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I N T R O D U C T I O N

H
ow would your performance change if you were at your optimal 
body weight? Imagine what it would feel like to set out on a run 
weighing 10 pounds less than you do right now. How much would 
it affect your efficiency, your endurance, or more simply, your self-
image? When was the last time you saw a marked improvement 

in your fitness? Do a few extra pounds stand between you and a faster 
race? Chances are it was your quest for optimal body weight that led you 
to pick up Racing Weight.

When I was almost done writing this book I received an e-mail, in 
my capacity as content director of Competitor Running, from Darwin 
Fogt, a Los Angeles–based physical therapist, who invited me to stop by 
his facility at my convenience and try out his Alter-G antigravity tread-
mill. I had been dying to step onto one of these machines since I first 
heard about them a couple of years earlier, so I readily accepted his offer. 

The Alter-G allows the user to walk or run at the equivalent of as 
little as 20 percent of his or her body weight by increasing the air pressure 
within an airtight tent that seals around the user’s waist and thereby lifts 
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the runner. Many elite runners, including two-time Olympian Dathan 
Ritzenhein, use it to train through injuries that prevent them from run-
ning on their full body weight. Others, such as NCAA champion Galen 
Rupp, use it to increase their running volume without increasing their 
risk of injury. 

My epiphany came when Fogt zipped me into his Alter-G, increased 
the belt speed to my normal jogging pace, and then reduced my effective 
body weight to 90 percent. Instantly I felt as if I had become 10 percent 
fitter. Scooting along at a 7:00/mile pace was utterly effortless. It was not 
a feeling of gross artificial assistance, like running on the moon. Rather, 
it felt like normal running, only so much better.

While I was motivated to write this book by a belief that body-weight 
management is critical to performance in endurance sports, I don’t think 
I fully appreciated it until I effectively lost 15.5 pounds instantaneously 
on the Alter-G. It was a stunning lesson. I left Fogt’s facility feeling twice 
the sense of urgency about spreading the messages of this book as I had 
felt when I started writing it.

Another motivation for writing this book was my awareness that 
many endurance athletes struggle to manage their body weight effec-
tively and frequently go about it all wrong. Some of the most extreme 
examples are to be found in the elite ranks, where money and glory are at 
stake. In the 2005 documentary film What It Takes, three-time Hawaii 
Ironman® world champion triathlete Peter Reid confessed to going to bed 
so hungry that he suffered from headaches during periods when he was 
trying to lose weight. In 2008, world champion cyclist Marta Bastianelli 
of Italy was banned from competition after one of her blood samples 
tested positive for an illegal diet drug. Bastianelli admitted that she took 
the drug after receiving pressure to lose weight from her coaches.

As these examples indicate, professional endurance athletes know 
that controlling their body weight and body fat is critical to achieving 
maximum performance, but reaching optimal race weight never requires 
an athlete to go to bed hungry or take illegal diet drugs.

It’s not just the pros who worry about getting leaner and are con-
fused about the best way to do so. Recently I assisted exercise scientists 
from Montana State University in conducting a survey of endurance 
athletes concerning their attitudes about their body weight and their 
weight-management practices. More than three thousand cyclists, run-
ners, triathletes, and other endurance athletes responded. Most were 
serious competitive athletes who trained at least one hour a day, five days 
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a week. The results of the survey, which were presented at a meeting of 
the Society for Behavioral  Medicine in Montreal, Canada and published 
in the Annals of Behavioral Medicine (Ciccolo et al. 2009), were quite 
interesting.

Seventy-four percent of respondents labeled themselves as “con-
cerned” or “very concerned” about their body weight. Fifty-four percent 
said that they were dissatisfied 
with their body weight. These 
figures are almost identical 
to those that come from sur-
veys of the general population, 
despite the fact that the general 
population is quite a bit heavier 
than most of the people who 
took the Montana State survey, 
nearly all of whom fit the medi-
cal definition of healthy weight.

While striking on one level, these findings did not surprise me. 
That’s because, as a sports nutritionist and endurance sports expert, I 
am accustomed to communicating with and helping endurance athletes 
who are concerned about and dissatisfied with their body weight. As a 
runner and triathlete myself, I share their concern and, at times, their 
dissatisfaction.

The nature of the endurance athlete’s concern and dissatisfaction 
is somewhat different from the nonathlete’s, however. The nonathlete is 
typically motivated to shed excess body fat by the desire to look better, 
and perhaps also by the desire to improve his or her health. Endurance 
athletes care about looking good and being healthy too, but they are 
equally concerned about their sports performance, and they know that 
excess body fat is the enemy of performance in every endurance sport. For 
example, a runner weighing 160 pounds has to muster about 6.5 percent 
more energy to run the same pace as a runner weighing 150 pounds—a 
difference I felt powerfully on Darwin Fogt’s antigravity treadmill while 
running at 90 percent of my actual 157-pound body weight.

W
hereas two-thirds of American adults in the general population 
are overweight, most of the athletes who took the Montana State 
survey had body-mass indices that fell within the healthy range. 

Yet nearly three-quarters of these endurance athletes reported being 

A RUNNER WEIGHING 160 POUNDS 

HA S TO MUSTER ABOUT 6 .5 

PERCENT MORE ENERGY TO RUN 

THE S AME PACE A S A RUNNER

WEIGHING 150 POUNDS.
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heavier than the weight they consider optimal for peak performance 
in their sport—hence their dissatisfaction. Do these men and women 
suffer from a distorted body image? By and large, no. They simply have 
different standards for their bodies, and they struggle to attain them 
just as nonathletes struggle to meet their own, more relaxed standards. 
You probably know exactly what I’m talking about.

Why do so many endurance athletes struggle to reach and maintain 
their optimal performance weight? For largely the same reasons that 
nonathletes struggle to avoid becoming obese. Our modern lifestyle is 
different from that of our early ancestors in two important ways that pro-
mote excessive weight gain: We have easy access to cheap, high-calorie 
foods, and we are much less active than our forebears were.

Our early ancestors lived on wild plants, nuts, seeds, and the occa-
sional piece of fish or meat—mostly low-calorie foods and usually just 
enough of them to supply the energy required to get more food. Today 
we still have the option to eat like hunter-gatherers, and many nutrition 
authorities urge people to do so, but it’s not a realistic solution for most of 
us. We have come to prefer the taste of high-calorie foods such as cheese-
burgers (which, of course, did not exist until less than a century ago) to 
low-calorie foods such as vegetables, and we feel compelled to eat what’s 
put in front of us even though the portions have never been larger, nor 
has food or the promotion of food ever been so ubiquitous.

What’s more, early humans had to work much harder and burn a lot of 
calories for every meal, foraging through woods and fields or stalking game 
for hours, whereas today we just sidle up to a fast-food drive-thru window 
or press “Start” on the microwave oven. Endurance athletes have one major 
advantage over couch potatoes—we are hardly sedentary. But even most 
endurance athletes spend more time sitting around than our hunter-
gatherer ancestors did, and we are no less plagued by the overabundance of 
cheap, high-calorie processed foods than our sedentary counterparts.

So if the weight concerns of endurance athletes and nonathletes share a 
common cause, is their solution also the same? The answer to this question 
is “yes and no.” Certainly, a balanced, natural diet is the most effective means 
to manage weight for endurance athletes and nonathletes alike. However, 
the weight management goals of endurance athletes are somewhat differ-
ent from those of nonathletes, and some of the challenges that endurance 
athletes face on the path toward optimal performance weight (rather than 
toward the basic “healthy body weight” that most nonathletes pursue) are 
also different. Endurance athletes, then, generally require their own special 
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approach to weight management. For example, low-carbohydrate diets are 
an effective weight-loss strategy for nonathletes, but for endurance athletes 
they are a recipe for disaster because they starve the muscles of the primary 
fuel they need for endurance performance. 

There are hundreds of books that tell nonathletes how to lose weight 
to look better and be healthier. Yet although endurance athletes are just 
as concerned about their weight as nonathletes, there has not been a 
single book showing endurance athletes how to get leaner and lighter to 
improve their performance (and to look better and be healthier). Racing 
Weight addresses the unique body-weight and body-composition man-
agement needs of athletes like you who compete in endurance sports 
ranging from mountain biking to triathlon. In the following pages, 
you will find all of the information you need to set appropriate body-
weight and body-composition goals and to achieve them safely and easily 
through scientifically grounded dietary and training practices.

The Racing Weight solution is based on the idea that the human body 
is highly adaptable and readily accommodates to the demands that are 
made on it, whether it is a demand to store excess body fat or a demand 
to shed it. Stimuli such as diet, workouts, watching TV, and other life-
style habits are like messages to the body, telling it to “Fatten up in case 
food becomes scarce later” or “Get leaner so you can pedal up and over 
mountains more easily.” Achieving your optimal performance weight is a 
matter of lining up your training, nutrition, and other lifestyle habits in 
a way that sends your body a consistent message: “Keep the muscle, lose 
the fat, and take your performance to the next level.” This book shows 
you how to send this message to your body.

PART I 
(“Finding Your Racing Weight”) covers the importance of being 
light and lean if you want to perform better and gives you some 

unique new tools to determine your own optimal performance weight and 
to track your progress toward it. In this section you will also find chapters 
that address seasonal considerations (which cover topics such as managing 
your weight during the off-season versus the competitive season) as well 
as sport-specific nutritional challenges and tips for beginning endurance 
athletes.

PART II 
(“Five Steps to Your Racing Weight”) presents a five-step 
plan to get leaner and lighter in a way that maximizes perfor-

mance and all-around health. Each step in the plan is based on the latest 
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advances in the science of weight management, especially as they relate to 
endurance athletes, and on the practices that are proven to work best in 
the real world. Here’s a quick synopsis of the Racing Weight plan for body 
weight optimization:

STEP 1: IMPROVE YOUR DIET QUALITY. Step 1 in my Racing Weight 
plan is to improve your diet quality, or the amount of nutrition you get 
from each calorie in your diet. Increasing the nutrition-per-calorie 
ratio of your diet will enable you to get all the nutrients you need for 
maximum performance from fewer total calories, thus enabling you to 
become leaner. An effective way to improve your diet quality is to grade 
or score the quality of your current diet and continue to score your diet 
quality as you make efforts to improve it. Nutrition scientists have come 
up with various ways of measuring diet quality. Most of these approaches 
are a bit too complex to be useful to the average endurance athlete, so I 
created a simplified diet-quality scoring system that you will find very 
easy to work with and that will help you nourish your body for health and 
endurance performance. In Chapter 7, I will give you all of the informa-
tion you need to track and improve your Diet Quality Score.

STEP 2: BALANCE YOUR ENERGY SOURCES. There are three main 
sources of energy for the human body: carbohydrate, fat, and protein. 
The body uses each of these three “macronutrients” in different ways. 
There are also different types of these same macronutrients—carbohy-
drates, fats, and proteins—that affect the body in slightly different ways. 
Consuming the right balance of macronutrients and the right balance 
of carbohydrate, fat, and protein types will help you achieve your opti-
mal performance weight. In Chapter 8, I will show you how to properly 
balance your energy sources to get leaner.

STEP 3: TIME YOUR NUTRITION. When you eat affects your body as 
much as what you eat. The timing of your food intake has a big impact on 
what’s known as energy partitioning, or what becomes of the calories you 
consume. There are three main destinations of food calories in your body: 
muscle, fat cells, and energy. If you want to become leaner, you need to 
shift the balance of energy partitioning so that more calories are incor-
porated into your muscles, fewer calories are stored in your fat tissues, 
and more calories are used to supply your body’s immediate and short-
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term energy needs. This shift will lead to more metabolism-boosting 
lean tissue and less health-jeopardizing fat tissue.

Interestingly, you can often achieve this objective with little or no 
reduction in the total number of calories that enter your body. We’re 
really talking about redirecting calories once they’ve entered your body, 
not about decreasing the number of calories that enter your body in 
the first place. The practice of nutrient timing, or consuming the right 
nutrients at the right times throughout the day, will enable you to par-
tition your energy more effectively and achieve your racing weight. In 
Chapter 9, I will show you how to practice nutrient timing the way many 
top endurance athletes do.

STEP 4: MANAGE YOUR APPETITE. Appetite is important. It is your 
body’s built-in mechanism for food intake regulation, and its job is to 
drive you to eat enough to meet your body’s energy and micronutrient 
needs, and no more. The appetite mechanism works very well under 
normal circumstances, having survived millions of years of evolution-
ary testing to the benefit of our health. But our modern lifestyle does 
not constitute “normal circumstances” in relation to the environment 
in which most of our evolution took place. Consequently, we can’t rely 
entirely on our appetite to ensure that we don’t overeat.

In recent years, scientists have learned a great deal about how the 
appetite mechanism works. Understanding how your appetite works will 
put you in a better position to manage it effectively so that you consume 
only the number of calories you need to maximize your performance—and 
no more. In Chapter 10, I will explain what science has taught us about how 
the human appetite works and give you some simple practices to manage 
your appetite in a way that helps you achieve your optimal performance 
weight.

STEP 5: TRAIN RIGHT. Training errors are common in every endurance 
sport, even at the highest levels of competition. Many of these training 
errors not only limit performance but also prevent athletes from becom-
ing as lean as they could be. Training methods continue to evolve at the 
elite level of each endurance sport. In Chapter 11 I will identify the most 
rewarding changes you can make to your training to raise your level of 
performance and achieve or maintain your racing weight.
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PART III 
of this book (“The Racing Weight Menu”) provides resources 
that will help you put the Racing Weight plan into practice. 

Chapter 12 presents sample food journals from elite athletes in several dif-
ferent endurance sports. These examples are not to be copied exactly, as 
there are important differences between the caloric needs of world-class 
endurance athletes and those of most amateurs, but they do provide some 
practical ideas and inspiration.

In Chapter 13, you will find 21 delicious and easy-to-prepare break-
fast, lunch, and dinner recipes that will fuel your body for endurance per-
formance and help you achieve your racing weight, plus a few deliciously 
wholesome dessert recipes. These recipes were created by professional 
triathlete and dietitian Pip Taylor.

Finally, Chapter 14 discusses the limited role of supplements in achiev-
ing your racing weight. Most nutritional supplements are useless. This 
generalization includes the supplements that endurance athletes most 
commonly use to shed excess body fat, but a select few supplements can 
be helpful for some athletes when used appropriately. In the concluding 
chapter of this book, I will tell you about these supplements, all of which 
should be considered strictly optional.

A
ll of the guidance presented in this book, in addition to being sci-
entifically grounded and tested in real-world practice, reflects the 
practices that I rely on in my own training. I struggle as much as 

any endurance athlete to optimize my body weight for performance, 
and the Racing Weight plan works for me. So come on, let’s do this 
together.
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Potato Gnocchi with Tomato, Bacon, Thyme,  
and Mozzarella

Potato gnocchi can be bought prepared and par-cooked. It then only 
takes a matter of a few minutes to heat and serve, making it another 
staple to keep in the cupboard for a fuss-free, last-minute meal.

Serves two.

INGREDIENTS
1 small onion, finely chopped
2 slices Canadian or back bacon, roughly chopped
2 tsp. fresh thyme leaves
14-oz. can crushed tomatoes
8 baby bocconcini balls, torn in half (or 2½-oz. fresh  

mozzarella balls, roughly chopped)
1 lb. potato gnocchi
Salt and pepper to taste

DIRECTIONS
1. Bring a large pot of salted water to boil. Meanwhile, heat a large non-
stick frying pan over medium heat. Add onion and bacon and fry gen-
tly until onion is soft and translucent and bacon is cooked. Add thyme 
leaves and tomato and cook a further two minutes.

2. Reduce heat to very low while you add the gnocchi to the boiling water. 
Cook according to packet instructions; this should only take a minute or 
two. The gnocchi are ready when they float to the surface.

3. Drain, then add gnocchi to the pan with the tomato sauce and the 
mozzarella and seasoning to taste (you should not need much salt, since 
the bacon is salty). Turn off heat and toss well.

4. Serve immediately with extra cracked black pepper.

Nutritional facts per serving (daily value):

Calories ............................386 Protein.............. 19 g (39%)

Total Fat.................. 11 g (17%) Saturated Fat....... 5 g (26%)

Cholesterol........... 39 mg (13%) Carbohydrate.... 55 g (18%)

Fiber.........................3 g (13%) Sugars......................... 8 g

Calcium .............. 216 mg (22%) Iron ..................... 2 mg (13%)
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A P P E N D I X 

R E C O M M E N D E D  S T R E N G T H  E X E R C I S E S 

F O R E N D U R A N C E  A T H L E T E S

T
he following are 30 strength exercises for endurance athletes: five 
each for all endurance athletes, cross-country skiers, cyclists, row-
ers, runners, swimmers, and triathletes. Note that the five strength 
exercises for triathletes include two from the list for swimmers, two 
from the list for runners, and one from the list for cyclists.

It is wise to start with an adaptation phase if these exercises are new 
or you are not currently strength training. Spend 2 to 3 weeks practicing 
the movements with very light loads (in the case of non-body-weight eax-
ercises) to get the coordination down. Then you can move on to heavier 
loads.



Excerpt from Racing Weight by Matt Fitzgerald.
Copyright 2009 VeloPress. All rights reserved.

R A C I N G  W E I G H T

250

EXERCISES FOR ALL ENDURANCE ATHLETES

1. Side Plank
Strengthens the lateral core stabilizers to improve the stability of the 
spine, pelvis, and hips during athletic activities

Lie on your side with your ankles 
together and your torso propped up 
by your upper arm. Lift your hips 
upward until your body forms a 
diagonal plank from ankles to neck. 
Hold this position for 20 to 30 sec-
onds, making sure you don’t allow 
your hips to sag toward the floor. 
(Watch yourself in a mirror to make 
sure you’re not sagging.) Switch to 
the other side and repeat the exercise.

2. Supine Plank
Strengthens the gluteals and hamstrings

Lie face up on the floor with your knees bent 90 degrees and your feet 
flat on the floor. Contract your gluteals and lift your hips until your body 
forms a straight line from neck to knees. Hold this position for 5 seconds, 
keeping your buttocks squeezed together, then return to the start posi-
tion. Complete 10 repetitions.
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