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[ Abstract

This study explores the intersection of nutritional knowledge and health-related
fitness awareness among nursing students in Kerala, aiming to evaluate their
understanding of both domains and assess how these areas complement each other in the
context of health education. A sample of 240 nursing students (23 males and 217
females) from institutions affiliated with the Kerala University of Health Sciences
participated in the study. Using structured questionnaires, data were collected on
students’ knowledge of nutrition and health-related fitness. Additionally, Body Mass
Index and Metabolic Equivalent of Task scores were recorded to assess physical activity
levels. Findings revealed that while 91.3% of students exhibited good knowledge in
health-related fitness and 67.1% demonstrated good nutritional knowledge, none reached
an ‘excellent’ level in either category. Comparative analysis showed no statistically
significant gender differences across the studied variables. These results indicate a
moderate level of integrated understanding between nutrition and fitness among nursing
students, highlighting the need for curriculum enhancement to bridge the knowledge gap
and better prepare future nurses for comprehensive health promotion and preventive care.
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INTRODUCTION

The intersection of nutrition and health-related fitness is a critical domain in
contemporary healthcare education, especially for nursing professionals who function not
only as caregivers but also as educators, advocates, and role models for healthy living.
Nurses are at the forefront of public health, and their capacity to promote wellness
through preventive strategies hinges on their foundational knowledge in both physical
fitness and nutrition (Morse & Corcoran-Perry, 1993). As such, understanding how well
nursing students are equipped in these areas is essential for developing a competent and
health-literate workforce.

Health-related fitness knowledge encompasses an understanding of exercise
principles, physiological adaptations, and the core components of fitness—such as
cardiovascular endurance, muscular strength, flexibility, and body composition. These
concepts are vital not only for personal well-being but also for guiding patients toward
improved health outcomes. Prior research indicates that a well-informed approach to
physical fitness enhances behavioral change and supports long-term wellness goals
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(Miller & Berry, 2000; Thompson & Hannon, 2006). Despite its importance, structured
education on physical fitness often remains underemphasized in nursing curricula in
India, raising concerns about the preparedness of future nurses to integrate fitness
promotion into clinical and community settings.

Nutritional knowledge is indispensable for nurses across various specialties, from
maternity and pediatrics to geriatrics and chronic disease care. Their ability to offer
accurate dietary guidance and nutritional counseling significantly affects patient
outcomes. Core competencies in macronutrients, micronutrients, dietary planning, and
therapeutic diets are essential tools for clinical nursing practice (Kapil & Manocha, 1991;
Schaller & James, 2005). However, global evidence suggests that nursing students and
professionals frequently demonstrate gaps in nutritional knowledge, pointing to
inadequacies in training and curricular focus (Mowe et al., 2008; Yalsin, 2013).

Particularly in Kerala, a state recognized for its advancements in health and
education—there is an urgent need to assess nursing students’ proficiency in these
interrelated domains. This is especially important in light of the rising prevalence of non-
communicable diseases such as obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disorders, where
nurses play a key role in patient education and preventive health care.

This study aims to evaluate the levels of health-related fitness knowledge,
nutritional knowledge, Body Mass Index, and physical activity among nursing students in
Kerala. Additionally, it seeks to identify any significant gender-based differences in these
variables. The findings are intended to inform curriculum development under the Kerala
University of Health Sciences and contribute toward enhancing the capacity of future
nurses to act as advocates for integrated health and wellness.

METHODOLOGY

To explore the intersection of nutrition and health-related fitness among nursing
students, this study employed a quantitative descriptive and comparative research design.
The objective was to assess students' knowledge in both domains—nutrition and fitness
and to examine potential gender-based differences in related health indicators. A total of
240 nursing students from institutions affiliated with the Kerala University of Health
Sciences participated in the study, comprising 23 males and 217 females. The sample was
selected using convenient sampling techniques within the academic context. Health-
related physical fitness knowledge was evaluated using a structured questionnaire
designed to measure understanding of key fitness components, training principles, and
the physiological benefits of exercise. To assess nutritional knowledge, a standardized
tool with a scoring range of 0 to 280 was employed. This instrument tested students'
awareness of dietary practices, food values, and aspects of clinical nutrition. Each correct
answer was awarded one mark. In addition to knowledge assessments, two physiological
indicators were used to evaluate students’ physical health status:

Body Mass Index (BMI) was calculated using standard height and weight
measurements, while total Metabolic Equivalent of Task scores were recorded to assess
the physical activity levels of the participants. All collected data were subjected to
descriptive statistical analysis to determine central tendencies and overall distribution
patterns. To explore gender-based differences in the measured variables—namely fitness
knowledge, nutritional knowledge, BMI, and MET scores—independent samples t-tests
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were employed. A significance level of 0.05 was set to evaluate the hypotheses. This
integrated methodological approach provided a comprehensive framework for analyzing
how nutrition and health-related fitness knowledge intersect among future nursing
professionals in Kerala.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

Health-Related Fitness Knowledge

The analysis showed that 91.7% of nursing students had good knowledge of
health-related fitness, while 7.9% were average and only 0.4% were poor. None achieved
an excellent score. Although male students had a slightly higher mean score (33.61) than
females (32.59), the difference was not statistically significant. These findings highlight
the need to strengthen foundational fitness education in nursing programs, as emphasized
by Miller and Berry (2000), given its critical role in promoting physical activity and
preventive healthcare among both nurses and their patients.

Table 1 Test scores of Health Related Fitness Knowledge among the nursing students in
Kerala

Score Range Frequency Percent (%) Grade
0 1 0.4 Poor
17-25 20 8.3 Average
2640 219 91.3 Good
Total 240 100.0

Table 1 shows that 91.3% of nursing students had good health-related fitness
knowledge, 8.3% had average knowledge, and only 0.4% had poor knowledge. No
students scored in the excellent category. This indicates that while most students possess
a satisfactory level of understanding, none achieved the highest level of knowledge.

220
91.70%
1
1 0.40%
® Poor ® Average » Good 7.90%

Figure I Classification of Nursing Students based on HRPFKT
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Table 2 Gender-wise Comparison of Health-Related Fitness Knowledge

Variable Gender N Mean SD Std. Error -
Mean ratio
Health Related Fitness Male 23 33.61 4.550 0.949 1.00
Knowledge
Female 217 32.59 4.870 0.331

The t-ratio of 1.00 indicates that the difference in health-related fitness knowledge
between male and female participants is not statistically significant. Although males have
a slightly higher mean score (33.61) compared to females (32.59)

34
33.61
335
33
32.59
- -
32

Mean

M Health Related Fitness Knowledge Male

B Health Related Fitness Knowledge Female

Figure 2 Gender-wise Comparison of Health-Related Fitness Knowledge
Nutritional Knowledge

In terms of nutritional knowledge, 67.1% of the nursing students exhibited good
understanding, while 32.1% fell into the average category, and only 0.8% demonstrated
poor knowledge. Similar to the fitness domain, none of the students achieved an excellent
level. The mean nutritional knowledge score for male students was 148.0, marginally
higher than the female mean score of 145.49; however, this difference was not
statistically significant. These results are in line with earlier studies by Kapil and
Manocha (1991) and Schaller and James (2005), which reported moderate levels of
nutritional knowledge among nursing professionals and highlighted the inadequacy of
formal nutrition training. The findings of the present study reinforce the importance of
integrating structured and evidence-based nutritional education into nursing programs. As
nutrition plays a central role in disease prevention and health promotion, enhancing
students' knowledge in this area is essential to empower future nurses in delivering
effective dietary guidance and improving patient outcomes.
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Table 3 Test Scores of Nutritional Knowledge among Nursing Students in Kerala

Score Range Frequency Percent (%) Grade
Below 70 2 0.8% Poor
70—-140 77 32.1% Average
141-198 161 67.1% Good
Total 240 100.0%

Table 3 presents the nutritional knowledge scores of nursing students in Kerala,
showing that 67.1% (N=161) demonstrated good knowledge, 32.1% (N=77) had average
knowledge, and only 0.8% (N=2) fell into the poor category, with none achieving an
excellent score. The test, with a maximum score of 280, classified scores above 210 as
excellent, 141-210 as good, 71-140 as average, and below 70 as poor.

161

0.8%

E Poor ® Average " Good

Figure 3 Classification of Participants based on Test scores of Nutritional Knowledge

Table 4 Gender-wise Comparison of Nutritional Knowledge

Variable Gender N  Mean SD Std. Error Mean r;t-io
Nutritional Knowledge Male 23 148.00 31.898 6.651 0.37
Female 217 14549 21.422 1.454

The t-ratio of 0.37 indicates that the difference in nutritional knowledge between male
and female participants is statistically insignificant. While males show a slightly higher
mean score (148.00) compared to females (145.49)
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Figure 4 Gender-wise Comparison of Nutritional Knowledge

Table 5 Gender-wise Comparison of Body Mass Index (BMI)

Variable Gender N Mean SD Std. Error Mean t-ratio
Body Mass Index Male 23 20.7461 4.388 0915 -0.08
Female 217 20.8175 3.191 0.217

The t-ratio of -0.08 indicates that there is no significant difference in the Body Mass
Index (BMI) between male and female participants.

20.84

20.8175

20.82

20.8
20.78
20.76 20.7461
20.74

20.72

20.7
Mean

B Body Mass Index Male B Body Mass Index Female

Figure 5 Gender-wise Comparison of Body Mass Index (BMI)

Body Mass Index and MET Score

The analysis of Body Mass Index (BMI) revealed nearly identical averages for
male (20.75) and female (20.81) nursing students, with no statistically significant
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difference between the groups. Similarly, total Metabolic Equivalent of Task (MET)
scores, which reflect physical activity levels, showed no significant gender differences,
although males recorded slightly higher values. These findings indicate that male and
female students engage in comparable levels of physical activity and maintain similar
body weight profiles. The lack of significant variation in BMI and MET scores suggests
that physiological differences are not the primary factors influencing health-related
fitness and nutritional outcomes in this cohort. Instead, these results highlight the
potential influence of knowledge-based factors—such as awareness, understanding, and
education—on shaping fitness and nutrition behaviors among nursing students. This
further underscores the importance of strengthening educational interventions to enhance
health literacy in both domains.

Table 4: Gender-wise Comparison of Total MET Scores

Variable Gender N Mean SD Std. Error Mean  t-ratio
Total MET Score ~ Male 23 8745.196 5592.942 1166.209 0.67
Female 217 7872.428 7451.361 505.831
The t-ratio of 0.67 suggests that there is no statistically significant difference in total
MET (Metabolic Equivalent of Task) scores between male and female participants.
Although males have a higher average MET score, the large variability in scores—
particularly among females

9000
8800
8600
8400
8200
8000
7800
7600
7400

8745.196

7872.428

B Total MET Score Male W Total MET Score Female

Mean

Figure 6 Gender-wise Comparison of Total MET Scores

DISCUSSION ON FINDINGS

This study aimed to assess and compare nursing students’ knowledge of health-
related fitness and nutrition, along with their Body Mass Index (BMI) and physical
activity levels, to understand the intersection of these health domains. The findings reveal
that while most students demonstrate a good level of knowledge and maintain healthy
physical profiles, there is a clear deficiency in attaining excellence—particularly in
advanced understanding and application of health-related knowledge.
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Health-Related Fitness Knowledge

The majority of nursing students (91.3%) showed good knowledge of health-
related fitness. However, none reached the “excellent” category, suggesting a gap in
higher-level comprehension. Although male students had a slightly higher mean score
(33.61) compared to females (32.59), the difference was not statistically significant.
These results are consistent with Miller and Berry (2000), who emphasized the
importance of foundational fitness knowledge for healthcare professionals. As frontline
health promoters, nurses must be equipped not just with basic fitness concepts but with
the confidence and expertise to advise and educate patients on physical activity and its
long-term health benefits.

Nutritional Knowledge

In the area of nutritional knowledge, 67.1% of students demonstrated good
understanding, with 32.1% categorized as average, and 0.8% as poor. As with fitness
knowledge, no students achieved excellence. Gender differences were minimal and
statistically insignificant, though males scored slightly higher (148.00) than females
(145.49). These findings echo previous research by Kapil and Manocha (1991) and
Schaller and James (2005), who documented moderate levels of nutrition knowledge
among nurses. The results highlight the urgent need for improved, structured nutrition
education within nursing curricula to enhance clinical competency in areas such as
therapeutic diets, chronic disease management, and patient dietary counseling.

Body Mass Index (BMI)

The mean BMI values for male (20.75) and female (20.82) students were almost
identical, indicating no significant gender-based difference. Both values fall within the
healthy range as per WHO guidelines. This reflects positively on the general lifestyle and
weight management practices of the student group and suggests that, regardless of
knowledge level, students are maintaining healthy body weight profiles. This uniformity
further supports the argument that knowledge enhancement—not just behavior—is key to
improved outcomes.

Physical Activity Levels (MET Scores)

Although male students reported slightly higher total MET scores (8745.20)
compared to females (7872.43), the difference was statistically insignificant. The wide
standard deviation among female participants suggests greater variability in physical
activity habits within that group. Nonetheless, the overall findings suggest that both
genders engage in comparable levels of physical activity. This consistency reinforces the
idea that physical health behaviors are largely uniform among nursing students, and that
targeted education may play a more critical role in improving outcomes than addressing
gender differences.
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Implications for Nursing Education

The results of this study demonstrate that while nursing students in Kerala possess
satisfactory knowledge and physical health profiles, they fall short of the excellence
required for advanced clinical practice. The consistent lack of outstanding performance in
both fitness and nutritional knowledge points to curriculum gaps. As nurses play a pivotal
role in lifestyle counseling and public health promotion, nursing education programs
must integrate more rigorous, interdisciplinary training in health-related fitness and
nutrition.

CONCLUSIONS

This study investigated the intersection of nutrition and health-related fitness
knowledge among nursing students in Kerala, with a specific focus on gender-based
comparisons. The results revealed that while a considerable proportion of students
demonstrated good knowledge 91.3% in health-related fitness and 67.1% in nutrition
none attained an "excellent" level in either domain. This finding underscores the need to
enrich nursing education with deeper, more advanced instruction in these critical health
areas.

Gender-based analysis showed no statistically significant differences in fitness
knowledge, nutritional knowledge, Body Mass Index (BMI), or physical activity levels
(measured via MET scores), indicating a consistent level of exposure and engagement
across both male and female students. This uniformity suggests that knowledge-based
interventions, rather than demographic targeting, may be the most effective strategy for
enhancing health literacy within this population.

Although students generally exhibited satisfactory levels of understanding and
maintained healthy physical profiles, the absence of high-level proficiency points to a gap
that must be addressed. As frontline health educators, nurses must be equipped with
comprehensive, practical knowledge in both nutrition and physical fitness to guide
patients effectively and promote preventive healthcare strategies.

Strengthening the integration of these domains within nursing curricula is
essential not only to support the personal wellness and professional competency of future
nurses but also to empower them as proactive leaders in health promotion. By bridging
the gap between basic knowledge and expert-level application, nursing education can
produce a health-literate workforce capable of making a meaningful impact on
community and clinical health outcomes.
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