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Introduction
Since the introduction of relative energy deficiency in sport (REDs) in 
2014,¹ research has primarily focused on athletes’ experiences of REDs 
symptomology and consequences. This inhibits gaining a holistic 
understanding of REDs beyond the athlete experience, as coaching and 
support staff are tasked with an overarching goal of optimising athlete 
health and performance.² This optimisation is delivered to athletes 
through coaching practices and advice, which can be intentionally 
preventative or unintentionally contributory to the development of REDs.³ 
However, despite the variance and frequency of coach-athlete 
engagement,⁴ research combining athletes with coaching and support 
staff investigating their respective perspectives of REDs is limited.

Aim

Results

To assess the alignment between athletes’ expectations of coaching 
and support staff’s role within REDs, and staff members’ perceptions of 
athletes’ REDs experience.

Methods
• Mixed-methods, cross-sectional design. 
• Utilising two inter-related questionnaires.
• Chi-Square Test of Independence (ꭓ²) to examine the relationship 

between the role of being an athlete and coaching or support staff, 
and the awareness of REDs.

• Reflexive Thematic Analysis.

Quantitative
• 56 athletes (n = 41 [73%] female; 15 [27%] male).
• 45 coaching and support staff (n = 14 [31%] female; 31 [69%] male).
• 31 (55%) athletes aware of REDs.
• 33 (73%) coaching and support staff aware of REDs.
• No relationship between the role of being an athlete and coaching or 

support staff, and the awareness of REDs
• (ꭓ²(1) = 3.473, V = 0.185, p = 0.062).

Qualitative
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Despite a similar awareness of REDs between participants, this failed to translate to institutional protocols or technical 
proficiency; resulting in an awareness-action gap. Similarities and disparities were also present between athletes’ expectations 
of staff members in relation to REDs, and of coaching and support staff’s perception of athletes’ experiences of REDs:

▪ Athletes desired to receive, and coaching and support staff to facilitate; individualized REDs care.
▪ Athletes with REDs, experienced negative coaching practices, and held expectations of receiving a lack of support.
▪ Coaching and support staff considered their potential to positively influence athletes’ REDs experience as limited.
▪ Education was indicated as being a key factor in mitigating athletes’ risk of; and improving coaching and support staffs’ 

practice in relation to REDs.

Conclusion

• An inductive approach was adopted, utilising latent coding to 
interpret athlete, coaching and support staff responses
▪ 4 Themes identified

▪ 8 Sub-Themes identified

“Education to coaches. Know the 
signs and symptoms [of REDs], to 

be able to respond to 
unintentional underfuelling”

 – Athlete.38 (Athletics)

“Not sure exactly what REDs is, 
but modified training and diet may 

be a solution” – S&C.8

“It [REDs] is a problem in every 
competitive sport, as players 
aren’t aware of the potential 

risks… so a lot of early 
education is required” – S&C.11 

“I feel like I’m destroying my 
body” – Athlete.41 (Running)

“Awful in the years living with it 
[REDs]. Wonderful now that I’m out 
of it” – Athlete.30 (Ultra-Running)

“I would prefer an athlete to be 
under-trained and over-recovered… 
because sport extends beyond just 

performance” – S&C.33

“Awareness is increasing, but it’s 
so easily done [developing 

REDs], and often made worse by 
social media” – Nut.39

“He’d [the coach] ask me to see a 
nutritionist, they’re so expensive and 

do not offer the right advice or support 
to make the cost worthwhile”

 – Athlete.8 (OWL)

“I was sat down in front of a large 
group of girls and given a telling off 

for being over 3kg away from my 
[target] weight. It was mortifying”

– Athlete.31 (Ultra-Running)

“I prioritise the individual needs of 
athletes, focusing on their long-
term development, rather than 

short-term wins” – S&C.36

“I feel like it [REDs] wouldn’t be taken 
seriously by my coach and wouldn’t 
be understood” – Athlete.32 (GAA)

“I avoided discussions around 
injuries and fatigue, so as not to 
cause concern around energy 

intake, as a result of [my] under-
fueling” – Athlete.37 (Running)

“There is too much pressure to lose 
weight to be faster. It’s BS, eating 

adequate calories is what allows for 
the best performance” – Nut.32

“Often athletes refuse to 
acknowledge an issue [related to 
REDs]… Even if I require them to 

stop training, they continue to do so 
against my advice” – S&C.24

“If I weighed over my target [weight], I 
was made to run laps and advised on a 

very restrictive diet… [it was] very 
negative and still impacting my life 20yrs 

later” – Athlete.6 (OWL)

Varied and 
Specific 

Knowledge

➢The Need for Education
➢Confusion is Common

Issues External to 
the Coach-Athlete 

Relationship

➢Life and Health Beyond Sport
➢Frustration with Ungoverned Issues

Coaching 
Best 

Practice

➢Duty of Care
➢Role Expectation and Individualisation

Coach-
Athlete 

Relationship

➢Shared Decision-Making
➢Respective Perspectives
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