
	  

in theory it would lead to improved 
training,” Graham said.

When it comes to finding a source 
of caffeine, cyclists aren’t limited to 
coffee. While the majority of early 
studies used pure caffeine, the sort 
you find in wake-up pills from a local 
drugstore, newer research has seen 

Besides stimulating your brain, research 
suggests that ca!eine allows cyclists to train 
both at a higher power output and to extend 
their time to exhaustion.

by Cheryl Madliger

It’s automatic – you turn off your alarm clock, clumsily pull on a jersey and 
start the coffee pot. You down a hot cup of java as you pump the tires and 

get ready for your Saturday group ride. While it may seem like a pretty typical 
routine, you’ve just taken one of the most commonly used performance aids 
available to cyclists. Though the World Anti-Doping Agency no longer prohibits 
the use of caffeine in sports, some believe your coffee habit might play a role in 
being successful on the bike. 

“There is no question, caffeine induces significant changes,” said Dr. Terry 
Graham, a researcher in Human Health and Nutritional Sciences at the University 
of Guelph. “Caffeine allows participants to either exercise longer or harder, 
and clearly that’s what training, let alone competition, is all about.” Besides 

CAFFEINE FACTS
Health Canada says caffeine intakes of up 
to !"" mg/day are not associated with any 
adverse effects. So what does it take to hit 
that figure? Here’s how much caffeine you 
will find in some common sources:

!"# mL of coffee $%% mg

!"# mL cup of tea "% mg

%"" mL can of cola "& mg

!"# mL can of energy drink '# mg

Extra -strength  
caffeine pill

!## mg

Stick of caffeinated  
chewing gum

%% mg

Caffeinated energy gel &# mg

&! g candy bar ( mg

Caffeine
Cycling’s legal performance aid

Co)ee  
connoisseur
Michael Barry 
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stimulating your brain, research 
suggests that caffeine allows cyclists 
to train both at a higher power output 
and to extend their time to exhaus-
tion. Though nothing can make up 
for proper training and recovery, in 
simulated race conditions ranging 
from as short as one minute to as long 
as two hours, caffeine usage has been 
shown to increase speed and power. 
Though the research has mostly 
involved acute exercise sessions, 
Graham reasoned that regular use 
could benefit training. “If one were 
to regularly use caffeine, at least for 
their hard workouts or long rides, 
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performance effects with everything from energy drinks to caffeinated chewing 
gum. Citing a recent study demonstrating the positive effects of energy drinks 
on time trial performance, Dr. Danielle Battram, assistant professor in Food and 
Nutritional Sciences at Brescia University College in London, Ontario said that 
“It’s the caffeine content that is important, not the actual source.” 

Drinking flat cola during races is popular among pro cyclists because of the 
combination of carbohydrates and caffeine it provides. Similarly, caffeinated 
energy gels may be a convenient way to take in carbs and caffeine at once, but 
Graham cautioned that gels are meant to be taken with a significant amount 
of water. Though coaches often caution athletes against caffeine, warning 
of its dehydrating effects, Graham said this is largely a myth. “Studies have 
shown that if you take caffeine and exercise, there is no dehydration. Any 
extra urine production is from water,” he said. According to Battram, “Caffeine 
does not appear to have much effect on fluid balance during exercise.” Other 

common concerns include bone health and 
dependency. “Ingesting too much caffeine 
does have negative health effects, including 
nausea, shakiness and effects on bone 
health,” Battram said, citing the Health 
Canada recommendation of a maximum 
daily intake of !"" mg. Though the shaki-
ness she referred to often disappears with 
repeated intake, increasing tolerance too 
much may lessen the performance benefits 
associated with caffeine use.

When it comes to timing caffeine intake, 
research has shown benefits everywhere 
from during the exercise to an hour before. 
“You need to consume it either before or 
during exercise if the activity is longer than 
!# minutes to reap the benefits,” Battram 
said, explaining that caffeine takes about  
!# minutes to reach peak levels in the blood-
stream. According to Graham, a large window 
of opportunity is what makes it unique. 
“Caffeine has been shown to be effective in 
efforts as short as one minute or as long as 
several hours, where most other performance 
enhancers act very specifically,” he said.

Though caffeine’s performance-
enhancing effects have been proven, it’s not 
a magic potion. Proper nutrition, training 
and recovery are the biggest factors, 
regardless of whether or not you choose 
to supplement with caffeine. Both Graham 
and Battram said cyclists should consider 
their motivations before adding caffeine to 
their training regime. “It depends on your 
exercise philosophy. Do you want to use all 
means necessary to get a good performance 
or do you simply want to see what your 
body can accomplish?” Battram said. 

When she’s not riding her bike, Cheryl 
Madliger can be found leading group fitness 
classes, freelance writing or trying out new 
recipes. She’s a kinesiology student at the 
University of Western Ontario.
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WE COACH.
YOU RIDE AT YOUR BEST.

EVERY TIME.

The state of your body changes 
every day, especially when you 

are in training. The RCX5 guides 
you like a personal coach. 
It adjusts your heart rate zones 
depending on the state of your body, 
so you train at your best, every time.

Ride at your best with unique 
Polar coaching features:
ZoneOptimizer – coaches you to train 

at the right intensity
Sport Profi les – guarantee swift switch   

between your bikes with different settings
Race Pace – helps you reach your 

time targets
polarpersonaltrainer.com – your online 

coach with training load guidance and 
endurance programs for cycling, 

downloadable to your RCX5

THE NEW RCX5 BIKE
Comes with small and light CS speed sensor W.I.N.D. 

Also compatible with cadence, 
GPS and running sensors.

For more information visit 
www.polarca.com/ca-en/rcx5
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