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For Greg and our race without a finish line.
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Introduction

Quality of Life: What Does It Mean to You?

Early in my career as a dietitian, I worked in the hospital setting. While there, I found that there were many circumstances when patients and doctors were making decisions based on what patients wanted most in regards to quality of life. Decisions ranged from a medication choice, whether to have an elective surgery to increase activity level, or to concede and stop treatments in order to be more comfortable at the end of life.

These decisions often slipped into my conversations at home with my husband when I was at my peak of training 80 to 100 miles a week. My husband, Greg, is an orthopedic trauma surgeon who faces quality of life decisions with patients daily. In the midst of heavy training, raising our young son, and working as a dietitian he would frequently remind me that I did not "have" to run. It was a choice I made in regards to what I wanted from life each day I squeezed in the demanding schedule.

As I prepared for the start of my first marathon as a runner of sub-elite status, Greg reminded me to take many mental “photos” of the special opportunity. I have many amazing mental images of that day. It was my first qualification for the Olympic Team Trials Marathon and the product of what I had pushed through each sluggish morning. It was a powerful reminder that I felt blessed with an amazing quality of life.

These experiences, and many like it, have offered me great perspective. The phrase “quality of life” has become my personal motto and the focus for those I educate. Every day, as athletes and as people, we face decisions. It may be what to eat or drink, or whether to run on a bitter cold morning. Each decision plays a role in how we interpret both short-term and long-term quality of life goals. How will each decision support what I want most from life and my future?

I find quality of life pieces come together when I avoid overcomplicating decisions—including training and food. There is more to everyday fueling than calories-in and calories-out in an effort to optimize nutritional status, health, and performance. My goal for the pages ahead is to help the runner better understand what the body requires on an individual level, interpret how the body communicates needs, and how to respond to support both quality of life and performance related goals.

My quality of life goals: to feel happy, healthy, and unstoppable.

Happy: Part of a world full of life, love, and potential. Slow to anger, quick to respond, and confident in my own skin.

Healthy: Free from pain, excessive fatigue, and chronic disease.

Unstoppable: A feeling of infinite energy and sense of limitless potential for the day. To be as productive as possible.

—Jackie Dikos, RD, CSSD, CLT


“Eventually all things fall into place. Until then, laugh at the confusion, live for the moments and know everything happens for a reason.”

—Albert Schweitzer
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GOAL-SETTING ESSENTIALS FOR EVERYDAY HEALTH AND OPTIMAL PERFORMANCE
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What does a loyal runner want most from his or her day? They want to run. A day without taking in the fresh air, working up good sweat, and feeling the smooth rhythm of a spirited stride feels like it’s missing something. A run makes the day feel more complete.

Feeling great when we run—now that’s a state of contentment beyond measure. It feels like cashing in a winning lottery ticket. It makes a good day brighten into a great one with an extra ray of sunshine. The lasting state of contentment that comes with a great run makes the countless miles and endless effort of basic daily training worth every tiresome second.

When we just want to run, everything else, including food, seems to just complicate things. One more mile on a run can easily take precedence over post-run flexibility and refueling. Long workouts, a busy schedule, and working in enough sleep to do it all over again can demand a lot out of the day. Over time the pantry becomes lined with prepackaged foods, sports performance energy products, and fad diet books in an effort to find simple answers to support efficiency in life and performance. The message of what entails quality fueling and goals to support performance can get muddled.

Food doesn’t have to be complicated. Keeping food simple and making the effort to put together basic food choices can fuel even the most demanding lifestyle. Bringing simple, high-quality ingredients together with a fundamental fueling thought process offers fuel to sustain health and performance, and leaves time to do what makes you feel most like you—run.

The aim of Finish Line Fueling is to inspire ditching the pre-packed foods and performance products laced with less ideal ingredients. Emphasis is placed on a simple whole food grocery list packed with essential nutrients every caliber runner requires to thrive. Focusing on whole food, nutrient dense ingredients allows for a healthy, high performance regimen to unfold and open the door to many aspects of a good quality life.

Fundamental Fuel

Are there goals you strive for when you put together a meal or snack? What do you want to achieve from your plate? Some runners reach for favorite and routine comfort foods because it offers a sense of security in weight management and predictability. Other runners yearn to fill a void response to cravings and overwhelming hunger. Sometimes simply working in a quality source protein or having a vegetable land on the plate feels like blue ribbon kind of meal.

Think of fueling the mind, palate, and body in support of health, performance, and overall quality of life. What we feel like consuming can often be driven by factors beyond taste or “good” and “bad” food choices.

Consider a runner who eats very little fat. This naturally creates an urge, and maybe even sense of anxiety, to consume a very fatty meal because the body sends a strong enough message to answer the fat discrepancy. By consuming a small source of fat with meals and snacks as often as possible, the runner will feel more at peace while satisfying the palate and body. The more one can identify with what the body needs, the more one can appropriately respond without going to extremes.

The monitoring of calories-in and calories-out plays a major role in weight management, race weight, and overall health. However, the foundation of a true high quality diet can be lost with calorie-driven fueling; it can also instigate a negative food relationship with thoughts of feeling “good” or “bad” about eating. A shift in focus should be to achieve target ranges of macronutrients—carbohydrates, protein, and fat—in meeting individual nutrition needs. This offers a spirit of “fueling,” not just eating.

It’s essential for a runner to develop a base understanding of macronutrient needs as they relate to individual weight, training, and overall life goals. This will be a tremendous help to understanding what type of balance your body needs in the day between food groups as well as fueling great training and racing. Knowing the body requires 400 grams of carbohydrates a day, yet realizing an average day holds around 250 grams of carbohydrates offers the opportunity to gradually adjust the diet and better sustain needs.

While it’s advantageous to gain understanding in target macronutrient goals, over-calculating food can be overwhelming to many runners. This is especially true when labels are not present or life gets hectic. To limit the number of variables in analyzing what the body needs, support decision making at meals, and find a balance between life and meeting macronutrient goals, I encourage a concept called fundamental fueling. Fundamental fueling is the basic goal a runner should strive for at meals and snacks as often as possible. It supports hitting daily target nutrient needs, and minimizes nutrient deficits and eating extremes, while optimizing health and performance.

There are five key components to focus on as the basis of fundamental fueling. The objective is to be aware of each component and their source at meals and snacks. When a runner focuses on these five components at meals and snacks as often as possible, nutrient goals for the day are much more likely to come together in an ideal fashion. It takes the stress out of hitting a daily grand total number by breaking mealtime into smaller parts. It simplifies performance fueling and a well-balanced diet.

The five key components are to 1) consume a source of quality carbohydrates that contains fiber; 2) eat lean protein; 3) eat healthy fat; 4) enhance meals with colorful anti-oxidant-rich foods such as fruits and vegetables; and 5) be sure to drink enough fluid to maintain hydration.

5 Key Fundamental Fueling Components
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*** Strive to consume a source of each of the five fundamental fueling components at meals and snacks as often as possible. ***

There are a lot of powerful foods to choose from with fundamental fueling, but no single food is “super” enough to single out as the ideal single source of nutrition. It is easy to be coaxed into thinking a single food or ingredient can heal all wounds. As with all forms of life, balance is required. Striving for balance through many different high quality food sources daily is ideal.

The learning curve of putting together a meal that contains a source of quality carbohydrates, lean protein, healthy fat, antioxidants, and water comes with a basic understanding of what the sources of these components are. It is very easy for one or more of the components to slip through the cracks.

Consider a meal of grilled chicken over a bed of green leafy vegetables and topped with low fat salad dressing. Sounds “healthy,” but this meal does not offer fundamental fueling balance. As the day continues, discrepancy in fuel sources compound and over time can contribute to nutrient inadequacies and hard to suppress cravings.

The same “healthy” meal becomes more balanced using a fundamental fuel philosophy by eating a bed of green leafy vegetables topped with grilled chicken, avocado, white beans, and fresh fruit. The meal reaches a whole new level in terms of “healthy.” Chicken and beans serve as protein sources, avocado supplies healthy fat, and the beans and fruit serve as quality carbohydrate sources. A colorful plate suggests an array of powerful antioxidants. Drinking water, milk, or juice with the meal supports hydration.
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Macronutrient is a term to describe carbohydrates, protein, and fat. The three macronutrients serve as fuel for the body in meeting energy needs in the form of calories. A balance between carbohydrates, protein, and fat is essential for health, weight management, and performance. While every athlete should strive for the balance of macronutrients, all too often runners place great emphasis on a single macronutrient for weight management purposes and neglect a healthy balance of macronutrients. While heading down this weight management and isolated macronutrient path, the idea of achieving necessary micronutrients beyond iron and calcium is disregarded.

Micronutrient is the term for the substances and chemicals, such as vitamins and minerals, required in small amounts that allow the body to perform normal processes. I lump micronutrients into the category of antioxidants to simplify the fundamental fueling concept; however, the broad category of micronutrients entails more than just antioxidants. Focusing on antioxidants in terms of color is a great starting place. The more colorful a meal or snack, the more likely one is to achieve a broad range of micronutrients. Examples of micronutrients are iron, calcium, potassium, zinc, vitamin K, and magnesium. Foods that are high in micronutrients are considered good quality and dense in nutrients.



Questions may remain in understanding why we need to eat certain foods, what sources are high quality, when do we eat, and how much is needed to offer the most benefits. The below sections will hopefully help.

Carbohydrates: Why, What, When, and How Much?

WHY Carbohydrates?

Carbohydrate availability plays a major role in a runner’s ability to sustain an intense training load and perform well in competition. Carbohydrates are the most efficient way for the body to break down energy in the form of glucose to be used by working muscles and the brain. The body stores carbohydrates in the liver as glycogen. When the blood supply of glucose is depleted, the liver is responsible for converting glycogen to glucose as a fuel source. If there is not enough glycogen stored or if stored glycogen is depleted during a long or intense training session, a source of fast absorbing carbohydrate, such as sports drink or energy gel, is useful in replenishing blood glucose and sustaining performance.

Depletion of carbohydrates is a major cause of fatigue during exercise. Optimizing the carbohydrate status of the body can minimize fatigue. The longer and more intense the exercise, the more important it is to consume adequate carbohydrates in the diet.

WHAT Carbohydrate Sources?

It is important to think of carbohydrates in terms of quality. Reducing, if not eliminating, candy or cookies makes more sense than cutting fresh fruit, brown rice, sweet potato, or whole grain pasta. Runners often justify sweets, but find it no problem to cut quality carbohydrates. The better quality choices consistently made in the diet, the more likely required nutrients to maintain good health and performance can be achieved.

Most often a runner should reach for natural forms of quality carbohydrates that are processed as little as possible. Quality, slow carbohydrates typically contain fiber, are absorbed more slowly, and contain a greater amount of nutrients. Many of these foods can be prepared in bulk and stored in the freezer or refrigerator for use like many of the convenience foods that line the shelf, yet aren’t laced undesirable ingredients.

Great carbohydrate sources include: sweet potatoes, brown rice, beans and lentils, fresh and dried fruit, oat and oat bran, quinoa, barley, whole grain wheat germ or bran, spelt, corn, peas, and white potato.

Under certain training and racing circumstances various forms of sugar, or fast carbohydrates, will serve as a rapid fuel source. Fast carbohydrates are necessary because they enter the blood stream quickly and support fueling goal performance. Examples of common fast carbohydrates are sports drinks, dried fruit, sports gels, honey, sport jellybeans, and maple syrup. Figuring out what source of carbohydrate is best tolerated during training sessions will help runners support a solid race day plan.

Outside of training windows and racing, many of the fast sugar sources should be limited. Take for instance an opportunity to eat Greek yogurt with fresh fruit and granola instead of yogurt made with sugar syrup and outdone with food-dye laden candy toppings. Natural forms of sugar such as those present in milk and fruit are beneficial to a healthy diet. Consuming high quantities of sugar in processed foods can contribute to a diet low in nutrients and increase risk of inflammation.

WHEN to Consume Carbohydrates

Daily Needs

The number of carbohydrate grams a runner needs daily varies significantly based on activity level, age, weight, medical history, and more. There is no one-size-fits-all in meeting carbohydrate goals. With that in mind, a carb-free diet is not recommended. There may be stories of the runner who ran endlessly for hours on low or no carbohydrates, but this is not the best strategy for a training runner who desires to maximize their personal performance.

Low or no carbohydrates may work for a short time, but eventually the discrepancy in fuel can compound, as will the stressors on the body. Chronic low carbohydrate dieting for heavily training runners can snowball to ups and downs in body weight, insufficient calories and nutrients, depleted immune function, increased injury risk, and even the potential for overtraining syndrome. Very low volume beginner runners may feel sufficiently fueled with a lower carbohydrate approach, but as training requirements increase, so do carbohydrate requirements.

Slow carbohydrates should make up most of the carbohydrates in the diet, and be part of meals and snacks as often as possible. Consume quality carbohydrates in frequent doses. Including carbohydrates often throughout the day allows a runner greater opportunity to hit target goals by the end of the day instead of cramming as many carbohydrates as possible into a single meal. Spacing carbohydrates throughout the day also offers the body greater ability to manage the carbohydrate load which supports healthy digestion, blood sugar control, and consistent energy levels.

The more often a runner makes an effort to consume high quality carbohydrates at meals and snacks, the less likely they will feel the urge to binge on a sleeve of cookies or fall into the evening bowl of ice cream routine. Craving sweets in general may be the body communicating that a diet is low in sufficient quality carbohydrates. Be sure quality carbohydrates are a priority at meals and snacks.

Training and Competition Needs

When to consume carbohydrates relative to training can become somewhat strategic. To narrow how carbohydrates should be used in training, remember three key windows: 1) carbohydrates should be consumed as part of the pre-run meal, 2) during training and racing sessions lasting greater than 60 to 90 minutes, and 3) within about 30 minutes after long, challenging, or glycogen depleting efforts.

Fast carbohydrates are quick to absorb by the body and a beneficial source of fuel during training and racing sessions lasting greater than 60 to 90 minutes, when glycogen stores can become depleted. Fast carbohydrate sources can be beneficial before or after training or racing sessions if a runner’s appetite is low and consumption of adequate carbohydrates to fuel performance or recovery is difficult. A drizzle of honey into a bowl of oats before a race can support a runner who is too nervous to eat their carbohydrate goal with bulky foods. Chocolate milk after a workout is another example of a source of quick carbohydrates that supports refueling the athlete with a poor post-workout appetite for solid foods.

Fast absorbing carbohydrates work well for training purposes before, during, and after exercise. Outside of training, the majority of carbohydrates consumed in the diet should be in the form of slow carbohydrates.

HOW MUCH Carbohydrate?

Carbohydrates should always be an emphasis of meals and snacks. How many grams of carbohydrate a runner consumes in a day largely depends on the level of activity. The more active a runner, the more carbohydrate intake increases. Activity level refers to more than just how many hours a week a runner trains. The runner who sits the majority of the day with a desk job will likely require the lower end of the carbohydrate range based on training compared to the runner who is constantly walking or heavy lifting throughout the day.


Daily Goals:

5 to 6 g/kg for runners training less than an hour several days/week

6 to 7 g/kg for runners training about 1 hour/day

7 to 8 g/kg for runners training just over an hour/day

8 to 9 g/kg for runners training up to 2 hours/day

10 to 12 g/kg for runners training greater than 2 hours/day



Performance Goals

Before exercise, consider a starting point to consume roughly 40 to 60 grams of carbohydrate per hour before a workout or race. This will enforce the idea that the closer you eat to exercise, the less you want to eat. The longer from exercise a meal or snack is consumed, the more eaten. Such a concept allows a runner to feel light, digested, and fast on their feet. The aim is to feel satisfied, but not heavy with food by the time the run starts.

After implementing the early 40 to 60 g/hour concept a runner should train the gut in finding their personal “sweet spot.” A highly competitive runner will want to train to gut and pre-run nerves, and eat as much as half of their body weight in grams of carbohydrate per hour that they eat before a race starts.

Consider this application in terms of the late day run. A runner leaving the office after a long workday with early signs of hunger, yet needing to begin a workout in less than an hour can apply this model. A snack of a large piece of fruit and serving of buckwheat oat granola would offer the runner about 240 calories, 4 g of fat, 45 to 55 g of carbs, and 5 to 6 g of protein. A nice combination and enough time to feel light and digested if consumed about 30 to 60 minutes before a run.

During long or hard training sessions, as well as races lasting greater than 60 to 90 minutes, effort should be made to consume fast carbohydrates. A rate of about 30 to as much as 90 grams of carbohydrate broken up over the course of each hour is ideal. A mid-range of 45 to 70 grams of carbohydrate per hour often works well as a starting goal and can be adjusted up or down slightly based on tolerance and preferences. When a runner exceeds about 55 to 60 grams of carbohydrate per hour, it is best if carbohydrates are from a combination of glucose and fructose sources.

Think of fueling during performance as a slow intravenous flow of steady nutrition that will support maximum performance. Develop a routine to consume fuel at regular intervals throughout the run. Explore more specifics on race strategy in Section 4.

The more mileage and demanding training a runner puts in, the more recovery nutrition needs to be a priority. A runner who takes a day off between each run likely has enough time to restock glycogen stores. The runner with two or more workouts a day will benefit from refueling within 30 minutes of each effort. Refueling with about half of body weight in grams of carbohydrates, paired with 10 to 30 grams of protein, would be ideal. Follow this post-run snack with a meal within 1 to 2 hours.

Protein: Why, What, When, and How Much?

WHY Eat Protein?

Protein is made up of important building blocks called amino acids that are required for tissue repair, growth, essential hormones, digestive enzymes, neurotransmitters, antibodies to fight infection, and more. This vital source of energy provides the necessary building blocks required to manage the constant breakdown and synthesis of protein. The body can produce some amino acids, while others must be consumed through diet.

All amino acids play important roles in the body. For instance, glutamine is an abundant amino acid in the body. When glutamine status is compromised runners are more susceptible to reduced immune function, slow recovery, poor performance, and increased gut permeability. While glutamine is essential for a training runner, a balance of all amino acids is required for optimal performance and health.

A deficiency of protein puts a runner at risk for muscle and general weakness, frequent illnesses, anemia, and increase risk of overtraining syndrome. While carbohydrates are essential to support blood glucose and glycogen stores, carbohydrates paired with protein is most effective at aiding a solid training regimen.

WHAT Sources of Protein?

Healthy whole foods sources of protein should be the emphasis of every athlete. Foods rich in protein include: turkey, chicken, beef, pork, eggs, seafood, beans and lentils, dairy, quinoa, amaranth, teff, peas, soy (such as tofu and tempeh), shelled pumpkin seeds, hemp seeds, and nuts. Rotate protein sources often, aiming for a variety of power-supporting nutrition.

If a specialized diet requires limiting a large group of protein dense foods, it is very important to make a list and develop a plan to replace the undesirable protein with sources that fit into the runner’s diet. A vegan runner who excludes all forms of animal protein will want to ensure the diet is rich with a variety of non-animal protein sources as well as ingredients that support sufficient B12 intake.

Protein supplements can be used to occasionally fill macronutrient gaps, but should not to replace whole food meals. Protein supplements should complement great fueling, not replace quality whole food meals.

WHEN to Consume Protein

A great rule of thumb is to make an effort to consume protein with meals and snacks as often as possible. Incorporating protein in small frequent doses spread throughout the day is most effective compared to eating one large dose at a single meal. Eating a moderate amount of protein divided among all meals and snacks supports protein synthesis and the likelihood of consuming sufficient protein in the day. Make sure protein is a part of pre-run and recovery fueling.

A very small amount of protein may support performance during exercise, but including protein during exercise is often poorly tolerated. A runner participating in very long event, such as an ultra-running event, will want to test the amount and source of lean protein that is well-tolerated while running. Even during a long event, protein consumption should be small and steady. Sufficient carbohydrates should be the primary focus throughout the event to support gastric emptying.
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« Water, dairy and non-dairy milk, kefir,
kombuicha, ginger tea, green tea, black tea,
and chamonile tea, tart cherry juice, orange
juice, grapefruit juice

« Chicken, salmon, bass, shrimp, scallops,
tuna, black cod, rainbow trout, mussels,
halibut, lean beef, lean pork, egg, milk,
cheese, yogurt, biack beans, garbanzo beans,
kidney beans, lentils, black-eyed peas, pinto
beans, quinoa, hemp seed, tofu, green peas,
tempeh, nuts and seeds

« Sweet and white potato, rutabaga, tumnip,
beet, parsnip, quinoa, brown rice, oatmeal,
fruit, com, popcorn, buckwheat, beans, wild
rice, brown rice, rice cakes, milk, yogurt,
whole grain bread, pasta, and cereal

« Blueberry, strawbery, cranbery,
raspberry, plum, cherry, orange, mango,

Antioxidants peach, apricot, cantalolpe, kiwi, watermelon,
pineapple, pear, broccoli, asparagus,
avocado, beet, tomato, sweet potato, spinach,

Color,

kale, carfot, winter squash, bell pepper,
squash, beans, nuts and seeds, spices, tea

« Fatty fish, flax, hemp, chia, and pumpkin
seed, avocado, extra virgin olive oil, high oleic
Healthy Fat safflower oil, walnut, almond, hazelnut,
pistachio, coconut, as well as real butter and
ghee in moderation.
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