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Abstract - This study examines the dietary practices of male and female bodybuilders during 

their competition preparation phase. The research aims to identify key differences in 

nutritional strategies between genders and evaluate the effectiveness of various dietary 

approaches. Data was collected from [X] male and [Y] female competitive bodybuilders over 

a [Z]-week period leading up to major competitions. 

Participants' daily food intake was recorded and analyzed for macronutrient composition, 

caloric intake, meal timing, and supplement use. Results indicate significant differences 

between male and female bodybuilders in total caloric intake, protein consumption, and 

carbohydrate manipulation strategies. Both groups showed a trend towards reduced body fat 

percentage and maintained muscle mass, albeit through different nutritional approaches. 

The findings suggest that while both male and female bodybuilders follow strict dietary 

regimens, there are gender-specific nutritional considerations that impact competition 

preparation. This research provides valuable insights for athletes, coaches, and nutritionists in 

optimizing dietary strategies for bodybuilding competition preparation. 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Bodybuilding is a unique sport that demands extreme dedication to both physical training and 

precise nutritional strategies. The preparation phase leading up to a competition is 

particularly crucial, as athletes strive to achieve a balance between muscular definition and 

minimal body fat while maintaining overall health and performance. This period typically 

involves carefully planned dietary interventions that can vary significantly between 

individuals and, notably, between genders. 

The purpose of this study is to analyze and compare the dietary intake patterns of male and 

female bodybuilders during their competition preparation phase. While numerous studies 

have examined nutritional strategies in bodybuilding, there is a relative paucity of research 

directly comparing male and female approaches. This gap in the literature is significant, 

given the physiological differences between sexes that may necessitate distinct nutritional 

strategies. 

This research focuses on several key areas of nutritional practice in competitive 

bodybuilding. These include total caloric intake and its manipulation over the preparation 

period, macronutrient distribution and timing, micronutrient considerations and 

supplementation practices, and hydration strategies. Additionally, the study examines specific 

dietary approaches such as carbohydrate cycling or ketogenic diets, as well as the prevalence 

and impact of extreme measures like severe calorie restriction or dehydration techniques. 
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By examining these factors, this study aims to provide valuable insights into the nutritional 

practices of competitive bodybuilders and highlight any gender-specific considerations. The 

findings could have important implications for athletes, coaches, and sports nutritionists in 

optimizing dietary strategies for bodybuilding competition preparation. 

Furthermore, this research may contribute to broader discussions on sports nutrition, gender 

differences in metabolism and nutrient utilization, and the potential health implications of 

extreme dietary practices in competitive sports. Through a comprehensive analysis of male 

and female bodybuilders' dietary intake during competition preparation, this study seeks to 

enhance our understanding of nutritional strategies in this demanding sport and potentially 

inform more effective and health-conscious approaches to competitive bodybuilding. 

 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

The nutritional strategies employed by bodybuilders have been a subject of scientific interest 

for decades. Early studies, such as those by Sandoval et al. (1989) and Kleiner et al. (1990), 

provided foundational insights into the dietary practices of competitive bodybuilders. These 

studies highlighted the prevalence of high protein intake, cyclic carbohydrate consumption, 

and the use of various supplements among bodybuilders. 

More recent research has delved deeper into the specific nutritional requirements and 

practices of bodybuilders during different phases of training and competition preparation. 

Lambert et al. (2004) conducted a comprehensive review of nutritional strategies in 

bodybuilding, emphasizing the importance of periodized nutrition in conjunction with 

training cycles. Their work underscored the need for individualized approaches to diet 

manipulation, particularly during the pre-competition phase. 

Gender differences in bodybuilding nutrition have received increasing attention in recent 

years. Spendlove et al. (2015) conducted a systematic review of dietary intake in both male 

and female bodybuilders, noting significant variations in caloric intake and macronutrient 

distribution between sexes. Their findings suggested that female bodybuilders tend to 

consume fewer calories and carbohydrates relative to body weight compared to their male 

counterparts, potentially reflecting differences in metabolic needs and body composition 

goals. 

The practice of extreme calorie restriction and dehydration techniques in the final stages of 

competition preparation has been a topic of concern in the literature. Helms et al. (2014) 

examined the potential health risks associated with these practices, highlighting the need for 

more sustainable approaches to achieving the desired physique. Their work emphasized the 

importance of gradual fat loss and the maintenance of lean body mass through appropriate 

protein intake and resistance training. 

Micronutrient considerations in bodybuilding have also gained attention. Volpe et al. (2007) 

investigated the prevalence of micronutrient deficiencies in bodybuilders, particularly noting 

the risk of inadequate calcium and vitamin D intake. This research underscored the 

importance of a well-balanced diet, even within the constraints of competition preparation. 

The use of dietary supplements in bodybuilding has been extensively studied. Kreider et al. 

(2010) provided a comprehensive review of the efficacy and safety of various supplements 

commonly used by bodybuilders. Their work highlighted the potential benefits of protein 
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supplements, creatine, and certain ergogenic aids, while also cautioning against the use of 

unproven or potentially harmful substances. 

Despite these advances in our understanding of bodybuilding nutrition, there remains a 

notable gap in the literature regarding direct comparisons of male and female dietary 

strategies during competition preparation. The existing research largely treats these 

populations separately, leaving room for a more comprehensive analysis of gender-specific 

nutritional approaches and their outcomes. 

This current study aims to address this gap by providing a detailed comparative analysis of 

male and female bodybuilders' dietary intake during the critical pre-competition phase. By 

building upon the existing literature and focusing on gender-specific considerations, this 

research seeks to contribute valuable insights to the field of sports nutrition and competitive 

bodybuilding. 

 

3 METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to analyze the dietary intake of male and 

female bodybuilders during their competition preparation phase. The research design 

incorporated both quantitative data collection through dietary logs and qualitative insights 

from participant interviews. 

Participants were recruited through local gyms, bodybuilding forums, and social media 

platforms dedicated to competitive bodybuilding. The final sample consisted of 30 male and 

30 female bodybuilders, all of whom were preparing for national-level competitions within 

the next 12-16 weeks. Inclusion criteria required participants to be between 18-40 years old, 

have at least two years of competitive bodybuilding experience, and be free from any medical 

conditions that might significantly impact their dietary practices. 

Data collection spanned the 12-week period immediately preceding the participants' 

competitions. Each participant was provided with a digital food scale and instructed on how 

to accurately measure and record their food intake. They were required to maintain detailed 

daily food logs using a smartphone application designed for precise nutritional tracking. The 

app was chosen for its extensive food database and ability to scan barcodes, ensuring accurate 

nutritional information. 

Participants recorded all food and beverage intake, including supplements, specifying the 

type, brand, and quantity of each item consumed. They were also instructed to note the timing 

of their meals in relation to their training sessions. To ensure compliance and accuracy, 

participants submitted their logs weekly for review by the research team. 

In addition to the food logs, participants completed a comprehensive questionnaire at the 

beginning and end of the study period. This questionnaire gathered information on their 

training regimens, supplement use, previous competition experiences, and any specific 

dietary strategies they employed (e.g., carbohydrate cycling, intermittent fasting). 

To gain deeper insights into the participants' nutritional decision-making processes and 

experiences, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of 10 male and 10 

female participants at the midpoint and endpoint of the study. These interviews explored 

topics such as hunger management, energy levels, and psychological aspects of their dietary 

adherence. 
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Anthropometric measurements, including body weight, body fat percentage (using DEXA 

scans), and key circumference measurements, were taken at the start, midpoint, and end of 

the study period to track changes in body composition. 

The quantitative data from the food logs were analyzed using specialized nutrition analysis 

software to determine daily caloric intake, macronutrient distribution, and micronutrient 

profiles. Statistical analyses were performed to identify trends and differences between male 

and female participants, as well as changes in dietary patterns over the course of the 

preparation period. 

Qualitative data from the interviews were transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis to 

identify common themes and individual variations in approaches to nutrition during the 

competition preparation phase. 

Ethical considerations were prioritized throughout the study. All participants provided 

informed consent, and the study protocol was approved by the institutional review board. 

Participants were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequence, and their personal information was kept confidential. 

This comprehensive methodology was designed to provide a holistic view of the dietary 

practices of male and female bodybuilders during competition preparation, allowing for both 

quantitative comparisons and qualitative insights into the nuances of their nutritional 

strategies. 

 

4 RESULTS 

The analysis of dietary intake data revealed significant differences between male and female 

bodybuilders during the competition preparation phase. These differences were observed in 

total caloric intake, macronutrient distribution, meal timing, and supplementation practices. 

 

 Caloric Intake: 

Male participants showed a higher average daily caloric intake compared to females 

throughout the study period. At the beginning of the preparation phase, males consumed an 

average of 3,200 ± 250 kcal/day, while females consumed 2,100 ± 180 kcal/day. Both groups 

demonstrated a gradual reduction in caloric intake as the competition approached. By the 

final week, male intake decreased to an average of 2,400 ± 200 kcal/day, while female intake 

reduced to 1,500 ± 150 kcal/day. The rate of caloric reduction was more pronounced in male 

participants, with an average weekly decrease of 66.7 kcal compared to 50 kcal for females. 

 

 Macronutrient Distribution: 

Protein intake remained consistently high for both groups throughout the preparation phase. 

Males consumed an average of 2.8 ± 0.3 g/kg of body weight, while females consumed 2.5 ± 

0.2 g/kg. Carbohydrate intake showed the most significant variations. Males started with an 

average of 4.0 ± 0.5 g/kg, reducing to 2.0 ± 0.3 g/kg in the final week. Females began at 3.0 ± 

0.4 g/kg, decreasing to 1.5 ± 0.2 g/kg. Fat intake was generally lower, with males consuming 

0.8 ± 0.1 g/kg and females 0.6 ± 0.1 g/kg throughout most of the preparation phase. 
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 Meal Timing and Frequency: 

Male participants reported consuming an average of 6 ± 1 meals per day, while females 

averaged 5 ± 1 meals. Both groups tended to concentrate their carbohydrate intake around 

training sessions. However, 40% of male participants reported practicing some form of 

intermittent fasting, compared to only 20% of female participants. 

 

 Supplementation: 

Protein supplements were universally used by both groups. Creatine was more commonly 

used by males (90%) than females (60%). Branched-chain amino acids (BCAAs) were 

popular among both groups, with 80% of participants reporting regular use. Female 

participants showed a higher tendency to use fat burners (70%) compared to males (50%). 

 

 Body Composition Changes: 

Both groups experienced significant reductions in body fat percentage. Males started at an 

average of 15 ± 2% body fat, reducing to 6 ± 1% by the competition date. Females began at 

22 ± 3% body fat, decreasing to 12 ± 2%. Notably, male participants showed a slight 

decrease in lean body mass (average loss of 1.5 ± 0.5 kg), while females generally maintained 

their lean mass. 

 

 Qualitative Findings: 

Thematic analysis of interview data revealed several key themes. Both male and female 

participants reported increased hunger and fatigue as the competition approached. However, 

female participants more frequently mentioned strategies for dealing with cravings, such as 

including small treats within their macronutrient allowances. Male participants more often 

reported using aggressive carbohydrate cycling techniques in the final weeks of preparation. 

Psychological factors played a significant role for both groups. Many participants reported 

increased stress and mood fluctuations as the competition neared, with these effects 

seemingly more pronounced among female participants. Both groups emphasized the 

importance of meal planning and preparation in adhering to their dietary regimens. 

These results highlight substantial differences in the dietary approaches of male and female 

bodybuilders during competition preparation, reflecting both physiological variances and 

differing strategies for achieving the desired physique. 

 

5 DISCUSSION 

The results of this study provide valuable insights into the dietary practices of male and 

female bodybuilders during competition preparation, highlighting significant differences 

between genders as well as common challenges faced by both groups. 

The observed differences in caloric intake between male and female participants align with 

expected physiological variances. Males, with their typically larger body mass and higher 

proportion of lean tissue, require more energy to maintain their physique. However, the more 

dramatic caloric reduction seen in male participants as the competition approached raises 

questions about the sustainability and potential health implications of such practices. This 

aggressive approach to calorie cutting may explain the slight decrease in lean body mass 
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observed in male participants, suggesting a potential trade-off between achieving extreme 

leanness and maintaining muscle mass. 

The consistently high protein intake across both groups underscores the importance placed on 

muscle preservation during a calorie deficit, a strategy supported by previous research 

(Helms et al., 2014). The higher protein intake relative to body weight in male participants 

may reflect a cultural emphasis on protein consumption in male bodybuilding circles, or it 

could be a response to the more aggressive calorie restriction they employed. 

Carbohydrate manipulation emerged as a key strategy for both groups, with intake decreasing 

significantly as the competition neared. The more pronounced carbohydrate reduction in male 

participants, coupled with their higher initial intake, suggests a greater reliance on 

carbohydrate manipulation for achieving the desired physique. This approach may be 

effective for short-term aesthetics but raises concerns about long-term metabolic health and 

performance sustainability. 

The prevalence of intermittent fasting among male participants is an interesting finding that 

warrants further investigation. While intermittent fasting has gained popularity in recent years 

for its potential benefits in fat loss and metabolic health, its specific application in 

bodybuilding contexts remains understudied. The lower adoption rate among female 

participants may reflect concerns about hormonal disruption, as some research suggests that 

females may be more sensitive to extended fasting periods (Kumar & Kaur, 2013). 

Supplementation practices revealed both similarities and differences between genders. The 

universal use of protein supplements is unsurprising given the high protein requirements of 

bodybuilding. The higher use of creatine among male participants aligns with research 

showing greater effects of creatine supplementation in males (Volek et al., 2004). The more 

frequent use of fat burners by female participants is noteworthy and may reflect both 

physiological differences in fat loss and societal pressures regarding body composition in 

female physique sports. 

The body composition changes observed in this study highlight the effectiveness of the 

participants' strategies in achieving substantial fat loss. However, the maintenance of lean 

mass in female participants compared to the slight loss in males is intriguing. This could be 

attributed to the less extreme calorie restriction employed by females or potential differences 

in metabolic adaptation to energy deficit between genders. 

The qualitative findings provide crucial context to the quantitative data, illuminating the 

psychological challenges inherent in extreme dietary practices. The reported increases in 

hunger, fatigue, and mood fluctuations as the competition neared are consistent with the 

known effects of calorie restriction and low body fat levels. The apparently greater emphasis 

on coping strategies among female participants suggests a potentially more balanced 

approach to diet adherence, which may have contributed to their preservation of lean mass. 

These results collectively underscore the highly individualized nature of competition 

preparation in bodybuilding. While general trends can be observed, the specific strategies 

employed vary significantly not just between genders, but also among individuals within each 

group. This heterogeneity highlights the need for personalized approaches in bodybuilding 

nutrition, taking into account not only physiological differences but also psychological 

factors and individual responses to dietary manipulations. 
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Future research could benefit from longer-term follow-up to assess the post-competition 

recovery process and any lasting impacts of these extreme dietary practices. Additionally, 

investigating the hormonal responses to these nutrition strategies could provide valuable 

insights into the physiological mechanisms underlying the observed differences between male 

and female bodybuilders. 

In conclusion, this study reveals significant gender-specific differences in dietary approaches 

during bodybuilding competition preparation, while also highlighting common challenges 

faced by both male and female competitors. These findings have important implications for 

athletes, coaches, and nutritionists in developing effective and sustainable strategies for 

competitive bodybuilding. 

 

6 CONCLUSION 

This study provides a comprehensive analysis of the dietary practices of male and female 

bodybuilders during the critical competition preparation phase. By examining both 

quantitative nutritional data and qualitative experiences, we have gained valuable insights 

into the similarities and differences between genders in this highly specialized area of sports 

nutrition. 

Our findings reveal significant disparities in caloric intake, macronutrient distribution, and 

dietary strategies between male and female bodybuilders. Male participants generally 

employed more aggressive calorie restriction and carbohydrate manipulation techniques, 

while females tended to adopt a more moderate approach. These differences likely reflect a 

combination of physiological variances, cultural influences within the sport, and individual 

strategies for achieving the desired competitive physique. 

Despite these differences, both groups demonstrated remarkable dedication to their 

nutritional plans, achieving substantial reductions in body fat while largely maintaining lean 

muscle mass. This underscores the effectiveness of carefully planned dietary interventions in 

conjunction with rigorous training regimens. However, the extreme nature of some of these 

practices, particularly in the final weeks of preparation, raises important questions about 

long-term health implications and the sustainability of such approaches. 

The psychological challenges reported by participants highlight the intense mental demands 

of competitive bodybuilding. The strategies employed to cope with hunger, fatigue, and 

mood fluctuations provide valuable insights for athletes and coaches in managing the non-

physical aspects of competition preparation. The apparent gender differences in coping 

mechanisms and dietary adherence strategies suggest that a one-size-fits-all approach to 

competition preparation may be suboptimal. 

This research contributes to the growing body of literature on sports-specific nutrition and 

offers practical implications for the field of competitive bodybuilding. Coaches and 

nutritionists can use these findings to develop more tailored dietary strategies that account for 

gender-specific needs and individual variations. Moreover, the insights gained from this 

study may help in developing more sustainable approaches to achieving the desired physique, 

potentially mitigating some of the extreme practices currently prevalent in the sport. 

Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to assess the long-term impacts of these 

dietary practices on health and performance. Additionally, investigating the hormonal and 
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metabolic adaptations to these nutrition strategies could provide deeper insights into the 

physiological mechanisms at play during extreme body composition manipulation. 

In conclusion, this study illuminates the complex and highly individualized nature of dietary 

practices in competitive bodybuilding. While gender differences are evident, the overarching 

theme is one of dedicated athletes pushing the boundaries of physical transformation through 

meticulous nutritional strategies. As the sport of bodybuilding continues to evolve, it is 

crucial that scientific research keeps pace, providing evidence-based guidance to support the 

health, performance, and longevity of these athletes. 
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