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Figure 1. The food-first pyramid. A balanced diet forms 
the foundation of the diet. Sports nutrition – the 
manipulation of specific dietary variables to meet the 
demands of a periodized training programme forms the 
second tier of the athlete’s diet. Sports supplements form 
the final, but least important aspect of the diet and is only 
considered when the lower tiers are strongly built. 
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As a second example, your athlete may not have the suitable knowledge to supplement appropriately and 
effectively in your absence. For instance, your athlete may supplement with caffeine gum prior to evening 
competition; all the while under the impression that this will improve his or her performance based on the 
evidence-base you discussed. While this may well improve performance on the day itself, the bigger picture 
has been neglected in that supplementing with caffeine in the evening time will likely affect subsequent sleep 
duration and quality, particularly if he or she is very caffeine sensitive. Of course, a lack of sleep can bring 
forth a myriad of negative consequences, including reduced mood, exercise recovery, and subsequent 
exercise performance (Fullager et al. 2015). What’s more, the athlete will be left with a very negative 
experience of using caffeine to enhance performance.  

 
The take home message here is that effective supplementation is not as simple as; need + safety + efficacy 
= use. Common sense must be brought into this equation to weigh up whether the training or competition 
effects ultimately outweigh any negative impacts that may accumulate over time, such as sleep disturbance 
for example. This is the case because supplements such as caffeine, although safe when used within the 
identified safety range, could ultimately result in detrimental effects when used at the wrong time over a 
prolonged period. Supplementing on a case-by-case basis is crucial and supports the need to seek the 
assistance of a registered sports nutritionist or sports dietician who have the right training and experience to 
prescribe and monitor supplement use. 
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A popular message that has been conveyed by a variety of practitioners and academics within the field of 
Applied Sports Nutrition is ‘you can, but should you?’. We believe this is an extremely powerful question that 
practitioners who are working with athletes, and indeed athletes themselves, should ask when addressing the 
need to supplement. In all cases, it is essential that each athlete’s needs, goals, preferences and circumstances 
are wholly accounted for when deliberating supplement use, and of course athlete safety, from both a health 
and doping perspective, should also be kept at the forefront of the mind. If your athlete is going to 
supplement then it is important for us as practitioners to carefully manage expectations, especially when 
extrapolating research findings from a laboratory-based study to ‘real world’ applied practice with elite 
athletes. For instance, just because a study reports an average 2% improvement in performance following a 
particular supplementation protocol does not mean that your athlete will respond in the very same way, both 
in magnitude and direction. It’s essential to remember that we don’t work with means, we work with 
individuals, and what may work in one situation for a certain group of individuals may not apply in exactly 
the same manner with your ‘individual’ athlete.  
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GURU PERFORMANCE POSITION STAND #5 -  
PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPLEMENT USE IN SPORT 

by Daniel Owens, Scott Robinson, and Laurent Bannock

Is it proven to improve health or your sport specific 
performance?

YES NO
Is it lacking in sufficient 
quantities in real food?

Have you checked the ingredients 
for prohibited substances?

Has the product  
been batch tested?

DO NOT USE

CONSIDER

YES NO

YES

NO

YES NO

*This infographic provides an overview of the key points covered in the Position Stand article. To ensure a comprehensive 
understanding of the topic we encourage readers to read the full article and watch the overview video. 
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1
The use of supplements in elite sport 
and indeed amongst recreational 
athletes has grown tremendously in 
recent years.

The clue lies in the name. It is a ‘supplement’ to 
the diet, not an ‘instead of’. Management of the 
core diet should be priority, with supplements 
considered once this has been achieved.

2

3 The SENr supplement decision flowchart is a useful resource for 
practitioners and athletes to use when considering supplement use

4
Identifying a potential need to supplement is only part of the process. The training age / 
status, mental age, previous experience, food / supplement knowledge, and psychological 
factors must also be considered!

Supplement safety is CRUCIAL. Athlete education, awareness of 
what is prohibited in sport and what’s on the WADA watch list, and 
the use of batch tested supplement is key.

5

More isn’t always better and can sometimes be detrimental. Just because the supplement 
has arrived ‘clean’ doesn’t mean that in the process of administration and handling it 
stayed ‘clean’. Remain vigilant at all times!

6

You can do it, but should you do it?7

Read the full article at: www.GuruPerformance.com


