What to eat before and after exercise
By Sharon Howard, R.D., M.S., C.D.E. FADA 
Timing is important 

Scheduling exercise into a busy lifestyle is one challenge, and planning meals and snacks around the exercise is a second one. Eating too much food, or the wrong food before exercise can impair your performance or cause indigestion, sluggishness, nausea, and vomiting. On the other hand, if you haven't eaten in six hours and try to work out, you may feel weak and unmotivated. Timing is important --a big breakfast may be troublesome if you are going for a morning run, but it is fine for a jog before lunch. 

Your goal is to have fueled your body with nutritious food that is no longer present in your stomach when you work out. The pre-exercise food prevents hunger during exercise. Carbohydrates are easily digested, but foods high in protein and fat will linger in the stomach for some time, depending how much you ate. Large meals take longer to empty from the stomach, about four to six hours. 

Snacks, depending on their content, take about 1/2-1 hour to leave your stomach.. Eating a high carbohydrate snack two hours before exercising can leave you ample energy and a calm stomach for a great workout. Many athletes avoid food within two hours of a very hard workout, but can tolerate a lighter snack within one to two hours of a light workout..

Pre-Exercise eating tips 

Experiment with your eating schedule to see what works best for you. Keep these tips in mind:

· A high carbohydrate, low fat snack is easily digested and normalizes blood sugar 

· Avoid fatty meals or snacks, because they delay stomach emptying 

· Meal should be moderate in protein, just enough to satisfy hunger 

· Drink lots of fluids. Your snack can be a liquid meal such as a fruit shake (See recipe) 

· A light workout can be preceded with a light snack, but leave more lead time for intense workouts

Ten snack ideas before a workout 

The snack should contain 40 to 100 grams of carbohydrates, and low in fat. Too much fiber may stimulate the digestive system at an inappropriate time.

· Milk and 12 crackers, 2 tbsp. peanut butter (54 grams carb) 

· Banana and yogurt (56 grams) 

· Bagel with jelly and juice (83 grams) 

· Cereal (1 oz.) and milk (34 grams) 

· Juice and pretzels (50 grams) 

· Sports drink, 16 oz (30 grams) 

· Sports bar and water (20-50 grams) 

· Fresh fruits such as oranges or bananas (15-25 grams per) 

· Low-fat vegetable soup, chicken noodle or tomato and crackers (40-50 grams) 

· Blueberry muffin or fig bars and milk (45 grams)

What about sugar before exercise? 

Some athletes can consume sugared soft drinks just before exercising, but they are taking a risk of causing hypoglycemia or low blood sugar. About ten minutes after starting out, a sugar low will hit with lightheadedness and fatigue. The rush of sugar causes a rush of insulin, and with the muscles using glycogen so quickly, low blood sugar results. This is not common, but you know if you have this problem. 

Will eating a candy bar before exercise give the quickest energy? No, but maybe a tummy ache. The fat in a candy bar may delay stomach emptying Most of the energy used during your workout is stored glycogen, which comes from what you've eaten for days before you exercise. Also, how you replenished fluids and fuel after your last workout is important now. 

What about food during exercise?
During exercise, your body uses sugar without needing insulin, so a sip of sweetened drink during exercise is no problem, but water is best. Exercise that exceeds one hour may require carbohydrate intake, to delay fatigue. Before getting too tired, consuming 30 grams of carbohydrate every 30 minutes can provide an extra boost. However, if the drink is too high in sugar, the liquid will remain in the stomach longer and cause sloshing. Sports drinks are designed with a small amount of quickly absorbed carbohydrate and electrolytes to replenish sweat and blood sugar during exercise. For a short workout, less than 60 minutes, water is adequate. See next week's article on fluids and sports drinks.

Recovery eating 

After exercise, athletes need carbohydrate and fluid to replace glycogen and water losses during the exercise. They will recover faster if they eat a high carbohydrate diet-from 250 to 550 grams of carbohydrates a day. The muscles store more glycogen immediately after exercise than they do later. 

Eat or drink carbohydrates as soon as you can tolerate them. Plan to consume 1.5 grams CHO/gm body weight within the first hour post exercise. Juices work great because of the carbohydrate and fluid, and then add solid foods one to three hours later. Sports drinks have half the carbohydrates as juices, and so are more appropriate during exercise. What you eat after exercise is very critical to your performance the next day, since the body needs carbohydrates to restock your glycogen stores. Protein at the post-game meal (two hours later) is also important to repair and build the muscle tissue. 

Here is an easy recipe for a pre-exercise snack from the popular book by Nancy Clark, sports nutritionist, called the Sports Nutrition Guidebook. 
Fruit Smoothies
· 1/2 cup plain, low fat yogurt

· 1/2 cup fruit, fresh or canned
· 1 cup fruit juice
Place all ingredients in blender and whip until smooth. Add ice if desired. 250 calories, 50 grams carbohydrate, 5 grams protein, and 3 grams fat.

You can use bananas and strawberries, orange juice and pineapple, or use milk or soy milk for the yogurt. To increase protein content, add powder skim milk or soy protein powder. 

