March 24, 2009 - Nutrition Bars

Runners, joggers, walkers, friends and family often ask me about nutrition bars.   Runners and joggers sometimes ask, “What should I eat before, during and after a training session or race?”    Walkers may inquire, “Do I need the energy of a nutrition bar during my walk?”   Friends and family wonder, “How do these nutrition bars compare to just eating regular food?”   There are many factors to consider when using nutrition bars.   These include: types of bars, when you will use the bars, ingredients and food alternatives.
Types of Bars

The types of nutrition bars include lower-calorie bars, meal-replacement bars, high-carbohydrate bars and high-protein bars.   Lower calorie bars are targeted at people who are trying to lose weight as a snack in lieu of a candy bar or potato chips.   While they may be an acceptable alternative for someone on a diet, they don’t have enough calories for an endurance runner.   Meal replacement bars, such as a PR Bar or Balance Bar, are aimed at a similar group of persons who are trying to avoid a high caloric ‘food bomb.’   They have a more balanced composition of protein, carbohydrates and fat which is not ideal in conjunction with your run.   However, they work well while hiking, out on a shopping excursion or other activity of low intensity that lasts several hours.
The two types of nutrition bars which come into play with runners are high-carbohydrate bars and high-protein bars.   High-carbohydrate bars have at least 70% of their calories in the form of carbs and provide the main fuel needed during strenuous activity. Some examples include Clif Bars and PowerBars.   Look for bars that include about 200 calories with as many as possible from complex carbohydrate, about eight to ten grams of protein and five or fewer grams of fat.   This will give you the energy you need during your training runs and races.   After your run you can refuel with a high-protein bar such as Myoplex, ThinkThin or Kashi GoLean.   These bars have 20 or more grams of protein in addition to plenty of carbohydrates and help to rebuild the muscles you depleted during intense or long periods of running.

When to use Nutrition Bars
Before your race or training run a nutrition bar that has mainly carbohydrate and little fiber is the best choice.   High fiber increases the chances of an unwanted pit stop in a portable toilet or behind a tree.   During a race or long run a nutrition bar that has a carbohydrate to protein ratio of 4:1 appears to provide the best balance of energy to maintain performance.   Fiber and fat content should be minimized.   After you are finished with your race or long run it is time to replenish with protein and complex carbohydrates.   Your body can only process about 300 calories per hour so don’t overdo your caloric ingestion.

Ingredients
This is an area which can get very tricky as there are so many different types of ingredients which make up these products.   Sometimes it almost seems necessary to consult a chemist.   Many of the carbohydrates are in the form of simple sugars.   Glucose and malto dextrin are preferable to sucrose while fructose is the least desirable alternative.   Try to avoid high fructose corn syrup.   Oils are often used as sources of fat and as softeners in nutrition bars.   Stay away from palm oil which is very high in saturated fat.   Also, those with peanut allergies should beware of peanut oil.   The protein in nutrition bars may be whey, caseine or soy.   Whey protein is usually the easiest to digest.   Many bars are fortified with vitamins and minerals.   While this may be good if one or two bars are eaten per day, regular consumption of several bars daily could lead to a health issue due to storage in the body or stomach distress.
Food Alternatives

There are alternatives to using nutrition bars.   Alternatives to high-carbohydrate bars to provide energy include honey, bananas and raisins.   These all provide carbohydrates as quick energy.   I remember back in the mid-1970s other more experienced runners suggesting the use of honey.   The companies that make energy bars also make energy gels as these are easier to ingest during a race.   Instead of using high-protein bars the tried-and-true peanut butter and jelly on whole grain bread sandwich can work wonders after a hard effort.   Another great tasting and hydrating choice is a smoothie made with milk, yogurt, bananas, frozen juice cubes and seasonal fruit.
A well-balanced diet where one pays attention to getting an appropriate amount of protein, carbohydrates that are mostly complex, adequate amounts of fiber and a good mix of fruits and vegetables is the best route to go when making food choices.   But there is a place for nutrition bars in the diet of an endurance athlete.   Ensure you pay attention to the type of bar, when you are eating it and its ingredients and it can be helpful in your overall nutrition program.
