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EXTRA PROTEIN CAN HELP
ENDURANCE ATHLETES

Endurance athletes who follow an
intensive training progamme while
consuming extra protein make faster
progress than their counterparts who
don’t eat extra protein, shows a PhD
study by Pim Knuiman at Human
Nutrition and Health.

Knuiman’s findings come from a study
involving 44 healthy young men, all of
whom exercise for fun. They trained
three times a week for 10 weeks on a bi-
cycle ergometer at an intensity just be-
low the point where muscles start acidi-
fying. Half the group were given extra
protein in the test period: they had a
drink with 28 grams of casein in it after
each training session and before going
to bed. The other half had a protein-free
carbohydrate drink that looked and
tasted the same. Neither the athletes
nor the researchers knew who was in
which group.

Training increases athletes’ maximal
oxygen absorption uptake - the
VO,max. ‘But we saw a bigger increase
in the protein group,’ says Knuiman.
‘And the extra protein consumption had
an effect on their body composition as
well: the amount of non-fat mass in-
creased in the protein group, while
their fat mass decreased.’ This im-

proved body composition is good for
health and sporting performance.

His research does not give Knuiman a
basis for concluding that performance
capacity increased due to the protein
drinks too. ‘Our study took the VO,max
as the outcome measure.’ Besides oxy-
gen uptake, Knuiman studied changes
in muscle. ‘Training improves the oxi-
dative capacity of muscle: its capacity to
generate the molecule adenosine
triphosphate using oxygen goes up. We
measured that oxidative capacity using
the maximum enzyme activity.’
Knuiman found no significantly larger
increase in enzyme activity in the men
who had the protein drink. But he did
see a trend towards higher activity lev-
els. And that suggests that their mus-
cles had adapted more in response to
the training, and are thus better able to
go through this kind of intensive train-
ing.

So does Knuiman now advise all endur-
ance athletes to consume more pro-
tein? ‘Not at this point. In our training
programme it looks like an effective
strategy. But further research needs to
determine whether it is also effective at
a different training frequency or inten-
sity, or with a different status of the in-
dividual in question.” @ AJ

A For the study, 44 healthy young men trained three times a week for 10 weeks on a
bicycle ergometer.
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