
Athlete Scenario

I’m a high school cross country runner, who runs 30 miles 

per week and eats healthy.  I’ve gotten faster but lately my 

shins hurt.  I read that not having a period could increase my 

injury risk.  I haven’t had mine for the last 6 months.  Is this a 

problem?

What is the female athlete triad?

The female athlete triad refers to three interrelated conditions:  low energy 
availability (EA), bone loss, and menstrual disturbances.  EA is the energy 
remaining for regular body processes after accounting for energy used during 
exercise.  Low EA is more prevalent in aesthetic and weight-sensitive sports  (e.g. 
gymnastics, weightlifting, and running).

Nutritional Strategies
• Improve EA by increasing daily calorie intake by ~300 – 600 (e.g. add 

energy-dense snacks and/or beverages) or decreasing energy expenditure 
with at least a day off each week.  

• Ensure calcium (1,500 mg/day) and vitamin D (1,500 – 2,000 IU/day) needs 
are met. 

• Rely on a multidisciplinary team (e.g. coaches, athletic trainer, sports 
psychologist, sports medicine physician, exercise physiologist, registered 
dietitian nutritionist (RDN), and family members) to develop an optimal 
nutrition/training plan.

Consequences of Low EA:  

The net result is impaired sports performance and sub-optimal health. 

• Inadequate carbohydrate, protein, essential fatty acids and micronutrient 
intakes (e.g., B-vitamins & bone-building nutrients)

• Mild menstrual changes (e.g., light bleeding, spotting, less frequent periods) 
to more marked changes (e.g, oligomenorrhea (>35 days between cycles), 
amenorhea (no periods for >90 days)) 

• Bone loss resulting in increased stress fracture risk to the development of 
osteoporosis (weak or brittle bones)  

• More frequent injuries, infections, and illnesses

• Chronic fatigue, irregular moods, hormonal disruptions, impaired growth

• Unfavorable blood cholesterol (e.g. LDL) and increased cardiovascular risk

Tips to Take With You

1.  Try adding smoothies, meal 
replacement shakes and snacks to 
improve energy availability.  

2.  Vitamin D and calcium supplementation 
may be warranted in some athletes 
following professional evaluation.

3.  A sports RDN can help you identify 
appropriate foods and/or supplements 
to improve EA.

4.  Seek medical help if you are having 
irregular periods, feeling moody or 
depressed, experiencing chronic 
fatigue, or having frequent injuries or 
illnesses. 
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