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Runners burn a lot of calories – there is no argument about that. I used to have a coach that said, “If the furnace burns hot enough, you can put anything in it and it will burn.” At the time, this made sense. The more fit you are, the more calories you burn, and the more discretionary calories (i.e. junk food and sweets) you have room to eat. After many years of studying nutrition and getting my furnace pretty hot, I have a new conclusion. The more fit a runner and the more miles they are running, the more important good nutrition is to maintain health and stay injury free. For those of us who are not running exorbitant miles, a good diet keeps us lean and fast. So, how do I suggest maintaining a “good” diet? Cut out the sugar!

Sugar is part of any runner's diet from sports drinks to gels to bananas. The important thing is to distinguish when sugar may help and when it may harm. First off, there are many different types of sugar: fructose, lactose, glucose, and sucrose are probably the most familiar forms. Fructose is a natural sugar found in fruits. It is digested more slowly than other forms of sugar, so when it comes to sports drinks and gels, fructose is best avoided. During the rest of the day, fruit is a nutrient and carbohydrate-dense food which is perfect for runners. Lactose is also a natural sugar, found in dairy. Those of us who are lactose intolerant tend to avoid this sugar. With certain ethnicities, or with age, there is a reduced production of lactase, the enzyme that breaks down milk sugars. Glucose is the body's preferred source of fuel. Actually, red blood cells can only use the energy from glucose, and the brain has a hard time using anything else. Other sugars are converted to glucose once digested. Lastly, sucrose is table sugar, or sugar by any other name. 

Sucrose is digested very quickly, changing the blood glucose levels as soon as sucrose is converted to glucose. What does this mean for us as runners? After our blood sugars spike really high, the pancreas is sent a message to secrete insulin to help lower blood sugars. Insulin draws the sugar into cells and out of the blood, converting sugar into fatty acids. In other words, the sugar is stored as fat. Insulin also stimulates the appetite, making us crave more sugars.

Digestion of sugar is very dependent on the time frame. For example, when we drink a sports drink or eat a gel during an endurance event, the sugar is directly used for energy. If we have a bagel or banana right after a hard, long workout, the sugar will be stored as glycogen. But if we have sugar in any form during the day, i.e. simple carbohydrates, that sugar will cause an increase in blood sugars and mimic adrenaline. When adrenaline is released, our glycogen stores are tapped into for that energy we need to “fight or flight.” While this mechanism is a good thing during a dangerous situation, it is not such a good thing when we are relying on the stored carbohydrates for energy during runs. While sugar is stored as glycogen when levels are depleted, most of us walk around with full levels most of the day. And if those excess sugars aren't stored as glycogen, they are stored as fat, weighing and slowing us down. 

Additionally, this constant adrenaline rush puts a lot of stress on the tiny, walnut-sized adrenal glands. Then when we do want to produce that energy-boosting adrenaline rush at the end of a race, our glands are unable to step up to the plate. The adrenals also house large quantities of vitamin C, necessary for immunity and collagen strength, and a variety of B vitamins, needed for carbohydrate metabolism. Interestingly enough, sugar drags out the body's nutrients. To top it off, the food that is high in sugar is probably nutrient poor anyway, so not only are you not providing your body with good quality nutrition, but you are leaving it with less reserves than before you ate! The adrenal gland is also in charge of maintaining fluid balance, blood sugars, blood pressure, and a healthy immune system, so when the adrenals are getting their work cut out for them producing adrenaline, they are not able to keep up with the other body needs.

To help you understand what a simple carbohydrate is, let's discuss the concept of glycemic index. Carbohydrates are given a glycemic index based on the rate they are converted to sugar in the blood. This rate varies from 1 to 100, with 100 being straight table sugar or white bread. Foods with a glycemic index over 70 are considered high glycemic foods, 55-70 is intermediate, and less than 55 is a low-glycemic index food. Foods higher in protein and fiber, or more complex carbohydrates, rank lower on the scale. For example, All-Bran cereal is 42, while corn flakes are 81. White rice is 64 compared to its brown counterpart, 55. Pear barley, a very hearty grain, is a very low 25. Bananas range depending on their ripeness – the more green, the less sugar, the lower glycemic index. They average out at about 51 compared to apples at 38 and dried fruit at 103. Mashed potatoes, without the skins, are a sky high 91. Consider eating foods with a low glycemic index at meals for optimal satiety and energy maintenance and saving the high glycemic foods for a pre-run snack or for post-workout recovery. 

A rule of thumb during mealtimes – opt for whole grain carbohydrates low in sugar. Whole grains and complex carbohydrates include oats, barley, quinoa, buckwheat, spelt, amaranth, sweet potatoes and squash to name a few. Be weary of low-fat foods because food manufacturers often replace fat with sugar to keep flavor and mouth feel. All fats are not bad for you, such as the fats found in olive oil and canola oil, hummus, avocado, nuts and nut butters, and fish, but most sugar is bad for us. The USDA recommends aiming for less than 42 grams of sugar per day, which is equivalent to about 10 teaspoons. Seems like a lot of sugar until you start looking at where it comes from...

SUGAR CONTENT IN FOODS
USDA recommends that we consume <10 tsp. sugar/day (42 g)

	
	Grams of sugar
	Tsp of sugar
	% DV

	
	4.2 grams
	1 teaspoon
	10%

	Snickers bar
	24 g
	5.75 tsp
	50%

	1 cup of cereal
	16.8 g
	4 tsp 
	40%

	8 oz low fat yogurt, fruit flavored
	29.4 g
	7 tsp
	70%

	Pepsi, 12 oz
	41 g
	10.25 tsp
	100%

	¼ cup breakfast syrup
	41 g
	10.25 tsp
	100%

	Vitamin water, 20 oz bottle
	32.5 g
	7.5 tsp
	75%


