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Overview

● About & Career Path

● Learn about the profession of sports nutrition and the evolution of the Registered Dietitian in the 

world of athletics

● Understand the roles and responsibilities of the sports dietitian as a part of the interdisciplinary 

care team for athletes

● Learn about the nutritional care of athletes and common areas of practice for a sports dietitian

● Learn about some common challenges

● Tips for the aspiring sports RD 



About Me & Career Path
● Born and raised on Long Island, New York
● Played soccer and baseball recreationally
● Interest in nutrition began in teenage years, but didn’t consider a career in it until much 

later
● 2010: Manhattan College - BA Secondary Education & English Literature
● 2011: Assistant Director at learning center
● 2012: Relocated to Chicago
● 2012 - 2019: Chicago restaurant industry - Bartender (more useful than you realize!)
● 2017: Decided to pursue nutrition as a career; Began prerequisites to apply for 

coordinated nutrition program at University of Illinois at Chicago
● 20 week sports nutrition rotation at Northwestern University
● 2021: MS Nutrition
● 2022: Passed RD Exam & accepted into Gatorade Sports Nutrition Immersion Program 

(SNIP) Fellowship - paired with University of Delaware 
● 2023: West Virginia University - Director of Olympic Nutrition

○ Second-Career RDs  can feel “behind” in this case it was an advantage. 



Why Sports Nutrition?

● Sports & Science together! 

● Unconventional

● Every day is different

● Athletes listen…usually

● See your impact daily and over time (work with athletes through the course of their career vs 

numbered sessions of consultations)
○ Growth/Maturity, Ability to capitalize on state of readiness shift

● Diversity of population

● A bit of all areas of dietetics



What is a Sports Dietitian?
“A registered dietitian (RD) who is a specialist in sports dietetics and applies evidence-based nutrition knowledge in exercise and 
sports. RDs specializing in sports dietetics assess, educate, and counsel athletes and active individuals. They design, implement, and 
manage safe and effective nutrition strategies that enhance lifelong health, fitness, and optimal performance.”

● The sports dietitian job description published in ADA's Job Descriptions: Models for the Dietetics 
Profession

○ https://www.sportsrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/sports-dietitian-job-description.pdf

● SOP's published by the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: Revised 2021 Standards of Practice and 
Standards of Professional Performance for Registered Dietitian Nutritionists (Competent, Proficient, 
and Expert) in Sports and Human Performance Nutrition.

○ https://sportsrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2917426_0_2021_SOP_SOPP_Sports_RDs.pdf

● Interassociation Consensus Statement on Sports Nutrition Models for the Provision of Nutrition 
Services From Registered Dietitian Nutritionists in Collegiate Athletics

○ https://sportsrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/College-Nutrition-Consensus-Statement-111422FINAL.pdf

https://www.sportsrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/sports-dietitian-job-description.pdf
https://sportsrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/2917426_0_2021_SOP_SOPP_Sports_RDs.pdf
https://sportsrd.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/College-Nutrition-Consensus-Statement-111422FINAL.pdf


Sports Nutrition Experts
● Collegiate & Professional Sports Dietitians Association (CPSDA)

http://www.SportsRD.org
○ Over 1600 Members (RDs, ATCs, Strength Coaches, MDs, ADs)

■ Annual Conference & other workshops throughout the year
■ Webinars, huddles, special interest groups
■ Member rate low and good value (research library, NatMed Professional, more)
■ Academy membership not necessary to join

● Sports & Human Performance Nutrition Dietetic Practice Group (SHPN)
○ Virtual conference
○ Volunteer and mentor opportunities
○ Opportunities to connect with local RDs
○ Academy membership required to join

http://www.sportsrd.org


Certified Specialist in Sports Dietetics

● Certified Specialist in Sports Dietetics (CSSD)
○ An RD with a specialty credential in sports nutrition. A CSSD 

has been practicing for 2+ years, has accumulated 2,000+ 

hours of sports specific practice and passed a board exam.

○ Must also continue to accumulate sports-specific hours and 

retake the exam ever 5 years to maintain the credential



Where do Sports Dietitians Work?

● Collegiate Athletics

● Professional Sports

● Sports Performance Institutes (UFC, etc.)

● Tactical/Military

● Private Practice

● Hospital Sports Medicine programs

● High Schools



A Very Brief History Lesson..

Source material from sportsrd.org



Source material from sportsrd.org



Growth of the Collegiate Sports RD

Source material from sportsrd.org



Full-Time Collegiate Dietitian Positions…The Beginning

Source material from sportsrd.org
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Full-Time Performance Dietitian Positions - Tactical (2017)

Source material from sportsrd.org



Sports Nutrition Services



Sports RD Tasks CAN Include but are not limited to:

● Individual counseling
● Team counseling
● Training Table coordination
● Travel meal coordination
● Body composition testing & assessment
● Cooking demos
● Grocery store tours
● Recipe analysis
● Managing contracts with vendors
● Supplement education and distribution

● Recruiting
● Blood work (yearly physical)
● Eating Disorder management
● Drug testing
● Life Skills
● Game day operations
● Sideline fueling
● Championship tournaments
● Any other task that the Athletic Director 

deems important



Clinical Sports Nutrition

● Screening, Counseling, Documentation
○ Dietary assessments and evaluations

○ 400 student-athletes from 17 teams have equal access to RD

● Body weight & composition management

● Eating Disorder/Disordered Eating, Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (RED-S)

● Biomarker testing and management

● Dietary supplement evaluation and management

● Interdisciplinary care team management



Typical Issues Presented by Student-Athletes

General Issues

● Lack of Knowledge
● Energy Needs
● Recovery Needs
● Hydration
● Weight Gain
● Weight Loss
● Timing
● Supplement Evaluations

Medical Nutrition Therapy

● Cramping
● Anemia/Low Iron
● Diabetes
● Stress Fractures/Bone
● GERD
● IBS/IBD/Celiac/Crohn’s
● Runner’s Gut
● Food Allergies
● Injury Recovery
● Low Energy Availability/RED-S
● Eating Disorders/DE
● Fatigue
● Hypertension



Supplements

● Sports RDs are uniquely qualified to assess supplements and 
fortified foods for safety, quality and efficacy - which 
protects the athlete’s health and eligibility

● Educate on third-party testing
● Ultimately, it is the athlete’s choice (and responsibility)
● Failed drug test = 365 days of lost eligibility
● Is it LEGAL?
● Is it SAFE?
● Is it EFFECTIVE?



Safety/Permissibility

NCAA Bylaw 16.5.2. Nutritional 
Supplements. 

An institution may provide permissible 
nutritional supplements to a student-athlete 
for the purpose of providing calories and 
electrolytes. Permissible nutritional 
supplements do not contain any NCAA 
banned substances and are identified 
according to the following classes…



*Caffeine- conditionally banned at urinary concentration of 15 
mcg/mL; corresponds to about 500 mg in a 2-3 hr timeframe



Reviewing an Athlete’s Dietary Supplements

Program Considerations
• How and when are athletes 

disclosing their dietary 
supplements?

• What is being reviewed, how 
and when?

• Does your review process 
match your people power?

• NIL- what is your role in 
educating and documenting?

Review Process and Communication 

• Review 
• Ingredients & Dosing
• Quality Assurance Testing
• Drug/Nutrient Interactions
• Efficacy

• Communication
• FDA regulation & Third Party Testing
• Governing body’s supplement policy
• Risk Stratification & RD 

recommendation
• Athlete is ultimately responsible for 

what goes in their body



Document



The Interdisciplinary Team

● Multidisciplinary Approach
○ ATC, MD, Sport Coach, 

Strength/Conditioning, 

Sport Psychology, Chef

● Referrals are key

● Constant communication 

(eyes and ears) on and off 

the field





Food Service Management

● Training Table (Athlete Dining Hal)
○ Menu, budget, operations, point of service education & 

Signage, plate coaching

○ Allergen-friendly options

○ Vegetarian & vegan-friendly options

● Catered meals & snacks 
○ Pre and Post-Competitions (home and away), travel logistics

● Fueling Stations
○ Operations, health code standards, staffing, menu, budgets, 

educations/programming

○ Rely on student volunteers for day to day operations

○ Establishing relationship with university nutrition dept



Applied Performance Nutrition
● Game day fueling, hydration monitoring & testing

● Training/Strength Training fueling
○ Pre/post fuel

● Travel Nutrition

● Injury Recovery - Collaboration with AT/SC/Sports Medicine

● Other
○ Recruiting

○ Policy Development



Policy Development

Statement of 
Need: identify 
the problem

Research:
Gather & summarize 

current evidence 
*Include references

Logistics:
- Individualizing dose: 
bloodwork, set of criteria
-Product selection
-Follow-Up Plan: re-testing, 
refills, evaluation process for 
policy

Education & Communication 
Plan:

-Create education points for..
 a) Athletes
b) Coaches

c) High Performance Team
Source material from CPSDA advanced practice workshop



Example Policy & 2020 Fish Oil Permissibility

Source material from CPSDA advanced practice workshop



Nutrition Education

● Translate science into easily digestible info
● Emphasizing meal culture, performance 

nutrition and education
● Giving athletes the tools to be successful in 

life and on the field/court, etc
● Group education

○ Team talks, fueling plans, plate coaching
● Print materials and signage
● Life skills (cooking demos, grocery store 

tours)
● Social Media



Common Challenges

● Staffing and establishing a service model 

● Advocacy,  establishing value via impact reporting

● Body Composition Testing

● Dealing with difficult coaches, support staff, administration, and the front office

● Burnout!



Staffing & Establishing a Service Model
● Chronically understaffed
● Many factors can influence your service model 
● WVU -  400 athletes spanning 17 teams
● In addition to overseeing  operation of fueling station 



• Consider
• Expectations
• Your level of practice
• Consensus Statement Service Model Framework
• Resources
• What can you control
• And more…



Assessing Yourself



Example Service Model

Clinical

Assessment Initial Assessment is Strongly Recommended

Body Composition Optional Assessment and Consultation 2x’s per year

Body Weight Recommended Weigh ins/outs during pre-season traiing

Dietary Supplements All Should be reviewed and Documented by a Sports Dietitian

Specialized Supplements As deemed necessary and distributed by Sports Dietitians: Vitamins and Minerals, Higher Calorie Beverages Collagen and Bars

Other Optional Services Notemeal

 

Education

Formal, Active Pre-season Team Education with Sports Medicine & During Offseason

 Monthly Post Practice Announcement

 Cooking Class and Grocery Store Tours Available

Informal, Passive Fuel Bar Verbal, Smart Board, Signage

 Social Media, Newsletter & Teamworks Messaging

 

Food Service

Team Meals Training table Menu Planning and Execution

Fueling Station Fuel Bar, Weight Room, Meeting Room Areas Stocked Daily with Pre- Mid- Post- and Between Meal Fuel

Travel Meal, Snack, Pre-fuel and Re-fuel planning/coordination

 Travel Kit with specialized and meeting fuel

Team Funded Enhanced Fueling Items Recovery Packs: Cheribundi Bottles, Pro Bar Live, Turmeric and Ginger Shots, Ginger Chews, Omega 3 Bars, Collagen

Others: Cheese its, Fruit Snacks

 

 

Practice and Game RD Presence

 On the Field RD for all games and pre-season practices to administer fuel, hydration and assist with nutrition/hydration concerns

 RD on the field for other practices as time permits

 

Administrative

 High Performance Team Meetings

 Weekly Staff Meeting Updates (as time permits)

 Bi-Weekly In-season Performance Nutrition Reports

 Position Coach Mtgs to review Body Comp Changes and Goals



Body Composition Testing

● Can be another useful tool or a burden

● Important to educate coaches on how to discuss body 

comp with athletes

● Have a policy to protect yourself and the athlete



Advocacy & Establishing Value - Impact Reporting

*Samples provided by 
Northwestern Sports Nutrition
Source material from CPSDA advanced practice workshop



*Samples provided by 
Northwestern Sports Nutrition
Source material from CPSDA advanced practice workshop



*Samples provided by 
Northwestern Sports Nutrition

Source material from CPSDA advanced practice workshop



Dealing with Difficult Coaches, Support Staff, 
Administration

● Lots of “D” personality types in athletics
● Communication is key
● Talk to everyone in their own “language”

○ Coaches: How are you going to help 
them win?

○ Support Staff: Understand where 
their pressure comes from

○ Administration: $$$$$$$$$





Burnout

● Work life balance is important but varies 
depending on service model and 
expectations,  sport, time of year (busy fall 
and spring, but summers are very slow)

● Establish expectations up front so you can 
say no later



Tips for the Aspiring Sports RD
● Understand the demands of athletics and be realistic with yourself and your own values

● Location can be self-limiting, especially in the collegiate/professional space. You may need to be 

creative

● Experience is everything. Get involved wherever you can, ideally in various service models, and ask 

questions.

● Whatever your role, independence, critical thinking, and problem solving will get you far - 

ESTABLISH VALUE!

● No matter how prepared you are, your plans WILL change - be ready to be flexible

● Don’t take things personally - lots of personalities



Tips for the Aspiring Sports RD Cont’d
● Know that despite its growth, sports nutrition is still a small field

○ "It takes 20 years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it. If you think about that, you’ll do things differently."
● Your network is everything

○ Industry connections: Building a network of contacts within the sports nutrition industry can provide valuable insights 
into market trends, emerging research, and new product developments.

○ Career opportunities: Networking opens doors to potential job opportunities, whether it's through direct referrals or by 
learning about job openings before they're publicly advertised.

○ Knowledge Exchange: Engaging with peers and experts in the field enables professionals to exchange ideas, share best 
practices, and stay informed about advancements in sports nutrition science.

○ Partnerships and Collaborations: Networking can lead to partnerships with other professionals or organizations, 
fostering collaboration on research projects, product development, marketing campaigns, or business opportunities.

○ Professional Development: Attending industry events, conferences, and workshops facilitates ongoing learning and 
professional development, which is essential in a field as dynamic as sports nutrition.

● Don’t underestimate the power of a great mentor
● It’s just sports. Remember to have fun!



Questions?



Thank You!

Where to find me:
Email: James.Burns@mail.wvu.edu

Where to find me (and pictures of my pets):
Instagram: @JamesBurns_RD

: @wvufuel

mailto:James.Burns@mail.wvu.edu

