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Introduction
Living in a world where many things seem of much importance, we often get lost in the seas of information
available to us, especially when it comes to the most natural of things. Hence, from time to time, it is of great
importance to reconsider and evaluate our doing of normal, everyday things in order to achieve our full potential.
One of the primary human needs is eating. From the day we are born, we ingest many different compounds into
our bodies, and those same substances peculiarly change into a vast number of forms. The food we eat, when
processed in our digestive system, becomes a part of us – whether it’s muscle, bone, skin or hair. By realizing
that, it is self-evident that the food you eat determines (to some degree) who you are. By writing this book, guiding you to make your diet serve as a building block for who you strive to be, was the main goal.
This book was intended for young athletes to read. Firstly, to clarify, I mean adolescents, from around 14 to 19
years of age, and the athlete part alludes to training a sport very frequently and intensively (almost every day)
with the purpose of becoming the best version of yourself, both in athletic performance and life. Secondly, this
audience is not chosen by accident. Personally, I have seen many times teammates giving others (nutritionally)
bad advice on dieting and supplements. Young athletes are naturally in good shape, as they’re quite young, adding muscle tissue, their organs still work very well, and their bodies are prepared for tough physical challenges
and adapting to radical environments. Yet, it is in these years that most of the fundamentals are made for health
problems in the future. When you’re young, you’re basically on the peak of your energy and juvenility. As a competing athlete, your main goal is achieving better results, which is of course understandable. And one of the most
popular and effective ways to do it is by adapting your diet, but the path to acquire better results isn’t as simple
as most advertising campaigns make it out to be. It is important to always keep this in mind:
There is only one you. The body you are given from the moment you came in this world, is the same body you
will leave this world in. It is like a vessel, with you embarking on the pilgrimage of life, supporting you even when
the toughest of waves hit the deck.
As poetic as I tried to put this thought in words, it is really important to never forget it. You won’t be this young
forever. Actually, this is the youngest you will ever be. Your body will be a reflection of your life, and everything
you do will affect your physique. Your main goal should be to be healthy, not look good or necessarily run faster.
These are the bonuses of the process, but should never be the finish line you are desperately trying to reach.
That said, this book isn’t limited to young athletes, it can be very beneficial for anyone interested in living a
healthier lifestyle. From an old gentleman that hikes two times a week to a factory worker wanting to get rid of
extra weight so that his job is easier on him, in this book many advice and tips can be of great help to everyone,
and I encourage people of all ages, genders and interests to read it.
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In this book you will find two parts. In Part I, all the main things concerning diet, digestion, nutrients, and the effect
of diet on sport performance and so on will be addressed. This part serves as a tool for you to be able to implement the advice and knowledge that can be found in Part II. It is really important for you to try and understand
the basis of nutrition and dieting, so that you can truly create the diet that best fits you, and give good advice to
others as well. Part II includes actual advice on creating your diet, how to adapt it to your circumstances (specific
for gender, sport, food allergies, how and when to eat), and in the end an actual example of a young athlete and
his diet, with an improved diet made just for him, so you could see how to implement all these things into real-life.
Lastly, I want to congratulate you on reading this introduction. I am not keen on reading introductions or any type
of prologues, so if you did read mine, I am most grateful. Just by picking this book, spending your time trusting
it will be well-invested by reading it, is beyond belief for me. Even if this book isn’t the one just right for you, you
have made the first step by finding and exploring this one. Don’t stop, expand your knowledge, and test your
reality and your possibilities. In that spirit, this book was written, and I sincerely hope it will help you achieve
whatever you have in mind, maybe something as simple as a healthy breakfast.

7

PART I

1 Fundamentals
1.1. What Is Nutrition?
One thing to agree upon right out of the gate is that to remain alive, one must eat. Without food, we as humans
cannot survive. But why? Most people would assume they know the lion’s share of what can be said on this
question “Why we eat?”. Let us take a closer look on this.
To start, we need food to repair or build new tissue, like muscles or bones. Then, we also need food to support
all of the important functions for the body like heartbeats or moving an index finger. Lastly, food provides us
with energy to perform any activity, movement and so on. And these three pillars: sustaining growth, needed for
carrying out vital processes, and providing energy; these are the characteristics of food. Essentially, food is any
substance that when consumed provides nutritional support for the organism.
All food is made up of many different chemical compounds. These components of food are called nutrients,
meaning they nourish the body, giving it what it needs to survive. A diet is all an organism eats - all meals, snacks,
drinks, it all counts as a diet.
Then what does nutrition refer to? As we all know, science has progressed tremendously in the last few centuries, and its discoveries enable us to carry out mundane tasks, for instance washing the dishes, far more easily.
It is science which expanded its influence in all aspects of life, and food and diet was no exception. Nutrition is
the science which studies food, diet, and nutrients, as well as their health, social, reproductive, and other effects
on humans.
It is important to distinguish nutrition from nutritionism, as the first is a science, while the latter is a way of thinking, an ideology that considers food as simply a sum of all its nutrients. Nutritionism is, in that many words, exactly what today’s society gets completely wrong about eating and food. Nutritionism views food as simply the
sum of its nutrients.
This simply is not true. Isolating a nutrient from a food is much different, its characteristics are not the same
compared to when it is a part of a whole food. Nutrients within a food interact with each other, creating complex
mixes of bacteria, vitamins, minerals and other bio-active ingredients. Eating a food as a whole creates a different effect on the body than you could predict by studying its nutrients one by one. We cannot think of food as just
a sum of its nutrients, we simply can’t. There is much more to it. Food is not just a substance. It is life making, it
will become you.
Moreover, nutritionism, similarly to other ideologies, does its best to separate things into either good or bad.
Thus, we seem to have good and bad foods, good and bad nutrients – good and bad fats, good and bad carbohydrates, and so on and so forth.
9

Think about the biochemistry terms that are so familiar to you because of this. To give you some examples: Omega-6 fatty acids, fiber, unsaturated fat... These are all familiar terms to most of us. It’s completely absurd how
much we think about food in this way, how when you go to a supermarket the food packaging is boasting about
not having “bad” nutrients. Of course there are foods that we may benefit from eating more of, but there are also
other ones we should try to avoid eating often. There are nutrients most today’s diets do not incorporate enough
of and we should strive to eat more of them. On the other hand, most of today’s diets involve more intake of certain nutrients than needed. Yet, these do not make the food or nutrient existentially good or bad. At the end of the
day, every nutrient is simply a nutrient, a part of a whole, we are the ones who give them context and meaning.
Another problem with nutritionism is that it focuses so much on what nutrients are included in a food, and in what
amount, that it forgets that eating is about more than this.
We must understand humans don’t eat food solely to ingest needed nutrients into their bodies, as food culture
(this is a common term I will use, it stands for your diet, how, what, where and when you eat…) is way more
complex than that. People eat food to socialize with others, people eat food to connect with nature that surrounds
them, and people eat food to express their identities, their beliefs, their values. Think about traditional meals for
Christmas in Christians. Although it may vary from place to place, it is always a larger, plentiful meal. It is not
eaten for the purpose of increasing protein intake or to lower the unsaturated fat, it is simply eaten for the social
reasons. Connecting with others, talking, exchanging ideas, enjoying the holiday, these are often forgotten factors that majorly contribute to an individual’s food culture and habits.
To start improving your diet, the first step is to abolish this idea of food being only a calculated number of nutrients
on the label. Differentiate nutritionism from nutrition. If nutritionism was the right approach, wouldn’t it be weird
that cows don’t need a nutritionist to tell them what to eat?
You as a reader should keep in mind what the title of this book is – “Nutrition Principles for Young Athletes”,
meaning this book is based on nutrition principles, which strive to make your eating habits right for the context of
your lifestyle. These principles, they work together, as a unit. Their goal is to change the entire way you perceive
food, to change your food culture.
The reason nutrition is important is that it provides you with insight on what you consume. At the same time, it
can also predict how you will be able to perform in training and competitions. When you think about it, you are
made up of substances that come from food you consume or have consumed in the past. You, in essence, truly
are what you eat. In the most literal way possible. This is why your food culture is really important – it defines who
you are and who you will become. For the same reason it is a crucial part of an athlete’s preparation to achieve
amazing results. It is a step too big to skip on the stairway to success.
Keep in mind that our civilization has put profit before welfare, and we have to realize that. In most cases, the
producers do not want the best for us. Enticed by the advertisement campaigns which are becoming more and
more sly, with the seas of misinformation available to us on social media and the internet in general, it is really
important to get the right information and to use it to your advantage.
This is where you come in. You must be the one taking action. You must gather knowledge to take care of your10

self, to make good nutritional decisions. It cannot just be this book, explore more, find out more about the things
you eat, take care of yourself and you will proudly live a life with a bit more freedom in it. Have this approach in
everything you do, and you will, without a doubt, do wonders.

1.2. Measuring Food and the Body
When we introduce a scientific approach to food, it is inevitable to have several measuring units, calculating
methods for achieving a better understanding of our bodies and the food we eat.
Measuring properties of a food usually starts with the weight of the food. Whether you measure it in pounds (lb)
or grams (g), this property is key for everything else. Knowing the amount of a food you eat is the basis for measuring other aspects of it. To continue, one of the main characteristics of food is that they provide energy for the
body. The energy stored in a food is measured in calories.

Calorie(cal) is a measuring unit of energy.
1 calorie is the amount of energy required to heat up 1kg of water by 1˚C
(from 14.5 ˚C to 15.5 ˚C). Notice that on food nutrient labels, kcal is shown,
not cal. This is the kilocalorie, which is equal to 1000 calories. Nonetheless,
for simplicity, we usually (in everyday life) refer to it as calorie. Another energy
unit you will often find is the kilojoule (kJ).
1 kJ = 0.24 kcal

Energy in foods is stored in macronutrients (carbohydrates, fats and proteins, find more on 2.1. Macronutrients).
Our energy needs can be estimated mathematically, therefore the amount of energy we expend over time is
called basal metabolic rate (BMR). We cannot estimate it perfectly, but there are several formulas that work
pretty well.
Basal metabolic rate is the amount of energy dissipated by the body over a
certain amount of time, the most usual measure being per day. We have to
stress that this does not account for physical activities, so usually, the BMR
holds to be around 60-70% of total energy spending. BMR is calculated by a
handful of formulas. They take into account your sex, mass, height and age.
There are also formulas that use other estimated values such as body fat
percentage and lean body mass.
Check your BMR on:
https://www.calculator.net/bmr-calculator.html
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To measure the body, we start again by the total
weight. Yet, the total bodyweight does not mean a

Body fat percentage is the percentage of your body that is

lot to someone who seeks to grasp the whole picture

fat tissue. There are many unreliable calculation methods,

and body composition. This is where it is important to

and some digital scales can measure it somewhat accurate-

see the amount of body that is simply fat tissue. This

ly if their quality is good. I would recommend using calipers

is calculated by the body fat percentage.

(most accurate), but there are other useful methods, check
out more on:

With body fat percentage, lean body mass can be cal-

https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/ways-to-measure-body-fat#-

culated. This is important as it indicates the amount

section2

of quality tissue that can be tracked over time. For
athletes, this is a good indicator of how much of added or lost mass is muscle and how much of it was

Lean body mass (LBM) is the amount of body that is not fat

fat tissue.

tissue, therefore equal to total body mass minus body fat,
can be estimated by formulas, check your LBM on:

Bodies grow, bodies adapt, bodies change over

https://www.calculator.net/lean-body-mass-calculator.htm-

time. This is one of the main principles of evolution,

l#:~:text=Lean%20body%20mass%20(LBM)%20is,%2C%20

and seemingly, humans are no exception. We use

skin%2C%20and%20everything%20else

food to build new tissue and to accordingly adjust
other bodily functions, we use nutrients to adapt our
organism to the environment we found ourselves in.

As you are ever changing, so is your body, consequently your body mass. Body mass index (BMI) is the most
popular approach to tracking your physical status over time.

BMI is a value derived mainly from height and weight of
a person. It does have its good uses, for instance when
doing research on large populations, but not in individuals, especially not professional sport, as I have to say it
is very flawed. Meaning that the BMI takes into account
only your sex, height, age and weight, then athletes with

Measuring your progress is very important, and things
such as BMR, body fat percentage et cetera can be of
much help if used properly. Albeit, I have to emphasize
you should never focus solely on numbers. Focus on
your development, the way you feel and look. These
are much better estimates, they truly are.

a lot of muscle (which is, incidentally, more mass dense
than fat) will be heavier, and the scale will often portray
them as overweight. If you really want to put yourself to the
scales that much, other options include trying calculating
the previously mentioned body fat percentage, or waist to
hip circumference ratio.
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2 Nutrients
You may have heard of these. They are of different types, shapes, characteristics, functions, and we absolutely
need them to survive. They provide us with energy, enable us to build muscle or add fat tissue, carry and use
oxygen we breathe, and participate in many other vital processes. These are nutrients, and all food is made up
of them.
It is also probable the numerous opinions and different information on these vexed your brain many times beforehand. For this reason, I think that having a concise guide to these is important.
There are essential and non-essential nutrients. Essential nutrients are the ones that humans have to consume in foods, the ones that cannot be made in adequate amounts by the body. However, some nutrients can be
made in the body, and therefore it is not essential to intake them through your diet. These are the non-essential
nutrients.

2.1 Macronutrients
Macronutrients are the essential nutrients that are needed in large amounts for your body to properly function.
When discussing the macronutrients, it is always key to keep in mind choosing the right types, not only the
amount that is eaten. There are three main groups of macronutrients: carbohydrates, proteins and fats.

Carbohydrates
Carbohydrates are group of chemical compounds that consist of carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen atoms. This is where the name comes
from – “Carbo” for carbon, and “hydrate” representing hydrogen and
oxygen, in other words, water.
Carbohydrates are the main source of energy for humans. Albeit they only contain 4kcal per gram, compared to fats’ 9kcal/g, they are abundant all around us and are the easiest to be digested, hence are the
primary option for energy ingestion (more detailed explanation in 4.2. Cells). They are most frequently
found in grains, seeds, fruits and vegetables, legumes, sweets, and dairy.
Carbohydrates are the fuel for our bodies. They provide energy to do everything we do. Although we can
obtain energy from other nutrients, our bodies rely mainly on carbohydrates to obtain it.
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Simple carbohydrates
Simple carbohydrates consist of either one (monosaccharides) or two (disaccharides) molecules. These
are often times referred to as sugars. Sugars are inherently found in fruits and vegetables, milk and table
sugars, as well as all sugars added in food processing.
Monosaccharides are sugars that are comprised of only one molecule, “mono” meaning one, and “saccharide” meaning sugar. They are different in chemical structure, which gives them different levels of sweetness.
Glucose is by far the most plentiful monosaccharide of the human diet. It is the simplest form of carbohydrates and the one our body uses as an energy source for fueling cells. Still, in foods it is usually found
attached to other sugars.
Blood glucose levels
When foods are digested, glucose is dissolved in blood, flowing towards cells. This concentration of glucose in the blood is what we evidently call blood glucose levels. When we eat, glucose levels rise. These
blood glucose levels are measured in either mg/dL or mol/L .

Normal blood glucose levels
When fasting (not
eating)

After a meal

< 100mg/dL

< 140mg/dL

Glucose is an energy source that our cells use to function. It not a problem when the normal levels are maintained. But when they increase or decrease, they can have severe consequences to your body.
Insulin is a hormone released by the pancreas that helps lower the sugar levels in the state of hyperglycemia – high blood glucose levels. It does this by entering the bloodstream and making the cells absorb
glucose from blood (either by using it as energy or storing it), since glucose cannot enter the cell alone.
The contrary to this is the hormone glucagon, also secreted by the pancreas. It is produced in the state of
hypoglycemia – low blood glucose levels. Glucagon causes the glycogen stored in skeletal muscles and
liver to convert into glucose that is then used for fueling the body. It can also aid in breaking down body
proteins to form glucose from amino acids (gluconeogenesis). Both hyperglycemia and hypoglycemia are
dangerous states for the body, and they lead to various different problems. To name some: sweating, lightheadedness, dizziness, rapid heartbeat, tachycardia, potentially seizures or sometimes even death. This is
why it is important to always maintain stable glucose levels by eating balanced meals throughout the day.
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What makes you feel hungry?

When you don’t eat for some time, your blood glucose levels are low. One of the main
hormones released is ghrelin, which makes you feel hunger, or the urge to raise the glucose levels. As the stomach fills with food, the amount of ghrelin in your body decreases.

Glycemic Index
The glycemic index is a way of categorizing foods and how they increase the blood glucose levels. Pure glucose is given the value of 100. Of course, only foods containing carbohydrates are
given a glycemic index. Foods with a lower GI index digest slowly and therefore cause a lesser
and slower increase in the blood glucose levels. Foods with a high GI index digest really quickly
and enter the bloodstream, causing a spike in the blood glucose levels.
Glycemic index ratings

LOW
MEDIUM
HIGH

55 or less
56-69
70 or more

Here follows a list of some frequent foods and their glycemic index:

Cornflakes
Potato, boiled
White wheat bread
White rice
Brown rice
Couscous
Sweet potato, boiled
Honey
Porridge, rolled oats
Banana
Dates

81 ± 6
78 ± 4
75 ± 2
73 ± 4
68 ± 5
65 ± 4
63 ± 6
61 ± 3
55 ± 2
51 ± 3
42 ± 4

To find glycemic index of your wanted food click this button:
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Fructose and galactose are other often encountered monosaccharides that naturally occur in fruits and
vegetables. Fructose is the sweetest of all sugars. You may have noticed it in the glucose-fructose syrups.

The glucose-fructose syrups are added to most processed foods
– cereal, soda, junk food, jellies, juices and so on. Its composition is 42% fructose and 58% glucose for sweetening solid foods
such as cereals, jellies and desserts. Its composition is 55% fructose and 45% glucose for sweetening carbonized drinks. Frequent
consumption of it is bad as it adds many unneeded calories and
stresses the digestive system.

Sweetness
Sweetness is a taste perceived when sugars are present in food. It can actually be measured by taking sucrose
as the standard, as humans can recognize sweetness at 1% sucrose solution. At around 15% humans tend
to feel the taste as very sweet and syrupy. Here is a list of mentioned sugars and their respective sweetness:

Lactose

0.16

Galactose

0.65

Glucose

0.74-0.8

Sucrose

1 (reference)

Fructose

1.16-1.75

The sweetest thing in the world? That title belongs to lugduname, a synthetically created sugar, more than
200 000 times sweeter than sucrose.

Ribose is also an important monosaccharide.

Ribose is ingested in

Human milk has around 7% lactose content, compared to around 5% of most animals’ milk we drink

very small amounts, mostly pro-

(cow, goat, sheep…), making human milk sweeter

duced from the foods we eat, but is

than those.

very important as it is a part of genetic material in our cells: DNA and
RNA.
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Complex carbohydrates
Complex carbohydrates are then chemically built from these sugar molecules. They include starches and
fibers.
Starch is initially used by plants to store many glucose molecules. Legumes (peas, beans…) and grains
(rice, wheat, corn...) are very rich in starch, as well as potatoes and sweet potatoes.
Fibers are carbohydrates which are almost non-digestible.
This means we obtain no energy from them, yet they are crucial to human health. They decrease cholesterol levels, help
bowel movements, removing damaging carcinogens out of
the body. Because of this, they lower the risk of type 2 diabetes, heart disease and cancer, while also improving skin

The same way plants store glucose
in the form of starch, animals (including humans) store glucose in the form
of glycogen. Glycogen is not present in
food in significant amounts, yet it is an
important storage solution for humans.

health. Fiber rich foods are whole grains, legumes, nuts, fruits
and vegetables.
Sugars and starches are digested, and are eventually transformed to glucose for energy to be produced,
while fibers go through the digestive system nearly untouched.

Alcohol
Chemical compounds similar to carbohydrates but with one or
more hydroxyl groups. A hydroxyl group is a hydrogen and an
oxygen atom bonded together (-OH).
The only type of alcohol that humans can consume is ethanol
(C2H5OH).
One drink is standardly considered containing 14g of pure ethanol. Here follows a list of most common
alcoholic drinks and their usual ethanol content in percentage:
Cider

2-5%

Whiskey

40-50%

Beer

2-8%

Tequila

40-50%

Champagne

10-12%

Rum

35-65%

Wine

10-20%

Vodka

40%

Alcohol is detrimental for the health of an athlete, causing loss of cognitive abilities, and damage to primarily the nervous system and the liver. Although adolescence is a time of new experiences, partying, avoid
drinking it, especially in large amounts.
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Sugars and starches are digested, and are eventually transformed to glucose for energy to be produced,
while fibers go through the digestive system nearly untouched.
The important thing to be mindful of is that today, many foods are heavily processed. During this, virtually
all of their fiber content is lost, and the foods are left with only starches and sugars. These are often called
refined carbohydrates. They lack all of the benefits fiber has, and the aim would be to lower their intake,
and to take in more unrefined, whole carbohydrates. You can find them in whole, unprocessed foods, and
they are recognizable because of their high fiber amounts. For example, a good step would be replacing
white bread with a whole grain one, including more legumes and vegetables while lowering the amount
of pastry and cookies. Substantially, the goal would be to substitute as much processed carbohydrates
by pristine foods rich in whole ones. It is also these whole grain products and whole carbs that are great
because of their lower GI index, meaning they will make you full for a longer period of time, fueling you for
tough exercise or generally for the challenges you will face during the day.

Lipids (fats)
Lipids, more commonly referred to as fats, are intricate molecules which all share a common trait – they
do not dissolve in water. Usually considered infamous, they are definitely needed and should take up a
significant part of the diet. They provide an energy source (the most energy dense with 9kcal/g), build cell
membranes, and are also key for carrying out vital processes like blood clotting or creating muscle movements. Lipids are most often used as an energy source during long exercise sessions (1 hour and more),
after most carbohydrate sources are emptied.

The structure of lipids is crucial for their functions, as
small differences in composition result in vast differences in their effect on the body. Lipids have a backbone – a chain of carbons bounded with some hydrogens, and to this backbone fatty acids are attached.
Fatty acids are long chains which attach to the backbone, and are the prime characteristic of a lipid.

The human body is not able to produce several fatty acids, yet they are needed for proper functioning of
the body – particularly for gastrointestinal movements, blood clotting, widening and narrowing of blood
vessels. Therefore, they have to be ingested through food. These are called essential fatty acids.
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There are 2 types of essential fatty acids:
•

Omega-3 fatty acids

Found in leafy vegetables, flaxseed, soybeans and fish (salmon, tuna, sardines). Today, it is very common
for an individual to have an insufficient intake of them. Because of this, it is important to make sure and
track your omega-3-fatty acid intake, as the lack of it can cause lethargy, mental health problems and more.
•

Omega-6 fatty acids

Found in vegetable and nut oils (sunflower, corn, soy, peanuts).
The recommended intake ratio is 3:1 or less (omega-6 : omega-3). However, most people today eat 10:1
or even more.
Almost all of the fat we eat comes in the form of triglycerides, more than 90%. The “tri” indicates three
fatty acids, and “glycerides” points out the glycerol (C3H8O3, an alcohol) backbone they are attached to.
Triglycerides can be divided in many ways (by length, by shape…). For nutrition, it is important we focus
on their types of saturation – amount of hydrogen atoms attached
to carbon atoms in fatty acids.
Unsaturated triglycerides (often called unsaturated fat) have less
hydrogen atoms bonded to carbon atoms in the fatty acids than
saturated ones. Unsaturated fats most commonly come from plant
sources and are liquid at room temperature. Unsaturated fats are
commonly found in nuts, vegetable oils (such as sunflower, corn
and others), in avocados and avocado oil, olives and olive oil, and
fatty fish.
Saturated “fat” or triglycerides have all carbon atoms connected
with the maximum amount of hydrogen atoms possible. For the
most part, saturated fats come from animal sources and are solid at room temperature. These are fats with which we associate
all the bad things. Too much consumption of saturated fats leads
to problems with cholesterol, increasing risk of heart disease and
strokes. They are most abundant in milk, biscuits, cakes, fatty meat, processed meat (kebab, sausages,
bacon…), butter, and margarine.
Trans fats are a type of saturated fats that are abundant in dairy and meat. They are often separated into
their own category on food labels. If ingested in moderate amounts, no harmful effects should affect the
body. However, excessive consumption remarkably increases the risk for cardiovascular disease development.
19

Another type of fats we often consume in foods are phospholipids. They are of great significance as they
are the building block for the membranes of our cells. We find phospholipids in many foods we eat, most
notably egg yolks, milk and soybeans.
On top of that, there are also sterols. Sterols are quite different from phospholipids and triglycerides, as
they have a specific ring structure. They are vital for the development of body cells.
The most important sterol in the human diet is cholesterol. Cholesterol is produced by the body, so it is not essential to ingest

Why do fatty foods taste so

it. Cholesterol is used for making hormones, building cell mem-

good?

branes and for achieving a proper metabolism. Your cholesterol

Fats cause chemical reactions that in-

intake should be monitored, as all the body needs of it is sufficed

tensify both flavor and smell of food.

by its synthesis in the body. Cholesterol is usually often found in

For this reason, you can even taste fatty

foods with much saturated fat, often causing problems with the

foods when their smell reaches you.

cardiovascular system. The recommended value is <200mg/dL of
cholesterol in the blood.
In the long run, not all fats are created equal. As I pointed out for all macronutrients, some types are better
for your health than others. The central point are the triglycerides, as they compose the expansive majority
of consumed fats. The kingpin is having the most unsaturated fats as possible, including saturated fats in
cautiously controlled amounts, and attempting to keep away from trans fats. What this would mean in a
practical context is to lessen the frequency of fried foods, pastries and processed meat and trade them for
fatty fish (like salmon and herring), nuts, avocados and vegetable oils.

Proteins
The celebrities among macronutrients. You must live under a rock to not at
least have heard of these, of their important role in athlete’s blossoming.
Proteins are macronutrients which are found in cells of all living things. Although people usually focus only on muscle tissue, proteins are vital for all
tissues in the human body.
Proteins are needed for things such as creating new skin cells, hair and
nails, producing new red blood cells and others. Proteins are also enzymes (substances which speed up chemical reactions but remain unchanged), antibodies (protecting us against harmful pathogens – bacteria,
viruses…) and help create hormones, all of which are indispensable for
a well-functioning human being. Their energy density is the same as for
carbohydrates, 4kcal/g, but this use is not a good long-term solution as it
20

Proteins are different from both lipids and carbohydrates. Firstly, they are produced by the directive of our
genetic material, i.e. are formed by DNA instructions. Secondly, proteins are built of an element neither
lipids nor carbohydrates have, nitrogen.
All proteins are chains of amino acids. Proteins of the human body are built of their 20 variants. Amino acids are needed for building new proteins, hormones, and neurotransmitters (messengers of nerve signals
in the body). Without them, human life would be no more. Once more, we have both amino acids that the
body builds itself – the non-essential amino acids, and the ones it cannot and we have to ingest – the essential amino acids. There are 11 non-essential ones, and 9 essential that should be provided by the diet.
To make sure all the essential amino acids are in your diet, eat a large
spectrum of protein-rich foods, use complementary combinations of
foods rich in the amino acids the other foods of the diet lack, and vice
versa. For example, combine grains with nuts, and vegetables with
legumes.

Human

bodies

embody

more than 100,000 different
proteins, all made by the combinations of the 20 amino acids!

Proteins are made from amino acids available in the bloodstream. In reverse, all proteins that are digested
are decomposed back to amino acids. These are then used to build up new proteins in the body.
Animal foods rich in protein include poultry, beef, pork, dairy products of all kinds, fish in general, shrimp.
Plant foods are commonly thought to have less protein, yet this is simply untrue. There are plenty of plant
protein sources that are adequate to match the necessity of the body. To name some: nuts (particularly
peanuts and almonds), soy and its products, broccoli, oats, quinoa, wheat, beans...
In short, proteins are crucial for muscle building and top tier sport
performance, but the essential amino acid intake should not be neglected. Although more on this will be discussed in Part II, make
sure you eat sufficient amounts of protein which is at least 70g/day
for any type of athlete.
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Pikachurin and Sonic Hegdehog are names of actual proteins. Don’t believe it? Google it.

2.2 Micronutrients
Although you were probably already familiar with some macronutrients, there is a whole other type of nutrients
which rarely gets the same amount of attention. These are micronutrients - the hidden ones, yet vital for carrying
out life-preserving processes like breathing or seeing. Micronutrients are the ones we rarely think about when
choosing what to eat and planning our diets, and we are here to change that. Although human needs of them
are measured in micrograms or milligrams, and they provide no measurable energy to the body, they are grand
in the total impact on it.
Micronutrients are divided into vitamins and minerals.
Vitamins are essential macronutrients which body can synthesize only in small amounts. There are 13 types of
vitamins – A, C, D, E, K and B vitamins (8 of them). Vitamins are produced by living organisms, and are therefore
more delicate to heat and age induced changes. They are divided into water-soluble and fat-soluble.
Water soluble vitamins are flowing easily and swiftly through your body, for their obvious dissolving ability.
However, water soluble vitamins are not stored, and because of this the body needs a constant provision of
them. It also means you cannot intake too much to intoxicate your body (like when eating too many oranges), as
it will leave it pretty soon. The water soluble vitamins are B vitamins and vitamin C.
B vitamins are important for the metabolism in cells, as well as contributing to proper functions of the many
systems (nervous, cardiovascular…). There are 8 of them - vitamin B1, B2, B3, B5, B6, B7, B8, and B12. Foods
rich in vitamins B are plentiful in dairy products, whole grains, liver, and eggs.
Vitamin C is important for being an antioxidant, boosting the immune system, and
strengthening the cardiovascular one. Vitamin C is most prominently found in peppers (of all kinds), kiwi, berries, melons, citrus fruits, pineapples, broccoli and
cauliflower.

Antioxidants
Have you ever wondered why apples turn brown when they are left outside for
too long?
The answer is one word – oxidation. Oxidation is a process that happens because of free atoms (called radicals) that begin chain reactions, causing decomposition of cells. This happens in presence of oxygen which causes the
free radicals to appear and start the process. The same happens in the human
body. However, we can counteract this process with antioxidants. Antioxidants
are substances that prevent oxidation, and they do this by bonding with the free
radicals, so they cannot bond with cells in the body and devastate them.

Fat soluble vitamins are vitamin A, D, E and K. Fat soluble vitamins are stored in fat tissue, and don’t have to
be consumed as often. Afresh, these are in charge of different important functions, like eyesight or proper functioning of enzymes. They are usually found in foods rich in fat.
Vitamin A is key for eyesight. It enables light-sensitive cells to properly function, and without it, humans would
not be able to see. It also aids in boosting immunity and in hair growth. Foods rich in vitamin A are liver, oils, fish,
dairy products.
Vitamin D is the vitamin produced thanks to sunlight. When sunlight reaches your skin, the skin cells can produce sustainable amounts of vitamin D. Still, this is not enough most of the time, and some of it is also ingested
through food. Fatty fish and oils, together with mushrooms, are main sources of Vitamin D. This vitamin is again
contributing to the immune system, and also has a major role in maintaining bones.
Vitamin E is purely an antioxidant, and is existent in foods such as

How to know if you need more vitamins?

seeds, nuts and vegetable oils.
Common signs of vitamin deficiency are brittle

Vitamin K is helpful in forming blood clots (for instance when you

hair and nails, mouth ulcers, delicate gums that

cut yourself and the wound has to heal). Leafy greens and vegeta-

often bleed, dry eyes, tiredness. If you have

bles are full of it!

these, track your vitamin intake (via apps such
as MyFitnessPal) or consult your doctor.

To summarize, vitamins are often neglected by most, but are essential and should be monitored over time.
Nowadays, food is being processed more and more and is losing its vitamin content. Now, more than ever, it
is important to focus more on the micronutrients, for both proper health and better sport performance. Lack of
vitamins makes the body weaker, more susceptible to disease, and overall decreases one’s abilities. Eat enough
leafy greens, fatty fish, wide ranges of fruits and vegetables, to keep your vitamins in check!
While vitamins are made by living organisms, minerals are micronutrients that naturally occur and form in the
earth. Like any micronutrient, they are a part of the complicated processes that make us alive. Minerals are key
for things such as transmitting nerve signals, metabolism, carrying oxygen in the bloodstream and alike. For
athletes, they are crucial for muscle contractions and their recovery, supplying the body with the oxygen, and
building strong bones. If the goal is to perform at your highest level, understanding what are minerals and how
to include them into the diet takes the extra step into the athlete’s preparation and unleashes the remainder of
what the body has left to offer when every detail matters.
Let us cover briefly the main minerals important to track and always include in your diet.
Calcium is a mineral most important for development and maintenance of bones, while it plays a notable role
in muscle contraction and transmitting nerve impulses. Dairy products, egg whites and fish are rich in calcium.
Magnesium is important in muscle recovery. Green vegetables, nuts, legumes and whole grains are the foods
that contain it the most.
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Sodium, potassium, and chloride are responsible for nerve impulse transmission, muscle contractions and
hydration. The latter is also important in forming the stomach acid (HCl).
Phosphorous is important for building bones, kidney health, yet is vital for producing ATP (cell energy), too (for
more information, see Chapter 3). It is commonly found in large amount in meat and nuts.
Zinc is relevant because of its role in growth and sexual development in adolescent years, while also contributing
to muscle recovery. Zinc is found in liver, whole grains, dairy products.
Iron has a cardinal role in oxygen transportation (see Chapter 3). Lack of iron symptoms are tiredness, general
fatigue and weakness. Red meat, pork, seafood, beans, dark leafy greens and dried fruit are best sources of iron.
Again, the best advice would be to track your mineral intake regularly. This way you will see whether you are
over-consuming some or inadequately consuming others. Other than that, make sure you eat enough of quality,
low-processed meat, enough of whole grains and dairy products.

2.3 Water
When talking about nutrients, people usually forget to mention water, when it is the most vital one! Without food,
we can live weeks, some may even endure more than a month. Without water, humans cannot survive more than
a few days. At least 60% of the human body is water, it is essential to life.
Water is key to so many processes in the body, there is simply no room to name them all in this book. Water
is the main ingredient of blood plasma, enabling breathing, nutrient transportation, temperature regulation... It
maintains all the cells in the body, lubricates the joints, protects organs and tissues, and much more. Accordingly,
let us take a closer look in the amounts of water required for a well-functioning individual.
Generally, men need more water than women. Around 30% of total water requirements are covered by water
from the food we eat (yes, it is digested as water), and produced by the body as a by-product in digestion. The remaining 70% is covered by drinking fluid water. The suggested amount is to drink at least 3 liters daily for males,
and at least 2 liters for females. However, both higher temperatures and more exercise mean higher water needs
as more is also lost due to secretion and sweat.
Dehydration, the state of the body losing more water than it consumes, is dangerous and can have severe consequences. Other than feeling thirsty, symptoms include dark-yellow urine, feeling dizzy/lightheaded, tiredness, dry mouth
and throat. If not treated in time, dehydration can lead to heat cramps, kidney
failure, seizures and coma.
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Mineral water is a great
solution for both hydration
and consuming enough
minerals a day!

Carbonated Water and Fizzy Drinks
Water is made fizzy or carbonated by dissolving
carbon dioxide under a lot of pressure in water. This
dissolved carbon dioxide is the bubbles in fizzy
drinks, which give the sharp and sting-like sensation
on human tongues. It does not affect your health at all, yet carbonated water is a part of
many soft drinks that include other ingredients that are harmful for one’s health. This includes sugar, phosphoric acid, and others, and of course, those are not recommended to be
drank often.

Are energy drinks really bad for you?
Energy drinks are becoming a more and more salient beverage on the market, most notably
amongst the younger population. What are their effects on health? And should or should
not an athlete consume them?
First things first, let us set apart energy drinks from sports drinks. The two are different
entirely in their ingredients and effect on the consumer.
While sports drinks are usually electrolyte or isotonic
drinks, energy drinks are mainly based on water, caffeine
and sugar. Caffeine is a stimulant – it speeds up the action of the brain, making you more alert (more on Caffeine
you will find in Chapter 6). However, overconsumption can
have adverse impact on the cardiovascular system. The
recommended daily limit is around 400mg, which can be fulfilled by drinking just 2 cans.
The danger is increased in adolescents, as too much of caffeine can cause heart complications and problems in the nervous system. Sugar is another major concern when it comes
to energy drinks. An average energy drink contains 40g or more of it, which is either equal
or more than soda. Because of this, frequent energy drink consumption can lead to weight
gain, increase the risk of diabetes, or cause long-term cardiovascular problems.
When it comes to athletes, in the long run, drinking energy drinks does not pay off. Although
caffeine does temporarily enhance the athlete’s abilities, from strength to endurance, its
high GI index gives the risk of glucose levels suddenly dropping, and you feeling extremely
tired mid-game or whichever competition you are taking part in. And not to forget, persistent
use brings with itself many unnecessary health concerns and is definitely bad for health. A
better option is choosing pre-game supplements (discussed in Chapter 6).

2

Athletes should strive to reach more than the suggested amounts of water, since they are losing a lot of it while
exercising. During exercise, if possible, bring a bottle of water to drink in between sets, rounds, whatever it may
be. This will improve your performance immediately and you will surely feel better. A good option would be to
have minerals dissolved in it as well – electrolyte drinks. With this, the minerals you are losing through sweat
are also refueled. Isotonic drinks add carbohydrates as well, meaning all nutrients that the body misses the
most during exercise are covered.
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3 How Food Is Used
Now that we have established what food is made up of, all the nutrients and their specifications, the questions is
what happens with the food we eat?
To start answering that question, let us take a trip down the digestive system. Let us imagine we are a microscopically small camera, say, on a chocolate chip cookie (yes, this too, luckily, can have its role in a sustainable
healthy diet), and are chomped by a mysterious someone. Just like that, it is dark.
The first stop is evidently – the mouth.
Surrounded by 32 teeth, on the tongue,
impregnated in approximately 1mL of saliva,
our cookie already starts to break down.
Saliva production starts already when the
smell of food reaches the nose and initiates
the secretion. Saliva contains digestion
enzymes which are crucial for breaking
down food and its large macromolecules.

Digestion enzymes
To break down nutrients, our bodies
use special enzymes. As previously
mentioned, enzymes are proteins which

Pancreas

speed up reactions without changing
themselves. We have three main digestion enzymes:
Lipase breaks down fats into fatty acids.
Protease cleaves proteins into amino
acids (or chains of several of them).
Amylase splits carbohyrates into simple
sugars (usually glucose).
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In saliva, we find amylase and lipase, meaning that carbohydrates and fats are already starting to degrade in the
mouth. Moreover, the human saliva includes other enzymes to fight of any harmful pathogens in the food.
Together with saliva, the teeth and chewing movement by the jaw disintegrate the food, i.e. our chocolate cookie, into much smaller pieces. These are then the appropriate size for further parts of digestion. When ready,
we swallow. Swallowing is nothing but the process of closing the epiglottis (a thin flap of tissue that closes the
entrance to the windpipe so that the food and drinks do not enter the windpipe and the lungs), and contracting
muscles to push the food to enter the esophagus, our next station.
Our cookie, now shredded in small pieces, enters a 25-ish centimeter long pipe called the esophagus. The
muscles in the esophagus gently move the food, squeezing it down to the stomach. This movement is done automatically, and it is called peristalsis. The whole voyage to the stomach takes us just a few seconds.
To enter the stomach, a ring-shaped muscle has to relax, expanding the entrance, the cookie to pass into it.
When this muscle is contracted, it also prevents food from going back into the esophagus. The stomach is a
muscular sack-shaped organ, situated on the upper left of the abdomen. Here our cookie is mixed with gastric
(stomach) acid. Gastric acid is mainly hydrochloric acid (HCl), with the addition of some salts. It is secreted into
the stomach together with the proteases and lipases. All this means that in the stomach, proteins and fats are
denaturalized into amino acids and fatty acids.
The whole process takes a few hours. At this point, the cookie is pretty
demolished, in a paste-like consistency state, yet there is plenty of way
to go. To leave the stomach, another ring-like muscle has to relax, and

How does the stomach resist the
gastric acid?
You may wonder how doesn’t the gas-

let the food enter the duodenum – the first part of the small intestine.

tric acid also break down the stom-

Our paste-form cookie is now getting submerged into a mix of digestive

lining is made from mucus which is

juices made by the pancreas, liver, gallbladder and even the intestine
itself. The small intestine’s job is to absorb all the useful nutrients, and

ach’s inner lining. It turns out the inner
resistant to acids and does not break
down.

then the leftovers are sent further. Its shape is of a curled tube, yet the
bowel movement is again assured by peristalsis, just as it was in the esophagus.
The pancreas is an organ located just below the stomach. Its role in digestion is simple – it produces all 3 digestive enzymes which are then discharged in the small intestine to break the rest of the nutrients.
The liver is the second largest organ of the human body (right after skin), located at the top right corner of the
abdomen. Among other things, it produces bile – a fluid excreted into the small intestine which is important for
detoxification, extracting and absorbing some vitamins and minerals, while it also aids in decomposing the fats.
Yet, it also processes all the nutrients absorbed in the small intestine and creates new compounds that are then
either stored or sent across the body by bloodstream.
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Right below the liver is the gallbladder, which is really small, and its role is to store the extra bile produced by
the river. It then releases it (via a small tube called the bile duct) into the small intestine when needed again.
The cookie travels a long path, as the small intestine is more than 6m long! During this time, the water in the food
is also absorbed by the inner tissue of the intestine.
About 5 hours or sometimes more are needed for the food to pass through the small intestine. All these chemicals create the digestive juices which unrecognizably destroy our cookie. These leftovers are usually called stool,
and they enter another intestine – the large one.
The same way the small intestine was a curvy coiled tube, the
shape of the large intestine, also known as the colon, is really
similar. The difference is that the length of the colon is in between
1 and 2 meters, and it is wider than the small intestine. The role
of the colon is to process the leftovers that will at last leave the
body. Besides this, it also absorbs some of the remaining water

The colon has an additional small tube attached to it called the appendix. The real
function of it is still unknown, but it can get
infected and sometimes requires to be surgically removed from the body.

and minerals. This is the longest part of digestion, and it can take
more than 10 hours to complete!
Bacteria and Digestion
Believe it or not, bacteria is an important contributor to
successful human digestion. There are more than 100
trillion of them living in your gut! They aid in digesting
macronutrients (especially carbohydrates) in the intestines, while keeping them acidic and pathogen-free.
≈ 60% of dry feces is bacteria => a great source for testing different infections that may be present in the body.

Moving by peristalsis, the cookie is now in solid form and ready to leave the body, reaching our final destination.
Our final stop is the rectum, a chamber storing the stool until the body is ready to defecate. Then, it pushes the
stool down to the anus. The remainders of our cookie leave the body for good.

After digestion, much of the food we eat is turned into glucose to be used for energy. But how exactly does this
happen?
Humans, like all animals and plants, are aerobic organisms. This means they require oxygen to survive. Have
you ever wondered what exactly this oxygen you breathe in is used for?
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The answer is simple – energy! Oxygen and glucose are in charge for producing it in a process called cellular
respiration. More precisely, the cells use the two to produce adenosine triphosphate (ATP), which is like the
currency of biological energy.
Generally, one molecule of glucose, in the reaction of cellular respiration, produces:
»

Usually 30-32 molecules of ATP

»

6 molecules of carbon dioxide (CO2 ) -> that you breathe out

»

6 molecules of water –> that you get rid of via urine and sweat

»

Heat energy -> that warms the body

Cellular respiration is required for any actions of your body, and is especially important for movement, sport, and
performance. This is why moderate intensity exercise, usually of longer length, to about 70-80% of maximum
heart rate, is considered aerobic exercise – when the body is able to inhale enough oxygen for the cellular
respiration to work and sustain the exercise. A good example of this exercise would be jogging, aerobic dancing
(such as zumba), light cycling, light swimming.
However, short high-intensity exercise means that the body does not have enough time to inhale the needed
amounts of oxygen for cellular respiration to happen. An example of this is heavy weight lifting and sprinting
(whether running, swimming or cycling). When this happens, the body adapts and turns to anaerobic respiration. In the lack of oxygen, the glucose available is transformed into 2 molecules of lactic acid. From this process,
only 2 molecules of ATP are produced, indicating that far less energy is obtained when there is not enough oxygen. This is why high-intensity exercise is of short length, as the body cannot cover the energy needs with the
anaerobic process.
Lactic acid is often blamed for soreness after exercise. This is not true! It actually helps your muscles to function during exercise, although in cases
of severe stress it can cause discomfort. The soreness is due to microtears in muscle tissue which
can happen in many types of exercise: stretching,
jogging, sprinting…

With continuous aerobic training, the body adapts
to the stress of the activity (running, swimming…)
and can endure more and more demanding work-

Just how humans produce lactic acid in anaerobic

outs with just cellular respiration. This means the

respiration, some other organisms produce other

body will have to undergo heavier loads to get into

byproducts. Yeasts, for example, produce ethanol,

anaerobic respiration, and eventually this leads to

alcohol we find in alcoholic drinks. If this was the

better maximum performance (faster times, faster

case with humans, high-intensity workouts would

top speed, more endurance…).

probably be a lot more fun!
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To help your body get rid of lactic acid that was built up in the muscles, it helps to:
•

Drink a lot of water

•

Get enough rest between workouts

•

Warm up and stretch

•

Make sure you take in enough magnesium

•

Drink orange juice before workouts -> some studies show that Vitamin C from
oranges prior to the workout help reduce lactic acid levels

Muscles
Another use of food, particularly protein, is building muscle tissue. As we all know, when talking sports, the connection with muscles is inevitable. They enable movements, and the better their condition, the better the sports
results. Generally, one of the main goals when in training is building muscle – resulting in more strength, speed,
whatever it may be.
Firstly, to define, we are talking about skeletal muscle that is used for
movement of the body. Muscles are made of thin muscle fibers, organized in sequences one next to another, forming big groups which
together form the whole muscle. There are two states we find muscles
in – contracted (when the muscle fibers shorten) or relaxed. For the
muscle to contract the nervous system has to send a signal to the muscle. When it reaches it, two proteins muscle fibers consist of come into

muscle fibers

play – actin and myosin. Myosin is located in between these actin filaments, and it uses the energy from ATP
to pull the actin filaments closer, hence
contracting the whole muscle.
When exercising, mechanical damage is done to the muscle fibers. These tears have to be renewed, and this
is done by the proteins that we obtain from food. This is the reason why protein is the most common nutrient
connected to muscle building and sport, as it is the building block of the tissue. However, the cells in the muscle
also need to produce ATP for the muscle to properly function. Other than blood vessels that supply oxygen and
glucose, the muscles themselves store glucose in the form of glycogen, and oxygen is stored in a special pigment. This way, the muscles have an extra supply of both glucose and oxygen in case of vigorous exercise. With
proper and consistent training, the volume of this storage also increases and enables the athlete to keep going
under heavier loads.
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Another substance that is stored in the muscle is creatine. Creatine is found in animal based foods (also in their
muscles), yet it is also naturally produced by the liver, pancreas and the kidneys, and it can be used for producing
ATP, meaning it is an additional energy source to muscles, particularly during anaerobic activities. Although it is
naturally occurring, its levels largely depend on genetics. This lead to the idea of creatine as a performance-enhancer (see Chapter 6).
Overall, muscle has a density of around 1.06 kg/L. This makes it more than 15% denser than fat adipose tissue
which is now to be adressed.

Fat Adipose Tissue
You may have heard of it, a tissue that stores excess energy obtained from food in form of fat. Fat adipose tissue,
or just (body) fat, is the main thing about the human body one connects with the diet and how in shape the body
is. This tissue is nothing but an energy source for the body, and is really important for survival.
When a person consumes more food than it needs, there is an excess of energy
it has nothing to do with. With thousands of years of evolution, our bodies weren’t
always in presence of food, and it was no rarity to eat once or twice a week.
Because of this, our bodies know to value every calorie they ingest, and will not
throw it away. Coming back to fat adipose tissue, it is nothing but a lot of fat cells
where the excess energy from ingested food is stored in the form of triglycerides.
Why triglycerides? As noted before, fats have a greater energy yield (9kcal/g) than other macronutrients (4kcal/).
Moreover, the body fat is also used for cushioning and insulating the body, keeping it warm.
An important thing to mention is that the way the fat adipose tissue is distributed in the body is a matter of genetics, and cannot be influenced. The only thing one can do is lower the total amount of fat. Repeating, targeting
specific fat on the parts of the body is not possible, and yes, this includes the special burn-belly-fat-in-6-weeks
and such programs as well. The process losing and/or gaining body fat will be covered in the following chapter 4.
Other than the diet, all sports depend on body composition to some degree, and it is evident that constant training has a lot to do with the amount of adipose tissue in the body. To give you an example, aquatic sports usually
mean a higher body fat percentage as the body has to adapt to the coldness of the water it is exposed to almost
every day. Contrary to this, distance runners or cyclists benefit from having less fat adipose tissue since this
means less weight and stress on the legs. Nonetheless, the general estimate is less than 20% body fat for an
athlete, not depending on the sport. Also, women naturally have more body fat than men, meaning their body fat
percentage is usually going to be higher even in athletes.
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4 Losing and Gaining Weight
To fully understand food and its impact on the body, there is one topic we cannot skip – losing and gaining weight.
This topic is rather complex, as one’s weight constantly changes, and new reactions in your body endlessly
occur. Metabolism is the word for all the chemical reactions that happen in the human body. Whether it’s your
glycogen stores in muscles being used for energy, whether it’s breaking down of nutrients in the tasty lasagna
you ate for dinner, these are all metabolic reactions.
Today we tend to focus on the total weight, losing or gaining a few kilograms/pounds, that we
forgot that not all weight is the same. Gaining 3
kilograms of muscle is not equal to gaining 3 kilograms of fat, and the other way around. There
are layers to this problem, and they have to be
adressed for you to understand your body and its
weight fluctuations better.
In Chapter 1, basal metabolic rate is mentioned
as a method for estimating the energy consumed
in a day by all of the body’s reactions, neglecting

Humming birds have the fastest metabolism in the animal kingdom. High intake of carbohydrates is necessary to enable their
60 to 80 strokes a second wing beat.

the energy needed for exercise. The basal metabolic rate, other than depending on age, sex, height, also depends on the mass, accordingly on the amount of
muscle and fat a person has. If they have more of it, the BMR increases, and vice versa. The idea is that the total
caloric needs of a person can be calculated. Knowing the BMR, one can estimate its caloric daily needs. Then,
the daily caloric intake can be shifted based on the goals. A caloric surplus means the person will intake more
calories than neeeded (estimated by BMR), and the excess will be stored as fat, adding to the overall weight.
Opposingly, a caloric deficit means taking in less calories than needed, with the goal of using the energy storages in fat, liver, muscles, which results in all-inclusive loss of weight.
In quotidian terms, it is normal to hear that someone wants to exuviate a
few kilograms. What this usually means is they want to get rid of some “ex-

Did

tra” weight. Still, is it really the weight someone wants to lose most of the

amount of energy is devoted for

time? Lose the thought of any weight loss being good weight loss. This is

the digestion of food? It is around

outright absurd! This would include some of the muscle you work hard for

10 percent of total calories burnt

when training, or in extreme cases, some protein can be taken from fibers

in a day.

you

know

a

significant

in the heart muscle. Most times, what losing weight is about is losing the
spare, unwanted fat tissue, usually in the stomach area.
Unfortunately, if you are going to lose weight, you will have to lose some muscle in the process. The key is that
the amount of muscle lost is kept to a minimum. But to lose fat is more specific than to lose overall weight. The
state of the body when the main source of energy comes from triglycerides in the fat cells is called ketosis. These
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triglycerides are then used as fuel for energy. Essentially, to lose fat, you will have to enter this state.
Now, our bodies prefer glucose from food you eat to create energy. To enter the state of ketosis and start using
a significant amount of stored fat, you first must use up almost all of the carbohydrates you ingested lately, and
most of the glycogen stores you already have. This is also the reason why longer workouts (mostly aerobic) are
more efficient for burning fat than shorter ones, as the stores of carbohydrates are getting all used up, and all of
your movements start to get fueled by fat in adipose tissue.
Ketogenic diet
The ketogenic diet became popular in recent years. Its basic concept is simple – eat a lot more fat (more than 50% of the total diet), increase protein
intake, and completely abolish any significant carbohydrate intake (to about
5% of the total diet). This way the body has no choice but to use the fats in
fat tissue for survival, hence the fat loss is guaranteed. However, whether
this is a good long-term solution is a really debatable question, as the lack
of carbohydrates could have an impact on overall weight and ability to build
muscle, not to mention the psychological affects that may occur – tiredness,
fogginess…

On the other hand, preventing muscle loss when losing weight is also important. After the body uses up the carbohydrates, then uses up the fats, the last reservoir of energy comes from protein in the muscles. This means
the actual fibers’ proteins are decomposing into individual amino acids which are used for energy. This is why it
is important to eat enough calories and protein to not starve yourself so that you lose hard-to-gain muscle fibers.
Among other factors that affect the total weight, water weight is one that is often ignored. Water weight is caused
by the collections of the fluid in body tissues which happens due to high-intake of salts and carbohydrates. When
talking about salt, the usual meaning is sodium chloride, a molecule that is a binder, which gives taste to food,
which protects it from spoiling. Sodium chloride is needed for transmission of nerve impulses, contraction of
muscles, and it controls the balance of water in the body. Sodium attracts water and keeps it longer in the body,
a phenomenon called water retention. Because of this, high-intake of sodium (not recommended over 500mg a
day) leads to greater water weight. A high amount of carbs can also have this effect, especially after some time
of low-carbohydrate intake. The reason for this is simple – the glycogen stores also attract water, and after some
time where there was a lack of carbohydrates in the diet, these stores are emptied for energy. Then suddenly,
when the carbohydrates are being ingested again, these stores fill and attract water. This is the reason why
when you start losing weight, the first few kilograms are the quickest ones to go – they are mostly water which
was nested in the body. To avoid water retention, avoid super-salty food. Secondly, hydrate yourself. Although
it seems counter-intuitive, if your body has plenty of water, it will not hold on to what is in the body. Of course,
regular exercise and an overall balanced diet contribute immensely as well.
To conclude, weight is not a good measure of anything but the overall mass that your body is made up of. Losing weight should not be your primary goal, and definitely not your focus. To lose fat, it is important to have long
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aerobic workouts, enter caloric deficit and lower the carbohydrate intake. To not lose muscles in the process,
make sure you eat enough protein and exercise, do not starve yourself as it will get you nowhere. Finally, do
not focus on the number on the scale – it doesn’t even begin to describe the whole picture. Some people have
a faster metabolism, and therefore change (lose or gain) weight faster than others. This is genetic, and there is
no point in worrying yourself to death about it. The right scale is how you feel in your own body, how balanced
and sustainable your diet is, and how visually your body is changing for the better (as most signs and changes
can be seen visually).
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5 Adolescent Athletes and Nutrition
Adolescence is an interesting age in one’s life. It is the age when
one matures, develops his identity, searches for his individual freedom, forms opinions on society, life and death, love, everything. A
time of discovery, a time of disorientation.
When it comes to sport, adolescent athletes face many problems.
Firstly, today it is widely considered that specialization (focusing
intensely on just one sport, while excluding others) is the way to
go to perfect skills in a sport. For this reason, we see many “child
prodigies” that mastered elite moves early in their life, usually because they were introduced to the sport at a
very early age, and were forced to perfect their skill either by their parents, coach, a person of authority anyway.
It seems legitimate, right? The more time you spend training a sport, the more time you will have to perfect the
craft, the better the overall results you will achieve. Yet, it does not work this way.
Many studies suggest that there is no evidence that specializing before puberty is correlated to better final results
in the chosen sport. Consider the physical aspect. Intense training to the limits of a child’s body makes specific
stresses by the sport greater, aggravating the chance and seriousness of injury, especially chronic (occurring
over time) ones. There are also imbalances (for example, throwing with one hand, using one leg more) that can
transpire more severely.
Not only that, think about it, if you were 5 or 6 years old, and started training specifically one sport, doing it for
years and years. At a certain point, most people would simply break, having no desire, no motivation to play the
sport any further. Being so young, you cannot choose which sport suits you best, interests you the most, and
these decisions someone made for you usually don’t mean you will be happy with them in the long run. By early
specialization, you substitute a child enjoyment-driven free play by a deliberate, intense and carefully organized
activity. It is no good for the psychological aspect of child development.
The alternative to early specialization is to enable many sport options to the child, creating stable fundamentals
for the body, and later specialization if wanted. This is called diversification. It produces better results in the long
run, both psychologically and physically.
Still and all, at some point specification is needed to achieve elite-level results in a sport. The age when specification should start and gradually replace diversification depends on the sport. Gymnastics, figure skating,
swimming, those are the kind of sports in which generally peak results are achieved before full physical maturation. They require earlier specialization, as early as 12 years old. In other sports, the specialization should start
in adolescence, at about 15 to 17 years of age. Among other things, because of this adolescent athletes have
different diet requirements.
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For their diet, this means they have to make sure to eat enough, first and foremost. The energy intake should
support the growth and development of the body, while there should be enough for demanding training sessions,
and especially for performance. Often, this means more meals over the course of the day will be needed to suffice for all of this.
When it comes to macronutrients, it is again more important to focus on the type of fats and carbohydrates
that you are eating, not the precise amount. Less of refined sugars, such as in whole grains or oats are a great
substitution to refined sugar in cereals and donuts. Avocados and chia seeds are examples of great sources of
unsaturated fats to swap saturated fat and high cholesterol foods like processed meat and cake. Protein intake
should also be high, for building muscle mass and other tissues, more than 1.2g/kg at least.
Micronutrients are an important point of focus for the adolescent. These are often forgotten, or do not seem to
give obvious, visual results. Still, they are truly nourishing for the body, as said in Chapter 3. Usual deficiencies
in micronutrients include iron, calcium, B vitamins and zinc. Proper intake of these can be ensured by increasing
the consumption of leafy greens, a variety of dairy products, whole grains and similar ones. If needed, supplements can be introduced.
Hydration is one thing that is easy to forget in everyday situations. Drinking
enough water is hard to keep up consistently, mostly because of the upbeat

If just bringing the water bottle

way of life in adolescence. A good solution would be to bring a water bottle

doesn’t work for you, try adding

everywhere you go, be it studying, training, watching movies with friends. It is

a slice of fruit or a leaf to add

hard to ignore it, and you will instinctively have an urge to drink some. As said,

flavor to the water.

during training, if possible, it is even more important to drink some water or a
sports drink, as you lose a lot of water during longer workout sessions.

38

PART II

1 How We Eat
The first nutrition principle has to be the way one eats. Although we tend to focus on what we eat, the way in
which we eat makes a lot of difference in how the body uses and perceives food. Nowadays, plenty of distractions are available at every moment in the day. From the radio in the car, the social media notifications that make
your phone vibrate every few minutes, the new Netflix show everybody is watching and you cannot resist, to
the new videogame you play with your friends. In the digital day and age we find ourselves in, distractions are
everywhere. Not only do they divert us from activities like studying or reading, they also draw our attention away
from food.
What do I mean by this? Should we focus on food? What’s there to focus about, you take the food, put it in the
mouth, chew a bit, and the body takes care of the rest, correct? Maybe you already understand the faults in this
way of thinking, but being aware of eating and being present in that moment is neglected by most.
Today, more than ever, people practice distracted eating. Distracted eating is a consumption of a meal while
taking part in a secondary activity to a degree that memory or significance of the meal is belittled, sometimes to
the point of total failure to recall it. When we are engaged in watching TV, scrolling on our phones, wolfing down
a snack on the way to school, we are not focusing our attention on the food, and many consequences come out
of this.
Firstly, we start to eat too fast. As we are constantly in work mode, having little time to spare, we tend to shorten
all possible activities that seem peripheral. One of these is eating, which becomes a routine, just to dump all
the food in our digestive system and continue on. Fast eating means the food has less time in the mouth. The
capacity to take out nutrients is reduced because of the lack of exposure to saliva which contains some digestive
enzymes and softens the food. Also, the food isn’t chewed properly and bigger pieces are left for the rest of the
digestive system to process. However, this lowers the ability to extract nutrients from the food even more, and
creates more stress on the digestive organs.
Secondly, we start to unconsciously eat more. Think about it, if you sit down with a plate of cookies and watch a
series, your head is wrapped around what is happening to the main characters, what might happen in the next
episode, and your mind hasn’t got any attention left to signal to you that you are full and should stop eating. Many
studies show you eat more when practicing distracted eating, even if you do not realize it.
Ask yourself these several questions to see how much of a distracted eater you are.
Do you remember your last meal? What did it taste like? Do you watch TV or scroll through your phone while
eating?
You are not alone, almost everyone has a problem with distracted eating. The solution? Being present, in the
moment, enjoying the meal to the fullest extent. This is mindful eating. Mindful eating means all of the eater’s
attention is on the meal, noticing the smell, colors, texture, and of course the flavors of the food.
Here are a few simple steps towards eliminating distractions and eating mindfully.
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•

Make one meal a day a mindful one. If you are just starting out, it is best to be realistic and not put too
much pressure on yourself. For this meal, commit to consistently focus on the food, eliminating any distractions by turning off your phone, the TV or whatever it may be. Sit down at the table and really enjoy every
bite!

•

Sit down and eat at a table. Eating “on the go” or on the couch, whatever the preference, makes the food a
secondary thing. Rather, sit down and let the food have all of your attention.

•

Chew each morsel at least 20 times. And yes, keep count in the beginning, it is easy to forget oneself. This
way, you will not eat too fast and the food will properly continue to the esophagus. It would also be better if
morsels were of adequate size, do not make your mouth too full!

•

Avoid eating food out of the package. If you predetermine the amount of food you will eat, you are lower
ing the chance of you eating excess calories.

•

Smell the food before eating it. Smelling each bite will add to the flavor of the food, preparing the body
for eating. It also decelerates the rate at which you eat.

•

Eating is also a good time to reflect. Ask yourself: How do you feel? How is the experience of this meal
making me feel like (positive, neutral, negative)?

After some time, try implementing these at every meal possible. You will notice the difference!
Emotional eating
Emotional eating is a phenomenon when a person eats to handle their emotions rather than to satisfy hunger. The reason
for this can be from stress caused by work to heartbreak. Whatever it may be, it is a serious problem. Emotional eating can
cause long-term problems, especially if uncontrolled over a considerable amount of time. If you feel shame after eating, eat
instead of taking part in other activities to relieve stress, and usually binge only certain foods, these are the signs you may
suffer from it. Here are some tips to help you if you are struggling:
•

Discover a productive way to deal with the negative emotions. This is very personal but it can be something like

reading a book, watching a favorite TV show, writing poetry, whatever makes you feel better.
•

Exercise. Working out and moving your body is a great way to get some productive work done which benefits you

physically, while afterwards, the serotonin will kick in and make you relax and feel good. This exercise can be as little as
simply taking a walk around the block, to a very extreme workout to the maximum of your abilities. Whatever works for you,
just move!
•

Meditate. Take a break and enjoy the moment. Notice how you feel. With many tutorials available on the internet, I

will link the most basic guide to mindfulness and meditation to get you started: https://www.mindful.org/
•

Seek professional help. If you can’t seem to handle the problem yourself, try talking to a professional.

2 When To Eat
Breakfast, lunch, dinner, snacks, these are meals we base our days around. They are based on one main characteristic that makes them all different – the time at which they are eaten.
As you may have noticed, eating food seems simple enough at first glance. The simple basic things are the ones
people usually miss and don’t pay attention to, and these mistakes end up making a huge difference. This applies to the time you eat your meals and how regular these are. Be honest, how often do you skip breakfast? Or
delay a meal after a workout? Do you eat right before bedtime? Although these may seem trivial to you, having a
good eating schedule makes your body prepared for digestion, adds a structure to your day, playing a key role in
preserving health and preventing disease. Not to mention it also makes it a lot easier for you to track plans which
can match your athletic needs like achieving a caloric surplus or deficit, attaining certain goals such as eating at
least one fruit a day or eating 150g of protein.
Circadian rhythms of the body are its inner clock – they regulate the sleep-wake 24-hour cycle. When you make
sure you eat to fit into these rhythms, you will automatically help your body. You will give it energy when it needs
it, and you will let it rest when it needs to.
The first and primary principle is to eat during daylight hours. Evolution made our bodies adapt to eating during
the day so that we have enough energy for survival. Our bodies naturally have a tendency to store more of the
energy as fat during the night as opposed to during the day, the inclination is that the night serves for rest and
sleep. For this reason, it is optimal to eat your meals during the day, and not at nighttime. That said, you cannot
always suppose that you can fit all of your meals before sunset, especially during the winter when the sun sets
earlier. The goal is to eat within a 12 hour window. For example, let’s say you eat breakfast at 8am. Implementing
this principle would mean that you have to eat all of the food for the day before 8pm.
Now that we have established the window in which we aim to put all of our meals in, let us start with the first meal
of the day, or at least the one which should be the first one – breakfast. The term actually comes from the idea
of breaking the fasting period of the prior night. First and foremost, breaking the fast means breakfast should
provide the body with energy for the following day. On the grounds of this, skipping breakfast is a bad habit, it
leaves you empty, feeling drained and tired for the whole day. Breakfast should be eaten within an hour from
waking up, and should never be postponed after 11am. The reason for this is that eating later will make it more
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of a snack that blends into lunch, meaning it won’t be very nutritious and useful to the body. Another important
thing is to try and eat breakfast at approximately the same time. If you are an adolescent athlete, odds are you
wake up at around the same time every day (at least work day), whether to get up for a training session or to go
to school. Whatever the case, this makes it easier for you to create a habit of eating breakfast at a specific time
in the morning. Don’t forget that breakfast is the most important meal to get right as it will set the trend for the
rest of the day!
What about early practice? Can I skip breakfast
then?
There are situations when training sessions may be very early in
the morning, such as 6am or even earlier. Many athletes, especially ones participating in water sports (swimming, water polo,
diving…) often times feel sick when training after a meal. When
the practice is at such an early time, it is unreasonable to get up
several hours earlier to eat a big breakfast. In this case, I would
instruct you to eat a banana or some other quick carbohydrates
to give you energy. Then right after practice, make sure you eat a
big meal full of protein and carbs!

The next major meal is lunch. The usual advice is to have at least a 4 to 5 hour gap between breakfast and lunch
to make room for the food you are about to eat. Correspondingly, if breakfast should not be eaten after 11am, this
means lunch should always be before 4pm. Also, a significant amount of people have a problem with not being
able to eat much for breakfast. If you are one of those, then you should have a bigger lunch, do not eat less and
then overeat for dinner!
Dinner is the last big meal of the day. The gap between lunch and dinner should be larger than the one between
breakfast and lunch, about 5 to 7 hours. Since most people don’t eat enough earlier in the day, they tend to
overeat for dinner. General advice would be to eat small, light dinner. This way, you won’t put much stress on the
digestive system as you are heading to sleep in the hours following the meal. To lower the chance of the food
interfering with the quality of sleep, don’t delay dinner to later than 10pm.
These three major meals are the ones which build your eating habits and schedule. However, any healthy person
that exercises, and especially a serious athlete, should eat at least 4 if not more meals a day. This is why we add
smaller meals, i.e. snacks, in between the major ones. One snack that is essential to have every day is a fruit.
Any kind of fruit you like, incorporate it into the diet, at least once a day. This can be just an apple, or a whole
fruit salad! The timing can be between any two major meals you want, it is only important that you are consistent
and make a habit out of it.
Some days it may be hard to eat lunch just 4 or 5 hours after breakfast, or you may have to eat lunch earlier and
you are starving waiting for a late dinner. If the circumstances make the gap between the bigger meals greater
than the suggested amount of time, a snack is a great solution to provide your body with some energy and nutrients to keep going. An often problem is that these snacks are often way too caloric and not nearly as nutritious as
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they could be. In this case, choosing the right healthy snacks to boost you through the day is key. In the following
Chapter 3, to give you healthy snack ideas, different options will be proposed.
None of this includes water. Do not restrict yourself with time, drink water whenever you can to meet your hydration goals. A great habit is to start the day with a glass of water. It rehydrates the body after the night’s sleep,
while it also helps with digestion.

Does skipping meals to save calories work?
Many will skip a meal thinking this will save some calories, getting them into a
caloric deficit, consequently it will probably make them lose some weight. Most
times, this results in them being very hungry, feeling sluggish and tired. It is hard to
resist, and our bodies will naturally reach for high-caloric foods, making it hard to
choose healthier options when you do eat. Plan your eating schedule beforehand,
and your body will adapt. Like this, you will save yourself most of the trouble, particularly in the long run!

A question which many of you probably have is “What about the timing of eating when it comes to training?”.
Should I eat before a workout? And what about after? Perhaps including something during the session?
The answer to all of these is yes. Absolutely! You should eat before a workout, you definitely should eat after it,
and if you need it feel free to add something during the exercise.
Let us start with before a workout. Since you will move a lot and the workout session will put your body to its
limits, it’s important you are not very full. If you are eating a full on meal before, make sure it is at least 3 hours
before the exercise. If the case is that you are eating a small pre-game snack or a pre-workout shake, then this
can be 30 to 45 minutes before. I must say this is hard to generalize, and what time fits best depends from person
to person. Try out different options and see what time makes you feel most energetic and ready for hard work in
the gym.
During exercise, you will sense the need for nutrients intuitively. If you feel the need to bring an isotonic drink
or a banana, do it (more on what to consume during exercise in Chapter 3). Consuming simple carbohydrates,
minerals and water can significantly reduce tiredness and improve your workouts.
And after the workouts, it is essential to eat a nutritious meal for the muscle tissue to rebuild, to refill micronutrients stored in the body, and to make up for lost energy during training. When to eat it partly depends on what
you ate pre-workout. On the condition that you worked out fasting, or ate a small pre-workout meal, it is important you eat your post-workout as soon as possible. Have it within 30 minutes of the workout. If a big meal is not
possible for some reason, at least grab something to bite while you wait. If you are not in a fasted state and have
fairly eaten before, a post-workout meal can be about an hour after the workout, yet do not delay it too much.
Why? When you don’t eat right after a workout, and this becomes a habit, you compromise your workout gains.
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The body does not have enough building blocks to repair the body and get it ready for future challenges. What’s
more, you will feel worn out and will not be capable of carrying out with the rest of the day productively.

Intermittent fasting
An interesting method of scheduling your diet is intermittent fasting. The
idea is to eat all of the food in an 8-hour span, and then fast for 16 hours.
Fasting is a part of human nature, as hunter-gatherers did not have constant
access to food. Therefore, the point is our bodies are not used to eating that
many meals a day, and there should be a fasting period to “clean” the body.
There are many studies which show this to be a good method for weight
loss and lowering blood glucose levels. If you are interested, I would highly
recommend to try it out and see how you feel and how it fits your lifestyle.

Remember, for getting your eating schedule right regularity is key. Stay persistent, even if you mess up once it
is not as bad as it seems. With dieting, the bigger picture is always way more important. Just keep going, day by
day. Over time, your body will adapt, and your eating schedule will improve.
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3 What To Eat
After establishing when and how to eat, it is time to say something about what to eat. The types of food you eat
are typically the hardest to change. The composition of food you ingest is the most noteworthy and hence famous
aspect of nutrition. Questions like: “Can I have a cheat meal? Should I increase carb or fat intake? How to balance my meals?” These often trouble people, and the amount of information out there is enormous, the important
thing is how to put it into use. Let me try and show you how simple this process is, step by step.
The fact of the matter is simple - you have to make your environment work for you. Remove the junk, unhealthy
foods you know you crave and eat often. Get rid of them, get them out of the house. By eliminating them from
your environment, you will have no temptation to eat them. For instance, if you go to the kitchen and see a jar
of cookies, and right next to it celery chips, I think both you and I know which option you will choose. The jar of
cookies is far more pleasing and it is natural to reach for it instead of the lighter option (although, you may choose
both, I completely understand). Eliminating foods you know make you into a hungry monster makes those decisions non-existent. Actually, you have already decided. This makes eating healthy the default, not an exception.
When I say unhealthy foods, let me give you an idea what I mean. This includes soda and sugary drinks, white
bread, processed and sweetened cereals, pastries, cookies, cakes, and candy. You probably know your weak
spots here. Don’t take this as totally throwing them out of the diet, they can be a rare addition once in a while, but
there is no reason to have a stash in the kitchen. Not having to choose between unhealthy and healthy options
leaves you energy for more important choices you have in your life. Eat smarter whilst removing barriers towards
success. So, step 1, remove all unhealthy foods from home.
Next up, we have to replace these with better options. This is what people usually get wrong. As you may have
noticed, there is a trend that seems to follow these principles – the bigger picture is always the most important. It
is easy to eat healthier for one to two days, even weeks or months. Yet, the goal here is to eat healthy for life. For
a diet to achieve its full potential, it has to be implemented over long periods of time. You should always have the
sustainability of the diet as your starting point. If you cannot guarantee you can keep up this diet over some time,
why would you expect that it will bring you wanted results? Consistency is more important than perfection. Even
if you have a bad day, you get right back into it, you don’t give up. The ultimate goal is finding the diet that fits you
completely, enabling you to stick to it for a long time. This is the second step, finding foods for a sustainable diet.
How to make a diet sustainable? Well, for it to be sustainable, 4 aspects have to be carefully examined and
satisfied:
1. Personal preferences
Diet is a personal thing, it should adapt to you and your preferences. No one wants to eat things they hate the
taste of. The very first thing is to find nutritious foods you like. Start with fruits and veggies, continue on with
whole grain cereals and bread, move to which dairy products you enjoy, what legumes, nuts and seeds you are
keen on, what unprocessed meat and seafood options you savor…
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You probably don’t know numerous foods and have not tried them (especially plant-based), so here is a
list of generally less known foods you should try if you haven’t already and have the chance.
•

Kefir

•

Quinoa

•

Chia seeds

•

Macadamia nuts

•

Asparagus

•

Trout

•

Amaranth

•

Bulgur

•

Red rice

•

Spelt

•

Buckwheat

•

Nori

•

Kimchi

•

Teff

•

Kohlrabi

•

Cabbage

•

Pluot

•

Goldenberries

•

Celeriac

•

Jicama

•

Cassava

•

Romanesco

This list contains many foods that are hard to find in some countries, or may be very expensive. Always
take that into account, and don’t force eating them if there are other available healthy options.

Make sure you prepare the foods in different ways. Perhaps some of its dishes fit your taste and others do not,
so check that out as well. Establish what healthy foods you really want to eat, and sticking with the diet will be a
lot easier.
2. Availability of groceries
To be able to create a diet, you have to have access to the food you include in it, right? Some countries and perhaps yours don’t have access to everything you wish for, and even if they do, you still need to inform yourself to
have a good supplier of your wanted foods. Your diet depends on the foods you are able to acquire, and I would
suggest to do some research on this before determining your diet. Stroll around stores and markets to see what
is offered, ask others where they get their victuals from, things like that. Another important thing is the time of
year, as some foods, for example watermelons, are not available all-year round, so keep that in mind as well.

48

3. Economical aspect
Money also plays a notable role in shaping the diet. There is a point where prices of “healthier” or alternative options you may want are simply too expensive compared to the other option. For instance, if the price of coconut
milk is 3 times as the price of (normal) cow milk, then you should not force yourself to lose this much money because of avoiding a bit extra lactose (in cow milk). There are other ways to compensate for this, and you should
always find the best way to make the diet sustainable. Calculate the amount of money you are willing to spend
on the diet and plan what foods make sense from the financial standpoint.
4. Cultural aspect
Whenever one has an eager want to change something in one’s life, one has to adapt to the culture around him.
The same is applied to food. When wanting to change your diet, it is really important to understand the climate
you live in, the food culture, the way people understand food. In all likelihood, the first barrier you will face is your
family and closest friends. Although they may be open to you trying new things, their preferences must affect
yours as well. For instance, if it is a nice Sunday lunch where the whole family gathers around, the food served
will be adapted to the general liking of the family members, not yours. There are many situations when you will
have to compromise your diet. The key is being realistic and having a balance of your needs and what your environment allows.

If you think you are finished with all of the 4 aspects, you should have a pretty long list of healthy foods you want
to eat. Ask yourself “Can I eat like this the vast majority of time?” Be honest with yourself, and if the answer is no,
change something. Seek other options and see what fits best. When the answer is yes, carry on to the next step.
Now is the time to determine your goals. Before anything, determine your caloric intake needed to maintain
weight. There are several useful calculators on the internet that can estimate this, for example https://www.
freedieting.com/calorie-calculator . This number is very important, as if you want to add weight, you have to
go into caloric surplus. However, you cannot eat 1000 calories more than normal, this would be too much and
would simply turn into fat adipose tissue. I would advise eating 300 calories more than the amount needed for
maintaining weight, but surely not more than 500 over the maintenance level. This means that if I was, say, at
2900 kcal for maintaining, I would to intake around 3200 kcal to achieve a stable caloric surplus. The same is
valid for losing weight, where you aim to go into caloric deficit. In this case, you can go to about 500 kcal below
the maintaining amount.
After you have established your goal caloric intake, we have to take care of the macronutrients, as they are
needed in larger amounts.
Starting with carbohydrates, they are usually found by grams/kg of bodyweight. For an average athlete, 5-7g/kg
of carbs is enough. Do not forget that if you are an endurance athlete (cyclists, runners, swimmers), you will need
more, around 7-10g/kg. This means that if I have 74kg, I would need about, take 6g/kg, 6 × 74, 444g of carbohydrates every single day. The total goal intake of carbs, expressed in grams, when multiplied by 4 (remember the
energy density of carbs = 4kcal/g), gives you the amount of calories that will be obtained from carbohydrates. In
the afore mentioned example, this would equal 444 ×4, 1776kcal.
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After carbs, let us tackle proteins. They are key for building muscle, as well as other tissue, enzymes and so on.
Protein intake for a young athlete should always exceed 1.2g/kg of bodyweight. This is the lowest amount, and
would be just right for endurance athletes. For the ones who are more strength-based, 1.5g/kg or more is best.
Again, multiply the number of the total daily goal protein intake and you will have the amount of calories obtained
from only proteins.
Lastly, we have fat. Fat is thought to be best at around 25% to 30% of the total caloric intake, which is usually
what remains when subtracting the energy you already obtained from proteins and carbs (the last thing we calculated in each of the last two paragraphs).
Micronutrient intake is mainly reliant on quotidian intake of fruits and vegetables, and on variety of healthy foods
included in the diet.
Along with MyFitnessPal, other useful apps on

For some help, apps such as MyFitnessPal and others are great

nutrition and food you may find useful are:

tools for you to keep track of your goals and comparing them to

-

Fooducate

real life. If you notice some deficiencies (like not having enough

-

Lifesum

Vitamin C), talk to your parents/doctor, and if needed reach for

-

Waterlogged

supplements (more on this in Chapter 5).

-

Calorie Counter – MyNetDiary

At this point, you have a list of healthy nutritious foods you like, and your daily nutrient goals. You are ready to
plan your meals.
For the diet to be easier to maintain and to oversee, planning meals ahead is a huge advantage. Meal planning
may seem as an enormous hassle at first, but it will help you immensely with managing nutrients, schedules and
tracking success.
Meal planning is best done on a week-to-week basis, meaning you will
ask yourself the question “What will I eat?” only once for all the major
meals in the following week.
For best efficiency, start planning on Friday. This way you can
buy groceries on time and this allows you to prepare meals ahead
for the following week on Sunday, if needed.

To start, determine how many meals you aim to eat a day. This depends on your workouts, schedule, school,
and completely differs from person to person, and also from day to day. One of the main principles here is that
most of the calories should be eaten earlier in the day so that you have plenty of energy for tasks later on, and
do not overeat in the evening. We are aiming for large breakfasts and lunches, with small and light dinners.
Post-workout meals have to be rich in protein, one fruit snack a day is also mandatory for a balanced diet, and
other optional healthy snacks if needed (for more, look at Chapter 2). After you decided on the number of meals,
we can start and form them.
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For every meal it is important you choose fast and easy options. Don’t overwhelm yourself with difficult recipes
and don’t let them take a vast amount of your day. As an adolescent, you probably have not attained advanced
cooking skills nor do you have to. You have school, training, and other stuff to worry about!
The first meal of the day is breakfast. The main principle for it is that it is supposed to provide energy for the day,
meaning plenty of carbs. Alongside, it should also include a fair amount of protein*. To make it nourishing, we are
looking for foods high in fiber, and of course, the less processed the better.
*Studies have shown that high protein breakfasts increase muscle mass, alongside other health benefits

A classic example of a good breakfast would be oatmeal. You can make
oatmeal with water or milk, whichever you prefer. The usual ratio is either 1:2 or 2:3, respectively. You can boil it in a saucepan or make it in
the microwave, there are plenty of ways. In it, you can add many other
ingredients to spice things up – bananas, any type of berries, cinnamon, honey, chia seeds, nuts, dates… Find many recipes on: https://
downshiftology.com/recipes/best-oatmeal-recipe/ . This dish will be rich
in antioxidants and fiber, 100% whole grain, vegan-free, and a great start
to your day!
Another idea is to slice some apples and top them with peanut butter. Alongside, add some buttered whole grain
toast and a glass of milk. There you go, a light and fast breakfast just like that!
Some other breakfast ideas include turkey/cheese sandwiches,
hard boiled eggs and toast, smoothies…

Bad breakfast
Grabbing something on your way to school
is not a healthy option for breakfast. Some
of these take literally 5 minutes to prepare

Lunch is the next major meal of the day. The lunch you can eat

and they are worth the time!

largely depends on whether you eat at school or at home, on
whether you cook or your parents/grandparents, when your training session is and so on.
If you plan to eat meat, do it for lunch rather than dinner so the body has more time to digest it. Meat is also
a good source of protein which is needed constantly throughout the day. Always try eating grilled, roasted or
baked, and avoid sauces and frying.
For lunch, a classic healthy example would be chicken breast, lean beef or fish with carbohydrate-high foods
like pasta, quinoa, rice, couscous and similar ones. Don’t forget to add some veggies on the side! Pasta with
lean meat sauce is great choice and simple to make. Add a salad next to it and you are good to go! Quesadillas,
burritos, rice bowls and stir fries are also perfect for an athlete.
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For dessert, there are many high-protein pudding and yoghurts that both taste great and are good for you. On
rare occasions, let yourself enjoy some of your favorite cookies or cake, just don’t overeat.
Here is a quick recipe for healthy no-bake chocolate brownies:
Ingredients:
1 cup of nuts (any kind)
6 tbsp of cacao or cocoa powder
2.5 cups of dates
Vanilla extract
A pinch of salt
2 tsp of water
4-ingredient chocolate sauce:
2 tbsp of oil
1 tsp of sweetener (honey, maple syrup…)
¼ tsp of vanilla extract
2 tbsp of cocoa powder
How to make them:
https://youtu.be/s6nWu4qhC98
These are also vegan and gluten-free!

As an adolescent, it is unavoidable for you to eat out sometimes. It is important that you put the times when you
eat out in your meal plan, too. It gives you time to think about what better options when eating out are. The general advice is to keep the portions small, and to divide or skip dessert. Burritos or tortillas are the usual go-to as
they contain a fine balance between carbs, proteins and fats.
Many times you will find yourself with friends in fast food restaurants wondering what is the best to order. Here are some of the healthiest options in the most popular restaurants:
McDonald’s – Sides like salads and yoghurts are the best choice. Instead of burgers, take snack wraps
(albeit, be careful, their smaller portion may leave you craving and eating more).
Domino’s – Choose toppings like mushrooms and veggies. Avoid pepperoni, sausages, bacon, extra
cheese. Best option: Vegetarian pizza
KFC – Choose salads or veggies for sides. Best option: Kentucky Grilled Chicken Breast
Starbucks – All coffee drinks are full of sugar, simple espresso drinks are the best options. When it comes
to food, go for wraps.
Subway – Best option: standard 6“subs, 9-Grain bread

If eating in school, the best advice is to make yourself some sandwiches and bring them with you or make yourself a salad if the circumstances enable you to eat it there.
The last big meal is dinner, and as I said many times already, it should not be big, never mind the name. Dinner
should not be a replacement for everything you missed to eat earlier in the day. The principles are the same
as for lunch, only smaller amounts. Limit saturated fats and simple sugars, focus on having enough protein as
always.
Tortillas (particularly vegetarian), rice bowls, stews, roasted meat are all good answers as to what to eat for dinner. I would highly recommend lighter options like some greek yoghurt with berries and honey, or some whole
grain toast with avocado spread. Even just a homemade milkshake would do.
And what is left? Snacks. There should be room
for at least one fruit snack a day. This can be just
one pear, or you can mix with other fruits to make
salads, whatever you prefer. Other types of healthy
snacks would include things like smoothies, granola
bars, mixed nuts, celery sticks… Snacks altogether

Soups are a great addition to a balanced meal, even more
during the winter. Soups are a great way to add a lot of veggies
to the diet (avoid soups with a lot of cream as they contain a lot
of calories and fat), they’re easy to prepare and can be freezed
(great for meal prep), while they keep you hydrated and warm!

should not surpass 20% of total caloric intake.
When it comes to pre and post-workout meals, there are general guidelines to follow. Pre-workout meals should
mainly consist of carbs to provide you with energy. Ideally, don’t ingest much animal-based foods and oils since
they take longer to digest and can cause you discomfort when training. Good examples are oatmeal, fruits,
granola bars or whole grain toast. Post-workout, the first thing to do is rehydrate. After that. Post-workout meals
have to be loaded in quality carbs (to refuel emptied glycogen stores) and protein (to build muscle). A great
post-workout meal would be a veggie omelette with some sweet potatoes, or grilled chicken with roasted vegetables.
From all of these, I think it is clear what advantages arise from planning your meals. You have a much better
control of you portions, as well as their quality. Not only that, you also buy more selectively, avoiding impulsive
shopping which results in more spending. You save time when all meals are already chosen and prepared, while
you don’t waste food along the way. To top it all off, meal planning and preparation enables you to have a more
profound relationship with food, understanding your needs better and overall live a healthier lifestyle.
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Meal prep – how to?
This my personal favorite and easiest example of how meal prep can be easy and nutritious.
Chicken
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wpLJXHUyvyM
Beef
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=olDA3Nos9JI&list=PLfvuM_wAPe4a488LCFhLwIzNXforaiDDw&index=2
Stir Fry
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wUjEKnlctpA&list=PLfvuM_wAPe4a488LCFhLwIzNXforaiDDw&index=12
Vegetarian
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ylk9Sq70XT4&list=PLfvuM_wAPe4a488LCFhLwIzNXforaiDDw&index=3
Vegan
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F-N-Ph6gkqc&list=PLfvuM_wAPe4a488LCFhLwIzNXforaiDDw&index=9
Be sure to check out their channel for other great recipes!
Playlist of all their meal prep recipes:
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLfvuM_wAPe4a488LCFhLwIzNXforaiDDw

Cooking
There are simple things you can do when cooking to make meals
healthier.
Avoid using much oil and fat in general.
Don’t boil and cook vegetables too long as they will lose a lot of
valuable nutrients in the process.
Limit added sugar and salt. Cook with fresh whole foods, add spices, herbs and vinegar to enliven the meal’s flavoring.
If you have no real prior cooking experience, preparing meals can be difficult at first. To get you
started, here are some good sources to provide you with basic information and recipes:
https://foodal.com/

For more healthy ideas and recipes, there are uncountable numbers of websites and cookbooks. Be sure to
investigate and find new meals to experiment with.
And that is pretty much it! Now, you have many meals to choose from and balance out the nutrients in your diet
with. Having the list of foods and meals for the next week, go shopping and start preparing the food!
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4 Food Allergies and Specific Diets
Most people on this planet have some kind of anomaly when it comes to food. Bad past experiences, religious
beliefs, chronic allergies, moral values, all of these and more can drift us apart from specific foods or dishes.
Here, I will try and show how you can adjust your diet to personal needs and still make it healthy and nutritious.
One of the first alterations in the diet that comes to mind are food allergies. It is estimated food allergies affect
more than 5% of adults, and their occurrence is on the rise. They are caused by the immune system which wrongly assumes proteins in the food you eat are harmful and automatically triggers a chain of the body’s measures
for protection. In this process, the symptoms can be from swelling of tongue, face or mouth, difficulty breathing,
vomiting, itchy rashes, diarrhea, to in severe cases, even small amounts of the food can cause swelling of the
throat and difficulties breathing that can be fatal. There are 8 allergens that make up more than 90% of total food
allergies: cow’s milk, peanuts, tree nuts, soy, eggs, wheat, shellfish and fish.
Having an allergy is not an excuse for not eating properly. Don’t let this stop you from pursuing your goals and
having a diet that makes you better. An allergist will instruct you in how to adapt your diet, which foods to avoid,
and there are many substitutes that can be as good as the allergen, if not a cut above!
As an illustration of this, an allergy to cow’s milk is typical for children, although it may be found in adults. If you
have this allergy, most of the time you can throw all dairy products out the window. How to replace them? For
milk, there are plenty of plant-based alternatives like soy milk, almond milk, rice milk, and coconut milk. Replace
butter with natural replacements that are coconut oil, olive oil, and for baking you can try ripe avocados. Instead
of cheese there are plenty of plant-based options like tofu. For yoghurt, again, there are soy and coconut based
products. You make sure you intake enough calcium (e.g. through eating plenty of leafy greens), and you can
live without dairy with no problem!
When it comes to specific diets, I want to emphasize two – the vegetarian and vegan diet. Both have one thing
in common, they do not include meat and fish. While the vegan diet has no animal products whatsoever, vegetarians do eat products that come from animals (like dairy and eggs) but not animals themselves.
The reasons for this? First and foremost, animal agriculture is one of the leading, if not the primary driving force
of pollution. By avoiding to eat animal products, it is a step toward an eco-friendly lifestyle. More reasons oftentimes include animal cruelty or religious ones, while there is scientific evidence that a plant-based diet is better
for the overall health.
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Can you be a great athlete when not eating meat and dairy?
Of course. On the contrary, it seems vegan athletes advocate feeling much better
after going plant-based, and thank their nutrition as being a large contributor to
their success. Great examples of world class vegan athletes include Venus Williams, Lewis Hamilton, Nate Diaz, Kyrie Irving…
Engaging content with helpful information to understand benefits of plant-based
and vegan diets I recommend:
Movies

Books

The Game Changers

Eating Animals – Jonathan Safran Foer

Food Inc
What The Health

Whatever the case may be, there are some nutritional concerns when it comes to these diets, and it is best to
be aware and mindful of them. Vegans and vegetarians usually have deficiencies of calcium, vitamin D, and vitamin B12, while eating a variety of essential amino acids can also be a problem. The best solution for this is to
increase the consumption of dark leafy greens, while foods fortified with calcium and vitamin supplements could
also be useful.
Another common misconception about the two is that they cannot sustain an athlete since the diets do not include enough of protein. This is, in all honesty, bogus. If anything, the plant-based protein sources are great for
a healthy diet and should be a part of any balanced diets, not only vegan or vegetarian. When we hear people
talking about protein, we hear a lot about animal products. Think Rocky drinking raw eggs for breakfast. Seldom
do we hear about nuts, soy (and its various products), quinoa, broccoli, and other plant-based foods which are
as rich as it gets with protein.
Evidently, innumerable other specific diets and personal nutritional needs exist, but the point remains the same.
Having specific needs or life choices does not mean that you cannot have a balanced and nutritive sustenance.
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5 Supplements
One of the most heated topics and debates is the one around
dietary supplements. This gets even more ardent when the
age group in question is adolescents.
Before we cover what supplements exist and how to decide
whether to use them or not, understanding what supplements
are in the first place is the precondition to everything else.
A supplement is an addition to your diet, intended to boost
intake of certain nutrients. It is not, and I repeat it is not, a
substitute for a meal. Supplements serve to fill nutritional deficiencies one has, not to be a replacement for the
diet. Without having the right, suitable wholesome diet, don’t even start thinking about supplements. When you
create proper eating habits, plan your meals, and track your intake for some time, you will see if there are shortages of certain nutrients. Before doing everything to obtain whole foods, planning nutritious meals and avoiding
unhealthy foods you crave, there is no reason to consider using supplements. They are here to support a healthy
diet, not to make up for the faults in a baleful one.
Looking for alternative nutrition solutions is natural, but remember these supplements are also billion dollar businesses. There are people who get paid for making you believe you need this vitamin, or this type of pre-workouts,
even if you don’t really have any necessity for it. Generally speaking, the higher you go in the elite level athletes,
the percentage that use supplements increases. And this is a logical step, after improving their diets and adapting them, they are enhancing the little details which count the most in top tier athletes and competition. The principle in play here is this – make sure you have stable and healthy eating habits, and supplements will only serve
to be an additional source of specific nutrients you need to perform at your best and fully achieve your goals.
Supplements come in many forms – pills, powders, capsules, tablets or liquids.
The most used supplements in the world are vitamin and mineral ones. From their name, one can conclude
their purpose is taking care of insufficiencies in macronutrients.
The most frequent form they are in are multivitamins. Multivitamins contain many different vitamins and may
also include different minerals that may be taken inadequately by the diet itself. They are specifically useful for
vegans and vegetarians in which it is common to find vitamin and mineral deficiencies. For a young athlete, I
think the diet itself should be nutritious and varied enough so that you include enough of most vitamins without
supplements. If there is a need for supplementation, this is usually concerning specific micronutrients and using
multivitamins is not the solution. However, for vegans and vegetarians, maybe in some cases these can be of
help to maintain overall needed levels of micros. I do not think there are large downsides to multivitamins, yet I
find your money will be better used on whole foods and better meals. In the end, it comes to you and your choices, but more often than not, I think they need not to be added on the condition of a nutritive diet.
59

Other types of vitamin and mineral supplements are generally just one micronutrient. In athletes, the usual deficiencies are in iron, magnesium, vitamins B6, B9 and B12. Supplements targeting these can help if the diet
cannot sustain for the micronutrient needs, and I would advise you to see if there is need for them by tracking
your micronutrients for a period of time (a week or two). Adding supplementation in some of these can lead to
faster recovery and better performance, yet if the diet is rich enough these supplements won’t have much effect.
Again, start with having a diet lavish in micronutrients and then see if there is a need to take these additionally.
Specialty supplements include other substances your body may need in addition because of flaws in the diet.
The only one that makes sense to include in this context are omega-3 fatty acids, and in my opinion, this supplement could be of good use. Omega 3-6-9 fatty acids are important for heart health, mental health, fighting
inflammation and brain development. Omega-6 fatty acids are already taken care of more than enough by the
average diet (sometimes more than 10 times spare than required), while omega-9 fatty acids are not essential
and are produced by the body. This leaves omega-3 fatty acids which are most abundantly contained in fish,
walnuts, and chia seeds, and in the general run of things, are not represented enough in the average diet. If you
aim to include omega-3 fatty acids in your diet, I would advise eating fish at least once a week if possible. If not,
this is where the supplements come in handy and can suffice what your organism needs.
Up till now, all mentioned supplements can be used beneficially by anyone, from older people to middle school
students. However, as we move on, we come across supplements whose aim is enhancing sports recovery,
performance and body development.
First, we have protein supplements. Commonly used by athletes, the main purpose is increasing muscle mass,
consequently improving performance. What most people get wrong about protein supplements is that they are a
substitution for other protein sources in the diet – meat, eggs, oats, seitan… Protein supplements serve to help
you achieve your high protein intake goals. Instead of eating 10 chicken breasts, you eat a normal sized meal
and then drink a protein shake to get the protein that is remaining. A young athlete in maximum training can reach
protein intake levels that can be consistently reached only with the help of protein supplements. Because of this,
I believe protein supplements are a convenient way to maximize your training gains and achieve top results.
Now, the only main drawbacks to these are their quality. Avoid protein powders with a lot of added sugars and
calories. My recommendations would be whey protein or plant-based versions like pea or hemp protein powder.
Be careful with casein protein since it is known to be allergenic and can cause bloating. Protein supplements can
be a part of any meal, but are included post workout in most cases, in combination with carbohydrates (which
are here to replenish lost energy).
Intertwined with the topic of protein, we have amino acids. More precisely, BCAAs. You may have already heard
a thing or two about them. The abbreviation stands for branched-chain amino acids. Taken before exercise (indeed, they can be taken after as well, but for maximum effect I would choose before), they delay fatigue during
the workout, inhibit muscle breakdown and enforce muscle synthesis – meaning less muscle lost and easier
building of new. What’s more, they aid in recovery as they decrease muscle soreness. BCAAs make sense to
supplement with only when you are in intense training, where you push your body to the absolute maximum at
least once a day. In these situations, they can prove to be helpful if taken consistently. Otherwise, their impact will
be seen at a far lesser degree, and most of its benefits won’t be in use either because of lesser training intensity
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or because the diet already covered its functions.
Creatine is also a substance which many don’t know much about. Naturally produced by the body, it serves as
an energy source in the muscles, and its amounts largely depend on genetics. With supplementation, the aim is
to provide more energy to the muscle which improves anaerobic abilities and also in most cases added weight
(both by increasing muscle synthesis and adding a significant amount of water weight in the process). One thing
that has to be said is that creatine is the most researched supplement out there, and there does not seem to be
many confirmed downsides to it. The ones that could be harmful are kidney and liver toxicity. In adolescents, this
potential danger is a big worry, and it is why many pediatricians don’t recommend it for minors. Nonetheless, it is
completely legal to use, and may improve your athletic performance when it comes to explosiveness and speed
quite a bit. What I suggest is to talk to your doctor or a nutritionist before deciding about creatine. Best used
together with a training plan, creatine supplementation is a complex one and should be taken seriously. Talk to
professionals and decide on what is best for your case.
Continuing on, a good deal of different carbohydrate supplements exist, too. Most popular ones are maltodextrine and dextrose, and are used to reload glycogen storage in the liver and muscle during and after exercise.
They also increase glucose levels when taken before a session, providing extra energy. Still, these features can
be found in natural sources of carbohydrates such as bananas. A diet is enough to maintain the body’s needs
of carbohydrates, the only advantage of these being that a carbohydrate water solution is a great drink which is
practical to bring during exercise. However, an isotonic drink can replace this. In total, I would not instruct you to
spend your money on it, except if it is for practical reasons like water sports (during competition a great hydration
and carb source).
Overall, supplements are exactly what their name says – here to supplement an established healthful diet. Don’t
await for supplements to make your muscles grow or to improve your results. They only work with a challenging
training regimen and a nutrient rich diet. Don’t’ rely on them to give you results, rather bring your attention to
balancing the nutrients and creating preferable eating habits.
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6 An Example
Right as you thought I will simply cover all major themes of nutrition and leave you completely to yourselves, I
decided to include an example showing you how to implement each and every principle I introduced in the book.
From scratch to a finished planned diet, I will put the facts and use them on a real life situation.
Our athlete will be (for the purposes of the book) named Max. Max is 16 years old, and trains water polo 15h a
week. He is 182 cm tall, and weighs 74 kg. He does not have any food allergies, nor does he follow any specific
diets. Judging on his scale numbers and visual impression, he is around 20% body fat. His goals is to lose some
of the fat in the adipose tissue and replace that weight with more muscle mass. Here below is his starting diet
through one week.
Monday

Breakfast
Training session
Chocolate cereal 3h
(200g) with milk
(250ml)

Snack #1
Doritos (Chilli)

Lunch
Baked potatoes
with fried chicken (2 breasts),
Tiramisu (1)

Snack #2
Ham and cheese
pizza slice from
bakery

Snack #1
3 cheeseburgers
from fast food
restaurant

Lunch
Snack #2
Chicken Alfredo
X
with noodles,
4 chocolate chip
cookies

Dinner
Risotto with
grilled chicken
(300g)
Chocolate cake
(1 slice)

Calories: 3,283
Macros – Carbohydrates: 431 g
Protein: 185 g
Fats: 100 g

Tuesday

Breakfast
Banana

Training session
2h

Calories: 2,542
Macros – Carbohydrates: 247 g
Protein: 72 g
Fats: 97 g
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Dinner
Chocolate
(100g)

Wednesday

Breakfast
X

Training session
3h

Snack #1
Apple

Lunch
Scrambled eggs
(4) with mashed
potatoes and
sausages (2)

Snack #2
Whole grain
bread with
cheese spread (2
slices)

Dinner
3 cheeseburgers
from McDonald’s

Lunch
Scrambled eggs
(4) with mashed
potatoes and
sausages (2)

Snack #2
Whole grain
bread with
cheese spread (2
slices)

Training session
2h

Dinner
3 cheeseburgers
from McDonald’s

Lunch
Mashed potatoes
with meatballs
(2 servings)

Snack #2
Whole grain
bread with
cheese spread (2
slices)

Training session
3h

Dinner
Plumb
dumplings (6)

Calories: 2,523
Macros – Carbohydrates: 271 g
Protein: 103 g
Fats: 139 g

Thursday

Breakfast
X

Snack #1
Apple

Calories: 2,058
Macros – Carbohydrates: 152 g
Protein: 67 g
Fats: 127 g

Friday

Breakfast
Chocolate cereal
(200g) with milk
(250 ml)

Snack #1
A hamburger
and a cheeseburger from a
fast food restaurant

Calories: 3,012
Macros – Carbohydrates: 361 g
Protein: 129 g
Fats: 139 g
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Saturday

Breakfast
2 homemade
burritos

Training session
3h

Snack #1
X

Lunch
Sardines with
kale and cooked
potatoes (2 servings),
Chocolate cake
(1 slice)

Snack #2
Dark Chocolate
with almonds
(100 g)

Lunch
Sardines with
kale and cooked
potatoes (2 servings),
Chocolate cake
(1 slice)

Snack #2
Dark Chocolate
with almonds
(100 g)

Dinner
Caesar salad (1
bowl)

Dinner
Caesar salad (1
bowl)

Calories: 1,902
Macros – Carbohydrates: 163 g
Protein: 70 g
Fats: 85 g

Sunday

Breakfast
2 homemade
burritos

Snack #1
X

Calories: 3,179
Macros – Carbohydrates: 283 g
Protein: 157 g
Fats: 160 g

Now let us take these numbers and form an average day during this week:
Average day
Calories: 2,643
Macros – Carbohydrates: 273 g (42%)
Protein: 112 g (17%)
Fats: 121 g (41%)

To evaluate his diet, let us estimate the needed daily caloric intake to maintain weight. It is around 3100kcal (using existing calculators on the internet). Since his goal is to lose fat in adipose tissue, and increase muscle mass
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to take their place, his goal when it comes to weight is maintaining. Therefore he should be striving for having
3100 kcal daily. As we see, he is, on average, under this number, but the quality of foods is the main problem we
are facing here. He is having 40% of his caloric intake come from fats, which is around 20% more than it should
be! For proteins, being a water polo player, he is more strength based, and needs at least 1.5g of protein/kg of
bodyweight, but I would aim for a bit more, around 1.7g/kg. This means 1.7 × 74, 126 g of protein a day. Comparing this to his diet, he is off by around 15 g and this can affect his ability to put on muscle mass. Lastly, we have
carbohydrates. Again, playing waterpolo, the suggested amount would be 6 g of carbs/kg of bodyweight. This
adds up to 444 g of carbs a day. Not only is he below this number, he almost intakes just a half of carbohydrates
than he should!
We can also take a look at the micronutrients briefly. There seems to be an adequate amount of most, yet iron
seems to always be below the wanted amount. This is no surprise, as his diet does not feature a lot of, if any,
legumes, nuts, or leafy greens.
As for meals, we see he does not prefer a large breakfast, and sometime skips it when he has practice in the
morning. We also see he does not eat well-balanced post workout meals, and this may be one of the reasons
why he struggles to put on muscle, too. He also include many unhealthy option like fast food restaurants, many
saturated fats and sugars, while rarely including foods rich in fiber. To add to this, he also eats a fruit every other
day or so.
The first step is always to eliminate the unhealthy treats that cause a lot of problems. For Max, this would be chocolate chip cookies, Doritos, and chocolate cake. In this case, I think some of these can remain in the improved
diet, as eliminating them completely would decrease the chance of Max actually going through with the diet for
longer periods of time. Furthermore, we will assume standard options of groceries in stores and markets, and
an average economic situation and financial flexibility. After this, we have already calculated the average caloric
intake (3100 kcal), the goal amount of carbohydrates (444 g), protein (126 g), and fat being 20% ends up being 91
g a day. However, here we should focus on where these macronutrients come from. The goal is to include more
fiber instead of refined sugars. How this will be achieved is adding more vegetables and fruit, while including more
whole grain carb sources. More dark leafy greens are also necessary for iron levels. Post workout meals have
to be more balanced and nutritious to result in wanted body composition changes. There is more than enough of
meat in the diet, and a good thing would be to also replace some of these with plant-based alternatives. Finally,
to lose the fat, intermittent fasting will be introduced, so that the fat will be used as energy source during fasting
periods. Max will be eating from 8am (breakfast) until 5pm (dinner), and then fast for 15h.
Here is his enhanced weekly plan:
Monday

Breakfast
Training session
Water based oat- 3h
meal with chia
seeds, dates, and
banana

Snack #1
3 chicken tortillas

Lunch
Seitan steak
with quinoa and
vegetables (2
servings)

Snack #2
Dark Chocolate
with almonds
(100 g)

Dinner
Caesar salad (1
bowl)

Calories: 2,478
Macros – Carbohydrates: 323 g
Protein: 174 g
Fats: 29 g

Tuesday

Breakfast
Training session
2h
2 bananas
Nut mix (100g)
(almonds, walnuts, cashews…)

Snack #1
Tuna salad (with
celery, relish,
Greek yoghurt)
(1 bowl)

Lunch
Snack #2
Chicken Alfredo Fruit of choice
with noodles (2
servings)

Dinner
Chicken quesadillas (3)

Snack #1
Nut butter,
banana, and chia
seed toast (2)

Lunch
Scrambled eggs
(6) with mashed
potatoes and
grilled beef (2)

Snack #2
Fruit of choice

Dinner
Whole grain
bread with
cheese spread (3
slices)

Lunch
Whole grain
pasta with
grilled chicken
(300g) (2 servings)

Snack #2
Fruit of choice

Training session
3h

Dinner
Whole grain
biscuits (100 g)

Calories: 3,273
Macros – Carbohydrates: 307 g
Protein: 118 g
Fats: 125 g
Wednesday

Breakfast
Training session
Water based oat- 3h
meal with chia
seeds, dates, and
banana

Calories: 3,161
Macros – Carbohydrates: 345 g
Protein: 145 g
Fats: 158 g
Thursday

Breakfast
Snack #1
Couscous with
Vegetables and
eggs and cheese hummus
(2 servings),
Homemade
milkshake (0,5L)
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Calories: 2,988
Macros – Carbohydrates: 448 g
Protein: 169 g
Fats: 59 g
Friday

Breakfast
4 ham and
cheese sandwiches

Snack #1
Celery chips
with peanut
butter

Lunch
Snack #2
Mashed potatoes Fruit of choice
with meatballs
(2 servings),
Protein muffin
(2)

Training session
3h

Dinner
2 slices of whole
grain toast with
avocado spread,
Chocolate cake
(1 slice)

Calories: 3,099
Macros – Carbohydrates: 343 g
Protein: 172 g
Fats: 107 g
Saturday

Breakfast
4 homemade
burritos

Training session
2h

Snack #1
Greek yoghurt
and berries

Lunch
Snack #2
Sardines with
Fruit of choice
kale and cooked
potatoes (2 servings),
Protein muffin
(2)

Calories: 3,136
Macros – Carbohydrates: 386 g
Protein: 201 g
Fats: 95 g
Sunday

Breakfast
4 scrambled
eggs, bacon and
a bagel

Snack #1
Fruit of choice

Lunch
Snack #2
2 chicken breasts Whole grain
with rice (400g) cereal with milk
and legumes
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Dinner
Caesar salad (1
bowl)

Dinner
2 mozzarella
quesadillas

Calories: 2,945
Macros – Carbohydrates: 341 g
Protein: 183 g
Fats: 99 g

Like the first time, let’s see what the average day of this improved week looks like:
Average day
Calories: 3,011
Macros – Carbohydrates: 356 g (47%)
Protein: 166 g (22%)
Fats: 96 g (31%)
As can be seen, even with improving the diet not all goals were met. Perhaps including carbohydrate supplementation during training would ameliorate the diet to a greater extent. Nonetheless, with only these simple principles
I introduced in the book, we managed to create much healthier meals and eating habits that would surely provide
results if the plan was stuck to consistently for a month or more. I hope this example conveys to you the idea of
how to realize all the principles in this book, and that you can achieve the same for yourself and your diet.
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7 Tips to Help You
In the wake of all these nutrition postulates and principles I instituted, there might be a need for more practical
advice that will aid you in day to day situations. In this spirit, I present you here with 4 extra tips that I promise will
avail you in achieving your goals and make a healthier way of life reality.

Read the labels
Many bad nutritional habits ensue from the fast-paced manner of living we are
accustomed to these days. One of these is, beyond doubt, the fact that we have
stopped verifying what we eat. All food products have labels with nutrient and ingredient information which are very helpful. In the majority of cases, we don’t take
the time and study what a food includes, what we are going to put in our bodies.
Don’t assume the ingredients of a certain food, check them prior to buying them.
Read the food labels! It makes comparing foods and choosing the most worthwhile
options appreciably easier.
Be careful, though. The food industry does its best to mislead the consumer and make him buy their products.
One of the main tips would be to ignore whatever is claimed on the front side of the package. On it, manufacturers usually put enticing messages to encourage the buyer to take the product, claiming it has health benefits.
These are often utterly false, or at least not completely true. A detailed inspection of ingredients and nutrients is
needed to evaluate which options are better for health and which only claim to be.
When reading the labels, there are two main things – ingredients and nutrients. Ingredients list is ordered by
quantity. The first ingredient is the most used one, the second the second most used, and so on. This is where
a great tip is convenient – check the first three ingredients. If these are sugars, refined grains, or saturated fats,
then most likely the whole product is unhealthy. Try and find whole foods listed in the first three ingredients, and
the shorter the ingredients list, then it is more probable for it to be an unprocessed product.
On to the nutrient labels. They show calories and nutrients that the product is comprised of. The key tip here is
to check the amount of product these numbers are listed for. Sometimes these can be per mass of the product,
such as per 100g. Yet, it is no rarity to find nutrients and calories per suggested single serving. This is the manufacturers’ trick to make you think the food has less sugar or fat, as they make the suggested servings a lot smaller
than what most people eat in one sitting. This makes an uninformed consumer think the food is healthy, although
in all truth, it is just the amount of nutrient or calories for a smaller amount of the product. In this case, multiply
the nutrients or calories by the amount of servings you ate to get the real values.

71

Most repeated claims and what to watch for when seeing them include:
Low-fat – > watch for added sugar to make up for reduced amounts of fat
Low-carb -> watch for the quality of the food as many low-carb options are still heavily processed or junk
food
Made with whole grains -> watch for amount of whole grains used (it can be a very small amount to deceive)
Fortified -> this means some nutrients are added to the food, but it does not state a food is healthy and
good for you, check all in all how nourishing the product is

Weigh Your Meals
At first glance, weighing your meals may seem too much. Still, most
of us assume we can estimate the amount of food we eat. Our estimations are not bad, but humans are subjective beings, and naturally tend to think that they ate less than what was actually ingested,
or after all, our assumptions aren’t perfect, too. One handful of nuts
isn’t the same as the other, and there aren’t two identical bananas.
Weighing your meals cannot be fooled, it is a number on a scale. By
practicing it, you will have a better, more exact perception of your portion sizes. This accuracy is key if you are
an athlete who is in the process of perfecting his diet – every detail will make a difference!

Cheat Meals
What about cheat meals? Cheat meals are planned meals which include “unhealthy” food you like, which aren’t otherwise the part of the
diet. As you know, one of the first steps I call for is removing all problematic foods you know you crave from your surroundings. Indeed,
this makes you more focused and inclined to sticking to the diet and
healthy options for you. However, this does not mean all of these unhealthy options have to be completely eliminated from the diet. They should be included in smaller amounts for
you to enjoy the diet. How frequently depends on the specific goals of the person, but they should be a treat in
the overall nutritive diet. Therefore, I would not call these “cheat meals”. These are normal meals that should be
a part of a balanced diet. Diet is a personal thing, and this is a problem one has to be true to him/herself and find
the best option for him/her. The best diet plan is the one you can fulfill. Just don’t have these unhealthy meals
too often!
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When It Comes to Beverages
A common mistake that is made is neglecting the drinks one
consumes regularly, ignoring their footprint on the body and
performance. Sugar sweeted beverages like soda and fruit
juices which are not 100% natural contain many added sugars
which don’t make you feel full but add a lot of calories and can
vastly contribute to weight gain. Moreover, they rarely contain
any essential nutrients, they practically don’t contribute to your
body at all. If anything, they contribute to sugar level problems and increase the risk of dental problems. This tip
is simple – avoid sugar sweeted drinks as much as you can. Stick to water.

Candy => Fruit
Supply yourself with plenty of fruit. When you crave candy and other sweets, simply eat as much fruit as you like.
As sweet and tasty, it is great healthy replacement for candy!
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8 Diet and Life
There is no one that can make changes in your life but you. It is really easy to fall into the trap of becoming a
passive object in a world full of distractions to keep you from focusing on your development and success. Take
the matter into your own hands. Nutrition is an important part of an athlete’s preparation and should work for you,
not against you.
I am aware there is a lot of misleading information, and that most coaches and sports clubs do not do much to educate their athletes on the topic. From a small survey I conducted among adolescent athletes in Croatia (where
I am from), I obtained disappointing statistics. With 41 athletes in total, 21 females and 20 males, everyone in
between 14 and 19 years of age, from athletics, to karate, to rowing, to basketball players, they answered general questions about their eating habits and sports nutrition. 63% said that their club/coach has never organized
any education on sports nutrition, and among the 37% that did have it in some form, most of them competed in
individual sports (cycling, taekwondo, diving…). This comes to show that there is little information provided to the
athlete, and in team sports this is almost non-existent.
Furthermore, 81% said they ate 4 or more meals every day, which is encouraging. 61% ate fresh fruit every day,
and more than a half ate vegetables, dairy, and meat every day. Although there is, without any doubt, room for
improvement here (e.g. 10% ate vegetables only once or twice a week), these questions had a pretty good standard considering the amount of instruction these athletes had. However, when it came to how they ate, 66% often
or always ate with distractions (movies, mobile phones, books…), compared to only 39% that often or always ate
completely devoted to the meal. The survey also considered the amount of water the athletes drink on average.
The recommended intake is always at the least 2L a day, and 49% of the examinees drank less than this.
All of this made me take this problem seriously, and combined with my profound interest in the topic, it inspired
me to create this book. If anything, I want you to be critical of what you read and hear about nutrition. There are
no inherent bad or good foods. There are ones which don’t benefit your body, and hence can be considered unhealthy. Other foods which provide your body with chemicals to repair, build new tissue, or maintain the organism
in existence are considered healthy. Even so, anything can be harmful if you consume enough of it. Understand
that good eating habits don’t mean giving up the foods you love. It means discovering new ones, feeling better
and adjusting your meals to your needs. Achieving balance – that’s what you should strive for. Too much vegetables is not good, just as too much candy. The world around us made it normal to intake certain foods more than
we should, more than our bodies need. Meanwhile, it also made it a habit to consume other foods less than we
should. Finding the balance again is the end goal.
I sincerely hope these principles will help and guide you on your way to this balance, on your way to performing
better in your respected sport. Enjoy the process of becoming a better you, live your life to the fullest capacity,
and benefit from the possibilities given to you. Approach the challenges with your personal elan and zeal. Don’t
be a philistine – be open to new ideas and approaches. Always learn more on what you can do to improve your
diet, or anything else for that matter. Stimulate your colleagues/teammates and point to them good sources of
information on nutrition, maybe even this one. In the meantime, grab something to eat. Take care.
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