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Abstract

The aim of this study is to examine the levels of professionalism and general and sports nutrition knowledge among student athletes pursuing
a degree in sports education. As part of the research, 412 student athletes were administered the ‘Professionalism Scale for Athletes’ and the
‘General and Sports Nutrition Knowledge Scale’. Independent samples t-tests, one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and LSD multiple
comparison tests were used in the analysis of the data. Whilst no significant difference was found in professionalism scores according to
gender (p>0.05), statistically significant differences were detected in general nutrition knowledge, athlete nutrition sub-dimensions and total
nutrition knowledge scores (p<0.05). Significant differences were observed in professionalism, general nutrition knowledge, athlete nutrition
knowledge and total nutrition knowledge scores according to age, years of sporting activity and body mass index categories (p<0.05 and
p<0.001). In comparisons by sport type, statistically significant differences were found between individual and team athletes in terms of
professionalism scores and athlete nutrition knowledge levels (p<0.05); however, no significant difference was found in general nutrition and
total nutrition knowledge scores (p>0.05). With regard to the variable of licence status, a significant difference was observed only in
professionalism scores (p<0.05), whilst no significant difference was found in nutrition knowledge levels (p>0.05). Furthermore, no
significant relationship was found between professionalism level and nutrition knowledge levels (p>0.05). Conclusion: It was determined that
student athletes’ nutritional knowledge levels showed significant differences depending on demographic variables such as gender, age, years
of participation in sport and Body Mass Index, whilst the level of professionalism was associated with age, years of participation in sport, Body
Mass Index, type of sport and licensing status. To enhance the level of professionalism among athletes, it is necessary to implement
comprehensive education programmes that encompass not only cognitive but also attitudinal and behavioural dimensions. Furthermore, it is
recommended that personalised and sustainable nutrition education policies be developed, taking into account individual variables such as
age and duration of sporting activity.
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Ogrenci sporcularda profesyonellik diizeyi ile genel ve sporcu beslenme bilgisinin
incelenmesi

0z

Bu calismanin amaci, lisans diizeyinde spor egitimi alan dgrenci sporcularin profesyonellik diizeyleri ile genel ve sporcu beslenme bilgi diizeylerini

s n ”

incelemektir. Arastirma kapsaminda, 412 é¢grenci sporcuya “Sporcular icin Profesyonellik Olcegi” ile “Genel ve Sporcu Beslenme Bilgisi Olgegi
uygulanmistir. Verilerin analizinde bagimsiz érneklem t-testi, tek yénlii varyans analizi (ANOVA) ve LSD ¢oklu karsilastirma testleri kullanilmigstir.
Cinsiyet degiskenine gore profesyonellik puanlart arasinda anlaml bir fark bulunmazken (p>0,05), genel beslenme bilgisi, sporcu beslenmesi alt
boyutlari ve toplam beslenme bilgisi puanlarinda istatistiksel olarak anlamli farkliliklar saptanmistir (p<0,05). Yas, spor yasi ve beden kitle indeksi
kategorilerine gore profesyonellik, genel beslenme bilgisi, sporcu beslenme bilgisi ve toplam beslenme bilgisi puanlart agisindan anlaml farklar
gézlenmistir (p<0,05 ve p<0,001). Spor tiirtine gore yapilan karsilastirmalarda, bireysel ve takim sporculart arasinda profesyonellik puani ve
sporcu beslenmesi bilgi diizeyinde anlamli farkliliklar tespit edilmis (p<0,05), buna karsin genel beslenme ve toplam beslenme bilgisi puanlarinda
anlamli bir fark bulunmamistir (p>0,05). Lisanshilik durumu degiskenine gére yalnizca profesyonellik puaninda anlamli bir farklilik gériilmiis
(p<0,05), beslenme bilgi diizeylerinde ise anlamli bir fark saptanmamistir (p>0,05). Ayrica, profesyonellik diizeyi ile beslenme bilgi diizeyleri
arasinda anlaml bir iliski bulunmamistir (p>0,05). Sonug: Ogrenci sporcularin beslenme bilgi diizeylerinin cinsiyet, yas, spor yasi ve Beden Kiitle
indeksi gibi demografik degiskenlere bagli olarak anlamli farklilik gésterdigi, profesyonellik diizeyinin ise yas, spor yasi, Beden kiitle indeksi, spor
tiirii ve lisanshlik durumu ile iliskili oldugu belirlenmistir. Sporcularda profesyonellik diizeyinin artirilmasina yédnelik yalnizca bilissel degil;
tutumsal ve davranissal boyutlari da kapsayan biitiinciil egitim programlarinin uygulanmasi gerekmektedir. Ayrica, yags ve sporculuk stiresi gibi
bireysel degiskenler dikkate alinarak kigisellestirilmis ve siirdiiriilebilir beslenme egitimi politikalarinin gelistirilmesi 6nerilmektedir.
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INTRODUCTION

Warm-up exercises play a critical role in enhancing athletic performance while also reducing the risk of potential injuries,
whereas healthy eating habits not only improve an individual’s quality of life but also play a key role in the prevention of chronic
diseases such as obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, and cancer (Akkartal & Gezer, 2020; Yildiz & Cebi, 2025). Particularly
during adolescence and young adulthood, adequate and balanced nutrition is of great importance in supporting an individual’s
physical and mental development (Rosi et al., 2020). Nutritional behaviour is a multidimensional construct that encompasses
not only individual preferences but also social, cultural and environmental factors (Velardo, 2015). Numerous factors, including
time management, economic conditions, cultural beliefs, access to food, media influence, body image, and social environment,
shape individuals’ dietary habits. In addition, the rapid development of digital communication technologies has significantly
transformed athletes’ daily routines, social interactions, and access to information, further influencing their lifestyle behaviours.
Within this multifactorial context, athlete-related outcomes such as performance and injury risk are also affected by various
internal and external factors, including field conditions, climate, game duration, age, injury history, gender, and psychological
state (Scaglioni et al., 2018; Altinok & Giiveng, 2022; Yildiz, 2024; Uzun et al., 2025). In this context, individuals’ nutritional
knowledge is regarded as a modifiable factor that facilitates the adoption of healthy lifestyles and serves as a fundamental tool
for positive behavioural changes (Birkenhead & Slater, 2015; Trakman et al., 2016). The literature highlights that individuals
with adequate nutritional knowledge tend to make healthier choices and maintain balanced dietary habits (Spronk et al., 2014).
However, in the translation of knowledge into behaviour, it is not only the level of knowledge but also the applicability of that
knowledge and environmental supports that play a decisive role (Contento, 2008). Sport, meanwhile, is not limited to physical
fitness alone; it is a multidimensional activity encompassing numerous skills such as mental resilience, emotional balance and
social interaction. For this reason, the level of professionalism among athletes is regarded as a decisive factor in achieving
success. Professionalism is defined as the process of carrying out a task with care, dedication and within the framework of
ethical principles (Adigiizel et al, 2011) and also encompasses an individual’s ability to act with a high level of skill,
responsibility and determination (Mujahidah et al., 2020). According to Boyt etal. (2011), professionalism is a holistic reflection
of professional ethics, attitudes and behaviours. Athletic professionalism, however, is not limited to technical skills alone; it
encompasses numerous components such as communication skills, self-regulation, stress management, openness to
collaboration, openness to criticism, and serving as a role model for society (Giingor et al., 2022; Karaca et al., 2024). These
qualities contribute to both the athlete’s individual performance and their long-term sustainable success (Wylleman & Lavallee,
2004; Holt & Dunn, 2004). he development of professional attitudes is closely linked to athletes’ lifestyle, educational level,
relationship with their coach, club environment, and psychosocial support mechanisms (Cruickshank etal., 2014). These factors
not only shape athletes’ behavioural patterns and sense of responsibility but also influence their psychological responses in
performance-related contexts. In addition, effective stress-coping strategies and psychological readiness are considered
essential components of sustainable athletic professionalism, as athletes who can better manage stress are more likely to
maintain consistent behavioural discipline, decision-making quality, and long-term performance development (Bas & Kabak,
2024). In this regard, anxiety—defined as a natural emotional response that arises when individuals encounter stressful or
threatening situations—emerges as an important factor affecting both behaviour and performance outcomes (Uzun & Orhan
Akar, 2025). Moreover, trust-based and supportive coach-athlete relationships may serve as an important psychosocial
mechanism in reducing competition anxiety, thereby helping athletes maintain behavioural consistency, self-regulation, and
long-term professional attitudes (Sahinler et al., 2025).

Recent research on nutritional knowledge indicates that, particularly among athlete groups, knowledge levels are
insufficient and that this situation has negative effects on dietary habits (Klein et al,, 2021). In a study conducted in Turkey by
Akoguz Yazici et al. (2025), it was found that athletes’ levels of nutritional knowledge increased as their educational level rose;
however, no significant relationship was found between attitudes towards doping and nutritional knowledge. In a systematic
review published by Cambridge University Press, it was noted that there is a positive relationship between athletes’ nutritional
knowledge and dietary habits, and it was emphasised that insufficient nutritional knowledge negatively affects energy and
nutrient intake.

In this context, it is evident that numerous variables influence both the level of professionalism and nutritional knowledge
among athletes; however, research examining these two constructs together, particularly among university student athletes,
remains limited. From a theoretical perspective, athlete professionalism is associated with self-regulation, discipline, and
responsibility-related behaviours, suggesting that athletes with higher professionalism levels may place greater importance on
performance-supportive behaviours such as healthy eating and sport-specific nutrition. However, nutrition knowledge is also
shaped by education, experience, and environmental factors, indicating that these constructs may develop independently.
Therefore, examining both the potential differences and the relationship between professionalism and general and sports-
specific nutritional knowledge among student athletes is important for supporting both their athletic performance and lifelong
healthy lifestyle habits, as well as for providing a foundation for the development of targeted educational programmes and
support policies.

HO;1: There is no significant difference in athlete professionalism levels according to demographic variables (gender, age,
sport experience, BM], sport type, and licence status).

H1,: There is a significant difference in athlete professionalism levels according to demographic variables.
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HO,: There is no significant difference in general and sports nutrition knowledge levels according to demographic variables
(gender, age, sport experience, BMI, sport type, and licence status).

H1,: There is a significant difference in general and sports nutrition knowledge levels according to demographic variables.

HO3: There is no significant difference between team and individual athletes in terms of professionalism and nutrition
knowledge levels.

H1;: There is a significant difference between team and individual athletes in terms of professionalism and nutrition
knowledge levels.

HO,4: There is no significant relationship between athlete professionalism and general and sports nutrition knowledge levels.

H1,: There is a significant relationship between athlete professionalism and general and sports nutrition knowledge levels.
METHOD

Research group (population-sample)

The study sample consisted of 412 student athletes enrolled in sports education programmes. Participants were recruited
using convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria were: being enrolled in a sports education programme, actively participating in
sports, and volunteering to participate in the study. Responses from individuals who did not complete the questionnaire in full
were excluded from the analysis.

Data collection tools

Professionalism Scale for Athletes: Developed by Giingor et al. (2022), this is a valid and reliable measurement tool designed
to assess athletes’ levels of professionalism. It comprises a total of 11

The questionnaire form consisted of two parts: the Professionalism Scale for Athletes and the General and Sports Nutrition
Knowledge Scale. Participants completed the scales in a single session. The average completion time was approximately 10-15
minutes. All responses were obtained under the same online administration conditions.

items and has a unidimensional structure. Scoring Range: Each item is rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The total score range is from a minimum of 11 to a maximum of 55. A higher total score on the scale indicates
a higher level of athlete professionalism. In this study, the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient was found to be 0.93.

General and Athlete Nutrition Knowledge Scale: The General and Athlete Nutrition Knowledge Scale, developed by Calella et
al. (2017), was adapted into Turkish by Altinok and Giiveng (2022). The Turkish version of the General and Athlete Nutrition
Knowledge Scale consists of two sections totalling 60 items: the General Nutrition section comprises 28 items, and the Athlete
Nutrition Knowledge section comprises 33 items. Eight items in the General Nutrition section contain sub- items. Consequently,
in the scoring system where one point is awarded for each correct answer, the possible scores from the Turkish version range
from 0 to 95. Calella et al. (2017) have stated that scoring should be ‘1’ for correct choices and ‘0’ for incorrect choices and the
‘don’t know’ option.

Data collection/processing method

Data were collected through an online questionnaire using Google Forms. Participants were informed about the purpose of
the study and provided voluntary consent before participation. The questionnaire was distributed to student athletes enrolled
in sports education programmes via institutional communication channels. Participation was based on voluntariness and
anonymity was ensured throughout the data collection process.

Data analysis

The data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics 26.0. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, skewness, and
kurtosis) were calculated. Normality was assessed using skewness and kurtosis values within *#1 range (Kline, 2023).
Independent samples t-tests were used for two-group comparisons, while one-way ANOVA was applied for comparisons
involving more than two groups. LSD post-hoc tests were conducted to identify group differences. Additionally, effect sizes
(Cohen’s d and partial eta squared) were calculated to determine the magnitude of differences. Pearson correlation analysis
was used to examine relationships between variables. The significance level was set at p < 0.05.

FINDINGS

Whilst professionalism scores were similar across genders (p > 0.05), statistically significant differences were found
between the general nutrition and sports nutrition sub-dimensions, as well as between the general and sports nutrition scores
(p <0.05).
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Scales and Dimensions Gender N Mean Standard deviation t p
. . Male 302 4381 6.97
Professionalism Women 110 44.67 6.38 -1.14 0.255
- Men 302 3190 9.73 "
General nutritional knowledge Women 110 29.70 986 2.03 0.043
e . Men 302 17.39 6.02 "
Sports nutrition information Women 110 15.55 573 2.79  0.005
General and Sports Nutrition Men 302 49.30 14.19 258 0.010*
Information Female 110 45.25 13.84 ' )
Table 2. Comparison of professionalism and nutrition scores by age group
Scales and Dimensions Age category n Mean Standard deviation F/LSD p
17-21 (1) 149 44.71 6.90
22-24(2) 179 44.21 6.94 3.08
Professionalism 0.048*
25-35(3) 84 4248 6.24 1>3
Total 412  44.04 6.82
17-21 (1) 149 29.71 9.43
General nutrition 22-24 (2) 179 30.66 9.79 10.69 <0.001%*
information 25-35 (3) 84 3555 9.38 3>1.2 )
Total 412 3132 9.80
17-21 (1) 149 16.30 5.84
Sports nutrition 22-24 (2) 179 16.34 5.86 7.71 <0.001%*
information 25-35 (3) 84 19.15 6.08 3>1.2 '
Total 412 16.90 5.99
17-21 (1) 149 46.01 13.37
General and 22-24 (2) 179 47.01 13.95 1181
Sports Nutrition 3512 <0.001**
Information 25-35(3) 84 54.70 14.37 :
Total 412 48.22 14.19
*p<0.05 and **p<0.001

Significant differences were found in the professionalism scores, general nutrition knowledge, athlete nutrition knowledge,
and total scores for general and athlete nutrition knowledge among athletes by age category (p<0.05 and p<0.001).

Significant differences were found in the professionalism scores, general nutrition knowledge, athlete nutrition knowledge,
and total scores for general and athlete nutrition knowledge among athletes according to their sporting age category (p<0.05

and p<0.001).

Table 3. Comparison of professionalism and nutrition scores by sporting age

Scales and Dimensions Sports Age n Average Standard Deviation F/LSD p
4 and below (1) 45 41.82 531
5-8(2) 114 43.60 7.51 3.62
Professionalism 0.028*
9 andabove (3) 253 44.63 6.66 1<3
Total 412 44.04 6.82
4 and under (1) 45 28.60 9.25
General nutrition 5-8(2) 114 29.32 9.07 6.80 0.001**
information 9andabove (3) 253  32.70 10.00 3>12
Total 412 31.32 9.80
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Scales and Dimensions Sports Age n Average Standard Deviation F/LSD p
4 and under (1) 45 14.62 5.86
Sports nutrition 5-8(2) 114 15.47 5.63 10.84
: . <0.001**
information 9 and above (3) 253 17.95 5.95 3>1.2
Total 412 16.90 5.99
c land 4 and under (1) 45 43.22 13.11
eneral an
Sports Nutrition >-8(2) 114 44.79 12.91 églzg <0.001**
Information 9 and above (3) 253 50.65 14.42 .
Total 412 48.22 14.19
*p<0.05 and **p<0.001
Table 4. Comparison of professionalism and nutrition scores by Body Mass Index (BMI) category
Scales and Dimensions BMI category n Average Standard Deviation F/LSD p
17-20 (1) 83 44.75 6.77
Professionalism 21-24 (2) 212 4461 7.52 43.4132 0.017*
25-28(3) 70 43.17 4.98 <L
29 and over (4) 47 41.49 5.17
17-20 (1) 83 28.70 10.09
General nutrition 21-24 (2) 212 30.66 9.20 6.65 -
information 1.2<34 <0.001
n 25-28 (3) 70  33.60 9.51 <3
29 and over (4) 47 35.49 10.64
17-20 (1) 83 15.43 5.91
Sports nutrition 21-24 (2) 212 16.87 5.57 3.84
inf i 12<4 0.010*
Information 25-28 (3) 70 17.30 6.31 o<
29 and over (4) 47 19.04 6.92
17-20 (1) 83 44.13 13.40
General and
Sports Nutrition 21-24 (2) 212 4753 13.02 16.25<84 <0.001**
Information 25-28(3) 70 50.90 15.04 )
29 and over (4) 47 54.53 16.67
*p<0.05 and **p<0.001

Significant differences were found in the professionalism score, general nutrition knowledge, athlete nutrition knowledge,
and total scores for general and athlete nutrition knowledge among athletes according to body mass index category (p<0.05

and p<0.001).

Table 5. Comparison of professionalism and nutrition scores by sport type

Scales and Dimensions Sport type N Mean Standard deviation t p
: . Team 166 45.18 5.66 %
Professionalism Individual 246 4327 747 2.81 0.005
e . Team 166 31.80 10.22

General nutrition information Individual 246  30.99 9.52 0.81 0.415
e . Team 166 17.99 5.60 "

Sports nutrition information Individual 246 1617 6.15 3.06 0.002

General and Sports Nutrition Team 166 49.78 14.67 1.85 0.66

Information Individual 246  47.16 13.78 ' '

*p<0.05

Whilst there was a significant difference in professionalism scores and athlete nutrition scores between team and individual
athletes by sport type (p<0.05), no significant difference was found in the total scores for general nutrition knowledge and
general and athlete nutrition knowledge (p>0.05).
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Table 6. Comparison of professionalism and nutrition scores by licence status

Scales and Dimensions Licence status N Mean Standard deviation t p
Yes 207 45.45 6.66
Professionalism 430 <0.001**
No 205 42.61 6.70
Yes 207 30.95 10.28
General nutrition information -0.75 0.450
No 205 31.68 9.31
Yes 207 17.10 5.87
Sports nutrition information 0.66 0.505
No 205 16.70 6.12
General and Sports Nutrition Yes 207 48.04 14.58
: -0.24 0.810
Information No 205 48.38 13.81

Table 7. Correlation table for professionalism and nutritional knowledge

Scales and Dimensions General nutrition knowledge Athlete nutrition knowledge General and Sports Nutrition

Knowledge
0,146 0,054 0,589
Professionalism
-0,072 0,273 -0,027
p 0,590** 0,001
General nutrition information
r 0,001 0,940%**
p 0,001
Sports nutrition information
r 0,830**

No significant relationship was found between the professionalisation score and nutrition knowledge scores among student
athletes (p>0.05).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this study, whilst no significant difference was found in professionalism scores by gender (p>0.05), statistically significant
differences were identified between general nutrition knowledge, the sub-dimensions of athlete nutrition, and the total scores
for general and athlete nutrition (p<0.05). It was determined that male participants’ levels of nutritional knowledge were higher
than those of female participants. Similarly, a study by Karaca et al. (2024) also reported that athlete professionalism scores did
not show a significant difference according to the gender variable. However, in Aktas’s (2024) study, no statistically significant
difference was found in nutrition knowledge levels according to the gender variable. The literature also indicates that there is
generally no significant relationship between athletes’ nutritional knowledge levels and their gender (Mengi, 2016; Aslantas,
2018; Uzlu et al,, 2021). The study by Andrews et al. (2016) also reported that there was no significant difference in sports
nutrition knowledge scores between male and female student athletes. Furthermore, a study by Azizi et al. (2011) revealed that
female university students had a higher level of nutritional knowledge compared to male students. In a study conducted by
Yilmaz and Seker (2020) with students from the Faculty of Sports Sciences, it was concluded that gender did not affect the
nutritional knowledge levels of student athletes. Furthermore, in a study conducted by Spendlove et al. (2012) with elite-level
athletes in Australia, no significant difference in nutritional knowledge was found between individuals and athletes. When
compared with the varying findings in the literature, these results suggest that the effect of gender on nutritional knowledge
levels may vary depending on the sample structure, the nature of the study group, and the measurement tools used. In this
study, statistically significant differences were found in the total scores for professionalism, general nutrition knowledge, sports
nutrition knowledge and general-sports nutrition knowledge among athletes according to the age variable (p<0.05 and
p<0.001).

According to the findings, the professionalism score of individuals in the 25-35 age group was found to be lower than that
of those in the 17-21 age group. This may be interpreted to suggest that a significant proportion of individuals in the former
age group may have ended their active sporting careers, and consequently, their perception of professionalism may remain at
a lower level. Indeed, the literature indicates that sporting careers often come to an end in later years due to declining
motivation, increasing responsibilities and career transitions (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004; Stambulova et al., 2009). On the
other hand, it was found that participants in the 25-35 age group had higher levels of both general and sports nutrition
knowledge compared to those in the 17-21 and 22-24 age groups. This result can be explained by older individuals placing
greater importance on nutrition, experiences gained in previous years, increased awareness, and sensitivity to health-related
issues. Furthermore, the likelihood of individuals in this age group having participated in various educational programmes,
seminars or university courses may also have positively influenced their levels of nutritional knowledge. In the study by Atasoy
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and Giingor (2022), an increase in individuals’ levels of nutritional knowledge was also observed as they aged, and it was noted
that this could be linked to increased individual awareness. Similarly, a study by Heaney et al. (2011) reported an increase in
nutritional knowledge levels with age, and noted that individuals aged 25 and over, in particular, exhibited more conscious
nutritional behaviours. Spendlove et al. (2012), meanwhile, emphasised that there were significant increases in nutritional
knowledge levels among elite-level athletes as they aged. The current findings are consistent with similar results in the
literature and highlight that the age factor should be considered as a significant variable influencing both the perception of
professional sport and nutritional knowledge. It can be argued that the experience gained with age and individual learning
processes positively influence nutritional behaviours.

In this study, statistically significant differences were identified between athletes’ professionalism scores, general nutritional
knowledge, athlete-specific nutritional knowledge, and the total scores for general and athlete-specific nutritional knowledge,
according to their sporting age category (p<0.05 and p<0.001). According to the findings, athletes with a sporting career of four
years or less had the lowest professionalism scores compared to other age groups. This indicates that sporting experience plays
a significant role in the development of the perception of professionalism. It is frequently emphasised in the literature that as
the duration of sporting activity increases, individuals internalise professionalism-related elements such as training discipline,
competition experience, sporting ethics and responsibility to a greater extent (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004; Konter, 2006). In
particular, it was found that athletes with 9 years or more of sporting experience had significantly higher scores for both general
nutrition knowledge and athlete nutrition knowledge compared to groups with shorter sporting careers. This indicates that as
the duration of an athlete’s career increases, individuals acquire more knowledge regarding nutrition and consolidate this
knowledge over time. Long-term sporting experience can make athletes more aware not only physically but also in terms of the
relationship between nutrition, health and performance. Similarly, in a systematic review conducted by Trakman et al. (2016),
it was stated that nutritional knowledge among athletes generally increases with age and sporting experience, and that this
increase is particularly pronounced among athletes in training. In the studies by Salacak and Turan (2024), no statistically
significant relationship was found between the duration of sporting activity and healthy eating habits. In the study by Spronk
etal. (2014), it was also emphasised that the level of nutritional knowledge among athletes is directly related to factors such as
education, age and sporting experience, and that these factors influence the processes of acquiring and applying knowledge.
However, an increase in sporting age enhances individuals’ opportunities to obtain information from different coaches and
experts, attend seminars, or conduct their own research. This creates a supportive effect on knowledge levels (Zinn et al., 2005).
These findings demonstrate that sporting age is a determining factor in both the level of professionalism and the level of
nutritional knowledge. It can be said that individuals in the early stages of their sporting careers require more guidance and
training in these areas, whilst a long-term sporting career makes significant contributions to knowledge and behavioural levels.

In this study, statistically significant differences were found between athletes’ professionalism scores, general nutrition
knowledge, sports nutrition knowledge and total nutrition knowledge scores according to their Body Mass Index (BMI)
categories (p<0.05 and p<0.001). According to the findings, the professionalism scores of individuals in the group with a BMI of
29 or above were found to be significantly lower than those of individuals with a BMI of 17-20 and 21-24. This result indicates
that individuals with a high BMI are at a lower level in terms of athletic professionalism. Indeed, previous studies have also
noted a positive relationship between indicators of professionalism, such as physical fitness and training discipline, and a BMI
within the normal range (Nazni & Vimala, 2010). On the other hand, it is noteworthy that the general and sports nutrition
knowledge scores of individuals in the same group were higher. The fact that individuals with a high BMI possess a higher level
of nutritional knowledge can be explained by their awareness of their excess weight, leading them to focus more on healthy
eating and striving to become more informed in this area. Research indicates that individuals at risk of obesity can acquire
greater nutritional knowledge by consulting various information sources driven by health awareness (Parmenter et al., 2000;
Spronk et al,, 2014). However, possessing a high level of nutritional knowledge does not always align with healthy eating
behaviour. Although knowledge is a key factor in determining health behaviours, it is known that factors such as habits,
environmental influences and motivation also play a role (Wardle et al.,, 2000). Consequently, the fact that individuals with a
high BMI have a high level of nutritional knowledge may also indicate that, whilst they possess theoretical knowledge, they face
difficulties in translating this knowledge into action. In light of these findings, it can be said that athletic professionalism is
associated with both physical fitness and behavioural commitment, and that individuals within the ideal BMI range are at an
advantage in this regard. However, increased nutritional knowledge among individuals with a high BMI also points to the
presence of goal-oriented, conscious efforts. This situation demonstrates that the relationship between the development of
professionalism and health behaviours must be considered not only in terms of knowledge but also in terms of application and
behaviour.

In this study, statistically significant differences were found between professionalism scores and athlete nutrition
knowledge scores according to sport type (team and individual) (p<0.05). In contrast, no significant difference was found in
general nutrition knowledge or total nutrition knowledge scores, which encompass both general and athlete nutrition (p>0.05).
The results suggest that there may be differences between team and individual athletes in terms of professional approaches and
attitudes towards training processes. The literature also highlights that elements inherent to the structure of team sports—such
as shared goals, a disciplined training regime, and a sense of responsibility within the team—support the perception of
professionalism (Yildiz & Tokukan, 2023). In this context, it is expected that team athletes would exhibit higher levels of
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professionalism compared to individual athletes. However, conflicting findings on this subject are also present in the literature.
For example, Karaca et al. (2024) reported that the level of athlete professionalism did not show a significant difference
according to the sport discipline. This situation may stem from differences in the characteristics of the sample group, the
athletes’ activity levels, or the assessment criteria. When evaluated in terms of nutritional knowledge, the study found a
significant difference in athletes’ nutritional knowledge scores only by sport, whilst no significant difference was observed in
general nutritional knowledge or total scores. This finding suggests that team athletes place greater emphasis on performance-
oriented nutrition (athlete nutrition), yet their general nutritional knowledge is at a similar level to that of individual athletes.
However, studies by Aktas (2024) and Trakman et al. (2016) found no significant difference in nutritional knowledge levels
across different sports disciplines. Trakman et al. stated that, despite differences in sport discipline, athletes’ general levels of
nutritional knowledge were similar and that this knowledge was more closely related to factors such as individual learning,
educational level and counselling. A combined evaluation of these findings suggests that the sport discipline (team vs.
individual) may influence perceptions of professionalism, but may not be a decisive variable in terms of nutritional knowledge
on its own. Differences in knowledge of sports nutrition can be linked to support provided through group training sessions, club
dietitians or guidance systems, particularly in team sports. However, it is thought that general nutritional knowledge is more
closely related to an individual’s overall cultural and educational background (Zinn et al., 2005; Spronk et al., 2014;).

In this study, whilst a statistically significant difference was found in athletes’ professionalism scores based on licence status
(p < 0.05), no significant difference was found in terms of general nutrition knowledge, sports nutrition knowledge, or the total
scores for general and sports nutrition (p > 0.05). According to the results obtained, the professionalism levels of licensed
athletes are significantly higher than those of unlicensed athletes. This finding can be attributed to the fact that holding alicence
ensures that athletics is conducted within a more organised, structured and disciplined framework. Licensed athletes
participate in official competitions, operate within a coaching and club system, and adhere more closely to specific ethical and
sporting rules. This situation can also reinforce the concept of professional sport. Indeed, the literature reports that licensed
athletes are more committed to their sporting careers and demonstrate more consistent training, discipline and motivation
(Konter, 2006). On the other hand, a study by Karaca etal. (2024) noted that professional athlete scores did not show significant
differences based on the nationality variable. This suggests that, rather than whether an athlete is licensed or national team-
level, other factors such as individual sporting experience, education and the club environment influence perceptions of
professionalism. Furthermore, holding a licence is a concrete criterion indicating that the athlete actively participates in
competitions and adheres to a training regimen. Therefore, compared to a more selective status such as national team
membership, licence status may be a variable that more directly influences athlete professionalism. This study reveals that
holding a licence is a factor that positively influences athlete professionalism, but this does not translate into nutritional
knowledge levels.

In this study, no statistically significant relationship was found between the athletes’ professionalism score and their general
nutrition knowledge, sports nutrition knowledge, and total nutrition knowledge scores (p > 0.05). This finding indicates that a
high level of professionalism in athletes is not directly linked to nutrition knowledge. Similar findings are also reported in the
literature. For example, Trakman et al. (2016) noted that high levels of nutritional knowledge among athletes do not always
translate into healthy eating behaviours or professional athlete habits. Furthermore, it is thought that some athletes’
perceptions of professionalism may be limited to behavioural indicators such as training consistency, competition participation
and a focus on success; whereas nutritional knowledge develops through different sources such as individual awareness,
academic education and seeking advice (Zinn et al., 2005). From this perspective, it can be concluded that the levels of
professionalism and nutritional knowledge follow distinct developmental trajectories and therefore do not always progress in
parallel. This study demonstrates that professionalism and nutritional knowledge in athletes can develop independently of one
another; consequently, it highlights the need for nutritional education to be supported not only by theoretical knowledge but
also by practical approaches that can be integrated into professional behaviour.

Conclusion

This study reveals that athlete professionalism and nutritional knowledge levels are influenced by different determinants.
Variables such as sporting career, age, years in sport and licence status influence professionalism, whereas nutritional
knowledge is more closely linked to individual learning processes, education and awareness levels. Therefore, in addition to
increasing knowledge levels among athletes, it is important to provide practical training that facilitates the translation of this
knowledge into behaviour. Practical, sport-specific and digitally supported training programmes should be developed to
enhance athletes’ nutritional knowledge and translate this into behaviour. Furthermore, support programmes incorporating
motivational and multidisciplinary approaches should be implemented, particularly for young, unlicensed athletes and those
with a high Body Mass Index.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of the study, it is recommended that nutrition education programmes for student athletes be tailored
according to age, sport experience, and BMI characteristics. In addition, interventions aiming to improve athlete professionalism
should focus not only on technical development but also on behavioural responsibility, self-discipline, and ethical awareness.
Future studies may also include different universities and sport branches to improve generalizability.
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Limitations and strengths

The study has several strengths, including a relatively large sample size and the simultaneous examination of athlete
professionalism and nutrition knowledge. However, some limitations should be acknowledged. First, the study was based on
self-reported data, which may be influenced by response bias. Second, the cross-sectional design limits causal interpretation.
Third, the sample consisted only of student athletes enrolled in sports education programmes, which may restrict the
generalizability of the findings. Future research should include longitudinal designs and more diverse athlete populations.
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