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Broad study shows sports drink benefits are over-hyped 
By Jeff Schweers   
Staff writer 
 
Everything you think you know about sports drinks is probably wrong. 

University of Florida kidney specialist Dr. Robert Cade took a theory from a colleague that liquid 
containing salt and glucose moves faster through cell walls than just plain water, and concocted a 
nearly undrinkable beverage. 

After improving the flavor with lemon juice, the creation of Gatorade launched a highly lucrative and 
competitive industry, with global corporations touting their own versions of salty-sweet drinks that 
claim to boost athletic performance. 

Turns out those claims may be overrated. 

Not only are the advertised claims doubtful, research shows, but drinking too much of the stuff can be 
harmful to distance runners and can cause children to gain weight. 

A 2012 comprehensive study of the sports drink industry by Oxford University professors in Great 
Britain ripped the lid off the pseudoscience and marketing methods. The Centre of Evidence Based 
Medicine examined the evidence behind 431 claims for 104 sports products and found very little high 
quality evidence backing up those claims. 

They also found very little negative studies in 40 years of corporate-sponsored evidence, and that 
scientists had invented an entire industry bolstering the legitimacy of sports drinks. 

“These same scientists advise influential sports medicine organisations, which have developed 
guidelines that have filtered down to everyday healthy advice,” Deborah Cohen wrote in The BMJ 
(formerly the British Medical Journal). She attributed the huge rise in sports drink consumption to the 
marriage of science with creative marketing. 

The message the sports drink industry sends to runners to constantly rehydrate is a dangerous one, said 
Arthur Siegel, director of internal medicine at McLean Hospital and an associate professor of 
medicine at Harvard Medical School. 
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“People are dying from water intoxication because of the message get about the fear of dehydration,” 
Siegel said. Studies have shown 13 percent of runners completing marathons had abnormally low 
sodium levels in their blood. 

Siegel said he and other researchers have found no evidence that marathon runners have died of 
dehydration or suffered from hypoglycemia. 

“This is rogue science,” Siegel said, although he said that Gatorade could improve its efficacy by 
increasing the sodium content by four to five times. 

Tim Noakes, a sports exercise physician at Cape Town University in South Africa, said the sports 
industry has conditioned athletes to blame dehydration for poor performance, and not a lack of training 
or other causes. 

Noakes said dehydration is not a medical illness, but “is a normal biological response to exercise. You 
lose water; you get thirsty; you drink. End of story.” 

 


