
Sports Drinks for Hydration during Exercise 

Sports drinks can be an important piece of an athlete’s training nutrition.  When you exercise you lose 

water through sweating and you use up energy from your muscle called glycogen.  Glycogen is made 

up of carbohydrate and is your main fuel source during intense activity.   

Sports drinks are designed to provide you with adequate hydration and carbohydrates for energy to 

replace loses during workouts or competition.  A sports drink may be a better option than water to 

maintain performance when: 

 The exercise is intense (e.g. soccer, hockey, basketball or interval training)  

 The activity lasts longer than 1 hour  

 You sweat a lot and notice cakey white salt lines on your clothes  

 You wear a lot of protective equipment like in hockey or football  

 The weather is hot and humid  

 Your fluid needs to be quickly replaced (e.g. during soccer tournaments or two-a-day training 

sessions) 

 

WHAT MAKES A GOOD SPORTS DRINK 

The amount of carbohydrate in a sports drink is critical to how well they are digested.  The optimal 

concentration of carbohydrates is 4 to 8 grams per 100 ml.  This is the concentration that is easiest for 

your body to digest and absorb quickly.  

Beverages like fruit juice, fruit drink and soda pop typically have a concentration that is too high, which 

will likely result in stomach cramping if consumed immediately before or during activity.  Soda pop is 

also carbonated which is another factor that can slow down absorption speed and add to stomach 

discomfort during exercise.  

Other important nutrients typically found in sports drinks are sodium and potassium.  These minerals, 

which are also known as electrolytes, are also lost in sweat.  Having them in a sports drink both 

replaces those losses and aids the absorption of fluid from the gut.  Along with the correct 

concentration of carbohydrate, this keeps the fluid from sitting too long in your stomach. 

You may also find protein in certain sports drinks.  However, current research suggests that protein 

does not aid in performance when consumed during exercise.  It also does not assist with absorption of 

the fluid.  A sports drink with both carbohydrate and protein may be more suitable as a post-exercise 

recovery beverage if needed. 

 

 

 



HOW MUCH 

Both dehydration and depletion of the body’s carbohydrate stores can cause fatigue and a decrease in 

performance.  This is why it is important to have a steady intake of both fluid and carbohydrate.  The 

amount of carbohydrate recommended is 30-60g (or 0.7 g/kg) per hour of exercise depending on 

intensity and the amount of time spent resting during the activity.  This would be equal to about 430 ml 

for 30g of carbohydrate and 860 ml for 60g of carbohydrate from a sports drink with seven grams of 

carbohydrate per 100 ml. 

If you are involved in a sport that results in less fluid being lost as sweat compared to others, you may 

find that you do not need this much fluid to maintain hydration.  In this case, sports gels or sports bars 

may be a better option to replace losses of carbohydrates.   

 

Special Considerations 

Energy Drinks 
 
Athletes typically go through periods of fatigue due to their frequent training, so it is understandable that 
you may be tempted to go for a product that is marketed as “energy”.   
 
Most energy drinks are carbonated and contain a large amount of both caffeine and carbohydrate.  The 
immediate feeling of “energy” is most likely primarily due to the stimulating effect of the caffeine.  
However, the concentration of carbohydrate tends to be higher than that which is recommended in 
sports drinks for optimal digestion and hydration.  The caffeine, carbonation and concentration of 
carbohydrates are all likely to cause stomach upset and decrease performance if consumed before or 
during activity.  For this reason, energy drinks are not recommended as a source of hydration or a 
replacement for sports drinks.   
 
Sports drinks and energy drinks are not recommended as a source of fluid for hydration throughout the 
day away from activity.  Both have large quantities of calories from carbohydrates and lack nutrients 
that whole foods contain.  Consuming them regularly can result in unwanted weight gain. 
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