Nutrition

   The nutritional secrets to taking good care of yourself? There are none! That's right… there are no secrets to taking good care of yourself. We've been told that fact by the best. We only think that there is a secret because those businesses advertising their "special" diets and their special products have convinced us of such. The only secret is how to get someone to listen to that, which has been preached openly by nutritionists across the land for a long, long time. Heck, if we would just follow nutritional instructions on the back of cereal boxes, most of us would be lot better off than what we currently are. Many athletes are good at paying attention to details in practice to help them become better swimmers. Still, many don't think twice about what they do outside of the swimming pool and how it affects their swimming career. One of the greatest outside influences on an athlete's ability to train and perform is their nutritional habits. 

Body Composition

   Your body composition is comprised of 2 components. The first is your fat content and is determined by the size and number of fat (adipose) cells in your body and the extent to which these cells are filled with fat. It is believed that the number of fat cells in an individual's body is basically set by the age of puberty. Though genetics play a major role in determining fat content, a combination of proper diet and exercise (i.e. a controlled environment) may deter the growth and development of, both, the size and number of fat cells in a developing individual. Some research seems to indicate that an uncontrolled, high-fat diet may lead to further fat cell development even after puberty. The second component is your fat-free content, which is comprised of the bone, muscle and other remaining tissues. Fat-free weight is also known as lean body weight. The goal of almost any athletic training program is to decrease the fat content of an individual while increasing the lean body weight of that person.

Caloric Balance

   The balance of calories that you take in versus those that you expend determines your body composition and total body weight. A calorie is a measure of heat production, which is proportional to the amount of energy expended by an individual. When one takes in more calories than they expend, a positive state of balance exists and weight is gained. If this individual is not exercising intensely enough to stimulate muscle development, the added weight will be gained as fat. When an individual expends more calories than they take in, a negative state of balance exists and weight is lost. With proper exercise and a controlled diet, the weight loss will be fat (though your lean body weight may actually increase). Without these controls during a negative balance period or during periods of dramatic negative balance, the weight lost may be muscle mass.

  Exercise increases the calories used by the body and stimulates muscular development. On the other hand, proper diet practices control the amount of calories ingested and the origin of these calories (i.e. whether these calories originate from fats, carbohydrates or proteins). Again, some studies seem to indicate that it may be easier for your body to store excess calories originating from the metabolism of fat than it is to store excess calories originating from the metabolism of carbohydrates. This suggests, therefore, that if you are in a positive state of energy balance, the greater the number of calories that you ingest originating from fat sources versus those originating from carbohydrate sources, the greater may be your potential for weight gain in the form of fat. It is not so much the quantity of food that you eat as it is the quality of food that you eat that so heavily determines body composition. Fat is metabolically inactive tissue - it does not produce energy. It simply is stored excess energy and must be carried around.

Food Fuels (Energy Providing Nutrients)

   Protein should comprise no more than 15% - 20% of your daily caloric intake. It is used for it's component parts (amino acids) for growth and repair of the body. It is negligible in use as an energy source during exercise. Still, it assists in the absorption of energy providing nutrients into the body. The suggested minimum daily requirement is 1.5 gm/kg body weight per day for an athlete (1kg = 2.2 lbs).

   Fats should comprise no more than 20 to 25% of your daily caloric intake. Fat is a major storage source of energy (i.e. excess calories) in the body and is used as protection for body parts. It is also used for the transport of fat-soluble vitamins. Fat travels through the blood as free fatty acids in the blood stream. Polyunsaturated fats of vegetable or fish origin are better than saturated fats. Fats are used to a negligible degree in events 200 yds in length and shorter, but become a more important energy source in longer events. It becomes an even more important source of energy in repeated efforts such as practices and longer meets. Fats may be more important than given credit for in invitational-type settings as fat energy is used for low intensity activities such as walking, sitting, etc. and thus spare carbohydrates from being used for these nominal activities. With training, one can become more efficient at using fats and thus spare carbohydrate usage even further.

   Carbohydrates (CHO's) should comprise at least 60 to 65% of your daily caloric intake. They are stored as glycogen in muscles where they can become a direct source of energy supplies to the working muscles and an indirect energy supply in various organs. CHO's travel through the blood as blood glucose. CHO's are used most for energy metabolism without oxygen (anaerobic metabolism) which is the energy mechanism used almost exclusively in sprint events up to 200 yds in length. Although fats are utilized to a greater extent the longer the distance of the event, CHO's will still provide approximately 50% of the energy needs of events lasting from 3 to 15 minutes. When glycogen stores are depleted, muscle fatigue may occur. When blood glucose levels decrease, mental fatigue will also set in as this is the only form of food fuel that can cross the blood-brain barrier and be used for energy in the brain.   

   These energy-providing nutrients will provide the athlete with what he/she needs in order to train and compete. With a proper caloric intake provided by a proper breakdown of the previous energy providing nutrients, you should be on your way to a better state of fitness.

Vitamins and Minerals 

   Vitamins do not provide energy to the body. Instead, they act as catalysts by speeding up the chemical reactions in the body that do provide energy to the system. Vitamins are classified as water-soluble (vitamin C and the B-complex vitamins) and fat-soluble (vitamins A, D, E and K). The water-soluble vitamins are not stored in the body and must be supplied, daily, by a proper diet. The fat-soluble vitamins are stored in the body and need not be replenished every day. Green, leafy vegetables are a good source of vitamins. 

   Minerals serve a variety of functions in the body and, as with vitamins, do not provide energy to the body. Minerals are needed for ionic balance, muscular contraction, bone growth and cellular transport, just to name a few things. Muscular cramping may occur as a result of mineral deficiencies. A proper diet should, again, provide the athlete with all of the minerals needed to maintain efficient body functioning. Fruits and protein containing foods are a good source of minerals.

   The way in which fresh fruit and vegetables are picked early and allowed to ripen in transit to the store, and the way in which we have altered the growing patterns of these items to get them ready more quickly for sale in the stores, I am not totally convinced that the vitamin and mineral content of these items is the same as it was 20 or 30 years ago. This is one reason why I would now lean towards adding vitamin and mineral supplements to your diet. Your doctor should be the final call on this but it might definitely be worth investigating. Mineral deficiency is a topic that isn't high on a lot of people's minds but the entire electrical balance of your body depends upon the mineral content of your body. 

  Iron is a mineral that almost all athletes may need in supplemental form… especially menstruating females and ANY athlete undergoing a very heavy training regime. Iron is found in hemoglobin, which is the transport vehicle for oxygen. Lowered levels of iron cause a decreased ability of the blood to transport oxygen to the tissues. Less oxygen to working muscles means a lesser ability to produce aerobic energy supplies and a decrease in the individual's working capacity is noted. This is known as iron-poor blood and may cause the individual to tire and become fatigued more easily. IT IS BEST TO HAVE YOUR IRON LEVELS CHECKED PERIODICALLY WITH YOUR DOCTOR.
ERGOGENIC AIDS

   An ergogenic aid is any substance used by an individual that gives that individual a feeling of improved performance. In this instance, we are speaking of ingested substances, but ergogenic aids do not stop here. Many athlete's have their "own" ergogenic aid that they feel helps their performance. In most instances, there is no scientific evidence to establish any credibility to ergogenic claims. An ergogenic aid is thought to give you an advantage gained through some type of short cut. It's considered by many to be “Power in a Pill”.  There are those who never quit looking for short cuts to improvement and it will always be a problem that we must deal with as coaches, parents and athletes.  They are always looking for improvement that can be taken in the form of a pill… something that will give them instant improvement. Creatine has been the latest craze amongst athletes. It was no different than the steroid craze (except that steroids are supposed to be illegal) or the protein powder craze of the sixties and seventies. The reckless desire to become “instantly” better in this society is a problem and is a very dangerous problem. Everyone is looking out for something they can “take” to make them better RIGHT NOW. If more athletes would just use the basic premise of all martial arts in that everything you need is already inside of you. Look within. Eat right, sleep right, train right and think right. That’s all you need. I seriously doubt there are any athletes out there that are 100% efficient in these areas. Instead of improving themselves in these areas as much as possible, they look for a quick fix in the form of a pill. There is so much an athlete can learn in relation to improving these areas of eating, sleeping, training and thinking. The great thing about improving these areas of life is that they often result in long lasting and, in many cases, permanent changes that are greatly beneficial to your health and well being. The effects of a “pill” wear off rather quickly and often leave you in a worse state than you were in before.
   You only feel the need to take a “power pill” if you’re weak in these other areas. And you’re only weak in these other areas because you have chosen to be so. Once you discover this, you will find that you don’t need to look for your power in a pill. It’s already inside of you!

Competition & Training Nutritional Suggestions

Pre-Meet Diet

48 hours prior        Normal diet.

24 hours prior        Normal diet. Yet, some prefer to ingest a little more CHO's than normal. Be careful and 

  remember that any change in your daily habits is considered stressful by your body    

  (even if the change is better for you in the long run).

4 to 5 hours prior   CHO's and liquids that are low in fat content should be the only things taken into the 

                               system at this point. Fats cause a decrease in the muscular movements aiding digestion 

                               within the stomach and, therefore, may cause your meal to stay longer in your stomach. 

2 to 3 hours prior   Liquids are still safe to take in, but NO fats and few CHO's should be ingested at this 

                               time. Remember that blood is shunted (directed) to the stomach to help in the digestive 

                               process. Therefore, this blood is not available to go to the working muscles and your 

                               performance capabilities may be diminished.

During activity       NO fats, some simple CHO's and plenty of liquids is the rule of thumb.*


  * Some athletes swim well on empty stomachs, some on full stomachs. Fruit drinks, fresh fruit, small quantities of grain products (breads, etc.) are acceptable nutrient resources during competition. There are also many liquid meal products on the market that are available to athletes for consumption. The idea is not to stray too far or too quickly from what it is you are use to eating in a short period of time. A sudden dietary change can be experienced as stress by your body and hurt your performance. Start your dietary changes well before your competition!

Post-Exercise Diet

   As athletes, you should understand the importance of properly "refilling" your energy stores immediately after a training bout or after a period of a slight fast (i.e. meets). Simply stated, the more quickly that you get nutrients into your stomach after a depletion period by eating a meal, the more quickly will these nutrients be absorbed through the stomach and intestines, transported by the circulatory system and stored in muscles, etc.  The sooner you eat after a practice, the more quickly this meal will end up as stored energy in your system. This is vital for those training doubles or participating in a meet with multiple sessions. If you eat within 1 hour after the completion of your training bout versus 4 hours after, you will have at least twice as much of your energy stores replenished in the next 12-hour period. Think about it! 

  Carbohydrates and liquids are the way to go at this time. It is suggested that you have something with you to eat and drink after a practice or at the end of a meet session that will tide you over until you can get a proper meal. 

Some Guidelines

   We often tell our swimmers who are training hard to eat as much as they can to help supplement their caloric needs. THEY MUST REMEMBER THAT THIS DOESN'T MEAN THAT THEY CAN EAT JUNK FOODS AND "BAD" FOODS TO FULFILL THIS REQUIREMENT. Fatty foods, junk foods, candy and the like should be avoided as much as possible. Trim your meats of fat, take the skin off of your chicken and stay away from the belly and back meat of fish. Stay away from fried foods and broil more of your meats. Cook your vegetables less and eat more fresh fruit and vegetables. Cut down on you cheeses and other high fat content foods and watch out for misleading advertising when it comes to "lowfat" or "light" food products. A good rule of thumb for the nutritional value of foods is the less you change its' original form to prepare it for the table, the better it may be for you. Still, good eating habits start with what you eat.   

