How Metabolism Relates to Sports Nutrition

Understanding the Concept of Metabolism

You can think of metabolism as the process that keeps your body, and all its functions, buzzing along. As an analogy, think of how gasoline and oxygen combine and undergo combustion to keep the engine running. Just as you get the best performance with high quality fuel that's formulated for the application, in sports it's important to consume the correct food formulation to get the best results from your metabolism.

How Your Metabolic Rate Figures into the Equation

If metabolism is the process, then metabolic rate is the speed and efficiency at which the process works. Metabolism burns calories. Three basic classifications of functionality can be defined. The first is the most critical. This is life sustaining processes such as your heart beating, your pulmonary functions, and brain activity, and accounts for from half to three quarters of your daily caloric intake.

The second category is digestion functionality. Ironically perhaps, it takes energy to break down food and drink to provide more energy. The third category is the rest of the activity you choose to engage in. As an athlete, this is something to be concerned about.

Making Metabolism Work for You

As with cholesterol control, there are some factors that can't be controlled. These include your sex, how old you are (metabolism slows with age), and your genes.  It's though that in the case of women, hormones play a part so specific changes occur with the onset of menopause.

But, that being said, keeping physically active can keep your metabolic rate higher than your sedentary friends. It follows that working out not only promotes good health in general, but also keeps the weight off.

There are two aspects to be concerned with – cardio activities such as running, skiing, and rowing, and resistance activities such as weight training. The more lean muscle mass you have, the higher your metabolic rate because it takes more calories to support the muscle. This is true even when you are at rest.

Your Fitness Level is Key to Good Health

Your respiratory rate rises when you work out. This means an increase in oxygen intake. Just like the gas engine analogy, oxygen is critical for combustion. A higher fitness level supports a higher level of fat burning enzymes which optimizes fat loss. When you're fit, your body “fine-tunes” its fat and carbohydrate burning efficiency. 

The Role of Nutrition

While it's true that to lose weight you should lower your caloric intake in general. However, lowering it too much will sabotage your efforts. The human body is smart enough to go into “starvation mode” and will do what it can to conserve fat. It does this by forcing a lower metabolic rate. For example, a five percent drop can occur when caloric intake decreases below twelve hundred calories per day.

If you are training for an event or for everyday fitness, you need to know your base calorie needs. Add to that your calorie needs for the activities you're doing. Check out these resources to estimate your total calorie needs (scroll to MyPyramid and to Institute of Medicine).

Mixing up your nutrition is another aspect to support metabolism. Carbs are priority fuel for metabolism, and many carb choices provide the B-vitamins that are involved in many important fuel-use steps.

Protein is needed for building the enzymes that drive the metabolic process. Lean proteins and whole grains provide iron, a mineral that is required for the last step of a major metabolic cycle. So, on an everyday basis you need to mix up your food choices to provide the body what it needs to keep the fire burning!
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