DRINKING ON THE JOB
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Athletes, even the professionals, tend not to drink enough fluid to keep pace with sweat loss. This is called "voluntary dehydration" and can be an athlete's worst enemy. Sweat loss totalling only 2% of body weight is common and can cause fatigue and reduced skill. Ignoring fluid and energy requirements during exercise can result in dehydration and poor performance at the worst possible time. 

                What are the benefits of drinking sports drinks during exercise?

Delivering enough oxygen to your muscles
During exercise the body delivers more oxygen to working muscles by increasing heart rate and the volume of blood pumped per heart beat. When an athlete is dehydrated, blood volume and oxygen delivery to the muscles decrease. 

Keeping your cool
During exercise body temperature increases. Left unchecked, an athlete's core body temperature may become dangerously high. When sweat evaporates it takes heat away from the body, so getting a good sweat up is vital for staying cool - and to sweat well you need to be well hydrated. Sports drinks stimulate rapid fluid uptake from the intestine. They also stimulate thirst, which can increase voluntary consumption by 90% when compared to water and 45% when compared to other flavoured drinks.

Fighting fatigue 

Sports drinks containing carbohydrate delay fatigue by providing readily available energy, and by minimising dehydration, which increases the bodies, use of carbohydrate. One study also showed that athletes given a glucose drink before and during resistance training were able to perform an increased number of repetitions for the same weight than those given a placebo. 

Fighting cramp 

Sports drinks that contain sodium can help to prevent hyponatremia (low blood sodium) and may reduce the risk of cramp in susceptible individuals.

Brain fuel 

Sports drinks help to prevent hypoglycaemia (low blood sugar) during exercise. Hypoglycaemia lowers concentration levels and can be devastating in sports where skill, strategy or techniques are important. Players may feel excessively tired, shaky and may even faint as a result of hypoglycaemia. 

Boosting performance 
You do not have to be an endurance athlete to benefit from a sports drink. A number of recent studies show performance improvement when a sports drink is consumed during strenuous exercise lasting for around an hour. This can amount to a 12% boost in performance, double the benefit of plain water. The other benefits of sports drinks, including greater fluid absorption from the intestine and encouraging greater voluntary fluid intake, are also important for team sports played for an hour or more. 

Special Situations

Environmental deception
You would expect athletes to be better hydrated in cool weather. However, while sweat rates are usually lower, athletes tend to drink less so they end up with similar levels of dehydration. In humid conditions, when sweat doesn't evaporate as well, the risk of dehydration and overheating increases. Heated indoor swimming pools and venues with poor ventilation are well known for their dehydrating effects. 

Travel
Acclimatisation to hot, humid conditions may to take up to two weeks but for teams playing each weekend that sort of time is not available. Air travel and long bus journeys can also increase dehydration so when the two are combined fluid intake should be increased. 

Opportunities to drink.
Thirst is a poor indicator of fluid needs and fluid intake should be matched to sweat rates rather than trusting what the athletes feel. A drink's temperature and flavour strongly influence how much we consume, with cool, flavoured drinks preferred over water during exercise. Coaches, trainers and athletes need to analyse the opportunities to drink in their sport (e.g. half time, time outs, on the bench etc) and be proactive in using these times to optimise hydration.

Summary
Drinking regularly during exercise helps to prevent dehydration and heat stress. 

Sports drinks like Gatorade enhance re-hydration, delay fatigue and help to maintain skill and concentration during exercise. 

Athletes are advised to:
- individualise a fluid intake plan
- practise fluid intake strategies during training 

Practical tips to help your athletes drink-up during exercise

Develop an individualised drinking plan and practise at training
- weigh before and after exercise (1kg lost = 1 L of fluid deficit)
- aim to replace all that fluid loss
- use individually labelled drink bottles to monitor intake
- urine colour and volume can be a useful guide (aim for plenty with a clear/pale colour prior to exercise)

Favour a scientifically formulated sports drink (e.g. Gatorade) over water.

Provide adequate breaks and reminders to drink during training and competition.

Educate athletes about dehydration risks and the warning signs
- faltering performance
- inability to concentrate
- feeling hot and tired
- headaches during and after exercise 

