
Optimal nutrition is crucial for young 
athletes. Coaches, as trusted figures, have 
the potential to influence the dietary habits 
of  their athletes since they influence other 
important aspects of  student life. This 
study examines factors that influence high 
school coaches’ knowledge, attitudes and 
practices regarding nutrition for themselves 
and their athletes. A comprehensive survey 
was e-mailed to approximately 3200 high-
school coaches on the Massachusetts 
Interscholastic Athletic Association mailing 
list. 285 coaches (about 10%) agreed to 
participate and data from 218 (135 males 
and 83 females) were included in the 
analysis. There were notable demographic 
differences between male and female 
participants.  Male respondents were 
somewhat more likely to hold the position 
of  head coach (30%, compared to 23% of  
females) and male coaches had significantly 
more years of  coaching experience (11-
15 years on average for males, compared 
with 6-10 years for females, p<0.001).  
However, female coaches attained a higher 
level of  education than male coaches, 
with females more likely to have earned a 
master’s or professional degree (p=0.039), 
and more female coaches completed the 
MIAA coaching education program (76% 
vs. 57%). While there were no significant 

differences in nutrition knowledge scores 
among coaches by gender, female coaches 
rated the quality of  their own eating habits 
higher than did male coaches (p=0.025), 
and indicated using collegiate nutrition 
classes as source of  nutrition information 
more than males (p<.001). Female and 
male coaches were found to differ in 
their perceptions towards coaches’ roles 
regarding weight management. Females 
scored higher than males on the role: 
Making Recommendations to Athletes 
for Modifying Body Weight (p<0.05), 
whereas male coaches scored higher 
on the role: Monitoring Athletes’ Body 
Weight and Body Composition (p<0.001). 
These findings indicate that gender is 
related to the coach’s level of  education, 
sources of  nutrition information, and 
self-perceived quality of  personal eating 
habits among the high school coaches 
we surveyed.  These differences might 
consequently affect the quality of  nutrition 
advice given to student-athletes and the 
diet-related behaviors that are modeled 
by the coach. Additional research is 
needed involving larger populations, 
including the assessment of  positive and 
negative consequences of  coach-athlete 
interactions concerning nutrition.

Good nutrition is essential to high-
school athletes. High-school students 
are still growing and optimal nutritional 
intake is needed to support their growing 
bodies and to supply adequate nutrients 
to maximize their academic and athletic 
accomplishments. Suboptimal nutrition 
may not only compromise growth and 
performance but also impacts post-
exercise recovery and susceptibility to 
injury. Some athletes seek advice about 
nutrition from their coaches, and some 
high-school coaches perceive themselves to 
be a resource for nutrition information and 
dietary recommendations for their athletes. 
Coaches are trusted by their athletes and 
are influential figures in the athletes’ lives. 
Therefore, coaches are in a strong position 
to instill good dietary habits and model 
appropriate dietary behaviors.  
 
While coaches’ influence on the nutrition 
knowledge and dietary habits of  high-
school athletes could potentially be quite 

positive, very few studies on this topic 
have involved high-school coaches. Little 
is known about high-school coaches’ 
nutritional knowledge, their attitudes 
towards diet and nutrition for themselves 
and the athletes they coach, and their 
personal dietary practices.  
 
The purpose of  this study was to 
characterize high-school coaches’ practices 
that relate to how they give nutritional 
advice to their athletes. In order to 
understand the coaches’ practices, this 
study examined the following factors that 
might influence high-school coaches’ 
dissemination of  nutritional advice and 
their recommendation of  dietary practices 
to their athletes: coaches’ nutritional 
knowledge, coaches’ beliefs and attitudes 
towards diet and nutrition for themselves 
and the athletes they coach, and coaches’ 
perceived roles and practices in guiding 
their athletes in their nutritional choices. 

Learning outcome: 
To better understand gender differences among high-school coaches regarding 
their knowledge, attitudes and practices about diet and nutrition for sport. 
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Design:  Cross-sectional survey 

Participants:  218 high-school coaches from Massachusetts: 135 
males and 83 females representing coaches of  19 different sports

Approval:  Boston University School of  Education’s Institutional Review Board

Data Collection and Analysis: 

A comprehensive questionnaire was developed •	
using the Survey Monkey platform

The survey was distributed to 3200 coaches on •	
the MIAA mailing list using e-mail

285 surveys were returned (response rate, about 10%); 218 surveys •	
met the inclusion criteria whereby the nutrition knowledge assessment 
was completed; these surveys were included in the analysis. 

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS,  •	
version 17.0) was used for all statistical analyses.

We investigated the potential effects of  a set of  independent •	
predictor variables on coaches’ knowledge, attitudes, and perceived 
and practiced roles using stepwise logistic regressions and 
analysis of  variance (ANOVA) with p<0.05 indicating statistical 
significance.  Only the results for gender are presented here.

Gender Differences in Perceived Roles and Practices

Factor analysis was used to identify coaches’ perceived roles and 
practices in a number of  domains, based on responses to a variety 
of  survey questions. The following 6 roles were identified:

Role 1- Making Recommendations to Athletes for Modifying Body Weight

Role 2- Educating Athletes on Nutrition for Sport Performance

Role 3- Monitoring Athletes’ Body Weight and Body Composition

Role 4- Providing Meals to Athletes

Role 5- Referring Athletes to Qualified Nutrition or Health Professionals

Role 6- Being a Good Role Model for Nutrition and Healthy Eating Behaviors

Each coach was assigned a percentile score for each of  the six roles based 
on his or her responses to the survey. An individual’s percentile score 
represents what percent of  other coaches in the sample have a lower or equal 
score. The higher the individual’s percentile score for a given role, the more 
important that coach perceives his/her role to be in this category.

Gender differences were found to be statistically significant within only two roles, 
both of  which related to weight-management:  Female coaches scored higher than 
males on the role, Making Recommendations to Athletes for Modifying Body 
Weight (p<0.05), whereas male coaches scored higher on the role, Monitoring 
Athletes’ Body Weight and Body Composition (p<0.001).  Further analysis of  the 
male role revealed that it was male coaches of  male athletes who specifically were 
more likely to monitor body weight and body composition of  their athletes.  

STATISTICS BY COACHES’ GENDER
(MALES n=135, FEMALES n=83)

Gender Mean Standard Deviation
t-test
p-value

Teaches at a Suburban School (%)
F 73% 44.4% .016*

M 66% 47.6%

School Type
Coaches at a Private School (%)

F 4% 18.8% .007*

M 8% 27.5%

Teacher at a Different School (%)
F 22% 41.5% .001**

M 13% 33.3%

Coaches Varsity Sports (%)
F 96% 18.8% .946

M 96% 19.0% NS

Coaching Position
Head Coach (%)

F 23% 42.3% .013*

M 30% 46.2%

Coaching Experience
(mean category; range 1-6)

F 2.53 1.328 .013*

M 3.38 1.506

Personal Athletic Experience
(mean category; range 0-3)

F 2.07 0.894 .154

M 2.19 0.940 NS

Coaches Education Level
(mean category; range 0-6)

F 5.40 0.949 .021*

M 5.03 1.252
Number of College Nutrition/
Health Courses taken by the Coaches
(mean category; range 0-3)

F 1.28 0.972 .761

M  0.99 1.004 NS
Time Spent Learning
About Nutrition
(mean category; range 0-4)

F 1.16 0.740 .335

M  0.96 0.747 NS

Completed the MIAA
Coaching Education Program (%)

F 76% 97% .007*

M 57% 89.4%

Coached Only Male Athletes (%)
F 0.0% 0.0% <0.001

M 24% 43.1%

Coached Only Female Athletes (%)
F 61% 48.9% <0.001

M 7% 25.0%

Coached Male & Female Athletes (%)
F 39% 49.0% .037*

M 69% 46.5%

abstract Experimental Design and Methods

Of  the outcome variables explored in our analyses, only those that were significantly 
predicted by coaches’ gender  in stepwise regression modeling are discussed here.  

Differences in Demographic Characteristics between Male and Female Coaches 

There were notable demographic differences between male and female high-school coaches.  
Male respondents were somewhat more likely to hold the position of  head coach (30%, 
compared to 23% of  females) and male coaches had significantly more years of  coaching 
experience (11-15 years on average for males, compared with 6-10 years for females, p<0.001).  
However, female coaches attained a higher level of  education than male coaches, with females 
more likely to have earned a master’s or professional degree (p=0.039), and more female 
coaches having completed the MIAA coaching education program (76% vs. 57%).  

RESULts

This study indicates that gender is related to the coach’s level of  
education, completion of  the coaching education program, sources of  
nutrition information the coaches rely on, and self-perceived quality of  
personal eating habits among the high school coaches we surveyed.  Our 
findings also indicate that gender is an important factor that predicts the 
coaches’ perceived roles and practices regarding weight-management 
interactions with their athletes. These differences might consequently 
affect the quality of  nutrition advice given to student-athletes and the 
diet-related behaviors that are modeled by the coach. These observations 
warrant additional investigation among more representative populations 
of  high-school coaches.  As well, the influence of  coach interactions 
on the dietary habits of  student-athletes should be explored.  

CONCLUSION

INTRODUCTION

GENDER DIFFERENCES AMONG HIGH-SCHOOL COACHES THAT MAY 
IMPACT HOW THEY INFLUENCE THE DIETARY HABITS OF STUDENT-ATHLETES

Gender Differences in Sources of 
Nutrition Information that Coaches Rely On
Female coaches tend to use college nutrition/health courses as a source of  
nutrition information to a greater extent than male coaches (p<.001). 

Gender Differences in Attitudes 
about Personal Dietary Behaviors
For the question, “How would you rate the quality of  your own 
eating habits? 1: Poor, 2: Good, 3: Excellent,” female coaches 
rated their eating habits higher than male coaches (p<.05).

Gender Differences in Nutrition Knowledge 
There were no measurable differences in nutrition knowledge scores 
of  male and female coaches in our sample.  The average score on 
the nutrition knowledge scale for the two genders was 65%.

Gender Mean Standard 
 Deviation

t-test
p-value

Nutrition Knowledge
Score

F 67% 12.1% NS

M 63% 12.3%

Gender Adjusted 
Mean1

Standard  
Error of the 

Estimate
p-value

College Nutrition/
Health Courses as a 
Source of Nutrition 
Information Coaches 
Rely On (3-point-scale)

F 1.062 0.890 <.001* 

M 0.542 0.890

Gender Adjusted 
Mean1 

Standard  
Error of the 

Estimate
p-value

Coaches’ Rating of 
Their Own Eating Habits 
Quality (3-point-scale)

F 2.118 0.492 .025* 

M 1.949 0.492

1 Controlled for coaches leadership style (autocratic and democratic), time spent learning about nutrition, and coaching 

specific groups of  performance athletes (basketball, volleyball, soccer and field hockey).

1 Controlled for number of  collegiate nutrition/health classes taken. Predicted means for gender were calculated using the sample means of  other predictor variables in the model.

Making recommendations to athletes
for modifying body weight1

Gender differences in perceived roles 
AND practices regaRding weighT management

Monitoring athletes’ body weight
and body composition2
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1 Controlled for leadership style (social support), level of  the team coached, and coaching experience. Sample means for these variables were used to calculate adjusted means for males and females.

2 Controlled for time spent learning about nutrition, coaching only female athletes, and coaching athletes at high-risk for disordered eating practices (track, cross-country, gymnastics, figure skating, swimming, cheerleading, and wrestling). Sample means for these variables were used to calculate adjusted means for males and females.


