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The purpose of the thesis was to examine eating behaviour of athletes competing in official fitness 
sports in Finland. To gain better understanding of the topic, fitness sports and its history, and 
eating behaviour, and its disorders were studied.  

The commissioning party was Finnish Fitness Sport Association. It is an association the purpose 
of which is to promote and develop fitness sports and bodybuilding. The aim of the thesis was to 
provide the commissioning party with beneficial information tools that could be used for improv-
ing and developing coaching. 

The thesis employed a quantitative research method. Webropol was used to create an online 
questionnaire for data collection. The form was distributed by the commissioning party to the 
fitness sports athletes who had purchased a competition license for the year 2023. Overall, the 
anonymous questionnaire was sent to 544 athletes, and 253 of them responded. Thus, the re-
sponse rate was 47%. The data was collected to find answers to the following research questions: 
1. What is competing fitness sports athletes’ eating behaviour like?, 2. How common eating dis-
order behaviour is among competing fitness sports athletes? and 3. Are there differences be-
tween the genders regarding eating behaviour of competing fitness sports athletes? 

According to the research results, it can be stated that eating behaviour of competing fitness 
sports athletes is food centric. It manifests as weighing and thinking of food and strictly following 
the diet. Despite of the appearance of some disordered eating behaviour traits in a small group 
of the athletes, their eating behaviour is healthy overall. In general, men and women have a rel-
atively similar attitude to eating and training. However, the study indicated significant differences 
between the genders by showing that men had more habits associated with eating disorders. The 
research may be continued by comparing the eating behaviour of fitness sports athletes and ath-
letes of other sports. In addition, the research on eating behaviour of Finnish male fitness sports 
athletes should be continued as previous research has focused on only female fitness sports ath-
letes.
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1 Introduction 

Fitness sports’ popularity continues to grow. There are 2000 competitors in Finland, and it is a 

popular topic in different media platforms. (Finnish Fitness Sports Association [FFSA], n.d.-b) In 

general, eating disorders and nutrition are widely spoken topics in Finnish media (Armero, 2022; 

Heikkilä, 2020). The factors affecting the choose of thesis topic were the commissioning party’s 

need and the authors’ interest in fitness sports, nutrition, and wellbeing.  

1.1 Previous research 

Very little research has been conducted on this subject. The only research found about this spe-

cific topic were Finnish master’s and bachelor’s theses and focusing on one of the fitness sports 

per research. They were also delimited to either, men or women. (Juntunen, 2019; Lepistö, 2022; 

Mikkola, 2018). International research found were university level theses and mostly about body-

builders, but also delimited to one gender. (Money-Taylor et al, 2021; Ravaldi et al, 2003). 

A few qualitative and quantitative research has been conducted previously regarding fitness ath-

letes’ eating behavior in Finland. Mikkola (2018) has implemented qualitative research on Body 

fitness - The experiences of eating and body image by the competitors.  She submitted a proposal 

for further research on eating behaviour of fitness competitors on a larger scale. (p. 50). Juntunen 

(2019) has implemented quantitative research on eating behaviour of bikini fitness athletes. She 

studied athletes’ eating behaviour, and possible contributing factors causing disordered eating 

behaviour. 

There has been done a cross-sectional study called: The diet quality, energy availability and eating 

disorder symptoms in strength and physique athletes. (Lepistö, 2022). The study researched eat-

ing behaviour of fitness and strength athletes, and a comparison group. Lepistö stated that it 

would have been interesting to research the athlete’s history of eating disorder behaviour. (p. 

60). 



 

1.2 Commissioning party  

The commissioning party was Finnish Fitness Sports Association [FFSA], (Suomen Fitnessurheilu 

Ry.) which is the official representative of International Fitness and Bodybuilding Federation 

[IFBB]. FFSA was found in 1992, and it is also an official member organization of the Finnish Olym-

pic and Paralympic Committee. FFSA also co-operates with the official Finnish Center for Integrity 

in Sports fighting against use of doping as part of the antidoping program. FFSA is an association 

which purpose is to drive and develop fitness sports and bodybuilding. FFSA arranges courses and 

other educational matters for coaches and athletes as well as organizes competitions and hosts 

coaching conferences. (FFSA, n.d.-c) 

This thesis is based on quantitative research which purpose is to continue the research and dis-

cover the current situation of the athletes’ eating behaviour and whether eating disorder behav-

iour appears among competing fitness athletes in Finland. The aim of the thesis is to provide 

beneficial information for the commissioning party that could be used for coaching development 

purposes.  

1.3 Research purpose and aims 

The aim was to provide beneficial information for the commissioning party FFSA that could be 

used for improving and developing coaching. The authors’ aim was to gain a deeper understand-

ing of fitness sports and eating behaviour and its disorders that supports their professional com-

petency and expertise. By implementing this research, the authors wished to discover what is 

currently competing fitness sports athletes’ eating behaviour like. This research sample is delim-

ited to research only competing fitness athletes in Finland including both, men and women. The 

purpose was to discover whether eating disorder behaviour appears among competing fitness 

sports athletes. The results were also reviewed comparing the answers by gender. The research 

questions were the following: 1. What is competing fitness sports athletes’ eating behaviour like?, 

2. How common eating disorder behaviour is among competing fitness sports athletes? and 3. 

Are there differences between the genders when it comes to eating behaviour among competing 

fitness sports athletes?. 



 

2 Fitness sports and the history of bodybuilding 

Fitness sports are relatively new, and they are split from bodybuilding. In fitness, use of doping is 

widely regulated. The intention is to present aesthetically athletic and proportioned muscular 

body. The overall performance reviewed by the judges includes the physique, the aesthetics and 

presenting show skills. (FFSA, n.d.-b). 

Fitness sports have fast increased their popularity over the past decades. Reasons for fitness 

sports becoming more and more popular are not easy to state because this topic has yet been 

researched very little. However, possible reason may be the expectations of the society that fit-

ness sports fill. Individualism and efficiency are highly valued today. (Isola, 2018).  

Gold’s Gym in Venice Beach, California is seen as a significant symbol for the gym business. This 

is the place where Arnold Schwarzenegger started training in the 1970’s with his friend Franco 

Columbu. They decided to produce a film based on a book called The Art and Sport of Bodybuild-

ing written by Charles Gaines and George Butler (1974). The film followed their competition pre-

paring journey for Mr. Olympia and Mr. Universe in 1975. The film also followed the journey of 

their fellow bodybuilders Ken Waller, Mike Katz, Bill Grant, Frank Zane, and Lou Ferrigno. (Ou-

rama, 2022.) Not long after the film, the popularity of bodybuilding had a steep increase in the 

1980’s. (Andreasson & Johansson, 2014, p. 92 as cited in Gaines & Butler, 1974; Klein, 1993). 

Lisa Lyon won the Women’s World Pro Bodybuilding Championship in Los Angeles in 1979. This 

was the first contest for female bodybuilders organized by The International Fitness and Body-

building Federation [IFBB]. Therefore, she is seen as the first official female bodybuilder. Ritva 

“Kike” Elomaa was the first Finnish female bodybuilder to win the contest of Ms. Olympian in 

1981. (Ourama, 2022.) The film Pumping Iron had a follow up released in 1985 that focused on 

four women preparing for Caesars Palace World Cup Championship which can be seen as a break-

through for female athletes’ participation in fitness sports. (Andreasson & Johansson, 2014, p. 92 

as cited in Gaines & Butler, 1974; Klein, 1993).  

Fitness has kept its place as a popular sport. Fitness is one of the fastest growing, and one of the 

most doping tested sports in Finland. There are over 90 000 enthusiasts and 2000 competitive 

athletes. (FFSA, n.d.-a) Today, more women than men compete in fitness sports in Finland as the 

number of men competitors is decreasing year by year (Isola, 10.4.2023). 



 

2.1 Fitness athlete’s training cycle 

Training of fitness athletes is divided into three main seasons which are off-season, pre-contest 

also known as in-season and post-contest (Table 1). The division of training seasons is called pe-

riodization (Lorenz & Morrison, 2015). The goal of off-season is to maximize muscle hypertrophy 

to align with the desired criteria of the sport. In the off-season the loads are higher, and the ex-

ercise repetitions are lower which is the opposite compared to the other training season where 

the loads are lower and the repetitions higher. Pre-contest season, also known as in-season, the 

goal is to preserve the gained muscle mass while reducing body fat mass. (Alves et al, 2020.) In 

the pre-contest season, the training consists of aerobic and strength training as well as posing 

practicing (Isola, 2017). Peak week is the last week right before the competition. Peak week’s 

training regimen differs from other training weeks because that is when the athlete has a full 

body training regimen which is usually split by muscle groups. The purpose of post competition 

phase is to restore the body from the inconvenient physiological changes. (Alves et al, 2020.)  

Table 1: 

Training cycle divided into phases. (Alves et al, 2020)

 
According to Robinson et al, (2015 pp. 4,6) fitness athletes train 4- 5 times per week. Each mus-
cle group is targeted once or twice per week. Posing practicing is performed 2-4 times week. 
Form of aerobic training called low-intensity steady-state training (LISS) and high intensity inter-
val training (HIIT) combined is performed 1-6 times per week. (Robinson et al, 2015.) 

2.2 Fitness athlete’s nutrition 

Nutrition has a great impact on individual’s health and development. It is possible to improve the 

immune system, extend the lifespan and lower the risk of lifestyle diseases by following the 



 

official nutrition and food recommendations. (World Health Organization [WHO], n.d.) Nutrition 

also plays a significant role considering mental health as, for example most of the monoamine 

neurotransmitter called serotonin is produced in gastrointestinal tract (Selhub, 2022). 

Sources of energy can be divided into three main categories. There categories are carbohydrates, 

proteins, and fats. Carbohydrates is one of the main energy sources. The need for carbohydrates 

varies widely from 4.0 to 12.0 grams per kilogram of body weight per day depending on the sport, 

the season, the intensity of training and the total number of hours. The optimal amount of protein 

for athletes is from 1.4 to 2.0 grams per kilogram of body weight per day. A higher amount of 

protein from 2.0 to 2.5 grams per kilogram of body weight per day may give an additional benefit 

when trying to reach the maximum muscle growth, recovering from injury, or resuming training 

after a long break. The optimal amount of fats for athletes is from 1.0 to 2.0 grams per kilogram 

of body weight per day. (Terveurheilija. n.d.-a)  

The general recommendation for carbohydrates is 45-60%, protein 10-20% and fat 25-40% of en-

ergy intake (E%) (Nordic Nutrition Recommendations. 2022). The suggested daily energy intake 

for bodybuilders is 55-60% carbohydrates, 25-30% protein and 15-20% of fat. The recommenda-

tions for E% do not vary on and off season, but the calorie intake in total decreases. (Lambert et 

al, 2004.)  

Figure 1 visualizes, the fitness sports athletes’ diet is adapted to the ongoing training season. 

During off-season, the athlete usually consumes four to six meals per day. The main target of off-

season nutrition is to increase muscular hypertrophy, which is why protein intake is high. Off-

season may also allow processed foods that are restricted during in-season, such as ice cream. 

Even though the sources of calorie intake are similar compared to off-season, during in-season 

the nutrition guidelines are stricter. Carbohydrates and fat intake are progressively decreased 

during the diet. However, to maintain the wanted muscle mass, protein intake remains similar 

compared to off-season. (Mitchell et al, 2017.) 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 1 

Nutrition consumption in a cycle. (Sports, 2017) 

  



 

3 Eating behaviour and its disorders 

LaCaille (2022) defines eating behaviour as follows: “Eating behaviour is a broad term that en-

compasses food choice and motives, feeding practices, dieting, and eating-related problems such 

as obesity, eating disorders, and feeding disorders.” (p. 641). People make numerous food choices 

during the day, and what and how much people eat, has a significant impact on their health. 

Factors affecting individual’s eating behaviour can be internal or external or both. Internal factors 

are physiological such as hunger and satiety, and psychological such as knowledge and self-regu-

lation. External factors are cultural such as values, and socioeconomic status. (LaCaille, 2022, p. 

641 as cited in Larson & Story, 2009; Valtion ravitsemusneuvottelukunta [VRN], 2010, p. 256.) 

3.1 Eating disorders 

Eating disorders are part of mental disorders. They are most common among adolescents and 

young females. In addition to abnormal eating behavior, eating disorders are accompanied by a 

decline in physical, psychological, and social functioning. The most common eating disorders are 

anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorder. (Finnish institute for health and 

welfare [THL], 2022). The most common disorders have many similar physiological, behavioral, 

and physical symptoms. The common physiological and behavioral symptoms are, for example, 

an overall concern about dieting and body image. Individuals feel uncomfortable to eat with oth-

ers, and they are refusing to consume certain foods, or they even might avoid a whole energy 

source, for example, carbohydrates. They might feel a need to control the food, or the mealtimes 

to skip meals and frequently to diet. The common physical symptoms are fluctuations in weight, 

stomach cramps and irregularities of periods and erectile dysfunction. Individuals may also have 

sexual problems such as reduced libido, sexual dissatisfaction and reduced sexual activity. They 

may face difficulties concentrating, dizziness and dental problems. (Beerens et al, 2014; Holland, 

2023; National Eating Disorders Association [NEDA], n.d.-e) 

Anorexia nervosa is associated with having trouble to maintain the appropriate body weight for 

the individual’s age and height. Individuals with anorexia are controlling the calorie intake and 

what foods they eat. Common symptoms of some that suffer of this disorder are exercising ob-

sessively, misuse of laxatives, or self-induced vomiting. Many experiences distorted body image 

in a way that even if the individual is remarkably thin, they feel overweight. Common symptoms 



 

of anorexia nervosa are often denying hunger and dressing in layers to hide their body. Physically 

they may experience thin body hair called lanugo and dry skin, nails, and hair. (NEDA, n.d.-a) 

Bulimia nervosa involves frequent binge eating and action that reverses its effects, such as self-

induced vomiting for fear of weight gain. Other compensatory behaviors for binge eating can be 

misuse of laxatives, fasting and overtraining. Individuals experience a compulsive need to eat and 

a lack of control when and what to eat. Other common symptoms are that individuals disappear 

after eating, usually to the bathroom and they have unusual swelling around neck and cheek area. 

As a result of self-induced vomiting, cuts around top finger joints may appear and discoloration 

of teeth. (NEDA, n.d.-c) 

Binge eating disorder includes uncontrolled eating usually quickly until discomfort and afterwards 

feeling shame and guilt. Individuals are not regularly using unhealthy behaviors to compensate 

the effects of binge eating unlike in bulimia nervosa. They might make schedules to have time for 

binge eating sessions.  Because of bingeing they may experience stomach cramps and other non-

specific gastrointestinal complaints such as acid reflux. (NEDA, n.d.-b) 

3.2 Eating disorders among athletes 

It has been established that athletes are at a higher risk of experiencing eating disorder symptoms 

compared to the rest of the population. (Poikkimäki et al, 2017a). Eating disorders are part of 

mental disorders in professional sports. Pre-phase of eating disorders is called eating disorders 

not otherwise specified (EDNOS). It has the features of eating disorders but does not fill the diag-

nosis. Despite the gender a fifth of young athletes and a quarter of adult athletes suffer from 

EDNOS. (Terveurheilija, n.d.-b).  

The most common eating disorder symptoms for women athletes is binge eating and if including 

both, girl and women athletes the most common symptom is controlling the nutrition intake for 

the purpose of losing weight. Boy athletes usually do weight management through excessive 

training. (Poikkimäki et al, 2017a.) In many cases the symptoms of eating disorders start from the 

idea to eat healthy. Even the smallest symptoms affect the recovery, performance, and state of 

health. (Terveurheilija, n.d.-b) There are many risk factors for athletes that expose to eating dis-

order symptoms. These are, for example: sports that are appearance-oriented, endurance and 

individually performed sports; coaching that does not consider the athlete as an individual but 

focuses on the success and performance; too early age sport specific training and athletes’ own 



 

perfectionism; lack of trust in the coaching relationship and fear of gaining weight; culture-spe-

cific, and media-set ideals and pressures. (NEDA, n.d.-d; Terveurheilija, n.d.-b) 

Factors that may prevent eating disorders for athletes are many. Coach plays an important role 

in the prevention work because they are responsible for how they speak to their athletes and 

what kind of behavior they consider acceptable when treating fellow athletes. There should not 

appear negative tone when speaking of anyone’s body, food or weight, and the coach should 

encourage the athletes to eat well to develop and not to leave any food on the plate. Coaches are 

accountable of the coaching style, and it is important that it is individual oriented and supportive. 

The relationship between the coach and athlete should be trusting and safe. Coach has a respon-

sibility to react if they notice any kind of eating disorder behavior. (Syömishäiriökeskus, 2020.) 

The Figure 2 illustrates, the appearance of eating disorder symptoms in different sports. 49% of 

boy and male athletes and 38% of girl and female athletes experienced eating disorder symptoms 

in weight-class sports. In aesthetic sports the percentages experiencing symptoms for boy and 

male athletes is 14 and girl and female athletes is 27. (Terveurheilija, n.d.-b) 

Figure 2 
The commonness of eating disorder behaviour in different sports. (Poikkimäki et al, 2017b, 
Terveurheilija).  

 



 

Note. First row from left to right: endurance sports and weight-class sports. Second row from 

left to right: ball sports and aesthetics sports. Red circle represents girls and women, and green 

boys and men.   

3.3 Eating disorders in fitness sports 

It has been established that sports that are aesthetic and include weight loss, judging and dietary 

restriction may predispose to eating disorders. Aesthetic athletes show more desire for thinness, 

symptoms of bulimia nervosa and concerns about weight.  (Money-Taylor et al, 2021; Poikkimäki 

et al, 2017a; Van Durme et al, 2012). Female aesthetic athletes and bodybuilders are at a higher 

risk for eating disorders and they show more disturbed eating behaviour and thoughts than 

males, ones participating sports with less emphasis in terms of appearance and non-athletes. 

(Money-Taylor et al, 2021; Van Durme et al, 2012).  

It has been observed that fitness athletes are not concerned about the body image, as they were 

satisfied with their appearance (Lepistö, 2022, p. 60) but it has also been established that male 

bodybuilders experience more body dysmorphia than the regular population. Features of body 

dysmorphia are changed perception of body size which causes disbelief of muscle and body de-

velopment. These thoughts may lead to physical hyperactivity, unbalanced diets and even use of 

anabolic drugs. Usually, athletes with symptoms of body dysmorphia, they want to gain the max-

imum weight so they can increase the muscle mass. (Ravaldi et al, 2003.) 

Juntunen (2019, pp. 23, 41) discovered in the research of hundred participant that none of the 

respondents were diagnosed with eating disorder. 11% of bikini fitness athletes had eating disor-

der background. Most of them experienced concerning eating disorder behavioural patterns such 

as weighing food and constantly thinking about food. Some fitness athletes found it challenging 

to eat after competition season. They have got higher points in a eating disorder questionnaire in 

the section that dealt with restricting eating. These answers were justified by possible sports re-

quirements. (Mikkola, 2018, pp. 32, Lepistö, 2022, pp. 58-59.) 

 

 



 

4 Research questions and hypotheses 

The purpose of the research was to create and conduct a questionnaire of eating behaviour for 

competing fitness sports athletes. The purpose was to clarify what is competing fitness sports 

athletes’ eating behaviour like and does disordered eating behaviour appear. Based on the pur-

pose of the thesis, three research questions and hypotheses were created, and they are the fol-

lowing: 

1. What is competing fitness sports athletes’ eating behaviour like?  

Hypothesis: The study of bikini fitness athletes’ eating behaviour stated that the bikini 

fitness athletes’ eating behaviour is food centric. It manifests in thinking of food and strict 

following of the diet. (Juntunen, 2019.) In this research it was assumed that the eating 

behaviour might be food centric and disordered eating behaviour may appear. 

2. How common eating disorder behaviour is among competing fitness sports athletes? 

Hypothesis: In the cross-sectional study that researched eating behaviour of fitness and 

strength athletes and the comparison group, significant differences between the answers 

were not found. (Lepistö, 2022.) In this research it was assumed that eating disorder be-

haviour is not remarkable common. 

3. Are there any differences between the genders when it comes to eating behaviour among 

competing fitness sports athletes? 

Hypothesis: The literature review shows that 38% of women and 49% men in the weight-

class sports, and 27% of women and 14% of men in esthetics sports experienced eating 

disorder behaviors. (Poikkimäki et al, 2017a) In this research it was assumed that there 

are no remarkable differences in eating disorder behavior between the genders.  



 

5 Research methods 

Quantitative research requires a relatively big and relevant sample as it is determined to answer 

question using numbers and percentages. Often, standard questionnaires consisting of multiple-

choice options are used. Quantitative research describes matters using numbers, correlation be-

tween them or changes happening in the researched phenomena. This provides the understand-

ing of the current situation but the reasoning behind usually stays uncovered. (Heikkilä, 2014a.) 

This research answered to the question: What is competing fitness athletes’ eating behaviour 

like? 

Quantitative research can usually tell the existing situation, but it is not possible to sufficiently 

expose the cause of things. (Heikkilä, 2014a.) This research was implemented to clarify what is 

competing fitness athletes’ eating behaviour like, and does disordered eating behaviour appear, 

not the cause or the origin of the behaviour. According to Heikkilä (2014a), ways to gather data 

for quantitative research are questionnaires, interviews, and phone calls. In this research, a 

Webropol questionnaire was used to gather the data. The questionnaire method was chosen to 

preserve the anonymity of the respondents.  

5.1 Research process 

The thesis process started in November 2022 by narrowing down the topic and choosing the tar-

get group. The target group we chose was the fitness athletes who possess a competition license 

for year 2023. This specific group was chosen to receive as reliable information as possible about 

the current situation of eating behavior regarding fitness sports.  

Thesis plan was presented in the week 9 in March 2023. The questionnaire was sent after the 

presentation, and time given for responses was two weeks, until week 11 in March. The question-

naire was sent to the athletes via Finnish Fitness Sports Association. The questionnaire was cre-

ated on the Webropol platform, and the answers were gathered anonymously. 



 

5.2 Research instrument 

To help create the content of the questionnaire, a previously implemented questionnaire on bi-

kini fitness athletes’ eating behaviour (Juntunen, 2019) was used as a model. Some changes were 

made by adding a few questions to receive a more comprehensive description of the current sit-

uation. The final questionnaire consists of four logical sections, and it is presented in Appendix 1. 

The first section of the questionnaire includes 13 questions of the general information about the 

athletes, such as age, weight, height, gender, education, eating disorder background, motives to 

start fitness sports, own sport, competition experience, phase of the training period, and regular-

ity of menstruation and morning erections. The athletes’ age was asked to obtain the age distri-

bution, and the average age of the athletes. The athletes’ weight and height were included in the 

questionnaire to be able to calculate their body mass index [BMI] to discover possible cases of 

underweight. Muscle mass increases the body weight. Therefore, BMI may give incorrect infor-

mation about muscular people even if the body fat mass was low. (Mustajoki, 2020). This is why 

BMI was not used to clarify whether the athletes are overweight or not. Athletes’ gender and 

sport were asked to see the gender distribution and the division of the sports the athletes com-

pete in. Education level was included in the questionnaire to discover the socioeconomical status 

of each athlete because it has been stated to affect to an individual’s eating behaviour. (LaCaille, 

2022, p. 641 as cited in Larson & Story, 2009; Valtion ravitsemusneuvottelukunta [VRN], 2010, p. 

256.). Eating disorders background and motives to start fitness sports were asked to learn are the 

athletes who have or have had eating disorder background drawn to fitness sports. The competi-

tion experience was asked to see whether it affects the individual’s eating behaviour. The phase 

of the training period was asked because it may affect to the tone of the answers. Lastly, the 

regularity of menstruation and morning erections were asked because irregularities of those are 

one of the symptoms of eating disorders. (Holland, 2023; National Eating Disorders Association 

[NEDA], n.d.-e). 

The second section was about coaching, and it included six questions and statements. These were 

the following: does the athlete have a coach, coach’s experience in years and their education 

background, trust and co-operation between the athlete and the coach, and support received by 

the athlete. The statements employed a Five-Point Likert scale (1 = totally disagree, 2 = partially 

disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = partially agree, 5 = totally agree) which allowed the 

athlete to choose the best suitable option to describe their trust and co-operation with their 

coach. This section aimed to investigate the correlation of coaching and an athlete's eating 



 

behaviour and to find answers to the second research question: How common eating disorder 

behaviour is among competing fitness sports athletes?. 

Third section was about training, and it included nine questions and statements. They focused on 

the following matters: the amount of training per week, feelings about training and recovery. The 

statements employed a Five-Point Likert scale (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often 5 = 

always) which was used to clarify the frequency of the feeling that they had when talking about 

training. This section aimed to investigate whether the athletes have habits related to disordered 

eating behaviour such as a compulsive need to train, causes of stress, and overtraining. 

(Terveurheilija, n.d.-b). This section answered to the second research question: How common 

eating disorder behaviour is among competing fitness sports athletes?, and the third research 

question: Are there any differences between the genders when it comes to eating behaviour 

among competing fitness sports athletes?. 

 

The fourth and the last section was about eating, and it consisted of 22 questions and statements. 

They dealt with the following matters: the origin of the athlete’s diet, use of supplements, avoid-

ance of foods, eating certain foods only because they are told to or because the foods are health-

ier than others, following the diet, feelings about eating and actions during or after eating. Also, 

these statements employed a Five-Point Likert scale (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = 

often 5 = always and 1 = totally disagree, 2 = partially disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 

= partially agree, 5 = totally agree) which helped to clarify the frequency of the feelings and ac-

tions that they had when talking about eating. This section aimed to investigate athletes’ eating 

behaviour and to discover whether they had action patterns that are usually associated with dis-

ordered eating behaviour. This section answered to all of the research questions: 1. What is com-

peting fitness sports athletes’ eating behaviour like?, 2. How common eating disorder behaviour 

is among competing fitness sports athletes? and 3. Are there differences between the genders 

when it comes to eating behaviour among competing fitness sports athletes?. 

5.3 Pilot study 

The purpose of the pilot study was to improve the quality of the main study by receiving feedback 

from the pilot study participants, such as modification suggestions and to identify other possible 

necessary changes. The pilot study usually tests the feasibility of the study on a smaller scale. A 



 

pilot study is a necessary initial step in the process. The aim of a pilot study is not to research the 

hypotheses of the study. (Leon et al, 2014.) 

Pilot study was sent to through the commissioning party to a group of 32 official referees of fit-

ness sports. The aim of the pilot study was to receive useful feedback that could assist to edit and 

finalize the questionnaire before sending it to the actual sample group. They were asked to focus 

on the tone and form of the questions, as well as whether some questions should be added or 

removed. They were also asked to record the time they spent filling it.  

5.4 Sampling method 

Convenience sampling was chosen as a sampling method which enabled the individuals of the 

selected target group to participate voluntarily. Convenience sampling is a usual choice for qual-

itative research. Motivation of the participating respondents plays a part affecting the study 

which brings a bias into the research (Stratton, 2021). 

 The questionnaire was ready to be sent out in the second week of March via email through the 

commissioning party. The target group was given two weeks of time to answer the questionnaire.  

The aim was to collect a minimum of 100 responses.  Participation in the study was voluntary and 

anonymous which allowed the respondents to reply willingly and reliably. The questionnaire was 

provided in Finnish language. 

5.5 Analysis 

The thesis employed quantitative research method, and the analysis was done in a descriptively 

and using statistical reasoning (Pearson Chi-Square test). Webropol gave an automatically made 

analysis of the answers and it was possible to see the percentage distribution when comparing 

the answers. In addition to the Webropol report, Excel was used to construct graphs and tables. 

PSPP software was used to statistical testing (Pearson Chi-Square test (x2)) to present possible 

differences between men and women. Due to Chi-Square tests preconditions we had to combine 

some of the alternatives of the Five-Point Likert scale to gain three different values that enabled 

the use of Pearson Chi-Square test. The scale that was used in Pearson Chi-Square test was the 



 

following: 1 = never or rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often or always, and 1 = totally or partially 

disagree, 2 = neither agree nor disagree, 3 = partially or totally agree. 



 

6 Results 

The results are presented and analyzed descriptively. The Webropol questionnaire link was sent 

by the commissioning party to 544 a competition license of the year 2023 purchased athlete. 

Figure 3 presents the number of responses received as well as the gender distribution. 253 an-

swers were received in total, giving the questionnaire a response rate of 47%. 17% (42) of the 

respondents were men and 83% (211) were women. The questionnaire was open for two weeks 

which gave the athletes plenty of time to participate. A reminder email was sent by the commis-

sioning party a week after the opening, and another reminder was sent two days before closing 

the questionnaire. After the second reminder 25 more replies were received. Unfortunately, only 

17% (42) of them were men which has its own affect when analyzing the results and comparing 

the genders. However, the age distributions range was from 16 to 57 years old. The average age 

was 30.  

Figure 3 

The gender distribution of respondents (n= 253) 

 

The education level was asked because the socioeconomical status has shown effect on individ-

ual’s eating behavior as young and/or uneducated people tend to eat more poorly. Figure 4 

shows that only a small group of the athletes had a master’s degree or a PhD. However, 30% 

(76) of respondents were younger than 25 years old which also explains the lower number of 

master’s degrees as it is possible that these people are still studying and have not graduated 

yet.  



 

Figure 4  

Education level of the respondents (n= 253) 

 

As can be seen in Figure 5, most of the respondents (240) did not have a diagnosed eating disor-

der. 5% (13) of the respondent have or have had diagnosed eating disorder. Only one of the ath-

letes had an eating disorder diagnosis, and 12 have had one but did not suffer from it anymore 

Athletes’ (253) BMI was calculated to discover any cases of underweight. Only eight athletes of 

all respondents (253) were underweight according to the BMI chart.  

Figure 5 

The number of diagnosed eating disorders (n= 253) 

 

Figure 6 shows the most popular (234) reason to start fitness sports was athlete’s own interest. 

The second popular (77) reason was the opportunity to compete despite the athlete’s age. 18% 

(46) of athletes chose the “something else, what?” alternative that rose as the third popular rea-

son replied. According to the replies, the most popular reason to start was “challenging myself”. 

Other popular answers were “the possibility to compete without earlier sport-specific 



 

background” and “gym training background”. According to the questionnaire, social media and 

other environmental matters have not significantly affected the athletes’ will to start fitness 

sports. 9% (24) of the respondents answered that the “sense of control over my own eating” was 

the reason they started fitness sports. 

Figure 6 

Reasons for starting fitness sports (n= 253) 

 

According to the replies, most of the female athletes competed in bikini or body fitness. Most of 

the men athletes’ sport was men’s physique. It was noticed that almost a half of the respond-

ents are competing for the first time ever in year 2023. A majority of 70% (177) had competed 

twice or less. Therefore, it can be stated that most of the athletes did not have competing expe-

rience, or it was very minimal. (Tables in the Appendix 2). 

According to Figure 7, most of the respondents were on the competition diet during the ques-

tionnaire. This is a significant factor that may affect the tone of the answers. This is because of 

the eating behaviour during the competition diet is usually more precisely regulated compared 

to the off season.  

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 7 

Phase of the training season (n= 253) 

  

6.1 What is competing fitness sports athletes’ eating behaviour like? 

The sections of the questionnaire that were used to answer this research question were the third 

and the fourth section which were about training and eating. The section contained 22 questions 

and statements. These statements required an answer by using a Five-Point Likert-scale (1 = 

never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often 5 = always and 1 = totally disagree, 2 = partially disa-

gree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = partially agree, 5 = totally agree). These sections were 

used to clarify the frequency of the feelings and actions that athletes have when talking about 

eating, and its aims were to investigate the athletes’ eating behaviour. 

Most of the respondents (88%, 223) answered that their coach had made a diet plan for them. 

Rest of the athletes had made a diet plan for themselves, or they did not have a plan. As can be 

seen in Figure 8, 81% (205) of the athletes had not had to give up any foods because of the fitness 

hobby. The most common foods that were left out of the diet were sugar, fatty dairy and meat 

products, and white grains. 88% (223) of the respondents did not consume some foods because 

they were told to (Figure 8). This makes them responsible of their own nutrition choices. Rest of 

the answers showed that the foods that were told to be consumed were most commonly soft fat 

sources such as soy lecithin, olive oil and MCT oil.  A majority of 92% (233) used averagely 4,5 

supplements on daily basis. The most common supplements were vitamins, creatine, protein, and 

caffeine.  



 

Figure 8 

Adding or removing foods from the diet. (n= 253) 

 

Figure 9 illustrates that weighing food is very common for fitness sports athletes whether they 

are on the competition diet or not. Most of the respondents weigh their food always or often. 

The athletes who were on a competition diet weigh food more often than the ones who were 

not currently dieting. Option “always” was chosen by the dieting athletes 22% (56) more often 

than by the athletes who were not on a diet. Option “often” was the most popular alternative 

for the ones who were not currently dieting.  

Figure 9 

The commonness of weighing food (n= 253) 

 

 



 

Figure 10 shows that 77% (195) of the respondents felt an uncontrollable urge to eat “never” or 

“rarely”. Minority (3%, 8) felt that way “often” or “always”. Vomiting after eating too much, was 

very rare among fitness sports athletes because 93% (235) answered that they never try to 

vomit after eating. Only 2% (4) of the athletes did it sometimes. Nobody picked the alternatives 

“often” or “always”. A fifth of the respondents avoided certain foods always or often, which is 

1% more than the ones who had given up of some foods because of the fitness hobby.  

Figure 10 

Eating behaviour (n=253) 

 

Figure 11 visualizes, that a majority of 84% (214) followed their diet perfectly always (74) or of-

ten (138). 59% (149) of the athletes ate when they feel hunger often (124) or always (26). 14 

athletes answered that they never eat when they feel hungry. The question regarding calculat-

ing the intake of nutrition, 50% (66) answered option “always” or “often”. It can be stated that 

it is common that the athletes track their nutrition intake. Nearly all the athletes (96,4% 144) 

felt that they are in control of their own eating. Two athletes (0,8%) answered “never” and one 

(0,4%) answered “rarely” being in control of their own eating. Overall, these results are a bit 

concerning. There are quite high numbers on following the diet very strictly and not eating 

when hungry.  

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 11 

Eating behaviour (n=253) 

 

Figure 12 shows that nearly 80% (198) of the athletes thought that deviating from the diet 

would not affect negatively to the success in the competition, and they did not feel that they 

are better than other people because of the diet. Most of the athletes did not stress about eat-

ing nor think about it during waking hours. 27% (68) of the athletes thought about eating during 

waking hours “always or often”. A third of the athletes ate foods “always or often” because 

those are healthier than others, and a third answered to the same statement that they did it 

“never or rarely”. 65% (165) did not get anxious “always or often” if they had eaten foods that 

were not included their diet plan yet, a fourth of the athletes did get anxious if they had slipped 

from their diet plan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 12 

Eating behaviour (n= 253)

 

Figure 13 shows that nearly a half of the respondents felt that factors such as “the possibility of 

diet failure”, “comparing your own body to competitors” and “fear that the weight will not de-

crease according to the planned schedule” caused stress to them. 32% (81) of the respondents 

felt that “fear that the weight will increase uncontrollably after the competition diet” is a stress 

factor to them.  

Figure 13 

Stress factors (n= 253) 

 

Based on the results, it can be stated that the eating behaviour of the competing fitness sports 

athletes is overall healthy. It is yet quite food centric, and some traits of disordered eating be-

haviour can be seen. Athletes weighing food was common on both, in-season and off-season. A 

half of the athletes calculated their energy intake daily. Most of the athletes did not avoid any 



 

foods or cut out any foods of the diet. They ate when they were hungry, meaning they listened 

to their body, and they were in control of their eating. Correspondingly, athletes did not have 

anxiety if they had consumed foods that were not included in their diet plan, but they followed 

their diet strictly. 

6.2 How common eating disorder behaviour is among competing fitness sports athletes? 

The sections of the questionnaire that were used to discover the answers to this research ques-

tion were the second, the third and the fourth section, which were about coaching relationship, 

training and eating. The second section aimed to investigate the correlation of coaching and an 

athlete's eating behaviour. The third section was used to investigate the training habits that are 

associated with disordered eating. The fourth section was used to investigate the athletes’ eating 

behaviour. Together these sections of the questionnaire were used to clarify the commonness of 

eating disorder behaviour. Every section consisted of statements and questions. Most of them 

included a Five-Point Likert-scale (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often 5 = always and 1 

= totally disagree, 2 = partially disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = partially agree, 5 = 

totally agree). There were also simple questions and statements that gave only a yes/no alterna-

tives to choose of. 

Figure 14 illustrates that none of the athletes vomit after eating too much, and 3% (8) of them 

felt an uncontrollable urge to eat. A fifth of the athletes avoided certain foods “often or always” 

while a half of them did it “never or rarely”. Two thirds of the athletes weighed their food “often 

or always”, while the response rates to the same statement with answer options “never and 

rarely” were 16% (40). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 14 

Eating behaviour (n=253)

 

Figure 15 shows that calculating the energy intake is common as a half of the athletes did so 

“often or always”. A fifth of the athletes did not eat when they were hungry. However only 1% 

(3) felt they were “never or rarely” in control of their eating. A majority of 96% (244) were in 

control of their eating, and 84% (213) of the respondents followed their diet perfectly. Calculat-

ing the energy intake, avoidance of eating and very strict diet are habits that are related to dis-

ordered eating behaviour. 

Figure 15 

Eating behaviour (n= 253)

 

Figure 16 shows, that 13% (33) of the athletes thought “often or always” that, it would affect 

negatively to their competition success if they deviated from their diet plan. Most of the ath-

letes answered to the statement that they felt that way “never or rarely”.  A tenth of the 



 

respondents felt that they are better than other people because of the strict diet, while a fourth 

felt that way “never or rarely. 5% (12) of the athletes told that eating stresses them often, but 

there were no “always” answers. Therefore, it can be stated that regarding these statements, a 

small group of the athletes experienced behaviour related to eating disorders. Nonetheless, a 

third of the respondents thought about food most of the time during the day and ate certain 

foods because they were healthier than others. A fourth got stressed if they had eaten some-

thing else than planned in their diet.  

Figure 16 

Eating behaviour (n= 253)

 

Figure 17 shows, that nearly a half of the athletes felt stressed about the possible diet failure, 

and not reducing the weight as planned. 40% (101) compared their own body to the fellow com-

petitors, and a third were afraid of their weight increasing uncontrollably after the diet. These 

are quite big numbers for experiencing the symptoms of disordered eating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure 17 

Causes of stress (n= 253)

 

Figure 18 visualizes the amount of gym and aerobic training sessions as well as posing practicing 

per week. Fitness sports athletes performed an average of five gym training sessions per week. 

The average of aerobic training sessions and posing practicing was also five times per week. 

Figure 18  

How many training sessions athletes have per week (n= 253)

 

Figure 19 visualizes that a fifth of the athletes felt a compulsive need to train “always or often” 

and 39% (99) felt that way sometimes. Nearly all the respondents felt that training gave them 

good feeling “always or often” and all of them felt they had energy to train.  

 

 

 



 

Figure 19 

How the athletes felt about training? (n= 253)

 

Figure 20 shows that 14% (34) athletes felt “always or often” anxious if they had deviated from 

their training plan and 31% (79) got anxious “sometimes”.  Only 2% (4) of the athletes trained 

more “always or often” than required, and 35% (88) did it “sometimes”. Lastly, nearly all the 

athletes felt that they recovered well from the training sessions. It can be stated that most of 

the fitness sports athletes do not have training habits associated with eating disorder behav-

iour. 

Figure 20 

Did training stress the athletes? (n= 253)

 

Most of the athletes (239) had a coach, 13 of them are coaching themselves, and only one ath-

lete did not have a coach as can be seen in Figure 21. The majority (94%, 238) of the ones who 

had a coach seems to trust their coach’s expertise. Ten athletes (4%) completely disagree with 

the statement “I trust my coach’s expertise”.  Distribution of the answers were the same with 



 

the statement “Co-operation with the coach runs seamlessly”.  Figure 22 illustrates the parties 

that the athletes are supported by. 91% (230) of the athletes answered that their coach sup-

ported them. Also, friends (89%, 225) and family (83%, 210) supported the athletes. A minority 

(8%, 20) answered that “someone else” supported them. Most common alternatives referring 

to someone else supporting the athlete were co-workers and fellow athletes. 

Figure 21 

Did the athletes have a coach (n= 253) 

 

Figure 22 

People who supported the athletes (n= 253) 

 

Averagely 21% (53) of the fitness sports athletes had habits related to eating disorders “always 

or often”, and 18% (46) of them “sometimes”. It can be stated that according to this question-

naire that a majority of 61% (154) did not have any eating or training habits associated with eat-

ing disorders or they have them rarely. 



 

6.3 Are there differences between the genders when it comes to eating behaviour among 

competing fitness sports athletes? 

The sections of the questionnaire that were used to gather the answers to this research question 

were the third and the fourth section which were about training and eating. The third section 

included nine questions and statements. The fourth section contained 22 questions and state-

ments. The statements required an answer by using a Five-Point Likert-scale (1 = never, 2 = rarely, 

3 = sometimes, 4 = often 5 = always and 1 = totally disagree, 2 = partially disagree, 3 = neither 

agree nor disagree, 4 = partially agree, 5 = totally agree). The sections were used to clarify the 

possible differences between the genders regarding eating behaviour, and whether the athletes 

have training habits that are associated with disordered eating. Overall, anything alerting did not 

rise from the results when comparing the genders. However, small differences were discovered.  

Figures 23 and 24 state, that both genders had mostly regular hormone functioning. A little over 

a tenth of women had irregular flow and almost a half of the women did not have periods at all. 

Although almost a third did not have periods because they were on a birth control. Only 1% (4) 

of men were 40 years old or older. Around this age men’s morning erections start decreasing 

because of hormonal changes such as fall of natural testosterone levels (Holland, 2023). Never-

theless about 40% (16) of men had experienced a decrease of morning erections. Very few had 

noticed an increase of morning erections. 

Figure 23 

The regularity of men's morning erections (41) 

 

Note. At the age of 40 or over, morning erections start decreasing because of hormonal changes 

such as fall of natural testosterone levels according to Holland (2023). 



 

Figure 24 

The regularity of women’s menstruation (211) 

 

Note. The length of a normal menstrual cycle is 24-38 days and flow lasts 2-8 days. (Tiitinen, 

2022). 

 

Table 2:  

Women’s and men’s eating behaviour (n= 253) 

 

Table 3 shows that the gender has an impact to the eating behaviour because there can be seen 

a significant difference in four statements between men and women. Men felt more often un-

controllable urge to eat “always or often” than women. Yet, women chose the alternative “some-

times” more often than men. 36% (15) of men ate when they felt hunger while the percentage of 

women was twice as large. Men did eat certain foods because of health benefits, and men tend 

to avoid certain foods more often than women. 



 

 

 

Table 3:  

Women’s and men’s eating behaviour (n= 253)

 

Men had nearly twice more often a compulsive need to train compared to women, choosing the 

alternative “always or often”. Also, men tend to train more than their training plan requires. Table 

4 shows that, men chose the alternatives “always or often” twice more often than women. 

Table 4:  

Women’s and men’s training habits (n= 253)

 



 

 

 

Table 5:  

Causes of stress in men and women (n= 253)

 

There were significant differences between men and women in 35% (7) of statements. Men tend 

to train more than required. They also had more often a compulsive need to train, and they 

seemed to feel more anxious than women if they had slipped from it. It seems that men are 

stricter with their diet, and they were the only ones choosing the alternative “always” when asked 

whether the athlete felt an uncontrollable urge to eat. Unlike men, women were concerned that 

their weight will increase uncontrollably after dieting. However, women seem to eat more often 

based on the feel of hunger.  

Overall, men and women have quite similar stance and thoughts considering eating and training. 

The men’s and women’s eating behaviour was 65% similar according to the tables two to five. 

However, six out of seven statements that had a significant difference between the genders, dis-

ordered eating behaviour traits occurred more among men. These tables included only the ques-

tions and statements that filled the Chi-Square -test criteria. According to Heikkilä (2014b), pre-

requisites for using the Chi-square test are the following: a variable with a nominal scale is suffi-

cient as a variable, a maximum of 20% of the expected frequencies must be less than five, every 

expected frequency must be greater than one. The percentage will be shown after the test, and 

the program will report the Minimum Expected Count value. 



 

7 Discussion 

The purpose of thesis was to study eating behaviour, and to clarify the current situation of disor-

dered eating behaviour appearance in Finland among competing fitness sports athletes. Based 

on the research results, the hypotheses were proved to be correct. Competing fitness sports ath-

letes’ eating behaviour is food centric. Precise nutrition plays an important role in fitness sports’ 

competition preparations. Some disordered eating behaviour traits did appear in a small group 

of the athletes, but overall, it can be stated that competing fitness sports athletes’ eating behav-

iour is healthy. Even though, men and women have quite similar attitude regarding eating and 

training, the results revealed some significant differences between the genders. Based on the Chi-

Square -test results men have more habits associated with disordered eating behaviour than 

women.  

The thesis employed quantitative research. Webropol was used as a tool to collect data via an 

online questionnaire. 20-30% response rate is considered terrific regarding online questionnaires 

where there is no previous relationship with the respondents. A realistic response rate estimation 

in this case would be 10-15%. (SurveyMonkey, n.d.) The link was sent to 544 fitness sports ath-

letes who had purchased a competition license for the year 2023. The aim was to receive a mini-

mum of 100 replies which was reached within the first day. 253 of them participated giving the 

questionnaire a response rate of 47% which was in this case outstanding as the authors did not 

have a relationship with the sample group whatsoever. The total gender distribution of the 544 

athletes who bought a competition license for year 2023 were 18% (99) men and 81% (445) were 

women. This means men’s response rate was 45% and the women’s 47%. Reason for the high 

response rate may be that the topic was interesting. It seems that the topic is not interesting only 

for the athletes as it is widely discussed in the Finnish media among non-athletes as well. (Armero, 

2022). 

The research questions were the following: 1. “What is competing fitness sports athletes’ eating 

behaviour like?”, 2. “How common eating disorder behaviour is among competing fitness sports 

athletes?” and 3. “Are there differences between the genders when it comes to eating behaviour 

among competing fitness sports athletes?”. The hypothesis of the first research question based 

on the research done by Juntunen (2019) was that the athletes’ eating behaviour might be food 

centric and disordered eating behaviour may appear. The second hypothesis was that eating dis-

order behaviour is not remarkable common which was based on research done by Lepistö (2022). 



 

The third hypothesis was that there are no remarkable differences in eating disorder behavior 

between the genders which was based on research done by Poikkimäki et al (2017a). Based on 

these previous studies used as background for the thesis, the results are aligned and supported 

the hypotheses. 

The questionnaire was not perfect and human errors were made. However, the authors were 

able to recognize these mistakes for further critical review. It was unfortunate that only such a 

small group of men participated (42) compared to women (211). Therefore, it made it difficult to 

draw clear conclusion on men’s eating behaviour as this gave space to chance. In addition, the 

questionnaire did not include a question asking about the athlete’s next planned competition 

date. In the analysing phase of the process, the authors realized that this information would have 

been useful. Only two weeks after the questionnaire closed, Fitness Classic Vantaa was held in 

the first weekend of April 2023. The authors deduced that it is likely that some of the respondents 

participated in the competition. This means that they would have been on a very strict diet that 

close to the peak week that this may have affected the respondents’ replying tone as the diet is 

commonly looser the further away the athlete is from participating in a competition. 

Previous research has been mainly focused only on either men or women or on one of the fitness 

sports at a time. It seems that a sample group this size including men and women, has not been 

researched before in Finland considering any official fitness sports athletes’ eating behaviour.  A 

suggestion for further research could be discovering more men fitness sports athletes’ eating be-

haviour in Finland. Another interesting further research suggestion could be  a comparison of 

athletes’ eating behaviour who represent different sports. For example, comparing cross-country 

skiers and fitness sports athletes. 

7.1 Reliability 

Reliability is an important aspect of research. It means that the results are repeatable, and not 

random. Reliability can be divided into two factors being conformity and stability. The research 

method reliability consists of conformity, accuracy, continuity, and of objectivity vs. subjectivity. 

(Heikkilä, 2014a.) The process started by finding academic work such as theses and articles from 

Theseus, Google Scholar and KAMK library. 

One of the matters affecting the reliability of the thesis is, for example that in the sample there 

might be individuals with undiagnosed eating disorders. They might be detected based on the 



 

answers given in the questionnaire. Although the questionnaire is filled anonymously, the authors 

cannot be entirely sure whether the answers are given in full honesty, as it is a sensitive matter. 

Some athletes may not be fully aware of their health status. This may have affected the sample’s 

answers, and finally the results. A second affecting matter is that because this research is based 

only on the current situation, the conclusions may not be accurate, for example in 10 years of 

time.  

The reliability of the thesis was established by choosing a large sample and requiring a minimum 

of 100 answers to the questionnaire created. These requirements were chosen to receive a broad 

overview of the commonness of eating disorders and eating disorder behavior at the competitive 

level of fitness sports.  

Overall, 253 answers were received which was 153% more than the minimum expectation. This 

means that the response rate was 47% as the questionnaire was sent to 544 athletes. The gender 

distribution of the respondents was that the 17% (42) were men and 83% (211) were women. 

This affects to the reliability of the research because it was not possible to receive as comprehen-

sive picture of the male athletes’ current eating behaviour situation as of female athletes’ situa-

tion.  

7.2 Ethics 

Ethics is part of the philosophy, and it is used to study right, wrong, good, and bad. Research 

ethics is part of a good scientific practice. To produce sustainable information and treat the re-

search group well, the researcher must follow certain research methods. The research group 

needs to be respected, their privacy must be protected and any kind of harms and risks for the 

group must be avoided. (Vuori, n.d.) The research group has a right to know the realistic aims of 

the research and the possible disadvantages when participating to the research. (TENK, 2019). 

Ethics of the research were taken into consideration in every stage of the research. The authors 

deepened their knowledge regarding privacy policy to secure the gathered information. The au-

thors respected ethics by sealing the identities of the respondents. 



 

7.3 Competence development 

The authors’ competences required by Kajaani University of Applied Sciences [KUAS] increased 

expectedly. The thesis process required applying and improving previously acquired skills and 

working responsibly and independently. The authors' source criticism and critical thinking and 

work life skills, developed. The authors used material from various sources which illustrates the 

ability to recognize reliable sources. Sources used were global and in different languages. (KAMK, 

n.d.) 

The co-operation with the commissioning party as well as between the authors worked seam-

lessly throughout the process. The thesis process enabled to connect with experienced experts of 

sports field. Organizing time for the meetings to write the thesis as well as respecting the schedule 

was easy. Therefore, organizational, co-operational skills were improved as well. These improve-

ments increased the competences of the authors. 

The authors were able to develop previous knowledge in sports especially in fitness sports, tar-

get group being athletes at the competitive level. The thesis required fundamental and common 

knowledge of health promotion, physiology, coaching, and training as well as organizational, co-

operational and pedagogical skills. Researching the relationship and its effects between the ath-

lete and the coach gave the authors the perspective to look at the matter from a pedagogical 

point of view. Understanding of the sport and its character gave the authors an advantage to 

deepen and internalize the information and data obtained.  

7.4 Conclusion 

Finnish Fitness Sport Association was the commissioning party for the thesis. The main job of the 

association is to maintain and develop the hobby of fitness and bodybuilding sports in Finland. It 

is also the official representative of IFBB in Finland. The aim of the thesis was to provide beneficial 

information for the commissioning party that could be used for improving and developing coach-

ing. It can be stated that eating behaviour of competing fitness athletes is food centric but the 

fundamentally healthy. The prevalence of disordered eating behaviour is not alerting although it 

is present. Differences between men and women were discovered but eating behaviour between 

the genders was mainly similar. This research provided valuable information about the current 

state of wellbeing and health of the competing fitness athletes. The thesis brought new research 



 

data into light which made it possible to respond to previous research proposals. However, the 

research may be continued by comparing the eating behaviour of fitness sports athletes and ath-

letes of other sports. Also, the research of eating behaviour of Finnish male fitness sports athletes 

should be continued as previous research has been focused on only female fitness sports athletes. 
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Sports distribution of the respondents and the number of participated competitions 

         


