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ABSTRACT

AZIZI, M.; RAHMANI-NIA, F.; MALAEE, M.; MALAEE, M.; KHOSRAVI, N. A study of Nutritional knowledge
and attitudes of elite College Athletes in Iran. Brazilian Journal of Biomotricity, v. 4, n. 2, p. 105-112, 2010.
This study designed for understanding the nutrition knowledge and attitude of elite college athletes in Iran. A
researcher-built questionnaire which was developed to measure subject’s nutrition knowledge and attitude,
distributed to 297 female (age 21.8 £1.8 years) and 298 males (age 22.8 £ 1.9 years) randomly. The
questionnaire contained 15 nutrition knowledge questions and 15 nutrition attitude questions. The collected
data was analyzed by t-test, one-way ANOVA and Pearson correlation coefficient (p<0.05). The mean
nutrition knowledge and attitude score for male and females was 52.361+6.2; 50.61t5 and 54.316.3;
52.03+5.8 respectively. Nutrition knowledge and attitude score in P.E. females was significantly higher than
other major (p<0.05), while the difference between P.E. males and other major was not significant. There
was a significant positive correlation between nutrition knowledge and attitude among males (r= 0.424, p <
0.01) and female (r= 0.422, p < 0.01) elite athletes. Based on the result of our study the knowledge of Iranian
college athletes is moderate, and these suggest that nutrition knowledge and attitudes of Iranian college
athletes need to improve.
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INTRODUCTION

Diseases such as cancer, cardio vascular diseases, obesity and hypertension are strongly
related to eating knowledge, behaviors and dietary practices (WILLET et al.,, 1994,
TAVANI et al.,, 1995). Studies also indicated that individuals who have basic nutrition
knowledge and attitude apply these principles when selecting foods. Therefore improving
nutrition knowledge, attitude and dietary practices through nutritional education may help
to prevent or mitigate the aforementioned diseases (CHANG et al., 1987; FEREDERICK et
al., 1992; LISSNER et al., 1995).

College students are an appropriate target audience for nutrition education, because their
lives are in transition and have the potential for positive changes (YUECHING et al. 1999).
Several studies have reported that college students frequently have misconceptions about
nutrition, fail to make nutrition a priority in food selection, and are poorly informed about
dietary guidelines (FEREDERICK et al., 1992; Mitchell et al., 1990; JACOBSON et al.,
2001).

Studies show that nutrition knowledge and attitudes have an effect on eating habits (RUKA
et al., 2005; LAURIE et al., 2003). Ruka and colleague (2005) described, although 85.6%
of students are aware of the concept of nutritionally balanced food, only a few number 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 (RUKA et al., 2005). Previous
studies indicated that nutrition is an important complement of any physical fithess program
(RUKA et al., 2005; YUECHING et al. 1999; FEREDERICK et al., 1992). Nutritional needs
for peak athletic performance include sufficient calorie intake, adequate hydration to timing
of meals. Student athletes and their advisers often are misinformed or have misconception
about sports nutrition (RUKA et al., 2005; LAURIE et al., 2003; NANCY et al., 2005).

Barr (1987) found that scores on the knowledge test were 34% in women athletes. Among
students age, education, dietary pattern, total number of nutrition information sources, and
length of time an activity program had been maintained were positively associated with
nutrition knowledge (BARR, 1987). Research suggest that adolescent athlete is neither
aware of nor prepared for the dual demands of sound nutritional practices in general and
those demanded by his or her chosen sport activities (LAURIE et al., 2003; SCHMALZ et
al., 1993). The dietary practices of young athlete fail to meet the energy requirement for
high performance and may also threaten their well-being (NANCY et al., 2005). Schmalz
(1993) showed that students were consuming excessive fats and sugar, and failed to
recognize nutritional practices critical to the demands of athletes (SCHMALZ et al., 1993).
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 carbohydrates,
respectively; 37% correctly identified the role of vitamins and 54.4% for protein.
(JACOBSON et al., 2001) Studies have indicated 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 (SMITCH-
ROCKwell et al., 2001; ODEA et al., 2001).

Studies have indicated that athlete appears to have positive attitudes toward nutrition
(YUECHING et al., 1999; JACOBSON et al., 2001; RUKA et al., 2005). This suggests that
if the areas of knowledge deficits or reasons for nutritional choices can be identified, the
college athletes will be receptive to nutrition education; and moreover, due to lake of
enough information about nutrition knowledge and attitude of college athletes in Iran, the
purpose of this study was to obtain a better understanding of the current nutrition
knowledge and attitudes of elite college athletes in Iran.
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

The target population consisted entirely of elite college athletes that participated in g
College Sport Olympiad in Kerman-Iran [College students' sport Olympiad is the most
important national sport competition between elite college athletes in Iran that is held every
2 years]. 650 questionnaires randomly were distributed between college athletes initially.
Out of these, 298 questionnaires for males (age 22.8 + 1.9 years; height 177.3 + 5.8 cm;
weight 75.3 + 10.9 kg) and 297 questionnaires for females (age 21.8 +1.8 years; height
165.4 + 6.4 cm; weight 57.2 + 7.6 kg) were completely filled out and returned.

A researcher—built questionnaire was developed to measure student’s nutrition knowledge
and attitudes. Basic demographic information such as gender, height and weight also
included. The questionnaire was divided into 2 major sections: knowledge and attitude.
The knowledge section contained 15 questions that were assessed on a 5-points scale
(from strongly agree to strongly disagree). The questionnaire was evaluated by
professional faculty of physical education and sport sciences. Reviewers were asked to
comment on content, clarity and construction of the questionnaire. Items on the
questionnaire were revised to incorporate the reviewer's suggestions.

Thirty college athlete students participated in a pilot test of the revised questionnaire. After
completing the questionnaire, they were interviewed about the clarity and relevance of
each item. On the basis of comments and responses collected during the pilot test, minor
revisions were made to the questionnaire, and the data collection instrument was refined.
The reliability analysis yielded Cronbach Alpha values of 0.85 for the knowledge test and
0.83 for the attitude scale. An institutional ethics review board at University of Guilan-Iran
approved this study.

Measures, standard deviation and percents were calculated for the scores from the
nutrition knowledge and attitude sections. Pearson's correlation coefficient were used to
assess the correlation between nutrition knowledge and attitude of college athletes; and
analysis of variations (ANOVA) to evaluate the nutrition knowledge and attitude between
majors, and independent t-test for comparing the nutrition knowledge and attitude between
males and females. Statistical results were considered to be significant at p < 0.05.

RESULTS

The mean (SD) score for nutrition knowledge of males and females were 52.36 + 6.7 and
54.31+6.3 which presents a 57.3% and 60.4% corrected response rate respectively (Table
1). For the physical education, science, literature, engineering and agriculture majors, the
mean knowledge scores was 52.24, 52.42, 52.74, 52.04 and 52.59 respectively. There
was no significant differences for knowledge score among all majors in males athlete (F=
0.972, p = 0.423). On the contrary, physical education females had the highest (56.32)
knowledge scores among all majors (F= 6.8, p = 0.0005), and there were no significant
differences in nutrition knowledge between non-physical education major students. The
results indicated that females had a significantly higher nutrition knowledge score than
males (p < 0.05).
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Table 1 - Nutrition knowledge and attitude score for elite college athletes

pseal 52.24 57.31 56.32 2 61.84

=] Science 52.48 57 61 5257 2 57.72
% Literature 52.74 57.81 53.38 @ 58.61
< Engineering 52.04 57.12 53.18 @ 58.33
Agriculture 52.59 57.72 52.52 2 57.67

Mean 52.3616.7* 57.36 54.31+6.3* 60.42

a el 51.58 56.64 53.11 2 58.22

2 Science 49.92 54.81 52.502 57.56
g Literature 4927 2 54.08 50.57 @ 55.53
Engineering 50.76 55.74 50.81 2 55.79
Agriculture 49.55 54.41 50.44 @ 55.38

Mean 50.61+5.1* 55.84 52.03+5.8* 57.12

a: significant difference between Physical Education and other majors

*: significant difference between male and females
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The mean score for nutrition attitude in males and females was 50.61+5.1 and 52.03+5.8;
which represented 55.84% and 57.12% corrected response rate (Table 1). Although, mean
scores of nutrition attitude in physical education males was higher than other majors, but
this difference just between physical education and literature was significant. Nutrition
attitude scores of female students studying physical education, was significantly higher
than females participants from other subject majors (53.11 vs. 51.08; p < 0.05).

The results show that 95 percent of males and 96.3 percent of females were strongly
agreed or agreed that "It is important to have breakfast every day". 47.3 percent of males
and 50.5 percent of females were strongly disagreed or disagreed with this statement that
"Sauna is the best way for weight control (decrease weight)"; while 30.5 percent of males
and 18.5 percent of females were strongly agreed or agreed that sauna is the best way for
weight control. The results show that there was significant differences between nutrition
knowledge (t= 4.68, p = 0.0005) and attitude (t= 2.66, p = 0.008) of female and male
College athletes. There was a significant positive correlation between nutrition knowledge
and attitude among males (r= 0.424, p < 0.01) and females (r= 0.422, p < 0.01) (figures 1
and 2).
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Figure 1 - Correlation between knowledge and attitude in college elite female athletes
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Figure 2 - Correlation between knowledge and attitude in college elite male athletes

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to determine the nutritional knowledge and attitudes of elite college
athletes in Iran. Recent research suggests that the adolescent athlete is neither aware of
nor prepared for the dual demands of sound nutritional practices in general, nor those
demands by his or her chosen sport activities (LAURIE et al, 2003; SCHMALZ et al.,
1993). College athletes have misconception about nutrition, and have poor nutrition
knowledge and attitude (YUECHING et al. 1999; LAURIE et al., 2003; NANCY et al., 2005;
SCHMALZ et al.,, 1993). The present study found that college athletes in Iran have
moderate nutrition knowledge (57.36% and 60.42% correct response rate for males and
females, respectively). These result support the study of Laurie, Yueching and
Jannalagada, which found that college athletes have not enough knowledge about
nutrition (YUECHING et al. 1999; JONNALAGADDA et al., 2001).

As expected this study found that athletes varied in their nutrition knowledge depending on
their college majors. Nutrition knowledge scores of females students studying physical
education, was significantly higher than females participants from other subject majors.
These data are similar to the study done by Chang, Georgia and Yoeching, which
indicating that student's nutrition knowledge is related to their majors (YUECHING et al.
1999; CHANG et al., 1987; GEORGIA et al., 1993). However related courses such as
exercise physiology, sport nutrition and exercise science are required for physical
education students. A background in exercise physiology, sport nutrition 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.

Providing a nutrition or nutrition-related course to non-physical education college students
may be one way to increase their nutrition knowledge and therefore, positively influence
dietary behaviors. Pervious studies found that collegiate athletes, who completed a
nutrition course in college, demonstrated greater nutritional knowledge than those who did
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not complete a nutrition course. Our study's data support this finding, suggesting that
athletes may benefit from taking a nutrition course or from receiving additional information
for optimal health and performance (LAURIE et al., 2003; BARR, 1987).

Nutrition attitude scores of female physical education athletes were significantly higher
than literature, engineering and agriculture majors. Also nutrition attitude scores of male
physical education athletes were higher than other majors, but this difference just between
physical education and literature was significant.

Georgia and colleagues (1993) reported that nutrition knowledge was not related to gender
(GEORGIA et al., 1993). In contrast, we found that female athletes had a significantly
higher knowledge and attitude score than male athletes. This is similar to Yoeching et al.
(1999) study, which indicated female students, had higher nutrition knowledge scores, and
better nutrition attitude than male students (YOECHING et al., 1999). It suggests that
females in general are more concerned about their nutrition and health than males.

Nutrition knowledge was positively correlated with nutrition attitudes; studies showed that
knowledge can affect nutrition attitude (10, 17). We found that nutrition knowledge and
attitudes in male (r= 0.424, p < 0.01) and female athletes (r= 0.422, p < 0.01) were
positively correlated. Significant positive correlation between nutrition knowledge and
attitude were also reported in Schwartz and Yueching studies (YOECHING et al., 1999;
SCHWARTZ et al., 1976).

Ruka and colleagues reported that the majority of students (83.6%) taking meals regularly,
with 79% eating meal 3 times per day (RUKA et al., 2005). In contrast, a dietary survey of
young japanese subjects revealed a low rate of individuals engaged in regular eating
patterns (MINISTRY of HEALTH, 2002). The skipping of breakfast has been associated
with lower nutritional status and the risk of cardiovascular disease (SMITH-ROCKWELL et
al., 2001). It also has been reported that less adequate breakfast habits may contribute to
the appearance and further development of obesity (YUECHING et al., 1999; ODEA et al.,
2001). Therefore the importance of regular eating patterns can not be overemphasized in
nutritional education.

Our study indicated that 95% of males and 96.3% of females strongly agreed or agreed
that "It is important to have breakfast every day". These result supports by the study of
Yueching and colleague, which reported that 82% of students strongly agreed or agreed
that 'lt is necessary to have breakfast every day" (YUECHING et al., 1999).

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

This study represents a first step in identifying the current nutrition knowledge and
attitudes of elite college athletes in Iran. Based on the result of our study the knowledge of
Iranian college athletes is moderate in comparison to student from other countries, and
these suggest that nutrition knowledge and attitudes of Iranian college athletes need to
improve. So, improving a nutrition education program for non-physical education majors
could be an effective way to improve college athlete's nutrition knowledge and attitudes.
The importance of nutrition in various college curriculums and improvement of the learning
environment, relate to nutrition need to be emphasized on college campuses.
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