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DEHYDRATION AND PERFORMANCE

We all know that dehydration can negatively impact our physical performance and overall health.  Or do we?  As early as 1947 the importance of hydration was making its way into the limelight.  The question though is, if this research has been around for so many years, why do we continually see issues with dehydration in the Air Force, specifically with aircrews, and maintainers?  As summer hits full swing, it’s important to take a moment and look at why the simple act of drinking the right types of fluids can mean the difference between performing at your peak, and putting yourself at risk for heat exhaustion, heat stroke or even worse.

What is the biggest issue facing AF personnel and their ability to stay hydrated?  The ops tempo, the mission, or is it something else?  Is it a lack of priority during the day or possibly a combination of all of the above?  Whatever the cause, people are losing their lives because of dehydration itself, or because they are dehydrated to the point where performance is impacted, leading to a mishap.

So what do we do?  Drink, drink, drink!  That is easy enough, but how much?  Are some choices better than others?  It is hard to put a specific number on how many ounces, liters, quarts, etc. you need, but there are some tell tail signs to let you know how well hydrated you are.  The symptoms of dehydration are many--thirst, dark colored urine, headache, dizziness, and nausea and weakness, just to name a few.  From a performance standpoint, dehydration can lead to a decrease in strength, power, cardiovascular endurance (all of which are needed for G tolerance), mental sluggishness and an overall decrease in energy and motivation.  By the time these signs show themselves, you are already behind the power curve. 

 
Fluid intake for performance should be non-caffeinated and non-alcoholic.  Choose fluids that will hydrate you effectively, such as water or diluted sports drinks/juices.  The amount depends on you and your individual needs.  How much you weigh, how much work you are doing, and the temperature inside and outside are all factors to take into account.  Pay close attention to symptoms that may appear.  Just being thirsty is an indication that you’re not drinking enough.  For the jobs that we perform in the Air Force, eight 8 oz glasses of fluid a day is a minimum.  Your requirements can exceed 12 quarts!

Bottom line, staying hydrated is one of the easiest steps we can take to make sure we’re performing at an optimal level and staying safe.  So drink and drink often, you’ll be glad that you did!

