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Making weight can be hard or easy. This sounds simple and obvious, but I’ve seen
people make it very easy on themselves, and people make it very hard on
themselves. Whether it is hard or easy for you depends not only on your metabolism
(which you can’t control), but also on how you approach and execute on weight loss
(which you can control). It should take as little mental energy as possible on raceday.
It’s best to approach it systematically, with a long lead time. Different people have
different theories on what your weight heading into the regatta should be. I think it’s
best to sit about two to four pounds over your target weight the week before your
race, then just sweat out a few pounds right before your event(s).

There is no magic formula to losing weight. It takes discipline – you are going to be a
little hungry and you aren’t going to be able eat a lot of things you want. But you can
be smart about it and make it as efficient and painless as possible. In order to lose
body weight, you need to take in fewer calories than you are burning daily – known as
a ‘caloric intake deficit’ (a fancy term that I may have made up). The average person
burns about 2,000 calories a day just walking around; on top of this, an elite rower
probably burns an additional 4,000 – 5,000 doing two-a-days. So if you want to get
really scientific, you can count your calories and do the math on how much and what
you should be eating. After a while you get familiar with the process, and it becomes
more of an art than a science. You gradually learn to listen to your body and balance
between eating enough to keep your energy levels up, but a small enough amount
that you’ll continue to trend down in weight.

It’s important to get enough calories and eat the right foods to fuel your training –
since you are eating less, you need to make sure your food really counts and
contains enough vitamins and minerals that you can perform. ‘Portion control’ is key.
A totally unscientific rule of thumb that I used was to eat about 20% less than I really
wanted to. But if I was feeling especially tired, run-down or under the weather, I’d eat
a little more for a day or two to feed my body a little better and get my energy level
back up. Emphasize fruits, vegetables, whole-grains and fat-free milk, along with lean

A Long-term Approach to Weight-making

Anything natural is better than anything processed – e.g., an apple is better than
apple juice, a tomato is better than V8, a salad is better than vegetable soup from a
can. Reduce your fat intake, but don’t cut it entirely out of your diet – you still need a
bit in order to get through your rigorous training schedule. I highly recommend Nancy
Clark’s book, The Sports Nutrition Guidebook, for more detail on what foods are best
for fueling good performance, and also really good recipes that are healthy and low-
calorie.

What I found to be a very effective trick was ‘front-loading’ my calories, eating more in
the morning and gradually smaller meals as the day went on. Eating a large breakfast
‘revs up your engine’. By eating a big meal after morning practice, I would be able to
control my hunger through the day - as opposed to not eating in the morning, and
then being famished by mid-day and overeating. A reasonably sized lunch and a
smaller dinner would allow me to burn off calories throughout the day while being
active, rather than having them sit my stomach overnight while I wasn’t doing
anything. It can be tough to have your stomach growling through the night, but this is
where the discipline really comes into play.

meats, poultry, fish, beans and
nuts. Be sure to balance out your
nutrients, getting a mix of protein
and carbohydrates at every meal –
(protein-free or carb-free diets are
not healthy for athletes, you need a
balanced diet). For example,
(a) whole grain cereal with fruit
(carbs) and milk (protein) at
breakfast, (b) chicken breast
(protein) and vegetables (carbs) at
dinner.
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because during this post-workout period, your body can store 2-3 times as much
carbohydrate where it is needed for the next practice.

Have a Clif Bar, some Gatorade or some other snack ready for yourself as soon as you
are done working out. Also, stay super-hydrated. Water has no calories, but putting it
through your system frequently keeps your metabolism going and can help you feel
‘fueled’, in addition to keeping your body generally feeling better.

• Losing too much weight too quickly.
I generally used a rule of thumb that I’d try to lose about a pound a week in real body
weight. That way your body has time to adjust itself, and it’s less of a stress on your
already over-trained body.

• Trying to be at your racing weight everyday.
Your body adjusts itself to your weight after a period of time. I felt that if I sat down at
weight too long, I’d start to lose some strength. If I followed the schedule above and hit my
racing weight at the last second, I felt like I hung on to more strength and muscle mass
than if I was at my racing weight the entire year, and I wouldn’t ‘go stale’ being too light,
knowing I only had to be super-conscious of my food intake for a short period of time. I
would generally try to ‘walk around’ most of the year between 160 and 165 pounds, and
then gradually move down towards the FISA average weight of 155, eventually getting to
157 by raceweek (this is a strategy for international racing where you weigh-in two hours
before your race, as opposed to collegiate racing, which involves a night-before weigh-in).

• Ignoring weight until racing season approaches.
Conversely you don’t want to totally ignore your ultimate weight target and let yourself get
too heavy in the fall or after a big race. So while you should allow yourself to celebrate and
splurge a bit after an event, be cognizant of when your next weigh-in is – I’ve seen people
go into denial and think they were home free after making weight once, only to see their
weight spike back up dramatically (to the tune of 20 pounds in three days). In the same
way that beer companies encourage that you ‘drink responsibly’, I’d recommend that you
‘eat responsibly’.

• Non-lightweights trying to lose too much weight.
You have to be honest with yourself about whether you feel you can race at a certain
weight. It’s tempting to take on extra challenges, but some people aren’t meant to row
lightweight. If your performance is really going to suffer and you’re not going to eat for
days on end, you’re going to be miserable. You should never have to ‘wonder’ how the
weigh-in is going to go; you should be confident that hitting your weight won’t be an issue.
Racing is stressful enough without worrying about if you’ll make weight.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

When you cut weight, the
timing of your intake becomes
important. It becomes
especially important to get
calories in when you are
actually working out. You need
to keep your muscles fueled
efficiently since you are really
cutting back on your body
mass. Make sure to take
advantage of your ‘glycogen
window’ (also known as the
‘recovery window’). Right after
working out, eat something
within 15 – 30 minutes,
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When racing, I always looked at the
weigh-in as an integral part of
raceday. While you don’t get any
points for weighing in, if you can
control it better than your
competitors and minimize the
mental and physical energy spent
on it, you can gain a real
advantage. For lightweights, racing
really starts as soon as you get up
in the morning, because you have
a weight-control process the whole
day up until your race. I’ve seen
plenty of races lost due to blown
weigh-ins. Think about your weigh-
in as part of your race strategy and
how you can integrate it into your
whole race prep routine so there
are no surprises and you get to the
line as ready to race as possible.

Week Before Regatta
Your weight will bounce around a lot, just try to keep yourself conscious of what you
are eating.

• WEIGH YOURSELF A LOT
Check your weight constantly –in the morning, before practice, after practice
The most important thing is to KNOW what your weight is likely to be when you
wake up – you lose weight overnight, know HOW MUCH you typically lose
during a practice, while you are asleep and after eating certain foods.

• HYDRATION
Lots and lots of water
You can’t drink too much the week before you weigh-in, it keeps your
metabolism going.

• HOW MUCH TO EAT
Eat about 80% of what you want to eat, be just a little bit less full than you’d
normally be.

• WHEN TO EAT
Make sure you eat something before and after workouts to fuel yourself and
recover
- Remember, Clif Bars have lots of calories
- Eat most of your food in the morning, light meals in the evening
- Let yourself get hungry – feel your stomach rumbling

Race Preparation Strategies
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• WHAT TO EAT
Cut calories while getting nutrients and vitamins. Cut out fats, sauces, cheeses, etc.,
and keep it simple. Make sure you get all your food groups and color in your salad
(tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, beans in addition to lettuce).
- Chicken breasts
- Fish
- Vegetables
- Fruit

Sample meals:
- Breakfast, - cereal, milk, fruit, yogurt – Largest meal
- Lunch – fruit, turkey sandwich, salad, yogurt – Second largest meal
- Dinner – salad, chicken, veggies, fruit/jello for desert – Smallest meal
- Snacks – carrot sticks, pretzels, ½ peanut butter sandwich
- Chewing gum – helps make you feel like you are eating
- Random good healthy snacks I like include

• Cottage cheese and salsa
• Tuna fish with salsa
• Flavored rice cakes

Cut back on sodium:
- NO chips
- NO salty sauces (ethnic food – Thai, Indian, etc)
- NO pizza

When you get cravings, cheat just a little bit to satisfy cravings and to stop yourself
from going crazy. For example:

- Eat ONE cookie
- Eat HALF a candy bar

Burn a few more calories with LIGHT erging or biking after practice if you are heavy.

Travel
Travel as a lightweight is no fun. You don’t burn calories so you can’t really eat,
especially not airport food. Drink lots of water and chew gum.
- Bring your own food for the plane or the drive – fruit roll-ups, bars, fruit
- Be hungry and STAY HYDRATED – you are not burning calories, the water can
help keep your metabolism going
- Eat, but not as much as you’d like

Days before Regatta
Start being conscious of your weight the days before the regatta. Food will stay in your
system and you don’t want to have big swings.
- Same as week before the regatta
- SODIUM BECOMES ESPECIALLY DANGEROUS as you approach raceday
- Get all your food groups – protein, carbs IN MODERATE QUANTITIES
- Eat foods that are light but have calories, because calories = energy
• Tuna fish
• Peanut butter
• Vegetables

- Stay super hydrated

Night before Regatta
Eat, but be a little bit hungry. Make sure you get some calories. It’s better to eat and
fuel your system and then sweat the next day than to be undernourished. But at this
point the food you eat will stay in your system til the race so make every calorie count.
- Be careful, NO SODIUM
- Get vegetables, protein (chicken or tuna), calories
- CAREFUL ON DRINKING WATER. Be a little bit thirsty. You want the water
weight to start coming out of your body because you can rehydrate right before
the race. Fluids are the easiest to replace. If you’ve been good at drinking water
and staying hydrated, this should be no problem.

- Plan to wake up 1 pound overweight
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Day of Regatta
The day of the regatta is basically water intake control and timing of when you eat
and drink
- Stay super conscious of your weight. Check weight first thing in the morning
- Eat right when you wake up – bar, fruit, peanut butter sandwich.
Get CALORIES, but not weight in your system – peanut butter, bars, bagels.
Look for the most calories you can get in the lightest foods and things that are
easily digestible.

REMEMBER – WATER IS THE HEAVIEST THING TO REPLACE.
DO NOT DRINK A LOT OF WATER BEFORE THE WEIGH-IN.
• One quart of Gatorade is about 2.5 pounds.

- Do not give away weight – AKA, do not lose more than you have to.
- Minimal to no fluids – just enough to keep your system moving and not starve

SWEAT – don’t if you don’t have to, but don’t be afraid to do it.
It’s just like warming up and wakes your system up. Start sweating about an hour
before the weigh-in. You sweat when you warm up, no reason you can’t time it to
take advantage off your weigh-in. It’s better than not eating.
• Bundle up and row or run lightly
• Wear layers, ski hat, tights, jacket and erg for 20 minutes.
• You have plenty of time to rehydrate and eat, comfortably lose up to three
pounds.

After the weigh-in – get food in the first 30 minutes
- Fluids, fluids, fluids – drink more than you think you need, QUICKLY so your
body has time to absorb it before the race (but don’t make yourself sick)
• Gatorade, Ensure, sodium drinks that will help you retain water

- Get about 500 calories in your system - Clif bars, fruit
- DON’T OVERDO IT - your body can’t process too many calories in a short period
of time

Mike Altman

Mike began rowing at Redwood
High School in 1991. After
graduating from Georgetown
University in 1997, Mike joined the
US National Team. He raced his
first World Championships in 1998,
winning a silver medal in the LM8+.
He trained with the team until 2008
(except for a break to complete his
MBA from the University of
California at Los Angeles). After
racing in the LM4- at the 2008
Beijing Olympics, Mike retired from
racing. Today he can still be seen
at regattas coaching junior rowing.
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