
“I should be pencil-thin for all the exercise I do.” ... “I don't keep
cookies in the house. If they are there, I eat way too many of them.”
... “I'm afraid if I start eating, I won't stop.”

Too many athletes are at war with food and their bodies.
In their quest to attain the “perfect body” that is leaner,
lighter and presumably faster and better, they have devel-
oped atypical eating patterns that are far from peaceful. As
one client reported, “I'm trying so hard to lose five pounds
but I'm getting nowhere. In fact, I'm even gaining weight.
I'm “good” at breakfast and lunch, but after I get home from
the gym at night, I end up devouring everything in sight. On
weekends, my eating is even crazier.”   Sound familiar? 
The problems with dieting. The first three letters of diet are
D-I-E. Dieting conjures up feelings of deprivation and
denial. Dieting is unsustainable, no fun. Few dieters win the
war against hunger. Even 50% of people who had gastric
bypass surgery regained weight within two years.

Why does this happen? Because the body perceives a diet
as a famine and strives to protect itself from starving to
death by signaling hunger. Hunger leads to overwhelming
urges to binge-eat. Research with normal-weight men who
cut their food intake in half (similar to what many dieting
athletes do) reports most regained the weight they'd lost—
plus 10% more—within three months. Another study with
middle school kids who were followed through high school
indicates all efforts to lose weight resulted in disordered eat-
ing patterns five years later—but not leaner bodies. Dieting
tends to create more long-term problems than it solves. 
How to find peace with food. Let's take a look at some ways
to transform blown diets into appropriate fueling (while you
chip away at losing undesired body fat). A first step is to
remember food is fuel, not the fattening enemy. Food not
only enhances athletic performance but also prevents
hunger and out-of-control food binges. As a human, you are
supposed to eat, even if you are overfat. If you restrict your
food intake, you also restrict protein, carbs, fats, vitamins,
minerals and other bio-active food compounds that con-
tribute to good health and high energy. Bad idea.
Calories: Current research suggests a sustainable way to lose
undesired body fat is to knock off about 200 calories a day,
such as 10 ounces of wine, 20 tortilla chips or one roll with
butter. By knocking off the calories at the end of the day, you
can lose weight when you are sleeping (as opposed to when
you are trying to train and function during the day). 
Carbs: Bread, bagel, pasta, rice, crackers—all those dreaded
carbs—are not fattening. Your body does not readily convert
carbs into body fat. Rather, your body preferentially burns
carbs to fuel your workouts. If your muscles become carb
(glycogen) depleted, you will feel an incessant, niggling
hunger that can lead to non-stop snacking. You may believe
you are eating because you are just bored, but your muscles
are telling you they want carbs to recover and refuel. 

Do not try to “stay away from carbs.” Egg whites for
breakfast, salad for lunch, and fish + broccoli for dinner

leave muscles unfueled and your body unable to train and
compete at its best. Oatmeal, whole grain breads, brown rice,
and sweet potatoes are just a few wholesome suggestions.
Protein: Dieters need to consume a strong protein intake to
help protect their muscles. That is, when you restrict calo-
ries, you burn not just body fat but also muscle tissue. Enjoy
a protein-rich food (plus some carbs) at each meal and snack.   

Protein is satiating; it helps keep you feeling fed and can
curb your appetite. Dieters who eat protein (eggs) at break-
fast stay full longer than those who eat just carbs (bagel,
fruit, granola bar). By eating a enjoying a satiating breakfast,
you’ll be less likely to crave sweets and succumb to donuts.
Fat: Fat (preferably the “good” fat in nuts, fish, oil) is an
essential part of a sports diet. It's required to absorb vitamins
A, D, E and K. A little fat also gets stored right within the
muscle cells and enhances long workouts. Runners who
switched from a low (16%) fat diet to a moderate (30%) fat
diet improved their performance by 14%. That's a lot! And,
they did not gain body fat. Hence, “Eat fat, get fat” is false.
Overeat calories and you will get fat, particularly if you
overeat fat. Excess dietary fat easily converts into body fat.
Vitamins: The less fuel you ingest, the fewer vitamins you
consume. Taking a vitamin pill might replace some of those
losses, but a pill does not provide other bio-active com-
pounds in foods that protect your good health. Strive to
enjoy colorful vegetables and/or fruits at each meal.
By filling up on wholesome sports foods at daytime meals,

you will ruin your appetite for the evening “junk food” that
contributes to fat-gain. Eating “normal” meals will help you
feel better during the day, have better workouts, be in a bet-
ter mood and be able to knock off 200+ calories of evening
snacks so you can lose weight easily when you are sleeping. 
Easier said than done? While food-binges can simply be the
backlash from unrealistic efforts to lose a few pounds, they
sometimes also serve the important job of distracting people
from thinking about painful relationships and feelings of
inadequacy. That is, if you incessantly think about food, you
are not thinking about how sad, depressed or lonely you
might be feeling. You’d rather focus on losing five pounds,
believing weight loss will make you happy. Doubtful. 

Instead of trying to find happiness from a number on the
scale, the better bet is to appreciate your body for all the
good it does. Do not compare your body to others. To com-
pare is to despair. Practice eating mindfully and ask yourself
before you eat “Does my body need this fuel?” Eat mechan-
ically, on a time schedule, with even-sized meals that truly
satisfy you, so you don't just stop eating because you think
you should. To help create a positive food plan, consult with
a sports dietitian; use the referral network at SCANdpg.org. 
Nancy Clark, MS, RD, CSSD (Board Certified Specialist in Sports

Dietetics) counsels both casual and competitive athletes in her
practice at Healthworks, the premier fitness center in Chestnut Hill
MA (617-383-6100). For weight loss help, read her Sports Nutrition
Guidebook and food guides for new marathoners and cyclists
(www.nancyclarkrd.com). See also sportsnutritionworkshop.com.

The Athlete’s Kitchen                                      Dieting Gone Awry: When Food Is Foe    

SportsNutrition
Nancy Clark MS, RD, CSSD
www.nancyclarkrd.com



References

Horvath PJ, Eagen CK, Fisher NM, Leddy JJ, Pendergast DR. The effects of varying dietary fat on performance and metabo-
lism in trained male and female runners. J Am Coll Nutr. 2000 Feb;19(1):52-60.

Keys A, Brozek J, Henschel A. et al. The Biology of Human Starvation. Vols 1 and 2. Minneapolis:University of Minnesota Press,
1950

Magro D, Geloneze B, Delfini R, Pareja B, Callejas F, Pareja J. Long-term weight regain after gastric bypass: a 5-year prospec-
tive study. Obes Surg. 2008 Jun;18(6):648-51. 

Neumark-Sztainer D, Wall M, Guo J, Story M, Haines J, Eisenberg M.Obesity, disordered eating, and eating disorders in a lon-
gitudinal study of adolescents: how do dieters fare 5 years later? J Am Diet Assoc. 2006 Apr;106(4):559-68.

Stroebele N, de Castro J, Stuht J, Catenacci V, Wyatt H, Hill J. A small-changes approach reduces energy intake in free-living
humans. J Am Coll Nutr. 2009 Feb;28(1):63-8.


