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Alcohol and Sports Performance
Drinking and Competing 

It might be believed that celebrating with team 
members after a sports event is healthy, but 
consuming alcohol can greatly affect a person’s 
athletic ability.  The social side of sports 
has always been important, but 
even a few drinks can affect 
your performance in a number 
of ways.  If you take your sport 
seriously, and like to do the best 
you can for yourself and the team, it’s worth 
knowing the facts and what you can do to reduce 
your risk of poor performance. 

Effects of Drinking  

• Greater risk of muscle cramps: During 
exercise, your muscles burn sugar 
thereby producing lactic acid.  Too much 
lactic acid leads to muscle fatigue and 
cramps.  The alcohol left in your system 
after a few drinks the night before 
contributes to a bigger build up of lactic 
acid and dramaticallly increases your risk 
of cramping. 

• Greater risk for injuries and 
complications:  Alcohol increases the 
bleeding and swelling around soft tissue 
injuries (sprains, bruises, and cuts- the 
most common sports injuries) requiring a 
longer recovery period.  Alcohol also 
masks pain, which may lead you to delay 
treatment—rapid treatment can make all 
the difference in a speedy recovery.  If 
you’ve been injured, avoid alcohol which 
may complicate your recovery.  

• Greater body heat loss: Alcohol is a 
vasodilator which causes the blood 
vessels near the surface of the skin to 
expand and thereby promoting heat loss 
and a lowered body temperature. 

• Reduced endurance: The blood sugar 
your body needs for energy is produced 
by the liver which releases glucose into 
the blood stream.  Alcohol reduces your 
body’s ability to produce this sugar, so 
you have less energy and less endurance 
capacity. 

 

 

• Slower reactions: Alcohol is a sedative and 
it can affect your performance during a 
game long after you’ve finished drinking.  
Athletes engaged in activities that require 
precise fine motor control have the 
perception of less tension and increased 
relaxation as a result of alcohol.  The 
actual result, however, is decreased eye-
hand coordination and impaired judgment 
and tracking. 

• Dehydration: Alcohol promotes water loss.  
It depresses production of the antidiuretic 
hormone, which increases urination.  This, 
in turn, increases loss of body fluid, causing 
dehydration.  Approximately four ounces of 
body fluid are lost for each drink 
consumed.  

• Vitamin and Mineral Depletion: Water loss 
caused by alcohol consumption involves the 
additional loss of important minerals such 
as magnesium, potassium, calcium, and 
zinc.  These are vital to the maintenance of 
fluid balance and nerve and muscle action 
and coordination. 

• Reduced aerobic performance: Alcohol 
reduces the body’s ability to convert food 
to energy and also reduces carbohydrate/ 
blood sugar levels.  These effects, together 
with lactic acid build-up and dehydration, 
combine to reduce aerobic performance.  
So, no matter how much training and 
conditioning you’ve put in, a few drinks the 
night before will take the edge off your 
fitness.  

Optional Resources 
If you feel you need more advice or information 
regarding this topic, many resources are available on 
the UW-Stevens Point campus.  First of all, find 
someone you can trust to talk to.  This may be a 
coach, close friend, or advisor.  The Student Health 
Promotion Office (715-346-4290) also has para-
professionals available to help.  Call the Counseling 
Center (715-346-3553) or make an appointment with 
one of the many doctors or nurses at the Student 
Health Service (715-346-4646) to help you. 
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