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LACKING SPARK, STRENGTH OR FINISHING POWER? 
The solution might be found in your diet 
By Dave Kuehls 
 
 Almost every runner has 
encountered it late in a race: just as you 
should be kicking into another gear – 
and ahead of your competition – your 
legs feel like you’re on a treadmill, 
going nowhere fast.  Runners from 
opposing schools pass you, and even one 
or two from your own team (hey, Ron 
has never beaten me!) leave you behind. 
You wonder, what went wrong? You felt 
in good shape. Could the solution be 
better training, or a better attitude, or 
perhaps a better night’s sleep? 
 Chances are, the solution is better 
eating. You might simply need a “food 
fix.” 
 A smart runner’s diet is not only 
a matter of good nutrition. It also means 
eating foods that provide enough energy 
for training and racing. In fact, a variety 
of running problems, from stomach 
distress to muscle cramps, can be fixed 
with proper food choices. “First of all, 
you need to eat enough,” said Dr. Todd 
Fowler, a sports medicine physician in 
Johnson City, Tennessee, who works 
with professional, college and high 
school athletes. “Then you need to take 
in the right food or drink that can help 
with your problems.” 
 
STOMACH DISTRESS: 
 The stomach ache that comes on 
suddenly during a run or race is highly 
uncomfortable, and, most often, a direct 
result of having too much fiber and/or 
fat in your diet.  These are foods that 
take long to digest and are “still in your 
belly” during a run, even if you ate hours 
ago. To address this problem, you need 
to do two things: Say no in general to 

high fat foods like McDonald’s Egg 
McMuffin with Cheese, and on race day 
also pass on high-fiber food like bran 
muffins. Instead, foods consumed pre-
race should be low-fat and easily 
digestible, like bananas, bagels, and cold 
pasta.  Also, make sure to drink plenty of 
cold water to flush out the stomach. 
 
MUSCLE SPASMS: 
 That gripping, frightening pain, 
which usually afflicts calf or hamstring 
muscles – and is virtually impossible to 
run through – has a simple solution: 
electrolyte replacement drinks. Scott 
Murr, a sports medicine lecturer at 
Furman University in Greenville, South 
Carolina, recommends that runners 
prone to such cramping should drink 16 
to 20 ounces of an energy replacement 
drink 30-45 minutes before the start of a 
race. Energy drinks are recommended 
over plain water because they contain 
sodium and potassium, and low levels of 
each mineral have been linked to muscle 
spasms. 
 
STRESS FRACTURES: 
 This injury, typically requiring at 
least a 6-week layoff, is often a season-
ender. Stress fractures can occur in the 
metatarsals, the small bones of the foot 
at the base of the toes, or in the legs, hips 
and back. For a preventive food fix, 
drink your milk. “Milk is a great way to 
get enough calcium, an essential nutrient 
to ensure strong bones and prevent stress 
fractures in high school athletes,” said 
Scott Fischer, a sports dietician and 
running coach in Franklin, New Jersey. 
How much milk per day is necessary to 



get that needed calcium? Fischer 
recommends three 8-ounce glasses of 2 
percent or skim (to cut out the fat). Or 
you can mix and match with other 
calcium-rich foods, like yogurt, cottage 
cheese and low-fat cheese. A serving of 
each will equal the amount of calcium 
you get from a glass of milk. 
 
END OF SEASON FATIGUE: 
 Just as you should be peaking for 
the state meet, you feel your worst. You 
struggle through workouts and dread the 
thought of the impending, climactic race. 
You can preempt this potential problem 
by eating more red meat.  
 “Many worn out runners don’t 
heave enough red blood cells to deliver a 
decent oxygen flow to the muscles,” 
says Fowler. “And the best way to 
prevent that from happening is to eat 
enough red meat, to build red blood 
cells, from the start of training.” A lean 
cut of steak two to three times a week 
should be enough to keep energy levels 
high all the way through the state finals 
(A vegan alternative is plenty of iron 
rich, leafy-green vegetables like spinach 
and kale, along with several servings a 
week of iron-fortified cereals). Fischer 
said that female runners are at greater 
risk of red blood cell, or iron, deficiency 
because of menstrual blood loss. Girls 
should take in at least 18 mg a day of 
iron, as opposed to 8 mg for boys, and 
may need iron supplements. 
 
 
THE LATE-RACE FADE: 
 You’re a mile from the finish of 
a 5k cross country race, and thinking 
about moving up – and past – the pack 
ahead. But instead of moving into a 
higher gear you slip into neutral. Yes, 
it’s the late-race fade we talked about. 
So how do you prevent this problem? 

“The late-race fade comes down to not 
having enough energy in the tank,” said 
Fischer. “And that means fueling up 
with carbohydrates before the race.” 
 For an afternoon race, have an 
energizing meal not more than 4 hours 
before race time (to make sure your tank 
is not empty); something like a bowl of 
pasta with red sauce or turkey sandwich 
on whole grain bread. Then, two hours 
before the race, think pre-race snack, 
like an energy bar, a sports drink, or 
both. 
 For an early morning race, the 
traditional night-before, carbohydrate-
rich pasta dinner is a good start. Follow 
that on race day by getting up early and 
having a light, nutritious breakfast like 
cereal with berries and whole wheat 
bread, 2 to 3 hours before starting time. 
 
SIDE STITCHES: 
 Painful enough to stop you in 
your tracks, side stitches affect almost 
every runner, especially newer runners, 
at one time or another. First, you must 
identify the problem. Some stitches are 
caused by fatigue, but most are caused 
by food issues, in particular a lack of 
certain nutrients like sodium and 
potassium, which cause the diaphragm 
and surrounding muscles to constrict like 
a snake. “Sports drinks with electrolytes 
are best for this problem,” says Fowler. 
“They are easily digestible and if you cut 
them with water, this is, half sports drink 
and half water, you reduce  sugar content 
which can cause an upset stomach.” 
Bananas, which are high in potassium, 
can also be eaten on a regular basis to 
help deal with this problem, “but 
bananas are very high in sugar, so watch 
out,” says Fowler. 


