
When someone says “electrolytes,” we wouldn’t fault you for 
immediately thinking of sports drinks like Gatorade, Nuun, or 
Gu. But gels and drinks aren’t the only source of electrolytes. 

“For most individuals, the best way to obtain electrolytes 
is through a well-balanced and nutrient-rich diet,” says 
Ryan Maciel, R.D., C.S.C.S., a dietitian based in 
Cambridge, MA. Food sources often come without 
the high-calorie counts and added sugars that some 
sports drinks have, too.

What exactly are electrolytes, you ask? In short, 
they’re electrically-charged ions (sodium, calcium, 
magnesium, and potassium, for example) that 
assist in everything from muscle and nerve function 
to fluid balance, explains Kim Schwabenbauer, 
R.D., founder of Fuel Your Passion. If you’re working 
out for 60 to 90 minutes (or more) on a regular basis, 
you’re likely losing more electrolytes than you realize — 
and that imbalance has its consequences.

When you work out, your body produces heat, you sweat, and you lose electrolytes (i.e., sodium) through 
sweat, explains Schwabenbauer. Because electrolytes help your muscles contract, when you work out “the risk 
for muscle cramping increases,” she says. In very extreme cases, Maciel says an electrolyte imbalance could 
also lead to feelings of fatigue, nausea or vomiting, headaches, blood pressure changes, and seizures.

Sick of Gatorade but want to refuel on the road? These six foods are packed with electrolytes, making them 
ideal for pre- or post-workout meals.

Broth-based soups.
“Sodium is the primary electrolyte lost via sweat. Therefore, its losses are of greatest concern for those who work 
out,” says Schwabenbauer. “Its primary role is to assist with helping the body retain fluid and prevent cramping.”

A broth-based soup with between 300 and 600 mg of sodium provides some hydration plus plenty of 
sodium, she notes.
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WHAT WE’RE READING...

6 Foods That Are Jam-Packed With Electrolytes
Not craving Gatorade or Gu? These foods will fuel your workouts and your recovery.



Chocolate milk.
Post-workout, milk delivers a dose of electrolytes such as calcium (which helps build healthy bones and plays 
a role in nerve transmission as well as heart function), sodium, and potassium (crucial for muscle contraction), 
says Schwabenbauer.

Don’t worry about the added sugar from the chocolate, especially if you’re indulging post-workout. The 
beverage provides the ideal 3:1 ratio of carbs to protein that athletes need for proper recovery (that’s perhaps 
why bodybuilders favor it.)

Fruit.
Bananas, as well as oranges and melons, are a good source of potassium, so they’re a great post-run 
option. These fruits also provide carbs to top off your blood sugar before your workout for a speedier 
recovery, says Schwabenbauer.

A big salad.
Common salad ingredients including sweet potatoes, leafy greens, black beans, and beets are high in 
potassium, says Maciel. Olives, tomatoes, and lettuce are also packed with chloride, an electrolyte that works 
with sodium to maintain fluid balance. Add some rice and nuts to make it a bowl: nuts and whole grains 
(as well as green salad bases) are high in magnesium, says Maciel, which your body needs for muscle 
contractions and to make protein and energy.

Pumpkin seeds.
Seeds don’t exactly sound like a power food. But choose wisely, and they can be. “Pumpkin seeds are an 
excellent source of magnesium with 74 milligrams in two tablespoons — 25 percent of your daily recommend 
dietary allowance,” says Schwabenbauer. Add them to a salad or eat a handful before you lace up to load  
up on electrolytes and have a little more staying power.

Greek yogurt.
To produce energy, your cells need an electrolyte called phosphate— it’s a part of the structural component  
of the energy-carrying molecule ATP, says Schwabenbauer.

Many people fill up on phosphorous via protein-rich foods. But Greek yogurt, which is high in both 
phosphorous (it delivers about 25 percent of your daily value) and calcium, is a particularly good choice.

Eat about two hours before your workout: that way, you’ll still be full, but you’ll have given yourself enough 
time to digest. Eat post-workout to help rebuild muscle (Greek yogurt has 12 to 16 grams of protein in  
4 ounces), says Schwabenbauer.
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