Part 2 – The Fuel - Nutrition

Tennis requires massive amounts of energy, even for an average competitor. 

I would be willing to bet that you always put some extra thought into your 

gear (racquets, shoes, new balls, strings, etc.) before you go out on the court, 

so why not put some extra thought into what you put into your body. Doing 

this will kick your performance level up a notch quicker than spending a lot 

of money on gear.  A tennis match involves literally hundreds of short bursts 

of energy over a ninety minute to two hour time period. To maximize energy 

and performance, it’s important to maintain a proper diet while consuming a 

lot of fluids. 

Carbohydrates

Through studies, we know that carbohydrates are the primary “fuel” source 

for working muscles, and that they are stored in your body in tiny gas tanks 

in the form of glycogen. These little gas tanks are depleted during the course 

of a lengthy activity or tennis match. Whether it’s weightlifting, jogging, or 

playing tennis, the best time to re-fuel is during the “window of opportunity” 

thirty to forty-five minutes after the workout. This is when the enzymes 

responsible for storing the energy are at their highest level. Think of it as a 

traffic jam that’s just been cleared, and your energy highway is now open. 

Now is the time to hit the gas and give your body fuel in the form of 

carbohydrate-rich foods. Breads, rice, pasta, crackers, fruits, and vegetables 

like potatoes and corn are appropriate forms of carbohydrate based foods. 

Post-exercise snacks will make the glycogen storage process get started, as 

well as provide broken down muscles with fuel to rebuild and repair. 
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A common mistake some players make before a match is eating too close to 

court time. If you are planning on a full meal before a match, do so at least 

two hours before you play. If you go on the court sooner than that, you are 

setting the stage for nausea. Some players may be able to handle smaller 

amounts of food an hour before court time. Again, complex carbohydrates 

are the best choice for this meal. If you have to have meat, eat chicken    

for protein; or fish for the anti-inflammatory acids, and to help your immune 

system. Before a match, consider foods with moderate fiber and lower fat 

content, such as a bagel or fresh fruit. To help with sodium losses during 

play, don’t be afraid to consume small amounts of salt in sports beverages or 

snacks like pretzels or saltine crackers before you go onto the court. 

Although nutrition bars are also a source for energy and energy replacement, 

they are not the best choice. Here are some facts about energy bars:

· A typical nutrition bar weighs about 60 grams and contains 25 grams 

     of carbohydrates (half starch and half sugar), 15 grams of fat (of 

    which 3 grams are saturated). About one-quarter of the weight                            

    generally comes from water.

· Many nutrition bars claim to be low in salt and cholesterol, with a

     typical bar containing about 150 mg of sodium and generally fewer 

     than 10 mg of cholesterol.

· Energy bars should not be used to replace healthful food choices

    regularly, because foods such as fruits and vegetables contain

    phytochemicals and other nutrients that cannot be synthesized or 

    added to bars.

Eating Smart

For many tennis players, tennis is a passionate road trip through years of 

personal triumphs and failures. Whether it’s to achieve athletic greatness or 

simply to socialize and escape a hectic lifestyle, it is a way to promote better 

health. Although playing tennis is not a cure-all from health problems, it 

definitely sets the stage for a better lifestyle. A tennis player’s diet can be a 

solid foundation for eating smart that can be beneficial in the development 

of a healthy lifestyle. Below are some considerations for a smart eating plan:

· Variety – By including a wide variety of foods from each food group, 

     you are helping yourself consume a variety of essential vitamins and 

     minerals. Choose fruits and vegetables rich in color; pick whole grain, 

     wheat, bran, oat products; if you eat meat, select leaner choices such 

     as chicken, turkey, pork, lean red meat; pick enriched or fortified 

     products.

· Healthy Fats – Limit your saturated fat intake by avoiding higher fat 

     animal products. There is an increasing body of evidence that fats 

     come from foods like nuts, seeds, fish and olive oil. These types of 

     fats promote heart health by controlling cholesterol.

· Hunger – By concentrating on eating when you’re hungry an      

          stopping when you’re full, you will learn to eat what your body 

          needs. Even if it’s something you love, learn to eat in moderation.  

· Food Supplements – As a coach, I promote food over supplements.

          However, there is a time and place for supplements. If you have                                        

          trouble getting a wide a variety of foods, supplements might

          be worth considering.

Keep in mind that you should always consult a doctor, or sports nutritionists 

when trying to design or change your diet. 

Hydration

Tennis is a passion that dedicated players refuse to give up on. Many choose 

to combat the heat and continue playing during the hottest of summer 

months. One of the biggest challenges a tennis player faces during the 

summer months is maintaining proper hydration. Especially during the 

summer months, dehydration can be a tennis player’s most dangerous 

opponent, causing fatigue and a loss of strength for power and a loss of 

speed for movement.   During exercise, your body’s core temperature rises. 

However, there are several mechanisms that occur to help control this rise in 

body temperature and prevent heat related illnesses and injuries. Your body 

attempts to balance the heat dissipation through conduction, radiation, and 

evaporation. Evaporation is the primary heat dissipating mechanism, which 

is why sweating is so important. However, fluid loss as little as one to two 

percent of total body weight can compromise your tennis match by 

decreasing your concentration, increasing your fatigue, or even decreasing 

your reaction time. Further fluid loss of three percent or greater can 

compromise physiological function and dramatically increase the athlete’s 

risk for heat related illnesses or injuries. First and foremost, it is important 

for tennis players, no matter what the skill level, to know what the 

recommendations are. Secondly, you must learn how to apply these 

recommendations to your daily routine and during competitions in order to 

optimize your hydration and prevent potentially dangerous physiological 

complications.  I recommend that you chill at least 2 quarts of water the 

night before a match to drink during the match the next day. During a match 

or training periods, consistent water consumption is an essential element in 

helping your body stay energized to compete. Drink somewhere between 8 

and 10 ounces every two or three games. It’s also is a good idea to limit your 

intake of carbonated sodas, caffeinated beverages, coffee, or anything with 

milk in it prior to or during a match or workout.

Water helps to cool and prevent dehydration, but water alone does not have 

energy boosters or sodium, so you may want to consider sports drinks that 

contain carbohydrates and electrolytes. Electrolytes are simply conductors of 

energy. These types of drinks can help players maintain power and speed for 

their shot-making and quickness around the court.
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After the match, start replenishing your body with fluids immediately. 

Remember, your energy highways are open. Even after you’ve stopped 

playing and your body has begun to cool down, you continue to lose water 

and sodium through perspiration. If you have a tendency to sweat profusely, 

consider adding a small amount of salt to your drinking water after the 

match to help you recover. Take in your fluids only a few ounces at a time to 

get the full benefit of hydration. Trying to replenish all at once can overfill 

your tank. 
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Below in summary, I have listed some tips to help keep you cool and some 

interesting facts about sports drinks.

1) Drink fluids before, during, and after you play tennis or workout.

2) Don’t wait until you feel thirsty; in the heat of a match, that will be 

     too late to help you. Start drinking fluids during the warm-up.

3) Limit the intake of caffeine and milk products before you play.

4) Consider sports drinks, rather than water alone. It can help boost your 

     energy.

5) Test-drive sports drinks before using them during play, to make sure 

     the taste is agreeable and it doesn’t upset your stomach.

Sports Drinks:

· During continuous workouts of greater than 90 minutes, your body 

     may benefit from a sports drink.

· Sports drinks have electrolytes and carbohydrates.

· Carbohydrates in sports drinks provide extra energy. The most  

    effective sports drinks contain 15 to 18 grams of carbohydrate in 

    every 8 ounces of fluid.

