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What are the signposts to poor nutrition behaviours?

Coaches often see and hear things that are important to the development and care of our athletes 
in informal situations. A great opportunity for a ‘coaching conversation’. If you are around your 
athletes when they eat or are part of a team meal, there are some signposts to keep a look out for 
that may highlight poor eating behaviours. 

Skipping snacks 
when others are 

eating or not joining 
in for team meals

Some athletes have 
changes in appetite that 
are worth asking about, 
others might be fearful

 of eating in front of 
others, or not have the 
finances to buy snacks. 

These are all worthwhile 
observations.  

Talking about 
eating ‘bad’ 
foods and 

gaining weight  

If you overhear lots 
of talk about good 

and bad foods, try to 
change the language 
used around food to 
more positive words 
like ‘better choice’, 

‘higher energy’, 
‘useful for training’, 
‘treat’; even asking 
athletes to come up 

with their own 
positive words can 
be a useful team 

activity. 

Excessive 
use/inappropriate 

use of supplements   

Supplementation when 
needed is not a bad 
thing – but replacing 
foods with drinks or 
adding powders to 

things can be the start 
of bad habits; they are 
used to supplement, 
not replace food. At 
worst, they can be a 

gateway to 
supplements that are 

illegal in sport and can 
even cause damage to 
someone’s health. Food 

first is imperative 
while growing, and still 
hugely beneficial at all 

levels of active 
individuals. 

Dieting when
still growing 

Youth athletes should 
not be dieting unless 

managed by a 
nutrition professional. 
If you are aware that 

your athletes are 
dieting ‘unsupervised’ 

this could lead to a 
very negative 

relationship with food. 
There are many ways 
of growing into your 

body that don’t 
involve restrictive 

diets. 

Excessive 
weighing on scales

The scale is just an 
outcome from 

consistent nutrition 
behaviours. If anyone 
is weighing more than 
once a week, this may 

become unhealthy 
since the daily 

changes in weight will 
outcompete any actual 
changes in a person’s 
physical size/mass. 

Poor eating behaviours can make a difference to growth, performance and overall cognitive 
well-being. In the worst-case scenario, paying attention to your athletes’ eating can give an indication 
of any disordered eating. Best case, you can get to know some of their favourite eating habits and 
help direct them towards keeping good long-term habits. There are lots of ways to find out about your 
athletes’ eating, appetite and health. If you are worried about offending or asking the wrong thing, 
reach out to the right professional to help. 
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