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Abstract: Nutrition is increasingly recognized as a key component of opti-
mal sporting performance, with both the science and practice of sports nu-
trition developing rapidly. The sports nutrition market has witnessed robust 
growth in the past few years; it is gaining pace due to the increase in health 
awareness among the population, new product development, the rapid in-
crease in urbanization, and growth in a number of sales outlets, health clubs, 
fitness centers and gyms. Athletes use a range of nutritional and diet strat-
egies to improve sports performance. Nutrition plans need to be personal-
ized to the individual athlete to take into account the specificity and unique-
ness of the event, performance goals, practical challenges, food preferenc-
es, and responses to various strategies. A key factor is the related marketing 
used to reach the core aim of the athletes for specific sports nutrition so they 
can meet their energy and nutrient requirements, whether that is speed, en-
durance, recovery, or strength. The marketing strategies in the sports nutri-
tion industry are wide. Companies understand the power of sports endorse-
ment, the trending on social media, and after all the factors of advertise-
ment, through the different marketing communication channels impacting 
the athletes’ behavior for the final decision-making process of purchasing 
the product. In this paper the purpose is to investigate the effect of sport-re-
lated nutritional marketing as a communication strategy reaching athletes, 
and, its second relationship, the effect of the marketed sport-related nutri-
tional products impact on athlete’s performance, from the athlete’s aspect. 
The importance of this paper is to examine a new topic of a connection be-
tween sports nutritional marketing and the eventual performance effect on 
a particular sub-category of athletes because very little research is being 
conducted on this topic of interest. The research framework used in this pa-
per will help to guide future research and improve marketing communica-
tion strategies with great insight on what are the key methods to reach out 
to short and distance athletes from a marketing point of view, as well as the 
key factors that make marketed sport nutritional products impact on ath-
lete’s performance.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Nutrition is increasingly recognized as a key component of optimal sporting performance, 
with both the science and practice of sports nutrition developing rapidly, explains Beck et. 

al., (2013). Every time we eat we have an opportunity to nourish our bodies. The sports nutri-
tion market is gaining pace due to the increase in health awareness among the population, new 
product development, the rapid increase in urbanization, and growth in a number of sales out-
lets, health clubs, fitness centers and gyms. Beck et al. (2013) define the “Athlete” as individuals 
competing in a range of sport types, such as strength and power (e.g., weightlifting), team (e.g., 
football), and endurance (e.g., marathon running). Athletes and active people should choose nu-
trient-dense foods as often as possible to support their bodies’ increased nutrient requirements. 
Athletes often expend more energy and therefore have higher energy requirements, so they may 
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need to consume more serves of each of the food groups to meet their energy and nutrient re-
quirements, it is concluded in the research developed by Food Standards Australia New Zealand 
(2010). Nutrition is determinant in achieving adequate sports performance, which is defined by 
three variables: training, rest, and feeding. The sports nutrition market in Europe is expected to 
grow by USD 2.01 billion from 2021 to 2026, progressing at a CAGR of 8.01% as per the latest 
market report by Technavio (2022).

2. SPORTS-RELATED NUTRITION MARKETING COMMUNICATION STRATEGIES

According to Kotler & Armstrong (2011, p. 12), “the company’s marketing strategy outlines 
which customers it will serve and how it will create value for these customers. Companies need 
to do well in their marketing strategies. The marketing program builds customer relationships 
by transforming the marketing strategy into action. It consists of the firm’s marketing mix, the 
set of marketing tools the firm uses to implement its marketing strategy”.

Sports nutrition products supply carbohydrates, proteins, minerals and fluids. Examples are 
sports drinks and sports bars. Ergogenic supplements claim to enhance performances in one 
way or another. Examples are caffeine, creatine and ginseng according to The Norwegian Di-
rectorate of Health (2005). Corresponding to Titchenal (2001), based on product type, the sports 
nutrition market can be categorized into sports food, sports drink and sports supplements. The 
sports nutrition segment includes energy drinks, powders, liquid meal replacements, energy 
bars, creatine supplements and the like. These products are marketed as supplements before, 
during and after physical exercise. This delimitation is central because the market for food sup-
plements, of which sports nutrition products are only a small subcategory, is enormous, stress-
es Ånestad (2009). Sports nutrition products are offered in all shapes and sizes; such as ready-
made drinks, bars, tablets, capsules, gel form and powder that can be mixed with milk as well 
as water. There are products suggested for gaining muscles and weight, while other products 
promise to help you control your weight. Products aimed at training and competition prom-
ise to increase achievements by giving prolonged endurance, others may help with recovery of 
the body after training, explains Bjerck et al. (2009). They also state that there are many dif-
ferent sales channels for sports nutrition products. While some products are sold through gro-
cery stores and in health food stores, others can only be bought in special stores for sports nu-
trition products and on various Internet sites. Internet is the central point of marketing strate-
gy in the sports nutrition industry, it has become a new way to create value and build a relation-
ship with the customers (Kotler, 2014), however, some physical placements and stores are mak-
ing a change in the market.

Sports stores - sell items related to various forms of sports and exercise, among them are sports 
nutrition products. Sports stores are one of the most important sales channels for sports nutri-
tion products (The Norwegian Directorate of Health 2005).

Healthy food stores - in general, are meant to provide healthy food supplements and ingredients 
and offer a wide range of sports nutrition products (The Norwegian Directorate of Health 2005).

Gyms – the focus on sports nutrition products is evident in the physical appearance of the gym; 
they sell different forms of sport nutrition products, starting with “sports water”, protein shakes, 
protein drinks, energy drinks, protein bars and energy bars (The Norwegian Directorate of 
Health 2005).
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Internet sites – starting from small startups, up to larger companies including different health 
food stores, sports stores and gyms, in addition to private customers are present where usually 
information about the nutritional value of the product along with recommendations on usage is 
provided (The Norwegian Directorate of Health 2005).

Social media discount - another type of promotion made on the Internet is the online sales pro-
motion which consists in doing a discount on the website [or the social platform account] and 
causing a desire which leads to the purchase, says Kotler (1999). These promotions are a con-
sequence of the proportion of people buying their food supplements on the Internet (4 out of 5 
people). As said, sport nutrition companies understand the importance of the Internet and want 
to maximize their profits on this support by using all the different online tools they have at their 
disposal.

Sports events - Companies selling sports nutrition products tend to be highly visible at sports 
events. For them, as for many other sports nutrition companies, the importance of sports events 
is not to sell directly to consumers, but to present the company and its products (The Norwe-
gian Directorate of Health 2005).

Advertisement via influencers: An influencer, is an individual who influences an exceptional-
ly large number of their peers, and forms standards of orientation, says Watts et al. (2007). In-
stagram has established itself as the most important social network for influencers as it enables 
the most effective interaction with their network and is the best channel for paid collaboration, 
writes Hashoff (2017). Research conducted by Pilgrim et al. (2019) ranked the accounts that pub-
lish posts in German according to the total number of followers, excluding brand and compa-
ny profiles. For the sample definition, relevant accounts communicating nutrition and exercise 
were identified. In order to generate a sense of the wording used on Instagram in this context, 
the research team examined the 100 most frequently used hashtags worldwide. The findings 
identify three categories of communication goals that had to be clearly distinguished from each 
other. On the one hand, influencers try to position themselves as experts by rhetorical means 
and specifically selected content. The goal is to increase the total engagement on the account. 
On the other hand, the majority of observed communication was intended to increase the per-
sonal appeal (of the influencer) in the eyes of the followers. The influencer consciously intend-
ed to create or increase the perceived similarity between her/him and her/his followers, as well 
as perceived familiarity and sympathy.

Word of mouth - As untraditional marketing and sales strategy, the sports nutrition market, in 
addition, is operating with recommendations, usually from traditional users of sports nutrition 
products. This availability increases the probability that more people encounter the products, 
explain Carlson et al. (2008).

3. SPORT-RELATED NUTRITIONAL MARKETED PRODUCTS  
AND THEIR PERFORMANCE IMPACT ON ATHLETES

The athletes’ nutrition should be developed for individual athletes based on their size, sex, body 
composition, activity levels, individual preferences and sport-specific requirements. For exam-
ple, some athletes may prefer or require more carbohydrate-rich wholegrain foods, while oth-
ers require more protein-rich meat and alternatives; it is concluded in the research developed by 
Food Standards Australia New Zealand (2010). In sports involving strength and power, athletes 
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strive to gain fat-free mass via a program of muscle hypertrophy at specified times of the annu-
al macro-cycle. Whereas some athletes aim to gain absolute size and strength per se, in other 
sports, in which the athlete must move their own body mass or compete within weight divisions, 
it is important to optimize power to weight ratios rather than absolute power, say Stellingwerff et 
al. (2011). Thus, some power athletes also desire to achieve low body fat levels. In sports involv-
ing weight divisions (e.g. combat sports, lightweight rowing, weightlifting), competitors typical-
ly target the lowest achievable body weight category, while maximizing their lean mass within 
this target. Other athletes strive to maintain a low body mass and/or body fat level for separate 
advantages, explain O’Connor et al. (2011). Distance runners and cyclists benefit from a low en-
ergy cost of movement and a favorable ratio of weight to surface area for heat dissipation. Team 
athletes can increase their speed and agility by being lean, while athletes in acrobatic sports (e.g., 
diving. gymnastics, dance) gain biomechanical advantages in being able to move their bodies 
within a smaller space. In some of these sports and others (e.g., body building), there is an ele-
ment of aesthetics in determining performance outcomes. Although there are demonstrated ad-
vantages to achieving a certain body composition, athletes may feel pressure to strive to achieve 
unrealistically low targets of weight/body fat or to reach them in an unrealistic time frame, states 
Sundgot-Borgen et al. (2013). Such athletes may be susceptible to practicing extreme weight con-
trol behaviors or continuous dieting, exposing themselves to chronic periods of low energy avail-
ability and poor nutrient support in an effort to repeat previous success at a lower weight or lean-
er body composition. Extreme methods of weight control can be detrimental to health and perfor-
mance, and disordered eating patterns have also been observed in these sports scenarios, as con-
cluded in both research studies Sundgot-Borgen et al. (2011), (2013). Nutrition goals and require-
ments are not static. Athletes undertake a periodized program in which preparation for peak per-
formance in targeted events is achieved by integrating different types of workouts in the various 
cycles of the training calendar. Nutrition support also needs to be periodized, taking into account 
the needs of daily training sessions (which can range from minor in the case of “easy” workouts 
to substantial in the case of high-quality sessions, e.g. high intensity, strenuous, or highly skilled 
workouts) and overall nutritional goals. Nutrient needs and the practical strategies for meeting 
them pre, during, and post-exercise depend on a variety of factors including the event (mode, in-
tensity, duration of exercise), the environment, carryover effects from the previous exercise, ap-
petite, and individual responses and preferences, state Thomas et al. (2016). Athletes with poor 
nutritional habits will not reach their full potential. Adequate nutrients are important for tissue 
growth and repair which is required for athletes to have full recovery between practices and com-
petitions, stresses Beck (2015). However, the main objective of sports nutrition must be preserv-
ing the health of the athlete, which can be achieved with an adequate intake adapted to the type 
of training performed. Arcusa et al. (2019) point out that optimal nutrition provides the energy 
necessary to perform physical exercise while reducing injury rate, a factor that together makes 
sports performance increase by itself. Nutrition plans need to be personalized to the individual 
athlete to take into account the specificity and uniqueness of the event, performance goals, prac-
tical challenges, food preferences, and responses to various strategies. A key goal of training is to 
adapt the body to develop metabolic efficiency and flexibility while competition nutrition strate-
gies focus on providing adequate substrate stores to meet the fuel demands of the event and sup-
port cognitive function, conclude Thomas et al. (2016).

Van Loon (2014) states that while protein consumption before and during endurance and re-
sistance exercise has been shown to enhance rates of muscle protein synthesis, a recent review 
found that protein ingestion alongside carbohydrates during exercise does not improve time–tri-
al performance when compared with the ingestion of adequate amounts of carbohydrate alone.
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3.1. Fluid and Electrolytes

Evidence is emerging on the increased risk of oxidative stress with dehydration, explain Hill-
man et al. (2014). Sawka et al. (2007) explain that fluid consumption before exercise is recom-
mended to ensure that the athlete is well-hydrated before commencing exercise. Especially so-
dium losses linked to high temperature can be substantial, and in events of long duration or hot 
temperatures, sodium must be replaced along with fluid to reduce the risk of hyponatremia.

3.2. Dietary Supplementation

Australian Institute of Sport in 2015 examined that performance supplements that show to en-
hance performance include caffeine, beetroot juice, beta-alanine (BA), creatine, and bicarbo-
nate. Sinclair et al. (2000) state “Results of studies reported over the last five years strongly in-
dicate that caffeine effectively increases athletic performances in endurance events”. Athletes 
ranging from long distance runners to those participating in strength and power competitions 
benefit from caffeine consumption. Caffeine is a powerful ergogenic aid that may be beneficial 
in training and athletic performance. “It can exert its effects on both the central nervous system 
and the peripheral tissues, resulting in a number of physiological effects that might improve per-
formance”, says Powers (2004).

According to Murphy et al. (2014), beetroot juice is used as a supplement because of its high 
inorganic nitrate (NO3

−) content, a compound found naturally in vegetables and in processed 
meats, where it is used as a preservative. The findings reflect the importance of supplementation 
with NO3

− or nitrate salts to increase the bioavailability of NO in order to influence muscle func-
tion improving exercise performance, mainly in aerobic metabolism state Lansley et al. (2011).

β-Alanine (BA) is a non-essential amino acid synthesized in the liver, explains Matthews et 
al. (1987). It is also found naturally occurring in animal products such as pork, chicken or red 
meat, say Artioli et al. (2010). The effect of BA on performance has been attributed to its capac-
ity to increase carnosine synthesis. Carnosine promotes the sensitivity of muscle fibers to calci-
um, enhancing muscle excitation-contraction, emphasizes Dutka (2014). These effects have de-
termined that BA supplementation improves performance at exercise efforts of duration from 6 
to 60s, stress Van Thienen et al. (2009).

Creatine supplementation has been shown to increase the glycogen replenishment rate, which 
may help those athletes who perform at prolonged submaximal effort (65–75% peak of the max-
imum rate of oxygen consumption − VO2max), explains Van Loon (2004). Greydanus et al. 
(2010) state that creatine supplementation increases lean body mass as well as strength, power, 
and efficacy in short-duration, high-intensity exercises.

The use of alkaline substances has been widely employed in various sports modalities and high-in-
tensity exercise protocols, trying to improve performance by decreasing muscular fatigue, explain 
Krustrup et al. (2015). The sodium bicarbonate (NaHCO3) intake increases the blood concentra-
tion of sodium bicarbonate, which favors the hydrogen ion (H+) and lactate efflux of the muscle cell 
and, in this way, decelerate the acidification process, say McNaughton et al. (2018). Buffer systems 
or physico-chemical mechanisms reduce the blood’s pH deviation through their ability to neutral-
ize acids or bases, states Apostu (2010). For this reason, athletes try to block acidity and prolong 
exercise capacity by drinking sodium bicarbonate whose structure allows excess lactate buffering.
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4. METHODOLOGY

The market for sports nutrition products is expanding but is nevertheless a quite new research 
field in the Balkan countries. There is a lack of available statistics on the segment. The guid-
ance for the development of this questionnaire adapted to the environment being researched, 
was from the thesis of Clemo M.P., “The relationship between nutrition knowledge and perfor-
mance measures in British Collegiate of American football athletes”, February 2014 and the the-
sis of Basso G. and Moulin A. “The marketing influence of sports nutrition in the fitness mar-
ket. The case of France”, May 2017.

The questionnaire had 34 questions and it was divided into four sections, the first one repre-
senting general knowledge of the athlete, followed by questions regarding the nutritional sup-
plement and their performance impact on the athlete, and the third one focusing on the commu-
nication strategies used for marketing the nutritional supplements. The last section was regard-
ing the demographic information of the respondents. The questionnaire for this research includ-
ed athletes from the running community, who are speedsters, endurance and combo runners – 
based on how they respond to training and racing, reaching responsiveness of 58 respondents 
conducted online, during October and November 2021 in the Republic North of Macedonia. 
The analysis was conducted using the statistical program SPSS. A qualitative research method 
was used to quantify the problem by generating data that can be transformed into useable statis-
tics, especially for longitudinal research such as the one presented in this paper.

5. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

All of the respondents unitedly voted that in fact they are practicing running as a sport. More 
than half of them practice running more than four times a week and running three times a week 
was chosen as a second most voted option. The most frequent discipline they classified they are 
running with 69% was a half marathon, followed by 10.000 meters and thirdly a full marathon. 
The rest of the disciplines were less frequently voted. Between 4-7 years the respondents had a 
history of running, while from 1-3 years was the second option voted. Only a small percentage 
was from 7-10 years of running. At this stage, most of the respondents, over 70% are at a com-
petitive phase of their running process. Over 90% said they do have rest days as athletes. 75% 
of the respondents consider their healthy everyday diet to be pretty healthy on average. The per-
ception of the athletes considers to be a nutritional supplement, from all provided answers, and 
the dominant answer was “protein powders” with over 70%, “multivitamins” with almost 60% 
and “BCAA’s, glutamine, etc.” as a third option near 50%. To this question, multiple answers 
were allowed. Over 90% classify themselves as athletes who do take nutritional supplements. 
The reason why they decided to consume nutritional supplements was mostly to improve exer-
cise recovery and increase the energy in the body. Increasing the endurance was also at a large 
scale presented as a reason, as well as to enhance the overall athletic performance. Protein in 
fact is considered to be the main energy source while having high intensity training. Most ath-
letes consider carbohydrates to be beneficial for their athletic performance and are not sure if 
creatine as supplementation is providing effective results in improving their endurance. It was 
followed by a small difference between disagreeing and not being sure whether consumption of 
caffeine as supplementation can decrease the perception of effort. The athletes were certainly 
not sure if sodium bicarbonate will help them in preventing the delayed onset of musical fatigue. 
However, they do agree that the nutritional supplements increase the amount of training they do 
and have an impact on their energy flow, along with the fact that nutritional supplements help 
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them cope with pain. A large percentage of the athletes as nutritional products stated they use 
“multivitamins” with 81%, “proteins” with 74% and amino acids with 33% as most frequently 
voted. To this question, multiple answers were allowed. 45% of them ranked they do feel nutri-
tion is important for sports performance while only 25% out of all consider being the most im-
portant. The answers considering when they use the nutritional supplements vary in small per-
centages, between, consuming just before and after the event itself, adequate daily consump-
tion as well as changing the pattern of intake at the time of completion. In regards to naming 
the top 3 nutritional supplements that increase their performance highly voted was “Protein” 
alongside “Creatine”, different types of multivitamins and amino acids. Only one athlete stat-
ed beetroot juice as an option. Regarding how they have noticed an increased performance af-
ter using the above-named nutritional supplements, most of them stated they have a better re-
covery process, have achieved new personal best results and have a higher level of endurance. 
The athletes do not find any criteria related to food supplements that would stop them from do-
ing sports. Considering the information obtained regarding nutritional supplements, the athletes 
chose to be the “Internet” with 58% as one of the highest voted resources alongside 52% from 
“Teammates or colleague”, adding a Coach or a Fitness trainer as a third option with only 36%. 
To this question, multiple answers were allowed. Almost all the athletes buy their nutritional 
supplements from specialized shops and the Internet as a second option, which is seen in per-
centages is extremely close to personal selling as an option. They do research about the supple-
ment before buying it. As well a large percentage does read the nutritional facts appointed on 
the label of the product. The highest quality product was chosen as the first option in terms of 
what are the top reasons, they choose to purchase nutritional supplements from this type of re-
tailer, varying from only 2% to the option of “the best option for serious athletes”. Having pur-
chased a product from that retailer is also a highly voted option, alongside having the best prod-
uct for their age. The least voted option was that the retailer was socially responsible. Word of 
mouth has the biggest influence on where to buy nutritional supplements, for athletes together 
with social media is the second biggest influencer. The least influence they get from sponsoring 
products. If the brand of the nutritional supplement is being reviewed by an established athlete, 
the respondents are highly likely to buy it. Also, if it is a well-known name or if there is a spe-
cial offer or promotion for it. The most valid criteria they look for in a nutritional supplement is 
from the person who recommended the product to more than half of the athletes. If the desired 
results from consuming the product are previously shown they would also take that as a good 
criterion while buying. The price has also a solid impact. Most of the athletes that responded to 
this questionnaire were male 69% versus women 31%, at the age between 35-44 years old, and 
almost all of them were employed.

6. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

There are three important future directions in this study before the future lines of research. The 
first one is an actual in-depth analysis of the athletes done in the field with one-on-one inter-
views that will be based on facts taken from the reports presented to the researcher, with confi-
dentiality using more sophisticated methods and technologies that will segment the athletes into 
groups in addition to socio-demographic data and performance index.

Future research could validate the study in other countries where marketing strategies are wide-
ly integrated into the athletics communities with a special accent on National Athletic Federa-
tion as an institution. Future research should investigate types of sports-related nutrition that are 
enabled by marketing strategies, and identify their consequences.
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Additionally, future studies could supplement the current model presented and explore the om-
ics technologies in professional sport practice which provides an opportunity for a personalized 
(personified) approach for various areas, including nutrition and impact on the marketing com-
munication strategies as a holistic approach.

7. CONCLUSION

From the results of the analysis, it can be concluded that in such a small community as the run-
ning community in the Republic of North Macedonia word of mouth and personal recommen-
dations are the top channels when it comes to choosing the nutritional supplement, contrary to 
the well-known factors such as brand names of food supplements; visual differentiation through 
packaging which impacts impressiveness and abstract display of elements/effects on the pack-
aging. A successful marketing strategy would be product presentation – communication-relat-
ed to certain products and advice for their positive characteristics using a “third party”. As ex-
pected social media, although not the first choice, has been proven as an important marketing 
channel for advertising and building marketing strategies for nutritional supplements that ath-
letes very frequently refer to.
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