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When it comes to training and performance, many variables contribute to outcomes:  time 
spent in the gym, lifting, running, sleep etc.  However nutrition, specifically hydration 
status, is often overlooked as a key component to high performance levels.  Training and 
competing in a dehydrated state is not only detrimental to work output, it can also be life 
threatening.  Fortunately it is easy to prevent with a couple simple practices and 

measures.  
 
Why is hydration so necessary? What are 
the risks involved with dehydration? 
 
If you have ever worked out while dehydrated 
you know first hand that your workout didn’t 
go as well as you’d hoped.  Maybe you had a 
headache, maybe you couldn’t focus on sport 
specific drills, or maybe you just felt crummy.  
A well hydrated body is a happy body.  For 
one thing, staying hydrated allows the body to 

be more efficient at managing core body temperature.  When we exercise our body shunts 
blood away from internal organs and into our muscles and skin.  Excess water evaporates 
through pores in our skin and cools our body off.  Also, heat loss through radiation off of 
our bodies cools the blood that circulates back to our heart and the rest of the body.  Fluid 
losses of as little as 1% of body weight are associated with a decrease in control of core 
body temperature.  That is only 1.5 pounds for a 150 pound person.  That represents a 
loss of just 0.75L!   
 
Eventually as the sweat evaporates, our total blood volume decreases.  This means that 
our heart has to work harder to get the lesser amount of blood circulating to our tissues.  
As a result our heart rates increase.  If fluid is not replaced our heart rates increase 
exponentially, and thus fatigue sets in earlier and our perceived rates of exertion are 
higher.  As this situation worsens heat exhaustion and heat stroke are soon to follow. 
Both are very serious conditions that warrant medical intervention.   
 
In addition to body temperature regulation and heart rate control, proper hydration has 
other important functions in the body.  Water makes up anywhere from 45-70% of our 
body mass.  Muscle tissue is 75% water whereas fat tissue is about 20%.  Well hydrated 
muscles are bigger, stronger and more pliable.  Synovial fluid is necessary for lubrication 
in our joints, particularly in our backs and knees.  The discs in our back are thicker and 
fuller in a hydrated state.  Water promotes healthy digestion.  It prevents dry, flaky skin.  
Finally, water is vital to maintaining a healthy blood pressure.   
 
 



How to tell if you are dehydrated 
 
If you are unsure if you are 
dehydrated there are a couple of 
simple tricks to figure it out and plan 
ahead.  The first and simplest is to 
examine your urine output.  
Frequency, color and odor are all 
great indicators of hydration status.  
Normal urination frequency is about 
every three hours, or about 6 times a 
day.  When it comes to color, the 
lighter the better.  If your urine looks 
more like apple juice and less like 
lemonade, you’re in trouble.  Also, the smell should not be strong.  Certain foods and 
supplements can change the color and odor of your urine, so be sure to pay attention to 
your other dietary habits. Use the color chart below to gauge your hydration status.  If it 
looks like colors 1-3 you are hydrated.  
 

The next method is sweat production and sweat rate.  
Everyone sweats at a different rate and will need to plan 
their hydration strategy accordingly.  Using thirst as an 
indicator is OK for the sedentary lay person, but athletes 
needs to plan ahead because if you are thirsty is it often too 
late.  The thirst mechanism kicks in at about a 1% body 
weight fluid loss.  As previously mentioned at this point 
your body is already struggling with body temperature 
control.  By measuring your sweat output you can plan how 
much fluid you need and how frequently you need it. 
 
To do this on your own, take a nude weight prior to exercise.  
Convert your weight to kilograms by dividing pounds by 
2.2.  Exercise for an hour (or 30 minutes) without taking in 

any fluids and without using the restroom.  Weigh yourself again after exercise and 
calculate the difference.  For each kilogram lost, you lost 1 L of fluid. Note: if you do this 
test by exercising only 30 minutes, be sure to double the weight lost for an easy L/hr 
sweat rate.  
 
Hyponatremia – how much is too much? 
 
While dehydration is very common, it is actually possible to drink too much water.  This 
state of over hydration is called hyponatremia.  It is a situation where sodium levels 
outside of our cells is low.  This is problematic in brain cells specifically.  The symptoms 
of hyponatremia are very similar to those of heat illness caused by dehydration and 
include:  
 



 Abnormal mental status  
 Confusion 
 Decreased consciousness 
 Hallucinations 
 Possible coma 
 Convulsions 
 Fatigue 
 Headache 

 Irritability 
 Loss of appetite 
 Muscle spasms or cramps 
 Muscle weakness 
 Nausea 
 Restlessness 
 Vomiting 

 
To avoid an acute case, drink sports drinks that have electrolytes added to them, 
specifically sodium.  If you notice that your sweat is salty, then you might be someone 
who definitely needs to practice this precaution.  Also, having salty snacks on hand is 
helpful.  If you are running a marathon or a long endurance event, keep in mind that you 
might not need to hydrate at every aid station.  Know your sweat rate and come up with 
an individualized hydration plan for training and the day of the race.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
    
Being well hydrated sets the stage for a healthy workout and season.  As a coach, make 
sure that water is readily available during all practices and games and that water breaks 
are taken at regular intervals.  As an athlete take the steps necessary to be hydrated and 
prepared for your after school practices and competitions.  Understand that everyone has 
different need when it comes to hydration and make the appropriate accomodations.  Stay 
hydrated and stay healthy this season! 


