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Webinar Overview

What is REDs?

How does REDs affect athlete 
health and performance?

What can I do as a coach to 
support my athletes?
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What is REDs?

is a clinically diagnosed, multi-factorial syndrome of impaired 
physiological and/or psychological functioning. 

• Coined in 2014 by the International Olympic Committee.
• Affects all athletes regardless of age, sex, and sport.
• Wide estimates of REDs prevalence in various female 

athlete cohorts (23-79.5%).
• Caused by exposure to problematic (prolonged and/or 

severe) low energy availability (LEA).

Mountjoy et al. (2023) DOI: 10.1136/bjsports-2023-106994

Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (REDs)

https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2023-106994
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REDs Conceptual Models

RED-S

Triad

HEALTH PERFORMANCE

Mountjoy et al. (2023) DOI: 10.1136/bjsports-2023-106994

https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2023-106994
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Clinical 

eating 

disorders.

Disordered eating 

behaviours and 

body image 

dissatisfaction.

Flexible, 

intuitive eating and 

body acceptance.

Sport-specific 

fueling needs.

RELATIONSHIP TO FOOD AND FUELING

ENERGY AVAILABILITY (EA) RELATIVE ENERGY DEFICIENCY IN 
SPORT (REDs)

TRAINING

!Energy Intake     
Exercise Energy 

Expenditure

LOW EA

Fat Free Mass (kg)

– 

It’s challenging 
to measure 

energy 
availability 
accurately.

Burke et al. (2018) 

DOI: 10.1123/ijsnem.2018-0142

What is Energy Availability?

https://doi.org/10.1123/ijsnem.2018-0142


7Stellingwerff et al. (2023) DOI: 10.1136/bjsports-2023-106914

https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2023-106914
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Screen turns off 
faster when 

inactive

Their body is forced to compensate for the lack of energy by slowing or stopping various energetic processes.

An athlete in REDs is like your 
phone on low power mode.

Reduced 
display 

brightness

Dampens 
some visual 

effects Pauses 
auto sync 
to iCloud

No background 
app refresh

No 
automatic 
downloads

Pauses 
email 

fetching

Disables 
video 

autoplay



Symptoms & 
consequences 
of REDs:



Symptoms & 
consequences 
of REDs:

…which can individually and synergistically lead to 
impaired well-being, increased injury risk & decreased sports 

performance.”



REDs hurts performance
Elite female 
swimmers.
Same 12 week 
training block.

Grouped based 
on hormone 
profile. 

Hormone & 
menstrual 

changes

9.8% 
SLOWER

GROUP #2
No changes to 
hormones or 
menstruation

8.2% 
FASTER

GROUP #1

The only difference between the athlete groups was how 

much food they ate. By getting enough energy, group #1 

responded to the training block and group #2 did not. 

Vanheest et al, 2014. 
DOI: 10.1249/MSS.0b013e3182a32b72

https://doi.org/10.1249/mss.0b013e3182a32b72


Coach strategies to help 
prevent/manage REDs

ENCOURAGE 
FUELING DURING 

SESSIONS

Encourage athletes to 
fuel up before 
training, top up energy 
with carbohydrate 
during longer 
sessions, and eat a 
recovery meal or 
snack right after 
training. 

PROVIDE REDs 
EDUCATION 

OPPORTUNITIES

Short-term education 
programs  have been 
shown to improve 
nutritional knowledge 
and reduce signs of 
dieting and body 
image concerns.
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Torstveit et al, 2018. DOI: 10.1123/ijsnem.2017-0337
Fahrenholtz et al, 2018. DOI: 10.1111/sms.13030

Even if an athlete eats 

"enough" calories through 

the day, they can still 

experience symptoms of 

REDs if they're not 

intentional with their 

nutrition through the day.

Timing of intake matters

https://doi.org/10.1123/ijsnem.2017-0337
https://doi.org/10.1111/sms.13030


ENCOURAGE 
FUELING DURING 

SESSIONS

Encourage athletes to 
fuel up before 
training, top up energy 
with carbohydrate 
during longer 
sessions, and eat a 
recovery meal or 
snack right after 
training. 

PROVIDE REDs 
EDUCATION 

OPPORTUNITIES

Short-term education 
programs  have been 
shown to improve 
nutritional knowledge 
and reduce signs of 
dieting and body 
image concerns.

FOCUS ON 
BODY 

FUNCTION

Commenting on an 
athletes' appearance 
can place unnecessary 
focus on how their 
body looks instead of  
how it performs. If 
you are concerned or 
would like to discuss 
body composition, 
consult a sport 
dietitian. 

MIND YOUR 
FOOD 

COMMENTS

Athletes are 
influenced by 
what you say, so 
don't make 
judgmental or 
negative 
comments about 
specific foods or 
suggest fasting or 
fad diets. 

Coach strategies to help 
prevent/manage REDs
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RED-S

Appropriate body composition 
assessment:

Ackerman et al. 2020 DOI: 10.1136/bjsports-2019-101926

https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2019-101926


ENCOURAGE 
FUELING DURING 

SESSIONS

Encourage athletes to 
fuel up before 
training, top up energy 
with carbohydrate 
during longer 
sessions, and eat a 
recovery meal or 
snack right after 
training. 

PROVIDE REDs 
EDUCATION 

OPPORTUNITIES

Short-term education 
programs  have been 
shown to improve 
nutritional knowledge 
and reduce signs of 
dieting and body 
image concerns.

FOCUS ON 
BODY 

FUNCTION

CONSULT A 
PERFORMANCE 

DIETITIAN

Dietitians are 
trained to help 
athletes manage 
their energy and 
nutrient needs to 
meet performance 
goals and to 
navigate eating 
disorders and 
disordered eating 
behaviours. 

Commenting on an 
athletes' appearance 
can place unnecessary 
focus on how their 
body looks instead of  
how it performs. If 
you are concerned or 
would like to discuss 
body composition, 
consult a sport 
dietitian. 

MIND YOUR 
FOOD 

COMMENTS

Athletes are 
influenced by 
what you say, so 
don't make 
judgmental or 
negative 
comments about 
specific foods or 
suggest fasting or 
fad diets. 

Coach strategies to help 
prevent/manage REDs



● "I'm finding it tough to dig deep in training and I don't feel like 

my body is ready for the next session."

● "I'm struggling to put the pieces together and I just don't quite 

feel like myself."

What athletes may say...

What athletes may not share...
● Low mood or mental health concerns.

● Disordered eating thoughts or behaviours.

● Body image dissatisfaction.

● Digestive symptoms.

● Changes in menstruation or sex drive.

● Poor food skills.

● Lack of money to purchase adequate food. 



What to do if you 
suspect REDs
1. Consult a sport medicine physician with 

adequate knowledge of REDs to complete 
screening and assessment. 

2. Consider individualized support from a sport 
dietitian and/or mental health practitioner.

3. Consider reducing training load to lower 
energy expenditure.

4. Ensure the training program includes 
exercise to prevent some REDs outcomes 
(e.g. weight bearing for bone density). 





RESOURCES
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IOC consensus statements
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COACHING applications

RED-S

Body 
Composition

Ackerman K et al. #REDs: time for a revolution in 
sports culture and systems to improve athlete 
health and performance. BJSM  2020

Erroneous body composition practices                 allegations of physical and psychological abuse 
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COACHING 
applications

RED-S

There is no single diagnostic test for REDs
How to diagnose REDs in clinical practice?

IOC REDs 
CAT2
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COACHING applications

RED-S
IOC REDs 

CAT2

IOC REDs CAT2 Calculator Tool
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COACHING applications

RED-S

IOC REDs 
CAT2
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COACHING 
applications

RED-S

Prevention / 
Treatment
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COACHING 
applications

Body 
Composition


