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HOW DOES NUTRITION AFFECT MY PERFORMANCE?

Nutrition can impact performance in a variety of ways. There are over 50 nutrients that
your body needs on a daily basis. Over a period of time, inadequate intake or omission
of any of these nuirients can have a negative affect on your health and athletic
performance. Unless you have major deficiencies in your diet, nutrition will not work
overnight miracles such as shaving half a second off your 100 meter dash times, but
optimal nutrition throughout the year will make a difference. By staying healthy and
decreasing "down time" you will feel better, train harder and be in better condition.
This could mean the difference between winning and losing.

WHAT IS THE BEST DIET FOR AN ATHLETE?

There is no one perfect diet. Each athlete is different and has individualized needs; a
98-pound gymnast, for example, should eat differently than a 250-pound weightlifter.
The best diet is one that keeps you well hydrated, provides adequate calories, and
supplies the 50-plus nutrients in the needed amounts. No single food or supplement
can do this. This is best achieved by consuming a wide variety of food on a daily basis.

WHAT SHOULD I EAT TO INCREASE MY STRENGTH?

The most important factor in increasing your strength is not what you eat, but rather
how you train. Strength can be gained only after a period of progressive resistance
weight training. How much strength you actually gain depends on the intensity and
type of weight training. It is commonly thought that large amounts of protein or amino
acids are necessary to add muscle mass. Although protein is a component of muscle,
muscle is mostly water and only 20-22% protein. An adequate protein intake is
certainly important in gaining strength and muscle, but so is your intake of other
nutrients including carbohydrate and various vitamins. Additionally, if your calorie
intake isn't adequate, the protein you eat will be used for energy instead of building
muscle tissue. The athlete who cuts back on food to lose weight and then takes vitamin
and mineral pills may be getting more than the needed amounts of vitamins and
minerals, but won't be able to increase or even maintain muscle mass. An adequate
diet is essential to maintaining

energy levels, developing muscles, and increasing endurance and strength.




ARE THERE ANY NUTRIENTS THAT ARE MORE IMPORTANT
THAN OTHERS FOR AN ATHLETE?

Yes, the most important nutrient is the one most often overlooked - water! Why is
water so important? Because your body is approximately 60-70% water. You can go
weeks and even months without certain vitamins or minerals before noticing an effect,
but without adequate water, performance can be affected in less than an hour. Water is
necessary for your body's cooling system. It also transports nutrients throughout your
tissues and maintains adequate blood volume. Dehydration can cause your body to
overheat. Small unreplaced fluid losses can impair performance, and large unreplaced
losses can cause heat stroke and even death.

HOW MUCH WATER IS ENOUGH?

If you wait until you're thirsty to drink, you have waited too long. During intense
exercise the body's thirst mechanism lags behind actual need. It is important to make a
conscious effort to drink water before you ever get thirsty. Your actual requirement
will vary depending on the temperature and humidity, the intensity of your workout or
event, and how well acclimated you are. The most reliable indicator of how much
water you need is your weight. In hot and humid weather, athletes can sweat off 6 Ibs.
per hour. Each pound of weight lost as sweat is equal to 2 cups of water. You cannot
lose that much fat in a short period of time. Therefore, it is important to weigh yourself
nude, or in minimal clothing before and after exercising. For each pound lost, drink 2
cups of fluid before exercising again. If you routinely lose more than 2 % of your body
weight, drink more water immediately before and during your workouts or event. All
athletes should drink water before, during and after workouts and events.

IS IT TRUE THAT ATHLETES SHOULD DRINK LOTS OF WATER
AND JUICE WHEN FLYING? WHY?

Yes, this very important. The air in the plane's passenger

compartment is very dry so your body can lose a lot of fluid from evaporation during
your flight. For this reason, you should drink plenty of water and juice before, during
and after air travel. The longer the flight, the more water you should drink. This is
especially important during overseas flights. Avoid alcohol and caffeine-containing
beverages (such as coffee or cola), because they increase your water loss.

WHAT ABOUT USING SPORT DRINKS FOR FLUID REPLACEMENT?

For workouts or events lasting less than 2 hours, water is excellent for fluid
replacement. Athletes sometimes choose sport drinks because they like the taste and
feel it makes them drink more fluid. If an event lasts longer than 2 hours, an athlete
may benefit from carbohydrate and electrolytes provided by fluid-replacement type
drinks. The drinks should be between 4-8% carbohydrate (15-18 grams per 8 ounces of
fluid). Drinks with a higher carbohydrate can delay the absorption of water, possibly
causing cramps, nausea and diarrhea. Be sure to experiment with these drinks during
practice instead of trying them for the first time during competition.
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DO ATHLETES HAVE TO WORRY ABOUT GETTING ENOUGH
SODIUM, POTASSIUM AND OTHER ELECTROLYTES THAT ARE
LOST IN SWEAT?

Replacement of these electrolytes is important because they are involved in fluid
balance, nerve conduction and muscle contraction. However, you need not worry
about replacement until after exercise is over. The one exception is during ultra-
endurance events such as 50 mile runs, 100 mile bicycle rides or long triathlons. Sweat
contains small amounts of the electrolytes and is actually less concentrated with
electrolytes than your other body fluids. When you sweat, your body loses a lot more
water than electrolytes. During exercise, water replacement is the main concern. After
exercise, electrolyte replacement is easily achieved by a normal diet. Getting enough
sodium is not a problem for most athletes. At most, it only takes a few extra shakes
from the salt shaker. Potassium replacement is equally important. Bananas and citrus
fruits, as well as juices such as orange and grapefruit are excellent sources of
potassium, as are potatoes, tomatoes, meat, and milk.

AS AN ATHLETE, DO I NEED MORE VITAMINS AND MINERALS
THAN A NON-ATHLETE? '

Research supports the fact that when the diet is adequate, vitamin and mineral
supplements do not improve performance. Athletes need to consume approximately
1800 calories daily from a variety of foods in order to meet their need for vitamins and
minerals. Athletes who cut back on calories, are on vegetarian diets or avoid an entire
group of foods (i.e., never eat meat or drink milk) may need a supplement to make up
for the vitamins or minerals not supplied by food. However, a vitamin/mineral
supplement cannot provide energy an athlete gets from consuming the calories in food.
If you are taking an over-the-counter dietary supplement or are thinking about taking
one, the Recommended Dietary Allowance (RDA) represents the best guideline for safe
and adequate intakes for supplementation. A multi-vitamin/mineral pill that supplies
100% of the RDA for each nutrient (check the label) will provide the needed nutrients.

I'M ON A HEAVY TRAINING PROGRAM; HOW MUCH PROTEIN DO
I NEED?

Based on current research, it appears that 1.0 -1.5 grams of protein per kilogram of
body weight will meet most athletes' needs, as long as they are getting enough calories
and not eating a vegetarian diet. Recent studies suggest that the protein intake for
endurance athletes may be as high as 1.5 grams per kilogram of body weight. For a 150-
pound (68 kg.) athlete, that is 68-102 grams of protein. There are approximately 10
grams of protein in 1 ounce of meat, 1 egg, 1 glass of milk, 1 ounce of cheese or 4
slices of bread. Studies have found that most athletes eat far more protein than they
need. A more common problem for athletes on a heavy training program is not eating
enough carbohydrate calories. If the body doesn't have enough carbohydrate to use for
energy, then protein is used, which means the protein isn't available for maintaining
muscle mass. Protein supplements offer no advantage over protein available from
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foods such as meat, milk, cheese and eggs.. In fact, the protein quality of many so-
called high-protein supplements is variable and often inferior to milk and egg protein.

BUT WHAT IF I'M LIFTING WEIGHTS TO BUILD UP MY MUSCLES?

You will need a little more protein than if you weren't lifting weights, but that doesn't
mean you will need more than you are already eating. One of the most important
factors affecting protein/amino acid needs of strength athletes is energy intake
(calories). Inadequate or low-protein intake by athletes is usually due to not eating
enough calories.

IT DOESN'T HURT TO EAT EXTRA PROTEIN JUST TO MAKE SURE,
DOES IT?

The body cannot store extra protein; therefore, it must either "use it or lose i{". If you
eat more protein than your body can use, the protein is broken down and part of it is
either used for energy or stored as body fat. The other part, the nitrogen part, can be
toxic to the body in excess amounts. Large amounts of protein can lead to dehydration,
stress your kidneys and liver, increase the amount of calcium you lose in your urine,
and cause "gout-like” symptoms in your joints.

WHAT ABOUT AMINO ACID SUPPLEMENTATION?

Amino acids are the individual units of protein, much like the individual links of a
chainlink fence. They have become popular among strength-training athletes and are
often taken because the athlete has been told they will stimulate an anabolic effect,
increase the rate of muscle gain, or cause weight loss. They can be taken individually
or in various combinations. One example is a combination of arginine and ornithine
which is sold as a "natural steroid.” Another formula containing arginine and lysine is
sold to cause weight loss. Arginine and lysine are amino acids found in foods.
Ornithine is formed in the body as arginine is metabolized. The body cannot tell the
difference between amino acids in pills or powders and the amino acids in foods. They
are all metabolized the same. Your body needs 20 amino acids to synthesize tissue
proteins: 9 of these must be obtained in the diet. The most efficient way to obtain these
amino acids is from the protein you get from foods. There is no scientific evidence to
show that amino acids taken either individually or in groups are any more effective at
-adding muscle or weight than protein from food. Problems which can result from use
of amino acid supplements are similar to those of protein supplements, including
dehydration and calcium losses. Additionally, too much of one amino acid may hinder
the absorption of another, in effect delaying the muscle-building process.

I READ THAT ATHLETES SHOULD EAT A LOT OF
CARBOHYDRATES? ' |

When your muscles are working they use fat and glycogen for the energy they need.
Glycogen is a form of carbohydrate. Your body makes glycogen from the carbohydrate
you eat. Between 55-60% of your calories should come from carbohydrate. Foods high
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in carbohydrate include breads, cereals, pastas, rice, dried beans and peas, corn,
potatoes, fruits, and fruit juices. :

WHAT IS CARBOHYDRATE LOADING?

Carbohydrate or glycogen loading is a technique of diet and exercise manipulation.
The earliest method of glycogen loading included a carbohydrate depletion phase
followed by a 3-day carbohydrate loading phase. The depletion phase of this diet is
very difficult to follow and often has negative side effects, including disruption of
normal training. Current research has shown that eating a high-carbohydrate diet
every day during training, followed by a gradual reduction in training intensity 5-7
days before an event will result in "carbohydrate loading." The day before the event
requires complete rest while maintaining the same high-carbohydrate diet. Training
increases the ability of your muscles to store carbohydrate; you can almost triple the
amount of carbohydrate your muscles can store by simply maintaining a balanced,
high-carbohydrate diet every day during training.

However, some athletes either by fasting, dieting or omitting carbohydrate-rich foods
while training daily, may reduce their glycogen stores to inadequate levels. Low levels
of glycogen can result in early fatigue and weakness, and it can take up to 48 hours for
depleted glycogen levels to be restored. Therefore, it is important to eat an adequate
amount of carbohydrate on a daily basis. '

HOW MUCH CARBOHYDRATE SHOULD I EAT EACH DAY?

The athletes’ carbohydrate requirements depend on body size and training routines.
An athlete whose training is primarily sprint work or involves short bursts of power,
will have a relatively low carbohydrate requirement - around 4-5 grams per kilogram
of body weight. Athletes who train continuously for 60 minutes daily will probably
require 5-6 grams per kilogram of body weight and endurance athletes who train
aerobically for more than 90 minutes daily may need 10-12 grams of carbohydrate per
kilogram of body weight to replace glycogen day after day.

WHAT TYPES OF FOOD SHOULD I EAT JUST BEFORE
COMPETITION?

The precompetition meal should consist of foods and drinks the athlete likes, tolerates
well and thinks will help them win. - As long as the meal contains adequate fluids and
calories which are moderately high in carbohydrates and low in fat, the food choices
and content of the meal is an individual matter. Remember - What you eat during
training has the greatest impact on your success as an athlete.

Athletes taking part in stop-start sports, such as football, basketball, swimming and
volleyball, should eat a precompetition meal that is moderately high in carbohydrate
foods, such as bread, potatoes, rice and pasta, but low in fat. Fluids - water, low-
fat/skim milk, or juice - should also be a part of the meal.

The mental stress that accompanies the “big” game or an important match may
influence your stomach, too. The gastrointestinal tract reacts to stress in one of two
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extremes — it speeds up or it slows down. Either way, your performance and comfort
level can be upset. The physical stress of competing in an all-day meet or tournament
can also leave you little time or inclination to eat. Whether it's physical or mental
stress, you still need to maintain energy and fluid balance to perform your best. Even if
you don’tfeel “hungry”, be sure to drink plenty of water and eat small carbohydrate-
rich snacks. This will help ease hunger pangs, provide energy and meet your fluid
needs.

THE RIGHT TIME TO EAT

Practically every set of guidelines for precompetitiion meals also recommends a time to
eat. Although there are exceptions, a common suggestion is to eat two to four hours
before an event. This time frame usually ensures that you will have an empty stomach
at the time of competition, yet won't be feeling hungry or weak. Of course, the size and
content of the meal also influences how quickly the stomach empties.

You may be confused by accounts of athletes who ate huge meals just minutes before
breaking a world record or winning a gold medal. Wouldn’t a full stomach slow an
athlete down?: Not necessarily, report nutritionists. What they have discovered is that
consuming a liquid or solid meal as close as 30 minutes before an event may cause
stomach distention but, apparently, has no negative impact on performance.

Just remember that the timing of the precompetition meal really is an individual
matter. Although most athletes find that eating two to three hours before competing
works best for them, others may need to allow as much as six hours between the meal

and the competition.

RECIPE FOR SUCCESS
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