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As runners, we usually include carbohydrates, fat, and protein as part of our training diet. We hardly forget water and electrolytes as part of pre-run preparation and post-run fueling. But what about the “lost nutrient,” sleep? Did you know that without adequate sleep, your efforts at healthy eating, hydration, and training, for that matter, are negated? 

Lack of sleep promotes the release of the stress hormone, cortisol. Cortisol is released from the adrenal glands, two tiny organs located above the kidneys. When the body is under prolonged stress from sleep deprivation, the adrenals kick into overtime. As cortisol is continuously released, it literally wears away at our body's systems. 

Cortisol can be compared to a chisel- it chips away at our bones, wearing them down and creating bone loss. All the bone strengthening benefits running creates are not utilized with out proper sleep. Restorative sleep is even more important to prevent elevated cortisol levels if you have ever suffered from stress fractures.

Just as cortisol causes our bones to age more quickly, it has the same effect on much of our body. Age is simply how our body deteriorates over time. Cortisol leads to accelerated free radical damage, exposing our bodies to stress and breakdown of cells. Unfortunately, running causes the same oxidative damage to cells. So if you combine high levels of cortisol and high mileage, the equation spells out a worn-down, old body. If you plan to ever run or continue running at a masters level, treat your body with the respect it deserves by getting adequate amounts of sleep. 

Also related, cortisol causes our metabolism to  screech to a halt. And metabolism is more than burning calories. According to the American Heritage Dictionary, “Metabolism is the chemical processes occurring within a living cell or organism that are necessary for the maintenance of life.” Athletes need their cells to continue to regrow and turnover for recovery of muscles and creation of red blood cells, as well as burning calories to keep a trim physique. 

Running is a great natural endorphin. We all the love the euphoric feeling after a good, hard workout or a satisfying long run. But what if we stopped getting that wonderful runner's high? Cortisol causes an alteration in brain chemistry. It disrupts the mood enhancing neurotransmitters serotonin and dopamine and restricts their bonding to receptors. Those wonderful endorphins released after setting a PR can never be utilized with high concentrations of cortisol in the body. 

After a night of poor or little sleep, energy levels are low. As the morning drags on, we gravitate towards the nearest Starbucks or Coke machine for a quick caffeine buzz. When the afternoon slump arrives rearing its ugly head, the search is on for a few quarters for the vending machine. Those caffeine and sugar sources of energy enhancement may temporarily do the trick, but in the long run, they are sending us into a vicious cycle. The caffeine and sugar actually cause leeching of nutrients from the body. This nutrient depletion leads to symptoms of irritability, fatigue, anxiety, poor concentration, and food cravings. So next time you're debating a quick breakfast of a donut and coffee after a late night, think twice about the repercussions. 

Usually after that late night you are so ravenous that the coffee and donut don't make a dent in your appetite anyway. Why is this? The horrid cortisol, again! Cortisol causes a disruption in blood sugars, causing levels to drop below a healthy level. After cortisol is released, blood sugars sky rocket. Our pancreas gets the signal that blood sugars are elevated, so insulin is released. Insulin lowers blood sugars by storing the sugars as fat. The lack of sleep messes with training in two ways- causing fatigue on runs and putting our bodies in a position to gain weight. Runners need to be lean, mean running machines- therefore, the prescription is 7-9 hours of quality sleep each night. 

If you make the best effort to get enough shut eye but you have a hard time sleeping through the night, you are not alone in your sleep conundrum. First of all, to fall asleep easier, avoid eating a couple hours before bedtime, especially foods high in sugar or caffeine. These foods will act as a stimulant and make it very difficult for your body to calm down enough to fall asleep. Digestion in general is slower in the evening and will keep your body working while it is trying to slow down and repair itself after a long day. 

If you are already avoiding nighttime sugar, there are some other options to try. To start out with, try a calcium-magnesium supplement about two to three hours before bed. A calcium deficiency will cause restfulness and wakefulness. Magnesium deficiencies, on the other hand, lead to nervousness. You know how your mother used to have you drink a glass of warm milk to help you fall asleep? The calcium and magnesium in the milk is what did the trick!

Another nutrient that may be helpful is inositol, which is a B vitamin that has a very calming affect on the body. It functions to help promote REM so that you get the deeper, more restorative sleep. Additionally, melatonin is necessary for promoting sleep. If you happen to be getting very little natural sunlight or suffering from jet lag, your melatonin levels will likely be low. Melatonin is naturally secreted at night or any other time when light is limited. Make sure you avoid TVs, computer screens, or bright lights before trying to fall asleep or the production of melatonin is limited. 

When you're making your next training plan, don't forget the vital component of sleep. You'll be surprised how much harder you can train and what kind of times you can run on a full nights sleep!

