What are the Best Supplements for Recovery?

Creatine  – Creatine monohydrate is a fantastic supplement for acute recovery, and it creates an ever-ready lifting environment.  As you work out your muscles fatigue quickly in high intensity activities.  In brief and highly intense work, such as heavy weight training the Phosphagen or Phosphocreatine (PC) system is utilized for energy.  The fuel for these powerful contractions comes from ATP (Adenosine Tri Phosphate).  Upon contraction ATP's (Energy) are broken down via other enzymes into ADP molecules (Adenosine Di Phosphate).  This is where creatine phosphate is critical.  As ATP is broken down it is rapidly replenished from creatine phosphate molecules (creatine Kinase) to provide more contractions.  ADP + another phosphate elicited from the creatine stores = more ATP for more contractions.  This will allow athletes to get 10 repetitions when they would have only gotten 9,  and overload the muscles; a critical technique for gaining strength and size  Supplementing creatine leads to larger creatine pools stored in muscle tissue.  Simply by numbers more stored phosphates allow more ATP's to be produced at muscular crossbridges, and provide for more numerous and more powerful contractions.  Creatines that contain a large amount of simple sugar will be the best for recovery, as they will rapidly replace glycogen stores that were burned up exercising.  The more rapidly these stores are refilled the less likely an individual is to go into a catabolic state.  Full glycogen stores also promote protein synthesis: the most vital process in recovery.

Glutamine – L-Glutamine is the most prevalent amino acid in the human bloodstream.  It is also found in skeletal muscle and most organ tissue.  Glutamine levels are massively depleted in prolonged exercise making its supplementation more necessary then preferrable.  Since Glutamine serves an immune function in wound healing, its muscular healing properties are extensive.  These properties come from Glutamine's ability to keep the muscle cells hydrated; this is even more important to cell volume because muscle cells are nearly 70% water.  It works to prevent muscle wasting more than anything else by volumizing the cells and promoting the most important piece of muscle recovery, protein synthesis.  The fact that Creatine supplements cause muscle cells to hold more water, and Glutamine works to keep cells hydrated means that these two supplements would compliment one another very well if taken in a stack.  (At the same time)  

HMB – HMB works as a protein breakdown suppressor.  While the physiology of this fairly new product is still uncertain, it is thought that HMB inhibits the degradation of muscle proteins during exercise.  This will actually prevent the breakdown of tissue and speed up tissue repair.  I added HMB to my list based primarily on personal experience, as it has not been studied extensively.  My experience with HMB is that my muscular soreness was at an all time low and recovery happened extremely fast.  I am a once a week bencher and squatter and I am able to get both my legs and chest almost unbearably sore.  When I cycled HMB in with my creatine, the soreness could just not be achieved as it had in the past.  The training was just as intense, lots of sets of deep, heavy squats and chest workouts that included a lot of barbells coming down very high on the chest.  These techniques that had fried my muscles before went from about 5 day soreness to 2-3 days max.  This leads me to believe the theory that HMB actually prevents a portion of the initial muscle breakdown making recovery much more speedy and dramatic.  

Protein – Protein intake is crucial to muscular growth as it contains essential amino acids that are ultimately the building blocks of lean tissue.  Muscles are extremely sensitive after exercise and the uptake of protein is elevated at that time.  This is when Whey protein which has a rapid uptake into the bloodstream is a great supplement.  Whey can be absorbed quickly with a small amount of simple sugar and begin to rebuild tissue that was broken down in training.  Whey typically lasts about 60 minutes in the body, leaving the muscles in what could be a catabolic state.  This is why I advise taking a whey/casein mixture.  Casein is released slowly into the bloodstream and some say can last in the body 4 to as much as 8 hours.  This makes casein an excellent late night supplement as long fasts, like 8 hours of sleep can result in empty glycogen stores, and depleted protein levels.  Both of these things are extremely detrimental to protein synthesis and ultimately will put a stop to recovery.

Sleep – While I know its not a supplement, it is a huge aid in recovery.  Plain and simple the body heals while sleeping.  Just like you make your greatest growth gains while at rest, your best time to recover is while sleeping.  The same concept applies to recovering from sickness applies to recovering from hard training.  You are essentially breaking down your own body and it takes rest to recover from that.  8, 9, in some cases 10 hours a night are needed to help restore the body after serious bouts of training.

What are the Worst Supplements for Recovery?

Caffeine – I'm referring primarily to fat burners in this section.  The stimulant caffeine works to delay the onset of fatigue which allows people to work for very long periods of time.  While people may try to lump creatine and caffeine together this is an incorrect grouping because of the intensity and duration of the work that can be done.  Creatine assists in energy replenishment for brief explosive work.  Caffeine brings about a greater sense of focus and determination that can lead novice users to work out for hours.  As this over training takes place the caffeine also acts as a diuretic.  Water is lost at a more rapid rate because of the higher level of work and heart rate, as well as being sucked from the muscle tissue from the chemical effect of the caffeine.  The loss of water will decrease the volume of muscle cells making them more susceptible to damage.  Cramps can also occur which will contract the muscle so violently that recovery will take many days.  The primary detriment to recovery comes from the water loss incurred.  

Alcohol – While many people use alcohol in moderation for the effects it may have on heart health, it can really hurt recovery time.  Alcohol inhibits protein synthesis which is the main mechanism for muscle recovery.  Alcohol also acts as a diuretic in the same manner as caffeine.  Alcohol can particularly damaging if caffeine and creatine supplementation are in effect.  Both the caffeine and creatine will allow the athlete to complete a greater level of work.  When a greater amount of work is completed recovery is even more necessary.  If alcohol inhibits protein synthesis then ingesting alcohol while the muscles are broken down will lead to not making any gains.  Alcohol also works to block anti-diuretic hormone which helps to keep water in the body especially during exercise.  When this is blocked more water is lost in the form of urine again causing a decrease in cell volume and efficiency.  

A Good Plan...

Implementation of these supplements could come in a very simple stack.  I believe that all four together would bring about the best results as far as speedy recovery and gains in mass/strength.  Glutamine and HMB would be taken several times a day totaling about 15-20 grams of glutamine and HMB would depend on the individuals weight.  I'm told that a useful amount of HMB would be about a gram per every 10 pounds of bodyweight.  This is hard to do because HMB is expensive and since the pills are only a gram each a 120 pill bottle would last a 200 pound individual about 6 days.  However, it should be included in this stack.  Creatine would then be taken immediately after training along with a carb that is high in glycemic value.  With that dose of creatine would come a combination of whey and casein so that the muscle can absorb liberally for the next few hours.  Casein should then be ingested again about 30 minutes prior to sleep.  This stack would keep the body out of a catabolic state all day long and that would lead to the most speedy recovery.

Have I Used this Plan...

I supplemented similarly to this a few years back.  My stack included Phosphagen HP creatine from EAS and EAS HMB.  I also took whey protein from Designer Whey with my lunch and immediately after working out.  I didn't take any casein or glutamine which I would obviously add this time around.  I believe that the glutamine and creatine in conjunction would really give the muscles a very full look.  I feel the HMB may have been the vital piece as I said before, I just could not get the same level of soreness while taking it.  Staying anabolic is the key to recovery and all of these supplements work well.  I'd like to add that the EAS Phosphagen HP is one of the very first ones to come out and I still think its the best out there.  It has gotten cheaper because its so old now, but I feel the newer generations offer little more for a lot more money.  EAS need a rep????:)

