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Karen Armstrong RD

“If I eat more protein, will my performance improve?”

Protein is essential for growth, and to maintain and repair muscles. Our main sources of protein are found in the Meats & Alternates group in Canada’s Food Guide. This group includes animal sources such as poultry, eggs, fish, and red meats, as well as vegetable sources like nuts, tofu, lentils and beans. You’ll also find foods containing protein in the Milk & Alternates group (milk, cheese, yogurt). 
If you’re not getting the minimum number of servings from the Meats & Alternates, and the Milk & Alternates, you’re not getting enough protein, or iron, calcium, and zinc. This is often the case for teenage girls, and women. If you boost your servings into the recommended range, you’ll probably notice a difference in your ability to train, and recover from training. The improvement has more to do with simply eating better, rather than specifically eating more protein. 
If you’re getting the recommended servings from all food groups, chances are pretty good that you’re already meeting your body’s protein needs. In this situation, adding more protein isn’t necessarily better. Adding extra protein adds extra calories. If you aren’t burning these extra calories, they’ll be stored as fat and your weight will creep up. If you’re adding extra protein to build muscle, keep in mind there’s a limit to the conversion of protein to muscle. Once you’ve reached the limit, adding more protein does not equal more muscle. 
Protein foods or protein powder Food wins every time. Protein foods supply more than just protein. Choose poultry, red meat, and eggs and you’ll also get B vitamins and minerals like iron and zinc. Nuts, like almonds, supply good fats. Lentils and beans are great fibre sources. Plus, buying protein foods is far easier on your wallet than buying protein powders. And protein foods usually taste better.
Finding the Energy

Everyone needs energy – to grow, to maintain and repair our bodies, to be healthy. If you’re an athlete, you need energy to train and compete. Meeting your energy needs can help you get maximum benefit from your training and improve your performance. 

Energy comes from food, in particular the carbohydrates in food. Your muscles can store a limited amount of carbohydrate, in the form of glycogen, to use for energy during exercise. This energy source is good for 90 minutes or less. Once the muscle glycogen is gone, you have to replace it by eating carbohydrate. If you don’t, your muscles are running on empty and you’ll have trouble getting through your training session or competition. 
Carbohydrate is easy to find. It’s in grain products, fruits, vegetables and milk. It’s also in white and brown sugar, syrup, candy and pop. However, sugars, candy and pop don’t give you vitamins, minerals and fibre, all of which are important for peak performance. Make whole grains, fruits, vegetables and milk your preferred carbohydrates and use the other foods as treats. 
Pasta please 

Pasta is often a staple in active households. It’s a great source of carbohydrate, easy and quick to prepare, really versatile and comes in some pretty funky shapes. But maybe it’s time to expand your pasta horizons. The variety of pastas, and noodles, is greater than ever before. Most stores now carry whole grain and multigrain pasta. These higher fibre pastas are a great way to add a bit more fibre to a meal without anyone noticing. 
For even more fibre and additional protein, look for dry pastas made from spelt or kamut. Spelt and kamut are ancient grains that are making a comeback in breads, cereals and pastas. You’ll find these pastas, along with spelt and kamut flour, in specialty shops and bulk food stores. Cook them like any other pasta – perfect in baked casseroles or topped with your favourite sauce. 
Or consider rice noodles, brown rice pasta or fresh buckwheat noodles (soba) – more interesting choices to satisfy your taste buds and help replenish your glycogen stores. Although most often used in Asian dishes, these noodles and pastas are tasty topped with pesto or a traditional tomato sauce. 
So think outside the box of mac and cheese, and add a little variety to your pasta choices.
Hydration and Performance 
Are you having trouble making it through a workout or competition? Are you feeling unusually sore after training? The solution may be in your water bottle. 
Poor hydration can significantly impair your ability to train and compete. During exercise athletes, even aquatic ones, sweat. If you don’t replace the fluid lost from sweating, you become dehydrated and your performance suffers. 

Hydration Tips 
Daily: Include liquids like water, fruit juices and milk; and foods containing liquid (eg oranges, melons) as a regular part of your meals and snacks 
Before exercise: Drink 400-600 ml about 2-3 hours before a training session or competition 
During exercise: drink 150-350 ml every 15 to 20 minutes from the time you start exercising. Keep a bottle handy and train yourself to drink during rest breaks and/or between events. Coaches, remember to encourage your athletes to bring a bottle and drink regularly. 
After exercise: Drink 450-675 ml for every .5kg (1lb) of weight lost during exercise. Include foods containing liquids and sodium (salt) in your post-exercise meal or snack. 
Water or sports drink – the battle of the beverages 
If you’re exercising for less than an hour, water is your best fluid choice. Keep in mind that while your practice time or competition may last longer than an hour, the amount of time you actually spend with your heart rate elevated may be far less. 
If you’re exercising at an intense level for more than an hour (eg long swim practices, long distance cycling, skiing or running), a sports drink can help you keep going. In addition to providing fluid, typical sports drinks contain carbohydrate and sodium. The carbohydrate provides a source of energy. The sodium (salt) makes the drinks taste better and improves the desire to drink. 
During endurance events (eg marathons, triathlons, Tour de France), over-consumption of water, without taking in sodium, can lead to overhydration and low blood sodium levels. Low blood sodium levels can negatively affect performance. The combination of fluid and sodium in a sports drink may be helpful if you’re an endurance athlete. 

Homemade sports drinks can be just as effective, and far less costly, than store-bought sports drinks. 
Homemade Citrus Sports Drink 
2 Tbsp sugar 

1/8 tsp salt 

2 Tbsp boiling water 

2 Tbsp orange juice 

1 Tbsp lemon juice 

1 3/4 cup cold water 
Combine the sugar and salt in a bowl. Add boiling water and stir until sugar and salt dissolve. Stir in remaining ingredients and chill until needed. 

Makes 500 ml (2 cups) 
Tip: Other fruit juices can be used instead of orange juice (eg cranberry, grape, pomegranate). 
Tip: If you’re looking for beverages and snacks to keep you hydrated and energized during training and competition, remember to experiment during practice. Don’t wait till your big event to try something new.

Boning Up On Minerals

Calcium is one mineral that women often don’t get enough of. Calcium is necessary to build and repair bone tissue – critical for growing girls, and important for maintaining bone health as women age. Dairy products are an excellent source of calcium as well as a good source of the energy and protein needed by active women. When dairy products are not an option, ask your doctor for a referral to a dietitian to discuss other ways to get enough calcium. 
Going hand in hand with calcium is Vitamin D. It’s often called the sunshine vitamin because one of the ways to get this nutrient by exposing our skin to sunlight. This is a problem in winter because, although we may be active outside, there’s not much skin being exposed. Fortunately, Vitamin D is added to foods like milk. However, if you’re not choosing dairy products you may not be getting enough Vitamin D. Again, talk to a dietitian about ways to make sure you’re not missing out on this important vitamin. 
Iron is another mineral that’s a concern for girls and young women. Iron is used by red blood cells, and poor iron stores are one of the most common nutrition problems in athletes. Choosing the recommended number of servings of meat, fish and poultry is an important step in getting enough iron. Iron is also available from vegetarian sources but the type of iron in these foods is not as available for the body to use. If you’re vegetarian, make sure you are getting at least the minimum servings of vegetables and grains, and look for high iron choices from these two food groups.

