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Abstract

This study examined the health-conscious strategies, dietary habits, hydration practices, training behaviors, and body
image of female fitness competitors and recreational gym users (N=201; 101 competitors in lower-demand catego-
ries, 100 recreational athletes). Data were collected via an online questionnaire, including the BSQ-34 for body image
assessment. Both groups demonstrated health awareness, but with distinct priorities. Competitors emphasized per-
formance-oriented behaviors, such as structured training, strict seasonal diets, intensive supplement use, and precise
hydration, while recreational athletes focused on overall health, long-term well-being, and flexible nutrition. Training
frequency was higher among competitors, who adhered to periodized routines, whereas recreational athletes showed
greater avoidance of unhealthy fats and preference for natural supplements. Notably, body dissatisfaction was higher
among recreational athletes, likely influenced by aesthetic motivations and social media, while competitors maintained
a more realistic perception of their physique despite seasonal fluctuations. Even in lower-demand competition catego-
ries, extreme preparatory practices persisted, highlighting the need for educational interventions promoting balanced
nutrition, safe supplementation, and realistic body image. Overall, the findings underscore the differences in goal orien-
tation, risk exposure, and lifestyle consistency between performance-driven competitors and health-focused recreation-
al athletes.

Keywords: dietary habits, wellness, gym, exercise

.

J

Introduction

The relationship between women’s health, lifestyle hab-
its, and body image has emerged as a key public health con-
cern, highlighting the relevance of examining fitness-related
behaviours. In recent years, gym-based training has become
one of the most widespread forms of recreational physical ac-
tivity, while public and professional interest in fitness compe-
titions has also grown dynamically (Kairaitis et al., 2024; Riera
& Moragas, 2021). The increasing number of recreational ath-
letes has contributed to greater attention toward competitive
sports, leading to the structural expansion of competition
categories. In addition to traditional bodybuilding divisions,
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new categories emphasizing aesthetic and functional aspects
have emerged, such as bikini fitness, wellness fitness, and
body fitness. These categories are characterized by lower entry
demands, as they do not require the same degree of muscle
mass or extremely lean physique as classical bodybuilding dis-
ciplines (Vorobiova et al., 2019).

Health consciousness has gained prominence in re-
search, particularly concerning lifestyle, training habits, and
recovery practices of fitness competitors. Empirical studies
indicate that supplement use is widespread among athletes
(Filho et al.,, 2021; Mazzilli et al., 2021). Nevertheless, atyp-
ical nutritional behaviours can be observed in certain sub-
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groups, and limited professional knowledge often character-
izes supplement intake (Mazzilli et al., 2021; Paaso-Rantala &
Turvanen, 2023). Mental health research highlights the high
prevalence of body image disturbances, eating problems, and
anxiety (Mathisen & Sundgot-Borgen, 2019; Monks et al.,
2020; Salvador et al., 2023; Steele et al., 2019). These findings
collectively underline that participation in fitness competi-
tions is not solely an aesthetic pursuit but involves complex
health challenges (Walberg & Johnston, 1990; Warren & Per-
Iroth, 2001).

While fitness was previously almost exclusively associated
with bodybuilding, the discipline has evolved to include both
aesthetic and health-promoting goals (Andreasson & Johans-
son, 2019). However, there is limited evidence regarding the
nutritional patterns, hydration practices, and general health
strategies of athletes entering newer, lower-demand categories.
Beginners in these divisions often lack adequate professional
preparation, potentially increasing physical and mental health
risks. These risks can be further aggravated by inadequate di-
etary practices, improper supplement use (Espeiio et al., 2024),
and extreme preparatory methods, such as dehydration or elec-
trolyte manipulation, which may lead to severe health conse-
quences (Helms et al., 2014). Preliminary observations suggest
that even outside competition periods, the physical condition
of athletes in lower categories often deteriorates markedly. Re-
search on recreational athletes remains limited, as most studies
focus on competitive sports (Filho et al., 2021).

The aim of this study is to explore and compare the
health-conscious strategies of amateur female fitness competi-
tors and recreational gym users performing regular resistance
training. Particular attention is given to health awareness in
training, including prevention, correct exercise technique,
warm-up and cool-down, and recovery strategies. Addition-
ally, the study examines dietary habits, including adherence
to healthy eating, potentially harmful patterns, and deviations
from prescribed diets, as well as hydration-related attitudes.
Finally, the research focuses on training behaviour, motiva-
tion, and body image, comparing frequency and intensity
of training, performance- versus health-oriented goals, and
the prevalence of body dissatisfaction in both groups. Only
athletes competing in lower-demand categories (e.g., bikini
fitness, wellness fitness, body fitness) were included, as these
divisions are assumed to encourage moderate, health-orient-
ed preparation and reduce the likelihood of extreme physio-
logical interventions.

Materials and Methods

The study was based on convenience sampling with vol-
untary participation and targeted two groups: female fitness
competitors and recreational gym users engaged in resistance
training. The sample included a total of 201 participants, of

whom 101 were active female competitors in lower-entry fit-
ness categories (bikini fitness, wellness fitness, body fitness),
and 100 were recreational athletes performing regular gym-
based resistance training. Inclusion criteria required at least
two years of experience in resistance training, and, for com-
petitors, active participation in one of the specified competi-
tion categories. Exclusion criteria included any regular physi-
cal activity not related to gym-based resistance training.

Data were collected through a questionnaire survey
using both a self-constructed and a validated measurement
instrument. The questionnaires were distributed nationwide
in an online format via the Google Forms platform between
23 February and 9 March 2025, with a supplementary second
data collection conducted between 5 and 9 January 2026. The
second data collection was conducted to increase the sample
size and improve the robustness and representativeness of the
dataset by including additional eligible participants who ex-
pressed willingness to take part in the study.

The self-constructed questionnaire contained open-end-
ed, closed-ended, and Likert scale items. The first section re-
corded sociodemographic data, while the second assessed
general health consciousness. The third section examined
participants’ dietary supplement consumption habits. Consid-
ering the importance of annual training planning (periodiza-
tion) among female fitness competitors, members of this group
answered the relevant questions separately for the competition
season and the off-season, allowing for the identification of po-
tential differences between these two periods. This approach
enabled a comparative analysis of health consciousness, di-
etary habits, and supplement use across the two phases.

For the examination of body image disturbance, the
Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ-34), a validated instrument
developed by sports psychologists, was employed (Cooper et
al.,, 1987). The questionnaire consists of 34 items assessing the
degree of dissatisfaction with body shape. Responses are rated
on a six-point Likert scale. The total score, ranging from 34
to 204, indicates the level of body dissatisfaction, with higher
scores representing greater dissatisfaction. The interpretation
ranges are as follows: <110 points: no or minimal body dissat-
isfaction; 111-140 points: mild body dissatisfaction; 141-170
points: moderate body dissatisfaction; =171 points: severe
body dissatisfaction. Data processing was performed using
Microsoft Excel, applying descriptive statistical measures and
frequency distributions.

The sociodemographic data of the two examined target
groups are presented in Table 1. Participants had the option
to skip the question regarding their income. Among the rec-
reational gym users, 11% (n=11) chose not to answer this
question, and 2% (n=2) reported being dependents. Among
the fitness competitors, 15.2% (n=15) did not respond to the
income-related question, and 4% (n=4) of them were classi-
fied as dependents.
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Table 1. Distribution of participants according to their main sociodemographic characteristics

Category Group Recreational gym users (%) Fitness competitors (%)

21-25 39 48
26-30 10 20
Age group (years) 31-35 14 16
36-40 14 4
40-45 23 12

PhD degree 1 1
Tertiary education 48 49
Highest level of Grammar school 28 28
education completed Vocational secondary school 15 18
Vocational school 4 2

Primary school 4 2
Town 38 36
City with county rights 33 28
Place of residence Capital city 13 28
Large village 7 1

Village 9 7

0-500 19 7
501-1000 26 26
1001-1,500 34 36

z\éar;{t)hly net income 1,501-2,500 5 11
Above 2,500 1

Dependent 2 4
No response 11 15

Results Dietary habits

Health awareness in training: prevention, technique,
and recovery

The utilization of preventive health screenings was nota-
bly high among fitness competitors, with 82% reporting that
they undergo such examinations regularly, annually, or even
more frequently, including prior to the competition season.
Among recreational amateur athletes, participation in health
screenings was also relatively high (62%), yet this proportion
was lower than that observed among competitors.

The importance of correct exercise technique, as well as
proper warm-up and cool-down routines, was emphasized by
the majority of respondents in both groups.

Regarding sleep, approximately four-fifths of respon-
dents in both groups reported consciously striving to ensure
adequate quantity and quality of rest. Among fitness competi-
tors, nearly one-third paid increased attention to sleep during
the competition season.

DOI 10.26773/smj.260607

The degree of avoidance of unhealthy fats and empty
calories was lower among competitors during the oft-sea-
son (mean: 4.02+1.12) compared to recreational gym users
(mean: 4.22+1.28). Among competitors, dietary strictness
varied seasonally: during the competition season, self-disci-
pline increased significantly (mean: 5.11).

Seventy-five percent of competitors reported consuming
foods they considered unhealthy for aesthetic or performance
purposes. In contrast, this proportion was lower among recre-
ational athletes (48.5%).

The use of sweeteners was almost universal among com-
petitors: 90% reported regular use, and 64% consumed them
daily. This proportion further increased during the competi-
tion season. Among recreational athletes, sweetener use was
more moderate: 30% reported daily use, 30% occasional use,
and another 30% avoided them entirely (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Sweetener consumption habits among gym-going recreational athletes and fitness

The frequency of dietary deviations differed between the  ly included such meals. When examining the impact of festive
two groups. During the off-season, 50% of competitors report-  and vacation periods, competitors’ responses indicated mod-
ed having “cheat days” once or twice a week, whereas during  erate dietary deviation (mean: 3.8+1.52; median and mode:
the competition season, 66% reported no deviation from their ~ 4), while among recreational gym users, the deviation was
planned diet. In contrast, 33% of recreational athletes regular-  slightly higher (mean: 3.52+1.78; median: 4; mode: 5).
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o — l

Never Once or twice Once or twice More than twice | do not follow
a month aweek a week a strict diet
B Recreation gym-users Fitness competitors Fitness competitors
(off season) (competition season)

Figure 2. Frequency of dietary deviations among recreational gym users and fithess competitors

The consumption of non-vitamin and non-mineral di-  half on a daily basis, and 39% used them even more intensively
etary supplements was widespread in both groups. Among  during the competition season. Among recreational athletes,
competitors, 92% reported using such products, more than ~ 61% consumed supplements, 41% of them daily (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Dietary supplement consumption habits among recreational gym users and fitness

The reasons behind supplement use include their prac-
tical nature, rapid absorption, and their roles in performance
enhancement and recovery (Mazzilli et al., 2021; Paaso-Ran-
tala & Turvanen, 2023). Virtually all competitors reported
using protein powder, and frequent use was also observed
for creatine, BCAA/EAA, glutamine, collagen, pre-workout
formulas, caffeine, fat burners (e.g., L-carnitine, thermogen-
ics), citrulline, beta-alanine, ashwagandha, and plant-based
steroids (e.g., ecdysterone).

According to the responses, 27% of competitors used
certain supplements exclusively during the competition sea-
son. These included diuretics (e.g., Watercut, Animal Cuts),
HMB, and stimulant-containing pre-workout formulations.
Recreational athletes also used dietary supplements but with-
in a narrower range—mainly protein powder, creatine, colla-
gen, and occasionally glutamine, BCAAs, and L-carnitine.

When selecting supplements, effectiveness was identi-
fied as the most important factor by 44% of fitness compet-
itors and 33% of recreational athletes. However, the latter
group showed a greater preference for products containing
natural ingredients.

An examination of attitudes toward side effects revealed
that 45% of competitors considered the severity of side effects
the decisive factor, while 42% prioritized long-term health. In
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contrast, more than three-quarters of recreational athletes re-
garded long-term health as their primary concern.

The use of vitamin and mineral supplements was also
widespread: 91% of competitors and 75% of recreational ath-
letes reported taking such products. The most frequently used
micronutrients in both groups were vitamin C, vitamin D,
and magnesium. Competitors additionally reported frequent
use of multivitamins, omega-3 fatty acids, zinc, iron, calcium,
B-complex vitamins, and various natural active compounds,
such as ashwagandha, turmeric, berberine, inositol, chaste-
berry, coenzyme Q10, as well as liver and joint-support sup-
plements. These products were also used among recreational
athletes, though to a lesser extent and in fewer varieties.

In terms of conscious supplement selection, effectiveness
was the primary factor for fitness competitors (44%), while for
recreational athletes (33%), natural composition was a stron-
ger consideration. When asked about their attitude toward
potential negative side effects, especially in cases where sup-
plement use could clearly enhance performance or physique,
nearly half of competitors (45%) stated that the severity of side
effects would be the decisive factor, whereas only 42% priori-
tized long-term health. By contrast, more than three-quarters
of recreational athletes reported that preserving long-term
health was their foremost concern (Figure 4).



HEALTH AWARENESS IN FEMALE FITNESS TRAINING | D. JANTAL ET AL.

40

a0

5

15
10 s ] |
u L

Efficiency

Price

H Recreational Gym-Users

Natural ingredients

=11

H I_ m

Expert
recommendation

Brand and
reliability

Complexity

Fitness Competitors

Figure 4. Main criteria for dietary supplement selection among
gym-going recreational athletes and fitness competitors

Hydration-related attitudes

Hydration-related awareness was found to be high in
both target groups. Among fitness competitors, 98% reported
consciously paying attention to adequate fluid intake, while
this proportion was 86% among recreational athletes.

In both groups, nearly half of the respondents reported a
daily fluid intake of 2-3 liters. However, differences were ob-
served at higher intake levels: 37% of fitness competitors re-

60
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r20

10

0 =1

Less than
one liter

1-2 liters

B Recreational Gym-Users

2-3 liters

ported consuming 3-4 liters per day, compared to only 10% of
recreational athletes. Conversely, approximately one third of
recreational athletes reported a daily intake of only 1-2 liters.

Most competitors did not significantly modify their hy-
dration strategies across competition and non-competition
periods or between training and rest days. In contrast, recre-
ational athletes more frequently reported consciously increas-
ing fluid intake on training days or adjusting consumption
based on thirst (Figure 5).

3-4 liters

More than
four liters

Fitness Competitors

Figure 5. Hydration practices among recreational gym users and fitness competitors

Training behavior, motivation, and body image

Based on responses assessing general health conscious-
ness and training habits, fitness competitors reported a high-

er training frequency compared to recreational gym users.
More than half of the competitors trained 5-6 times per week,
whereas nearly half (40%) of recreational athletes reported
training 3-4 times per week (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Training frequency among recreational gym users and fithess competitors

Regarding training motivation, nearly half of both com-  tion. However, 25% of recreational athletes reported general
petitors and recreational gym users indicated achieving a  health maintenance as a key motivation (Figure 7).
more muscular and leaner physique as their primary motiva-
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More muscular, Mental Sense of Health Self-confidence Strength and
leaner, well-being achievement maintenence endurance
more proportionate

B Recreational Gym-Users Fitness Competitors
Figure 7. Training motivation among recreational gym users and fitness competitors

Body image dissatisfaction differed between the groups,  concern or mild concern with body shape), compared to 61%
with recreational gym users exhibiting higher levels than  among competitors. Notably, 1% of competitors and 6% of
competitors. In the recreational group, only 38% of partici-  recreational athletes fell into the most severe dissatisfaction
pants scored in the lower categories of the BSQ scale (no  category (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. BSQ-34 body image assessment among recreational gym users and fithess competitors

Discussion

The observed differences in preventive health screenings
may be closely related to the structural demands of competition
preparation, where maintaining optimal physical condition is
a prerequisite for successful performance. In this context, regu-
lar monitoring may serve not only as a preventive measure but
also as a tool for tracking readiness and minimizing the risk
of setbacks during preparation phases. In contrast, although
recreational athletes also show relatively high participation
in screenings, the lower prevalence suggests a less perfor-
mance-driven necessity for continuous medical supervision.

The emphasis on correct technique, as well as warm-up
and cool-down routines in both groups, reflects a generally
conscious approach to injury prevention. However, the prac-
tical implications of this awareness may differ: for competi-
tors, injury prevention is likely directly linked to maintaining
training continuity and achieving peak condition, whereas for
recreational athletes, it may be more associated with general
safety and long-term participation in physical activity.

Sleep-related behaviors further support this distinction.
While both groups recognize the importance of adequate rest,
the increased attention observed among competitors during
the competition season suggests a more strategic use of sleep
as a recovery and adaptation tool. This pattern may indicate a
higher level of periodization not only in training but also in
recovery strategies.

Differences in dietary habits reveal distinct behavioral
models. Recreational athletes appear to follow a relatively sta-
ble, health-oriented nutritional pattern throughout the year,
whereas competitors exhibit clear seasonal variation. This fluc-
tuation likely reflects the cyclical nature of competition prepa-
ration, where dietary strategies are adjusted in accordance
with short-term physique goals. The stricter dietary control
observed during competition periods may therefore be inter-
preted as a functional adaptation to performance requirements
rather than a consistently maintained lifestyle pattern.

The higher prevalence of consuming foods perceived as
unhealthy among competitors suggests a willingness to prior-
itize aesthetic or performance-related outcomes over general

10

health considerations. This behavior may reflect the complex
trade-offs inherent in physique sports, where achieving a spe-
cific body composition can require dietary compromises that
deviate from conventional health guidelines.

Sweetener consumption patterns further illustrate this
dynamic. Despite a substantial proportion of competitors per-
ceiving sweeteners as potentially harmful, their widespread
and frequent use indicates that these products may play a
practical role in maintaining dietary adherence, particularly
under restrictive conditions. In contrast, the more moder-
ate use and partial avoidance observed among recreational
athletes suggests a stronger alignment with natural, less pro-
cessed dietary approaches.

Differences in dietary flexibility also highlight contrast-
ing behavioral strategies. Recreational athletes demonstrate a
balance between health awareness and flexibility, particularly
in social contexts such as holidays or vacations. Competitors,
on the other hand, tend to maintain stricter dietary control
even during such periods, which may be linked to the con-
tinuous alignment of their behaviors with training cycles and
competition timelines.

The markedly higher and more diverse supplement use
among competitors reflects a goal-oriented approach that in-
tegrates supplementation as part of performance optimiza-
tion and recovery strategies (Mazzilli et al., 2021; Paaso-Ran-
tala & Turvanen, 2023). The inclusion of both commonly
used supplements and more specialized or season-specific
products suggests a structured and targeted supplementation
strategy. In contrast, recreational athletes exhibit more limit-
ed and selective use, focusing on a narrower range of widely
accepted supplements.

Attitudes toward supplement selection and side effects
further emphasize differing priorities between the groups.
Competitors’ stronger focus on effectiveness, alongside a rela-
tively lower emphasis on long-term health, suggests a perfor-
mance-oriented risk-benefit evaluation. Recreational athletes,
by prioritizing long-term health to a greater extent, appear to
adopt a more precautionary approach to supplementation.

Hydration practices also reflect these broader patterns.
While both groups demonstrate high levels of awareness,
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competitors’ higher fluid intake and more consistent routines
indicate a structured approach integrated into performance
preparation. Recreational athletes, in contrast, appear to reg-
ulate hydration more flexibly, often in response to immediate
needs such as thirst or training load, suggesting a more intu-
itive strategy.

Differences in training frequency are likely associated
with the structured and periodized nature of competition-ori-
ented training programs. Higher training frequency among
competitors may reflect not only greater time investment but
also a systematic approach to achieving specific performance
and physique outcomes. Although aesthetic motivation is
prominent in both groups, the additional emphasis on health
among recreational athletes indicates a broader motivational
framework, whereas competitors’ motivations appear more
closely aligned with performance and competitive success.

Body image-related findings provide further insight
into psychological differences between the groups. The lower
prevalence of dissatisfaction among competitors may be asso-
ciated with regular and objective monitoring of body compo-
sition, which can contribute to a more realistic perception of
one’s physique. Additionally, awareness of the temporary na-
ture of peak competition condition may facilitate acceptance
of natural fluctuations. In contrast, recreational athletes may
be more susceptible to external influences, particularly ideal-
ized representations on social media, which can contribute to
unrealistic expectations and increased dissatisfaction (Salva-
dor et al., 2023).

Importantly, the findings indicate that even among
female competitors in lower-demand fitness categories,
health-compromising practices may still be present. The per-
sistence of extreme preparation strategies, dietary compro-
mises, and potential physiological strain suggests that reduced
competition level does not necessarily eliminate associated
risks. This observation highlights the complexity of defining
“health” within the context of physique sports.

The present results partly contradict previous findings
(Mazzilli et al., 2021), which reported no substantial differ-
ences in nutritional habits between competitors and recre-
ational athletes. In contrast, the current data demonstrate
clear distinctions, particularly in the extent and intensity
of supplement use. Furthermore, the absence of significant
binge-eating patterns differs from the findings of Mathisen
and Sundgot-Borgen (2019), indicating potential variability
depending on sample characteristics or competition level.

Taken together, these findings underline the importance
of addressing health-related attitudes within the competitive
fitness context. Interventions aimed at promoting long-term
health considerations, alongside performance goals, may con-
tribute to more balanced behavioral patterns. Educational ini-
tiatives, as well as the integration of health-consciousness cri-
teria into coaching qualifications, could support this process.
Additionally, encouraging more realistic and natural body
representations on social media may help reduce the discrep-
ancy between perceived and attainable physiques, thereby
potentially mitigating body image-related concerns among
recreational athletes.
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Conclusions

The results indicate that both fitness competitors and
recreational gym users demonstrate health-conscious behav-
iors across multiple domains, including training, nutrition,
supplementation, hydration, and recovery. At the same time,
clear differences were observed between the two groups in the
patterns and intensity of these behaviors.

Fitness competitors were characterized by higher train-
ing frequency, more structured and consistent routines, and
greater engagement in preventive health monitoring. Their
nutritional practices showed pronounced seasonal variation,
with stricter dietary control during the competition period
and more flexible patterns in the off-season. In addition, sup-
plement use was more widespread and diverse among com-
petitors, with a higher proportion of daily use and a broader
range of products.

Recreational gym users, in contrast, demonstrated more
stable dietary habits throughout the year, with consistently
higher avoidance of unhealthy fats and empty calories. Their
supplement use was less frequent and involved a narrower
range of products. Hydration practices also differed between
the groups, with competitors reporting higher daily fluid in-
take, while recreational athletes more often adjusted their in-
take based on situational factors such as training days.

Differences were also identified in training frequen-
cy and motivational patterns, as well as in body image out-
comes. While aesthetic goals were prominent in both groups,
recreational athletes more frequently reported general health
maintenance as a motivation. Furthermore, a higher preva-
lence of body image dissatisfaction was observed among rec-
reational gym users compared to fitness competitors. Overall,
the findings highlight distinct behavioral patterns between fit-
ness competitors and recreational athletes across all examined
areas, including health awareness, dietary habits, supplement
use, hydration, training behavior, and body image.
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