2.30 173.10 5.20 71.19 2.08
Non-collegiate athlete males 67 23.42 1.80 170.18 3.44 74.59 4.80
Collegiate athlete females 58 23.61 2.10 163.61 6.02 58.87 4.71
Non-collegiate athlete females 62 21.49 2.80 159.98 5.60 56.78 7.22

Legend: N - Number od respondent; M - Mean; SD - Standard deviation.

data was analyzed by descriptive and deductive stati-
cs, Pearson correlation coefficient, t-student and 
one-way ANOVA.

RESULTS

Mean and standard deviation of  age, height and 
weight were reported in Table 1 and mean percenta-
ge of  correct response to subgroups nutrition que-
stions were presented in Table 2. Figure 1 show 
correct response rate to general and sport nutrition 
questions. In all collected answers of  general nutriti-
on and sport nutrition, maximum mean of  correct 
response percentage to general nutrition questions 
was related to collegiate athlete's females. The results 
show that collegiate athlete's females had highest 

score for question related to CHO, Fat, Protein and 
weight lose and collegiate athlete's males had highest 
score for questions related to calcium, and ferrous 
subdivisions. The results of  present research also 
indicate that correct response percentages of  colle-
giate athlete's females were significantly higher than 
non-collegiate athlete's females (p = .02) and collegi-
ate athlete's males were significant higher than non-
-collegiate athlete's females (p = .03), while this dif-
ference was not significant between collegiate athlete's 
females and collegiate athlete's males (p = .64). Also, 
the results show, was no significant diference betwe-
en non-collegiate athlete's females and non-collegia-
te athlete's males. In addition, the results show that 
there is significant and positive correlation between 
general nutrition and sport nutrition of  male and 

TABLE 2 
Mean percentage of  correct response to subgroups nutrition questions.

Male Female
Collegiate Non-colegiate Collegiate Non-collegiate

CHO, Fat and Protein 59.60 38.40 61.60 43.20
Fiber 53.30 45.10 59.00 52.00
Vitamin 60.70 64.41 62.57 57.10
Calcium and Iron 57.00 51.54 60.22 57.15
Weight Lose 61.90 51.40 62.50 56.00
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FIGURE 1 
Correct response rate to general and sport nutrition questions.

FIGURE 2 
Correlation between general nutrition and sport nutrition of  college athlete males. 

FIGURE 3 
Correlation between general nutrition and sport nutrition of  non-college athlete females.  
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female collegiate athletes (Figure 2), while there was 
no significant correlation between general nutrition 
and sport nutrition of  male and female non-collegi-
ate athletes (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

Recent research suggests that the adolescent 
athlete's is neither aware of  nor prepared for the 
dual demands of  sound nutritional practices in gene-
ral, nor those demands by his or her chosen sport 
activities (Chapman & Toma, 1997; Laurieet et al., 
2003). College athletes have misconception about 
nutrition, and have poor nutrition knowledge and 
attitude (Nancy, Connie, Vickery, & Mcbee, 2005; 
Schmalz, 1993). Also Studies show that athletes not 
knowledgeable enough about nutritional issues and 
their knowledge and attitude are in average level 
(Chang, 1987; Sakamaki et al., 2005).

The present study found that sport nutrition and 
general nutrition questions scores of  male and fema-
le athletes studying in college was significantly higher 
than male and female non-college athletes. These 
data are similar to the study done by Chang, Georgia 
and Yoeching, which indicating that student's nutri-
tion knowledge is related to their majors (Georgia et 
al., 1993; Yueching & Yi-Chia, 1999). Azizi, Rahma-
ni-Nia, Malaee, Malaee, and Khosravi (2010) and 
Georgia et al. (1993) indicated that nutritional kno-
wledge is related to the individual field of  study. The 
result shows that athletes varied in their nutrition 
knowledge depending on their college majors. The 
combination of  two variable s- gender and Education 
type, influenced the total knowledge score in this 
study. The present study found that nutrition attitude 
scores of  female collegiate athletes were significantly 
higher than female non-collegiate athletes. Also nu-
trition attitude scores of  male collegiate athletes 
were higher than male non- collegiate athletes, but 
this difference was just between male and female 
collegiate athletes and male and female non-collegi-
ate athletes was significant. Georgia et al. (1993) re-
ported that nutrition knowledge was not related to 
gender. In contrast, we found that female athletes had 
a significantly higher knowledge and attitude score 
than male athletes. This is similar to Azizi et al. (2010) 
and Yoeching and Yi-Chia (1999) study, which indi-
cated female students, had higher nutrition knowled-
ge scores, and better nutrition attitude than male 
students. Dunn, Turner, and Denny (2007) found that 
female athletes scored slightly higher than their male 
counterparts on their nutritional knowledge questio-
nnaire. As well as each recommendation section. In 

contrast, knowledge was reported to be the same in 
both genders in two other studies (Jessri et al., 2010; 
Rosenbloom et al., 2002). It suggests that females in 
general are more concerned about their nutrition and 
health than males.

The results of  present study also indicate that 
correct response percentages of  collegiate athletes 
were significant higher than non-collegiate athlete, 
while this difference was not significant between 
collegiate athlete’s males and females. Previous stu-
dies demonstrated that athlete student who had 
completed a nutrition course in college scored higher 
on nutritional knowledge tests than those who had 
not (Barr, 1987; Laurie et al., 2003). However, related 
courses such as exercise physiology, sport nutrition 
and exercise science are required for collegiate athle-
te. A background in exercise physiology, sport nutri-
tion and exercise science may be one of  the reasons 
for better performances on the knowledge test, but 
possible relationship between nutrition knowledge, 
and these courses needs further investigation. Provi-
ding a nutrition or nutrition-related course to non- 
collegiate athletes may be one way to increase their 
nutrition knowledge and therefore, positively influ-
ence dietary behaviors. Previous studies found that 
collegiate athletes, who completed a nutrition course 
in college, demonstrated greater nutritional knowled-
ge than those who did not complete a nutrition co-
urse (Barr, 1987; Laurie et al., 2003; Sakamaki et al., 
2005). Our study's data support this finding, suggesting 
that student may benefit from taking a nutrition co-
urse or from receiving additional information for 
optimal health and performance.

Results also indicated correct response percenta-
ge in the CHO, Fat, Protein, Fiber, Vitamin, Calcium 
and iron group for collegiate athletes was higher than 
non- collegiate athletes. Since most athletes collegia-
te who attend a college degree in physical education; 
so sport nutrition, sport physiology or exercise sci-
ence are some of  the collegiate athlete's courses, we 
can consider passing these courses by collegiate athlete’s 
as the reason of  increasing their knowledge in com-
parison with a student of  other fields. Achievements 
of  these studies show that educational interferences 
will cause a growth of  knowledge important for 
individual's attitude toward nutrition (Jessri et al., 2010; 
Rosenbloom et al., 2002). The results of  present 
study also indicate that superiority of  knowledge and 
attitude of  collegiate athlete's in comparison with  
collegiate athletes will emphasize this idea too. Appro-
priate nutrition is very significant in important for 
social health. Main objective of  nutrition schemes 
and programs is to achieve appropriate and sufficient 
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nutrition in order to increase the health level. Since 
the advancement in level of  knowledge, attitude and 
nutritional style of  this majority of  society can help 
to improve individual's nutritional knowledge and 
information to have a healthy society and is effective 
in decreasing the rate of  problems related to health 
and diseases. Although sport nutrition education may 
benefit athletes, Iranian college and club entities are 
lacking in the sport-science and nutrition services 
needed to provide best-practice nutrition information 
to their athletes. Although most Iranian coaches are 
misinformed about nutrition science, they play the 
central role in training and educating athletes. Our 
results suggest that college athletes could benefit from 
nutrition courses at university as a cost-effective and 
accessible way of  obtaining reputable nutritional in-
formation. These results also suggest that management 
personnel of  sport teams could attempt to secure 
funding to contract with dietitians and nutritionists 
to provide best-practice current and relevant sport 
nutrition information to the team. Nutrition knowled-
ge was found low for the collegiate and non-collegi-
ate athlete; but, had lower nutrition knowledge in 
non-college athletes enrolled in sport campuses to 
become prospective teachers and coaches and they 
were not aware of  the importance of  the nutrition 
for performance. Enough and balanced nutrition 
should be a perfect life style and an eating habit for 
a sportsman. The number of  courses related to nu-
trition should be increased in universities and sport 
campuses. The main objective in these courses should 
be to make the theoretical knowledge applicable in 
daily life. Experienced sportsmen and trainers should 
pursue ways to educate young people on how to select 
nutritious foods that will promote a lifetime of  good 
health.

CONCLUSIONS

This study represents a first step in identifying the 
current nutrition knowledge and attitudes of  collegi-
ate and non-collegiate male and female athletes in 
Iran. Based on the result of  our study the knowledge 
of  Iranian non-college athletes is lower in comparison 
to college athletes, and these suggest that nutrition 
knowledge and attitudes of  Iranian non-college at-
hletes need to improve. So, improving a nutrition 
education program for non-college athlete could be 
an effective way to promote their nutrition knowled-
ge and attitudes. The importance of  nutrition and 
improvement of  the learning environment, relate to 
nutrition need to be emphasized on sport campuses.
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