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Nutrition

Nutrition and hydration are 

two of the keys to optimal 

performance. Alcohol is a 

poor nutrient source for a pre-game 

meal or for hydration. Alcohol is known 

to slow down one’s ability to react to an 

opponent or object 72 hours following 

alcohol intake (2). Precision, equilib-

rium, hand-eye coordination, judgment, 

ability to process information, focus, 

stamina, strength, power, and speed are 

all negatively eff ected for many hours 

after blood alcohol levels return to 0.0% 

(1). 

Proper hydration before, during, and 

after practice/event along with all-day 

hydration is critical to preventing inju-

ries, creating an optimal environment 

for building muscle, losing body fat, 

maximizing energy levels, transporting 

and absorbing nutrients, and ridding 

the body of toxins and by-products 

(2). If an athlete is thirsty, they may 

have already lost 1- 2% of body weight 

through dehydration (4). Performance 

can be decreased up to 10-20% at this 

ing after a game if an injury is sustained 

because alcohol causes the blood vessels 

to dilate. Alcohol can also mask pain. 

For those who are familiar with injuries, 

the more swelling in an injured area, 

the longer it could take to recover and 

get back to optimal playing form. In 

addition, if the athlete is already taking 

anti-infl ammatory medications or pain 

relievers, drinking alcohol can increase 

the risks of stomach irritation and inter-

nal bleeding.

Having a certain body fat to muscle 

mass ratio is related to athletic per-

formance. Research has shown that 

increased muscle mass increases strength, 

power, and agility (6,7). However alco-

hol (ethanol) is one of the worst nutri-

ents you can consume to improve body 

fat to muscle mass ratio. Th e carbohy-

drates found in alcoholic beverages are 

not converted into glucose and are used 

to make fatty acids that are stored as 

fat mainly in the liver. Alcohol has also 

been shown to increase fat composition. 

Th e body prefers to use alcohol as a fuel 

source when consumed. If you eat high-

fat foods when you consume alcohol the 

fat from these foods are stored as fat. 

Alcohol also stimulates the appetite and 

encourages extra intake of calories the 

body does not need (8). 

level. Alcohol can cause the body to 

lose 3% more body fl uid in a 4-hour 

period, leading to dehydration even 

quicker (5). 

In the fi eld of performance, recovery 

from exercise is dependant on replacing 

the carbohydrates used up during activ-

ity (glycogen synthesis). Consuming at 

least 30-60g of carbohydrates with 6-

10g of protein has been proven to help 

replace needed carbohydrates and aid in 

recovery (9). Th e faster the body recov-

ers, the easier it is to perform at the same 

optimal levels on a day-to-day basis. 

Drinking alcohol after exercise for glyco-

gen recovery is unclear, but alcohol may 

displace carbohydrate intake from opti-

mal recovery—in laymen terms, alcohol 

calories MAY replace the carbohydrate 

calories usually eaten after exercise lead-

ing to improper recovery (3).

Athletes train long hours to perform 

well. Injuries are repercussions an athlete 

could incur during practice or competi-

tion. Alcohol can cause increased swell-
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Conclusion
Alcohol and performance do not mix. 

Alcohol inhibits every aspect of athletic 

performance. Th e best choice an ath-

lete can do is avoid alcohol altogether; 

however, just saying “no” is not a viable 

option when the majority of athletes 

want to say “yes”. Table 1 lists some 

suggestions to minimize the eff ects of 

alcohol on performance. 
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1. Avoid excessive drinking.

2. Agree to a limit before drinking.

3. Avoid drinking games.

4. Don’t drink alcohol on an empty stomach.

5. Choose low alcoholic beverages.

6. For every serving of alcohol, drink 8-12oz of water, juice, or non-alcoholic 
beverage.

7. Continue to drink non-alcoholic beverages well after consuming alcohol. ~ 24-
72oz of water if hydrated between each drink.

8. Avoid social drinking at least 72 hours before a practice/event.

9. After practice/event re-hydrate properly before consuming any alcohol.  For 
every one pound lost consume 20-24oz of fl uids with 300-400mg sodium  (i.e. V8 
Juice & water, 2oz pretzels with water, Gatorade).

10. Before drinking any alcohol after a workout/event, consume at least 6-10g 
protein and 30-60g of carbohydrates (Yogurt & fruit, bagel with 2 T natural peanut 
butter) within the fi rst 30 minutes  followed by a well balanced meal in the next 1 
½ hours.

11.  Avoid drinking alcohol at least 24-36 hours after experiencing  extreme 
soreness/aches/pains, noticeable bruising or injury.

12. Do not drink alcohol while taking anti-infl ammatory drugs.  This includes 
Tylenol and ibuprofen.

13. Keep bi-monthly records of body fat to muscle mass ratios

14. As part of the sports physical ask questions about alcohol abuse.  Athletic 
Trainers, Strength Trainers, Coaches, Physicians and Athletic Administrators can all 
address this issue.  (Please do not exclude high school athletes).

Table 1.Suggestions to minimize eff ects of alcohol on performance
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