Nutrition for Runners

A well balanced diet is important for all individuals but for athletes it can help maintain performance or hinder performance. If your diet is insufficient it can make you feel more tired and leave you at more risk of injury and illness. Eating the right food at the right time can show to have great benefits. 

This article will look at nutrition before, during and after running. Examples of snacks and meals will also be given.

A balanced diet should consist of 50-60% CHO (carbohydrate), 25-30% fat, 15% protein. These percentages stay the same whether you are a recreational runner or an elite runner. The total calorie intake is what increases the more intense your training becomes. There is a rough calculation shown later to work out your total energy expenditure.

CHO

CHO is the main energy source for a runner. CHO foods can affect your energy level in different ways; digestion rates are expressed as a glycemic index. High glycemic index foods release energy into the bloodstream rapidly, moderate and low glycemic index foods release energy more slowly. CHO is primarily for high-intensity short-term activities

Fat

Fat is an important energy fuel for prolonged, low-intensity exercise. 70% of total fat intake should be unsaturated.

Protein

Protein plays a minor role in energy production and has a major role in tissue growth and repair. Proteins are made from amino acids of which there are a total of 20. 8 of these must be provided by your diet.

Vitamins and minerals play no role in energy production but play an integral part in food metabolism. Extra supplements are rarely needed as a well balanced diet provides the amounts needed. Iron is an important nutrient for endurance athletes as it is instrumental in the maintenance of red blood cells. Examples of foods for iron intake include, spinach, broccoli, wheat germ, raisons, red meat, beef, chicken and salmon.

Water is the ultimate aid; once you feel thirsty you are already dehydrated.

Timing of meals and snacks

A relevant variable with nutrition is the timing of food intake. The best way for an athlete to optimise their performance is to graze. This involves eating little and often rather than 3 big meals.

Confusion exists regarding the potential endurance benefits of pre-exercise ingestion of simple sugars. There is some concern that consuming high glycemic CHO within 1 hour before exercise could harm performance by producing “rebound hypoglycaemia”. This is where blood sugar levels shoot up after the CHO snack, insulin levels then rise dramatically and in response to the heightened insulin, blood sugar concentration drops in the early stages of exercise, supposedly increasing the athlete’s sense of fatigue. However studies have shown a small CHO snack 1hour prior to exercise will not harm your performance, compared to eating nothing. One-way to overcome this is to ingest pre exercise simple sugars 2-3 hours prior to exercise. Such individuals who need to eat before performance can so immediately before the session as the exercise will blunt their insulin response and prevent blood sugar levels from depleting. 

Pre workout eating is something you should try and experiment with, so you know how to prepare for your competition days.

During

It is essential to keep well hydrated throughout your exercise session. Water is the best fluid to ingest, CHO drinks such as lucazade and isotonic are beneficial for longer durations of exercise lasting for over an hour. For the ultra distance events a small CHO snack such as the gels or even sweets can sometimes help boost energy stores and help you work through those difficult times.

In recovery

Consuming high glycemic CHO rich foods as soon as possible after hard training or competition speeds energy replenishment. One strategy is to consume about 50-75g of high to moderate glycemic CHO every 2 hours until reaching 500g or until eating a large high CHO meal. The first 30 minutes after workout your body is craving CHO to replenish spent stores. Eating candy after a workout is better than not eating anything immediately post exercise. Your body is more receptive to taking CHO two hours immediately after exercise. It has been shown that ingesting CHO in this time slot can help you better in your next session compared to ingesting CHO for the meal before your workout.

Example of meals and snacks

High CHO pre exercise meals

Breakfast

Bananas, berries, oatmeal or wholegrain cereal, fruit juices, yoghurts, pancakes

Lunch

Turkey, tuna, peanut butter sandwich, whole-wheat pasta salad

Dinner

Baked chicken, fish or bean dishes with potatoes, pasta, rice, vegetables

Snacks

Vanilla yoghurt with grape nuts and raisons or fresh fruit

Smoothie – milk, mango and berries or selected fruits

Multi-grain cheerio’s

Bagel with banana and peanut butter

Jaffa cakes

Banana bread or fruit bread

Cottage cheese with wheat crackers and apple

Rice cakes with banana and peanut butter

How much CHO for pre exercise

If you are exercising 4 hours after your meal eat 4g of CHO for each kg of your body weight (if your 59kg x 4 = 236g CHO). 2-3 hours before you should consume 2-3g CHO per kg of your body weight. And if you are eating 1 hour before, 1g of CHO should be consumed for every kg of your body weight.

30 grams of CHO equals
½ bagel

2 slice of bread

2/3 cup of rice

1 cup of cooked pasta

½ large potato

1 large banana

Try to avoid carbonated beverages and high fibre foods when choosing your pre exercise meal/snack.

Total energy expenditure - calculation

To work out you total energy expenditure there is a simple calculation. This will show you an average calorie intake for the day.

First you need to work out your resting metabolic rate, which is the amount of energy needed just to enable your body to function for 24 hours.

Knowing your weight in kilograms and then multiplying it by the formulas below will calculate your resting metabolic rate.

Women

18-30 years - weight x 14.7 + 496 = resting metabolic rate

31-60 years - weight x 8.7 + 829 = RMR

Men

18-30 years - weight x 15.3 + 679 = RMR

31-60 years - weight x 11.6 + 879 = RMR

Example a 21-year-old female of 54 kg

54 X 14.7 + 496 = 1289.8 Kcal

Now you need to multiply this number by the closest daily activity level stated below: -

Sedentary = 1.4

Moderately active = 1.7

Very active = 2

So carrying on the equation if our 21 year old female was very active her total energy expenditure would be 1289.8 x 2 = 2579.6 Kcal

This calculation is very basic so your requirements may need to be more or less but it does give you a good estimate for your daily calorie intake required to for fill your energy requirements throughout the day.

I hope that this article has shed some light on the basics of nutrition for exercise. There is a lot of information out there on the optimal diets for athletes, some of which can be dangerous. I suggest you stick to the basic’s, the best way is to experiment with different foods and timings in training to see what works best for you. 
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