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As a dietitian, you will 
have dealt with many 
different client needs. As a 
generalisation, what are the 
top nutrients that an athlete 
needs for optimum health 
and performance?
The top three nutrient insufficiencies 
among athletes are iron, vitamin D and 
calcium.  A deficiency in any of these 
three can negatively affect health 
and performance.  Antioxidants and 
omega-3 fatty acids are also often 
under-consumed by athletes, especially 
considering that exercise creates 
increased demand for these anti-
inflammatory compounds. 

Are there specific foods that 
athletes can include in their 
diet to ensure that they are 
getting the nutrients they 
need?
Yes, I encourage daily consumption of 
heme sources of iron such as meat, 
poultry and seafood.  Non-heme, 
plant-based iron sources are much less 
bioavailable.  Avoiding animal protein also 
leaves the diet lacking of the essential 
nutrients B-12 and zinc.   

I recommend at least two servings of 
fatty fish such as salmon per week, 
to provide omega-3 fats and vitamin 
D.  Mid-day sunlight exposure is 
also important for vitamin D status.  
Supplementation is sometimes necessary 
in countries with northern latitudes such 
as the United Kingdom, especially in 
winter.  

Vegetables and fruit, of a variety of 
colours, should be consumed and in large 
quantities – this provides the greatest 

variety of antioxidants. As for calcium 
choices, dairy foods are an obvious 
choice but alternate options include 
sardines, tofu and dark green vegetables 
such as kale, cabbage and broccoli. 

As well as looking at an 
athlete’s nutrients, their 
intake of each macronutrient 
must too affect their health 
and performance?
Yes, athletes have increased protein 
requirements, as most people are aware.  
Protein aids recovery and healing, while 
protecting/sparing muscle mass. When 
it comes to carbohydrate, there has been 
some controversy in recent years but the 
research shows that carbohydrate is the 
body’s fuel of choice. Greatly restricting 
carbohydrates is not recommended for 
athletes, especially if they participate in 
endurance or high-intensity exercise. Fats 
are also important for athletes, especially 
as a source of anti-inflammatory 
omega-3 fatty acids and of the fat-
soluble vitamins A, D, E, and K. With 
regard to all three macronutrients 
(protein, carbohydrate and fat), quality 
is extremely important. For example, 
sweet potatoes or bananas are better 
carbohydrate sources than white pasta 
or pastries.  

If we were to look more 
specifically at different types 
of fitness goals, for example 
for strength, endurance 
and weight loss goals, 
how different would each 
nutritional need be?
Strength: athletes who compete in 
strength-based sports have increased 
protein demands, in the range of 1.2 – 
2.0 grams per kilogram (g/kg) of body 

weight per day. At least 10 grams of 
protein should be consumed within 30 
minutes of a strength workout. Some 
studies show benefits from consuming 
up to 30 grams of protein post-workout, 
but no benefit beyond that point. At 
least 30 grams of carbohydrate should 
also be consumed with this post-workout 
meal. Strength athletes should consume 
a variety of quality sources from all three 
macronutrients as described above, at a 
calorie level appropriate for their body 
composition and activity level.

endurance: endurance athletes should 
consume at least 1.2 g/kg protein per 
day, with at least two servings of heme 
protein per day. They should consume 
carbohydrates in the range of 3-7g/kg 
per day for light to moderate intensity 
(up to one hour), 6-10 g/kg per day 
for high intensity (1-3 hours per day), 
and 8-12 grams/day for elite-level 
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(4+ hours/day). For exercise greater 
than 90 minutes in duration, intake of 
carbohydrate and electrolytes during 
exercise may increase performance.   
Endurance athletes are at increased risk 
of under-consuming energy, which can 
lead to decreased bone mineral density, 
loss of menstrual cycle, poor immunity 
and increased cardiovascular risk. 

weight loss: athletes who wish to 
decrease body fat have to walk a 
careful balance. Energy intake should 
be decreased enough to lose body fat, 
but not so much that performance is 
affected. The first step is to determine 
daily calorie needs, accounting for 
current body composition, activity 
level, and gender. Then, calories should 
be decreased by 300-500kcal/day for 
men and 200-400kcal/day for women.  
Nutrient density is especially important 
to preserve performance at a decreased 
calorie intake.

Is there a significant 
difference between the 
needs of males and females?
Yes, men usually have larger 
requirements for calories and protein, 

because of size and increased lean body 
mass. However, women are more likely to 
experience iron deficiency and hormonal 
imbalances related to over-exercise and 
under-eating. In fact, female athletes 
may have iron requirements up to 70% 
above the average requirement. 

There is a huge number of 
supplement companies on 
the market that offer an 
endless amount of products, 
each said to be designed 
to meet specific needs. Do 
you recommend man-made 
supplements or would you 
rather encourage individuals 
to get the nutrients they 
need through more natural 
means?
I’m not against dietary supplements, 
and I use them often in my practice.  
However, it is important to know 
that dietary supplements are often 
either contaminated or are lacking the 
ingredients claimed on the label.  In fact, 
the type of dietary supplements that are 
most often contaminated are those used 
by athletes – protein powder and weight 
loss supplements. Finally, keep in mind 

that no dietary supplement makes up 
for a poor-quality diet. With or without 
dietary supplements, it is important 
to eat a nutrient-rich diet to provide 
for your individual energy and nutrient 
needs. 

It is not only athletes 
that can benefit from 
the nutrients they fuel 
themselves with; this is 
true also for the average 
individual. How important 
is it for personal trainers 
to have access to good 
nutritional advice to help 
these individuals?
I have been a personal trainer for eight 
years, so I am personally familiar with the 
importance of quality nutrition advice 
when it comes to getting results for 
clients. I often tell my clients that their 
progress is 80% diet and 20% training. If 
the client’s diet is poor, then their time 
in the gym will yield poor, if any, results.  
I find this to be true whether the goal is 
weight loss, strength gains or endurance.
 
What advice would you give 
to trainers to assist them 
with helping their clients 
reach their goals? 
Trainers have a fine line to walk – it’s 
important to keep in mind that if you’re 
not a licensed nutritional therapist 
or dietitian, you should not provide 
individualised nutrition advice, especially 
for a medical condition. Trainers should 
keep in mind that blanket rules are 
generally ineffective – different people 
need different things. However, there are 
some universal truths such as: decrease 
refined carbohydrates and processed 
food, increase vegetable intake, eat 
healthy fats, and source quality protein. 

erin Skinner is a 
registered Dietitian, 
Personal trainer, and 
author, whose passion 
is revolutionising her 

clients’ health with a functional 
and ancestral approach. visit 
RealNutritionRX.com or email 
Erin@RealNutritionRX.com for more 
information.
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