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Abstract - Aim: This study aimed at understanding determinants of food choices and eating practices of aesthetics 
and weight class athletes from two countries. Methods: In this qualitative study, through recorded in-depth individual 
and focal group interviews, gymnasts (n = 16) and martial arts (n = 18) athletes from Brazil and Spain reported their 
eating practices. Transcripts were analyzed through the Content Analysis method. Results: The main determinants of 
athletes’ eating practices were the quest for a specific body in line with each sports’ discipline and cultural food aspects. 
The everyday eating practices respected the country of origin's food culture; however, some practices, especially aiming 
at weight loss were similar in both countries and related to the sports discipline. Female Brazilian aesthetics athletes 
were particularly worried about achieving a thinner body. Martial arts athletes from both countries reported adopting 
fast weight loss strategies presently or at some point in their sports trajectory. Internal and external pressure to lose 
weight was a constant factor, especially amongst Brazilians. Conclusions: There is a specific body culture in each 
sport discipline, which extends beyond country borders. The idealized bodies athletes seek are constructed socially 
according to their sports. This confers them an identity and promotes beliefs and meanings to foodways. The sports- 
related eating practices which superimposed national foodways were similar in both countries, suggesting a group iden-
tity process, and the existence of a “sports discipline's food culture”. Understanding athletes’ determinants of food choi-
ces and eating practices provide insights to address the gap between nutritional recommendations and eating practices.  

Keywords diet, culture, body image, eating behavior.  

Introduction 
According to the state-of-the-art of sports recommenda-
tions, nutrition should be adjusted by taking into con-
sideration athletes’ individual aspects regarding health, 
energy and nutrient needs, physical characteristics, athletic 
goals, food preferences, and training periodization, as well 
as athlete's food availability and skills. When body mass 
loss is required, it should be programmed to occur in a 
specific training stage, far from the moment of competi-
tion, and focus on strategies that maximize body fat loss 
while preserving muscle mass (e.g., increasing dietary 
protein intake) and health (e.g., gradual  body mass loss)1. 

Despite presenting different physiological character-
istics, aesthetics and martial arts sports have in common 
the constant concern of athletes with their body mass, 
although each sport with its specificities. Beauty is part of 
the nature of rhythmic (RG) and aesthetic (AG) gymnas-
tics and it is expected to be seen in athletes’ body (shape, 
dress, hairstyle, ornaments) and how they use it: discipline 
and chain of movements, the accuracy of gesture, sym-
metry, harmony, and timing to the music, the creativity of 
choreographies, nuances of movements, and use of physi-

cal space. All these aspects will be valued for the score in 
competitions2. On the other hand, in martial arts and other 
combat sports, athletes are classified according to their 
body mass for competition, to create fairness between 
adversaries. This leads many athletes to reduce body mass 
to get a technical advantage by competing in a lower 
weight category than their usual body mass, against lighter 
and weaker opponents. The adoption of radical measures 
to ‘cut weight’ is a common practice among combat ath-
letes, who adopt a variety of strategies which include con-
tinuous dieting, fasting, and dehydration strategies (i.e., 
reduced liquid intake, use of sauna, exercising using plas-
tic suits, use of diuretics)3-6. 

Literature shows that athletes involved in aesthetics 
and weight category sports of different ages, and coun-
tries, for the most part, do not consume adequate diets7-10. 
Cultural background, life trajectories, experiences, and 
athletic goals can create important barriers for the adop-
tion of eating practices in line with precepts of a diet con-
sidered ideal for athletes, as well as to promote the 
adoption of practices that may affect negatively athletic 
performance and, more importantly, athletes’ health5,11,12. 
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Eating decisions represent a dynamic and complex 
process, dependent on several determinants associated 
with biological (e.g., hunger, taste, satiety), socio-cultural 
(e.g., family, and social networks, cultural norms), perso-
nal/psychological (e.g., knowledge, beliefs, eating experi-
ences, cooking skills, convenience), and environmental 
(economic, informational, educational, political) as-
pects13-15. Among athletes, knowledge about the impor-
tance of nutrition on performance, the type of sports 
practiced, the pursuit of athletic goals (ideal physique and 
body composition, performance results), level of partici-
pation (e.g., professional or amateur), and the influence of 
coaches are also important determinants of their food 
choices11,14,16. How these determinants interact during the 
life of an individual, reflect his/her past and current expe-
riences, and shape the thoughts, beliefs, and future actions 
related to eating13. 

Few studies detail athletes’ food choices and eating 
practices from a qualitative perspective5,11,12,17-21. How-
ever, those available have brought valuable insights to 
expand the understanding about athletes’ choices and 
practices as they investigate beyond what athletes eat, 
bringing reasons why and how athletes think and behave in 
relation to food. These are essential elements to develop 
nutrition education programs designed to meet the specific 
needs and demands of athletes/teams. 

In this study, the objective was to understand deter-
minants of food choices and eating practices of athletes in 
aesthetics and weight control sports from two countries. 

Methods 
This qualitative study is part of the research “Athlete 

Food Intake: Construction of an Athletic Food Culture”, 
which aimed to understand how the food selection process 
of athletes of different countries and sports disciplines 
happens. The focus of this manuscript is on aesthetics and 
martial arts athletes who share a concern for body weight 
control. The Ethics Committee of the Universidade Fed-
eral de São Paulo approved this study under appraisal 
#1.009.373/2015, and a written consent was obtained from 
all participants or those responsible for them, in the case of 
athletes under 18 years of age. 

Participants 
Convenience sampling22 was used to recruit athletes, 

through face-to-face contact with competing teams. Ath-
letes who met the inclusion criteria were invited to partici-
pate. In Spain, in a snowball sampling design22, the initial 
participants nominated other potential teams or athletes 
who met the criteria to participate in the study. The inclu-
sion criteria were to be at least 15 years old, to train for at 
least 5 hours/week, and to regularly compete (respecting 
the competition calendar of the sports disciplines). Ath-
letes living in high-performance centers were not inclu-

ded, as they live, as far as food provision is concerned, in 
an environment with controlled nutritional conditions. 
Athletes could be of either sex, and different ages, com-
peting at various levels, and therefore, intentionally repre-
senting a diversity of subjects. 

Male and female Brazilian (n = 16) and Spanish 
(n = 18) athletes from aesthetics (rhythmic, aesthetic, and 
artistic gymnastic - GYM) and weight class (martial arts: 
judo and karate - MA) sports participated in this study, 
totaling 16 GYM and 18 MA athletes. Brazilian athletes 
belonged to teams of a city in the state of São Paulo, while 
Spanish athletes represented teams from the Barcelona 
area. Eight Brazilian and 10 Spanish athletes were 
involved in international competitions. All competed in 
national and regional events. 

The different cultural characteristics of both coun-
tries were key to understand if body perception and food 
practices differed among athletes from the same sport but 
from different origins. Table 1 summarizes the athletes’ 
characteristics. 

Procedures 
The Food Choice Process Model13 was adopted as 

the theoretical framework to build an open-ended ques-
tionnaire. This model was created from a social con-
structivist methodology based on a grounded theory and 
presents interrelated determinants of food choice grouped 
into three main components: life course, influences, and 
personal system13. Other sports nutrition studies adopted 
this model12,18. A semi-structured interview guide with 
predominately open-ended questions was developed. 
Also, follow-up and probing questions were asked when 
necessary, to explore and clarify issues or complement 
information (Table 2). The interview guide was pilot tes-
ted with three athletes, who were not included in the study, 
to assess the acceptability and comprehension by the 
interviewees. No changes were necessary for the inter-
viewing guide after the pilot tests. 

Table 1 - Characteristics of gymnastics and martial arts athletes.   

Gymnastics (GYM) Martial Arts (MA)  

BR ES BR ES  

n=8 n=8 n=8 n=10 

Age (years) 21.8(4.1) 19.9(3.8) 23.9(4.3) 27.6(8.7)  

[18-31] [15-26] [18-30] [19-42] 

Time in sport (years) 8.6(5.9) 14.0(5.5) 12.8(3.9) 19.0(11.0)  

[5-23] [7-22] [7-18] [4-37] 

Training (hours/week) 16.4(5.6) 12.2(5.9) 15(2.7) 10.5(2.8)  

[6-20] [7.5-20] [10-20] [6-15]  

BR = Brazil; ES = Spain. Results are shown as mean and standard devia-
tion (between parenthesis). Minimum and maximum values are between 
the brackets.  
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Thirty-one athletes were individually interviewed. 
Three Spanish gymnasts accepted to participate only in the 
focus group, totaling 34 athletes. Three focus groups were 
formed: four female Spanish aesthetic gymnasts; three 
male Spanish karate athletes, and three female Brazilian 
rhythm gymnasts. 

Interviews and focus groups took place on-site at 
training facilities or at place and time of the athletes’ con-
venience, in Portuguese in Brazil, and in Spanish in Spain. 
The selected excerpts from the interviews were translated 
into English by the author, respecting to the maximum the 
idiomatic expressions and slang used by the athletes. 
Regarding the research team and reflexivity23, in Spain, all 
individual interviews and focus groups were carried out by 
the author, who had no previous relationship with the ath-
letes. In Brazil, the author had had previous contact with 
some of the athletes through a Nutrition Education project 
offered to the city's athletic community by the University, 
and an interviewing team was formed. It was composed of 
four undergraduate students, and two nutrition Ph.D. pro-
fessors (the author and a colleague), who were fully 
trained before initiating data collection. Interviews were 
conducted by two members of the interviewing team. 

Interviews were scheduled until saturation was 
achieved, that is, narratives became redundant and no new 
insights were provided by the athletes22,24. The recording 
of the interviews yielded a total of 18h01’51”, which were 
transcribed verbatim. Field notes were taken after each 
interview/focal group. The triangulation method (indivi-
dual interviews, focal groups, and field notes) was used to 
enrich and complement each other, leading to a better 
understanding of the phenomena22. 

Transcripts were analyzed using the thematic Con-
tent Analysis method24, “to systematically organize data 

into a structured format (p. 351)”23. First, transcripts were 
read and coded solely and manually by the author. A priori 
codes were defined based on the components of the Food 
Choice Process Model13. After the exhausting reading of 
the transcriptions, further codes emerged from the sub-
jects’ discourses. Context units from the athletes’ dis-
courses were identified for each code. Codes were then 
organized and systematized into three thematic nuclei, 
which will be explored in the results section. Finally, 
inferences were produced allowing the interpretation of 
the results taking into consideration the events reported in 
time, context, and meanings24, having as a framework for 
the understanding of the determinants of athletes’ food 
choices the Food Choice Process Model13 and the Theory 
of Social Representations25. From these references13,25 it 
was possible to understand the mental processes used by 
athletes in the construction of their food choices and how 
they managed their decision process. Understanding how 
athletes think about food and how their conceptions influ-
ence their eating behavior, both in their objective (what, 
how much) and subjective (why) aspects, as well as their 
habitual and unconscious eating practices, brings valuable 
information on meaning and representations of food13,25. 

Results 
Three thematic nuclei emerged as results for analy-

sis: “perceptions about the athletic body”, “everyday food 
practices”, and “eating to win”. Although athletes repre-
sented a heterogeneous group as they had a wide age 
range, their narratives converged in many aspects. 

Perceptions about the athletic body 
All athletes interviewed initiated their participation 

in the sport at an early age (between 3 and 10 years old). 

Table 2 - Guiding and probing questions and clues  

Guiding questions Probing questions and clues 

How was your entry into a competitive 
sport? 

Explore life trajectory and sports trajectory. 

How becoming an athlete affected your 
diet? 

Explore how the diet was and how it changed after becoming an athlete. 

What do you consider an adequate diet for 
athletes? 

Explore barriers and facilitators to achieve it. Explore similarities and differences between definitions. 
Explore cultural aspects. 

What do you consider a healthy diet? 

How do you eat during the training phase? Explore the changes in habit according to periodization. Explore concerns with daily food (goals of weight 
and body composition, body image issues, and cultural aspects of countries’ food). Explore a typical day - 
who do you eat with? Where do you eat? 

How do you eat in the competitive period? Explore reasons for the strategies adopted before, during, and after competitions. Explore defeat and victory. 
Explore food, drink, supplement, or traditions that are adopted thinking about the competition's results. 

How do you plan your meals? Explore the chain of thought. 

How is food on weekends and/or off- sea-
son? 

Identify the main changes in relation to the usual dietary pattern. Explore the chain of thought and cultural 
issues. 

How do the people around you influence 
the way you eat? 

What do you think of what others eat (family, friends, coaches)? Explore situations of commensality with 
different groups   
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They have, therefore, been exposed to the idea of the bod-
ies desired for their elected sport throughout childhood 
and adolescence, moments of intense and complex trans-
formations and emotional development. 

GYM athletes from both countries reported control-
ling their weight presently, being concerned with their 
shape, the body “design”, which reflects the requirements 
of the expected sports and are implicitly valued in compe-
titions: a body “aesthetically thin to the look”. All Brazi-
lian GYM, both men and women, reported greater 
dissatisfaction with their bodies when compared to the 
Spaniards, reflecting both internal and external pressure, 
especially from coaches. 

Despite the need for developed muscles for good 
performance, male artistic gymnasts also have concerns 
about weight control, for fear of injury but also due to aes-
thetics. 

“…[The coach] nags saying: - Ah, you are chubby … when I put 
on weight it's very easy to notice because it's just in that belly 
area… like, you know, on the side, on this region here…(GYM7, 
21y, male, BR)  

Among the MA athletes their only concern is to 
reach the category weight in which they fight - what mat-
ters to them is the weight value (kg) on the scale. 

“When I have competition, say in March, in January I start to lead 
a life aiming to maintain weight, and generate the conditions to 
reach the 70 kg or the closest to 70 kg” (MA14, 22y, male, ES).  

Brazilian athletes from both sports were more expli-
cit about the need for weight control, while most Spa-
niards indicated that weight control was not a problem. 
However, throughout the interview, they reported several 
situations in which they adopted strategies to reduce their 
weight. Weight awareness was stronger among athletes 
involved in higher level of competition. 

Everyday food practices 
As the initiation in sports occurred at early ages in 

both countries, athletes had difficulty in identifying at 
which moment being an athlete started to determine chan-
ges in their ways of eating. Throughout the process, they 
were influenced first by their families and then by their 
coaches. The latter were particularly important among 
gymnasts, and especially amongst Brazilians. 

“There was a time when my coach, was like: - ‘You have to 
weigh 15 kilos less than your height’, …we were always weighed 
and if you gained weight, you had to stay after the end of the 
training and do a session of rope jumping” (GYM1, 21y, female, 
BR).  

In their daily diet athletes maintain a pattern with the 
typical characteristics of the food culture of their coun-
tries26,27. For example, in both countries, lunch is the main 
meal. For Brazilians, the everyday staple food is the com-
bination of rice and beans, with some type of meat and 

salad, eaten as one combined dish. In Spain, the typical 
meal structure includes a first dish, a second dish, and des-
sert. The first dish usually consists of legumes, pasta, 
vegetables, or rice preparations, while the second dish is 
usually a cut of meat. Lunch will be eaten around noon in 
Brazil, while in Spain, 2 pm is still considered lunch time. 
As a similarity, studies indicate that in both countries most 
people report eating 3-4 meals/day (usually breakfast, 
lunch, diner, and afternoon snack)26. 

In both countries, it was observed that when talking 
about performance, there is a shift in athletes’ discourses 
as they “nutritionalize” their speeches, and instead of 
food/ingredients, they talk about the need to improve 
nutrients intake (i.e., to increase protein and carbohydrate 
intakes and to reduce fats). 

“From the point of view of karate… to eat carbohydrates or a 
very energetic substrate before training and eating something rich 
in proteins after training to increase muscle mass and get stron-
ger” (MA11, 20y, male, ES).  

Regardless of the country, age, or sport, for many 
athletes a diet considered as healthy is also what they con-
sider as adequate to guarantee their athletic performance. 
However, the concept of ‘healthy eating’ was different in 
both countries. For Brazilians, to achieve “healthy eating” 
the most important factors were to eat every 3-hours, to 
increase the intake of fruits and vegetables and whole- 
grain foods, while in Spain, athletes pointed out as healthy 
to have a varied diet, to increase the intake of fish and 
legumes. However, in both countries, regardless of the 
sports discipline, the concept of healthy eating coincided 
with the identification of foods that should be excluded 
from the athlete's diet: pastries, sweets, chocolates, chips, 
cream-filled cookies, soda, fried foods, greasy and fast 
foods. 

For most athletes, especially Brazilians, the concept 
of a diet considered appropriate for an athlete is related to 
the need for strict control, also expressed with expressions 
such as “eating properly”, “discipline”, and “diet with 
rules”, as there is a constant concern with body image and/ 
or weight loss. This represents a dichotomous discourse 
indicating a gap between the practices they adopt for weight 
control (i.e., restriction of food or food groups) and what 
they conceive as an adequate diet for optimal health (i.e., 
varied diet). For example, a female Brazilian judo player 
described an optimal diet, but then reports what she eats: 

“[A healthy diet has] lots of fruit, vegetables, but everything con-
trolled, not too much, but not too little … Carbohydrates, that we 
consume a lot, but I know it has to be whole [grain], right? 
Because the body absorbs it better…Chicken, beef, fish…and 
supplements too. Athletes spend more, but at the same time, it 
must be controlled, right? Especially in judo, right? Because of 
this deals with the weight… ”(MA4, 22y, female, BR).  

“I eat a lot of junk food, I like to eat junk food, right? And I like 
to eat a lot too … and I know it's wrong … sometimes it is not 
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junk food, it's eating the wrong things at the wrong time… To be 
honest, (the concern with weight) is greater when there's compe-
tition” (MA4, 22y, female, BR).  

Some athletes highlighted some specific aspects 
associating nutrition and performance improvement: the 
importance of adapting energy to the demands of sport and 
the adjustment of nutrients. Brazilian MA athletes gave 
especial importance to supplements, consuming mainly 
protein-substances, especially whey protein. The main 
reasons for taking these supplements were associated with 
muscle mass gain. 

Many athletes adopted some eating strategies (e.g., 
increased meal frequency but with lesser quantity of food; 
avoidance of fatty and junk foods) in their daily life, as 
they associated “dietary control” with the concept that 
they have as a “proper diet for athletes”. More rigorous 
and restricted strategies were observed among Brazilian 
athletes. 

“I was always a little overweight, so I used to follow crazy 
diets… it's the ‘half diet’, I ate half cereal bar at the beginning of 
the training at 2 pm, and the other half in the middle of the train-
ing at 6 pm, trained until 9 pm … I was very thin, I had 5% (body 
fat), then I stopped menstruating… I had these problems, then I 
went back to normal” (GYM8, 18y, female, BR).  

Two Brazilian MA athletes opted to follow a parti-
cularly strict weight control diet based on chicken, vege-
tables, and a controlled amount of carbohydrate as their 
daily routine, avoiding extreme practices before competi-
tion: 

“[…] I saw others taking diuretics, purgatives, not eating, not 
drinking, vomiting. So, I did it all. But I felt bad, I had cramps. I 
decided to have a life with norms, more boring, but better. I eat 
chicken, broccoli, and salad. All my food is focused on my 
weight. If I want to eat a bit more I say: no, I can't. Otherwise, I'll 
have to go back to restricting my diet to cut weight before com-
petitions” (MA7, 19y, female, BR).  

Athletes who opted to adopt restricted diets deviate 
from their usual cultural food pattern: in Brazil, for exam-
ple, the traditional rice and beans, the staple combination 
is eaten for lunch and dinner, is avoided. However, which 
foods and how restrictive the diet is varied among athletes. 
The lower concern about weight loss of the Spaniards 
generated fewer everyday restrictive practices. 

At times, when athletes relax their diets (weekends, 
vacations, and eventually after competitions, as a reward, 
both when they lose or win), they consider it a lack of 
control over food, which causes them to feel guilty. Fre-
quently participation in family and friend's reunions is 
hindered by food restrictions. 

Eating to win 
MA athletes, both Brazilians, and Spaniards, were 

concerned about eating, particularly aiming at weight loss, 
in the pre-competition period (defined as anywhere 

between one to four weeks before the competition - 
although one Spanish karate athlete considered it as a 
three months period). Even among athletes who did not 
follow restrictive diets for weight control in their everyday 
lives, during this period, they seek to adjust their weight to 
the weight category in which they fight. 

Out of the MA athletes interviewed, all Brazilians 
and seven of the Spaniards adopt or adopted at some point 
in their sporting career fast weight loss practices. The diet 
modifications and other strategies adopted were dependent 
on how many kilograms they had to “cut”. In this study, 
athletes reported that they needed to decrease between 
1 kg and 6 kg. Which steps they took to reach this weight 
depended on how long before the competition they started 
the process. 

Strategies varied from reducing total food quantity 
and carbohydrate-rich foods, excluding soft drinks and 
fried foods, but maintaining their usual eating patterns, to 
adopting more drastic weight loss strategies (i.e., use of 
diuretics, sauna, fasting). These drastic strategies were 
reported by some athletes, from both countries, as being 
used during their adolescent years, when hormonal chan-
ges lead to intense growth and biological maturation, and 
when weight gain is expected. For some athletes, this was 
a moment of decision to change to categories with higher 
weight, in which they could maintain a more appropriate 
weight to their health and abandon the restrictive prac-
tices. 

“I changed weight category at 17 (years old). It required more of 
me, but I felt better and trained better. It was a personal decision 
so as not to give up judo” (MA1, 25y, male, BR).  

Two MA athletes reported cutting between 3 kg and 
6 kg and adopting very restrictive and radical strategies 
(the most common: prolonged fasting and dehydration. 
Dehydration strategies included: decreased fluid intake, 
sweating achieved when exercising - often dressed in 
plastic or woolen clothes - or sauna, use of diuretics, laxa-
tives, spitting, and chewing gum). Both athletes reported 
that sometimes weight cutting is achieved in the week 
before competitions, with a negative impact on perfor-
mance. Even athletes who reported not having used radical 
strategies, know other athletes who have used those more 
aggressive conducts. 

“The day before the competition I don't drink nor eat anything. Or 
I have breakfast and lunch at about 2 pm and then I don't eat any-
thing until weighing at 2 pm the next day, so I stay 24 h without 
drinking and eating” (MA14, 22y, male ES).  

“…the eve before the competition, I come to the gym and I run in 
a sweater, I go to the sauna … I prefer to stop eating instead of 
exercising more … In extreme cases, something I have not done 
in a long time, I take diuretics too, which is horrible, and I do not 
want to use it anymore … It makes me feel dizzy, it ‘breaks 
you…then you feel cramps and you feel weak. It greatly impairs 
performance…” (MA4, 22y, female, BR). 
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GYM athletes also reported food restrictions starting 
about a month before the competitions. Unlike the MA 
athletes, they did not refer to dehydration practices, fasting 
for long periods, or use of medications, focusing on redu-
cing the amount of food consumed and avoiding foods 
considered to have a higher energy content. As well as 
among MA athletes, the greater the need to lose weight, 
the more restrictive the diet. 

Both GYM and MA athletes, especially Brazilians, 
deprive (or deprived at some point in their trajectory) 
themselves of food that is pleasurable to them and their 
speeches are of sacrifice and internal and external pressure 
to reach the ideal body, they seem to rarely eat with plea-
sure, without feeling guilty. 

Discussion 
The main determinants of eating practices of athletes 

in aesthetics and weight control sports interviewed in this 
study were the quest for a specific idealized body accord-
ing to sports’ discipline, and cultural food aspects asso-
ciated with their country of origin. 

The results suggest that there is a specific body cul-
ture in each sport, which goes beyond country borders, in 
which the physical bodies that athletes look for are idea-
lized and constructed as social bodies according to their 
sports discipline. This was particularly observed in the 
pre-competition phase when weight-loss strategies seem 
to be standardized according to sports groups and to devi-
ate from their cultures of origin (family, country). Adopt-
ing these strategies promote beliefs and meanings to ways 
of eating as part of their identity of “being an athlete”5. 
The reported strategies in this study are found in the lit-
erature in studies conducted with athletes from different 
countries3-5,28, suggesting a cultural sport globalized prac-
tice. 

For instance, among combat athletes, Pettersson 
et al.5 identified that weight control mediated athletes’ 
self-image giving them a sense of being “real athletes”, 
reinforcing the idea of an association between body and 
sport identity. 

On the other hand, among GYM there seems to be a 
mismatch between desired weight and desirable 
weight29,30; that is, these athletes, especially female gym-
nasts, seem to always be dissatisfied with their bodies, 
always wanting to reach an even more perfect body, as 
observed from the athletes’ speeches. 

Both GYM and MA athletes in this study are con-
cerned with weight control and caring for their bodies 
plays a great centrality in their lives3. However, in general, 
Brazilians adopted more restrictive and rigorous dietary 
strategies, coaches seem to be more influential among 
them, and among MA athletes, supplement use was more 
prevalent than among the Spaniards. It can be inferred that 
the level of competition (all Brazilian MA athletes partici-

pated in international competitions) could explain the use 
of supplements, but social-cultural differences in body31 

and sports culture and training environment32 of the coun-
try of origin should be taken into consideration when 
working with athletes. 

The models of the female and male body to which 
athletes have been exposed since an early age when they 
started training, build their identity, and accompany them 
throughout life and sports careers, influencing their self- 
esteem2,33 and their food practices14. For instance, in a 
study with German children (7-12 years old), the concern 
with weight was already present and girls were more con-
cerned with weight and shape than boys, especially those 
involved in aesthetics sports34. 

The strong self-imposition that leads them to adopt 
restrictive diets and a great effort to reach the desired and 
expected body model was also seen in other stu-
dies2,3,11,28-30. For both men and women, this search for 
stereotyped models creates dissatisfaction with their body 
images when they do not reach the models, increasing the 
risk of developing eating disorders36,37. 

As regards the countries’ food cultural aspects, in 
their everyday practices’ athletes adapt what they consider 
as an adequate diet to the foods they recognize from their 
cultural upbringing and ingredients that are available 
locally. Brazil and Spain have quite different food cul-
tures. Not only do ingredients differ, but also the social 
norms which structure eating practices, such as the dishes 
that make up a meal and the time of meals during the 
day26,27. Although cultural food aspects of the countries 
permeate athletes’ everyday eating practices, they can be 
superimposed by practices related to athletic goals, mainly 
observed in situations of weight control. 

The most frequently consumed foods, meals, and 
mealtimes are in line with the food pattern consumed in 
both countries26,27,38. A study with British football players 
also found that they ate traditional British food at home, 
which they considered healthier, in contrast with food 
served at their clubs, more aligned with nutritional sports 
recommendations19. 

However, the search for the ideal sports body 
impacts on the athletes’ eating practices. For some of the 
athletes interviewed, eating is reported as a process of 
sacrifice, constant control. It suggests a constant struggle 
with their bodies, that is, a continuous competition with 
themselves, which is more complex than the competition 
against their opponents. However, Porpino28 points out 
based on the reality of RG athletes that “the sacrifice is 
rewarded by significant aesthetic experience that is con-
cretized in the moments of the competitions” and that “the 
pleasure of winning also fulfills the role of making sacri-
fices valid” (p. 128)28. Vaz35 also discusses the proximity 
between the sacrificial process of formation of the subject 
and what occurs in sport, which seems to corroborate what 
has been found in this study regarding athletes and their 
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relationships with food and why they persist in their invol-
vement in these sports. 

The eating practices found among athletes from both 
countries are much more widespread than the nutritional 
guidelines proposed in the literature, suggesting a “sports 
discipline’s food culture”, that might be found in other 
countries as well. 

Although this study brings relevant insights to 
understand determinants of weight/aesthetics sports ath-
letes’ food choices, some limitations deserve attention: 
participants do not reflect a representative sample of the 
Brazilian and Spanish athletic population. Interviews con-
ducted by more than one interviewer in Brazil and con-
ducted in a language (Spanish) that is not the interviewer's 
mother language increased the complexity of the data col-
lection. 

Conclusions 
The highlight of this study, by adopting a qualitative 

approach, was to give athletes a voice to express the pro-
cesses involved in their body perception, food choices, 
and eating practices. 

Despite the existing body of knowledge about sports 
nutrition, the body culture and certain eating practices 
remain linked to the sports discipline among GYM and 
MA athletes, going beyond country borders. Results sug-
gest that the idealized bodies athletes seek are constructed 
socially according to their sports and that confers them an 
identity and promote beliefs and meanings to foodways as 
part of “being an athlete”. 

Their foodways reflect how conceptions, sports tra-
jectory, sociocultural, emotional, and environmental fac-
tors influence their food choices and eating practices. 
Notwithstanding, the sports-related eating practices which 
superimposed national foodways were similar in both 
countries, suggesting a group identity process, and the 
existence of a sports discipline’s food culture. 

Nutritionists and other sports professionals working 
with athletes should develop skills to bridge the gap 
between all the cultural aspects identified and the nutri-
tional recommendations and to develop nutrition educa-
tion programs designed to meet the specific needs and 
demands of each athlete/team. Nutrition education pro-
grams for aesthetics and weight class athletes should have 
a special focus on body image perception and should 
include family and coaches. Athletes involved in sports 
where body mass control is desired should associate their 
eating practices not only with sports success but with 
health as well. 
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