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The ‘new school’ of sports nutrition: 

Five tips to take your performance to the next level

Thinking about nutrition a day or two before a competition is 'old school.’  

Bob Seebohar, 2008 Olympic Sport Dietitian, is leading the 'new school' approach--a year-round periodized nutrition plan that will take your performance to the next level, whatever your sport.
BOULDER, CO (April 2011)—It’s the day before your competition. How do you use nutrition to achieve your peak performance? Do you load up on energy bars? Remember to drink lots of water or eat a large plate of fettuccini Alfredo? If you are like many athletes, you only think about nutrition a few days to a week before competitions. This ‘old school’ view of how to use nutrition does not maximize performance gains during competition.


“You have specific physiological goals associated with each training cycle, such as increasing endurance, speed, strength, and power and improving technique, tactics, and economy. You should have specific nutrition goals as well,” explains Bob Seebohar, author of the new book Nutrition Periodization for Athletes: Taking Traditional Sports Nutrition to the Next Level (Bull Publishing Company, April 2011, ISBN: 978-1-933503-65-3, $14.95.) “The ‘new school’ approach brings the benefits that a year-round, periodized nutrition plan offer.” (http://www.bullpub.com/catalog/nutrition-periodization-for-athletes/)


What kind of nutrition goals should you have? Depending on your sport, your nutrition goals may include losing or gaining weight, decreasing body fat and increasing lean muscle mass, reducing inflammation and free radical production, and improving blood lipids and overall health. “Your nutrition plan should support your training,” says Seebohar, “not the other way around.” 


So, how does nutrition periodization work exactly? According to Seebohar, who based his book on the latest research and ‘in the trenches’ work with athletes, ranging from groups of youths to Olympians like triathlete Sarah Haskins and 2004 Olympic Triathlon Bronze Medalist Susan Williams. “Your eating program should support your training so that you are able to train efficiently and effectively to enhance your health and improve your performance. Look at your nutrition as a function of your energy expenditure and physical goals associated with each training cycle to guide your nutritional choices.”
As an example from Nutrition Periodization, Seebohar offers five tips for athletes who are moving into their most important training cycle — their own competition season. He recommends the following nutrition goals that correspond to the higher-energy expenditure needs.

1. Warming up the gut. Each sport requires different body positions, and warming up the gut simply means identifying the food and drink that sit best in the digestive tract before training. As the intensity of training is increasing, blood flow is minimized in the digestive tract (shunted to the working muscles), which means less efficient digestion. The food that you ate before your training sessions in the previous cycle may not work the same now that you are training more intensely. 

2. Practicing competition simulation eating during training. The stress hormone response encountered at the beginning of a competition sometimes alters certain body responses, such as digestion. It is extremely important to account for this as much as possible by placing a few training sessions at competition intensity, where the specific nutrient timing plan (before, during, and after) can be tried. 

3. Continuing the “less is more” implementation strategy of metabolic efficiency. Although it is true that your body likely requires more carbohydrates during training sessions, if you teach your body how to oxidize more fat during workouts during the pre-season, you will not want to revert to past behaviors and consume too high of a carbohydrate diet during training or competition. Because you are more metabolically efficient, you can navigate this higher-intensity training without carbohydrate loading and with fewer calories eaten per hour. 

4. Fine-tuning your nutrition plan, specifically hydration and electrolytes, based on the environment and length of training session. If you compete in different, challenging environments and durations, your hydration and electrolyte plan may need to change. Although it may be a slight change, it should be factored in during your more intense training sessions to test the waters before competition rolls around. 

5. Avoiding temptations. These, very simply, are mostly related to travel. Because your routine and schedule are disrupted, it is easy to stray from your normal nutrition plan. It is very important to avoid this and take the time to plan and prepare your nutrition plan before traveling. Be sure to locate grocery stores and restaurants and bring any cooking tools or power devices and food that you will need in order to be self-sufficient and in control of your diet.

“In season training sessions are much more focused on specificity, and intensity is higher; thus energy expenditure is greater,” concludes Seebohar. “Because of this, the nutrients that your body needs are different, and the mantra ‘eat to train, don’t train to eat’ becomes very important. Look at your nutrition as a function of your energy expenditure and physical goals associated with each training cycle to guide your nutritional choices.”
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