
 

The Top Supplements I Use and Recommend for Building Muscle and Burning Fat 
 
No doubt you’ve come across many bold claims for all sorts of supplements, with assurances 
that they’re backed by research. 
 
Despite the hype, there are only a very small number of supplements out there that are worth 
using. And of those that are, the benefits are relatively modest. It's rare that a supplement will 
over deliver on its claims. 
 
Over the years I have used pretty much every supplement out there - herbal extracts, nitric 
oxide boosters, amino acids, stimulants and whatever else you can think of. Here, in no 
particular order, is a list of supplements that I think you’ll find useful, depending on your goals 
and individual circumstances. 
 
Creatine Monohydrate 
Creatine has proven itself over the years as one of the most effective supplements out there at 
improving performance during repeated bouts of high-intensity exercise.  
 
Besides elevating muscle creatine levels, which has a direct effect on your performance in the 
gym, creatine may boost muscle growth via an effect on satellite cell proliferation and 
differentiation, myostatin levels, and IGF-I signaling. New benefits seem to pop up all the time, 
particularly in the area of cognitive function. It’s cheap, it’s safe and it works. 
 
New and “improved” versions of creatine seem to appear all the time. But none have 
consistently proven themselves to be any better than regular creatine monohydrate. In some 
cases, such as creatine ethyl-ester or liquid creatine, they’ve actually performed significantly 
worse. 
 
Take 3-5 grams of creatine monohydrate per day. It doesn't matter too much when you use it 
or what you mix it with, although there is some research to indicate that taking it after training 
delivers slightly superior results. On non-training days, just take it whenever is convenient.  
 
Whey Protein 
There is nothing particularly “exotic” about whey - it’s just milk with the casein, carbohydrate 
and fat taken out. Around 20 percent of milk protein is whey, with the remaining 80 percent 
coming from casein. 
 
But it is a convenient source of high-quality protein, and some studies show that whey works 
better at boosting muscle growth than other supplemental protein sources, such as casein or 
soy. This is most likely due to its high content of branched-chain amino acids (BCAAs), leucine in 
particular.  
 
For every 20 grams of protein in whey, 10 grams are made up of essential amino acids (EAAs). 
And of those 10 grams of EAAs, 5 grams come from BCAAs. So roughly half of the protein in 
whey is comprised of EAAs, half of which again is BCAA. 
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There are also several different types of whey protein. These are known as whey protein 
concentrates, whey protein isolates and hydrolyzed whey protein. In general, a whey protein 
isolate will contain more protein and less carbohydrate and fat compared to a concentrate. 
 
One hundred grams of whey protein concentrate, for example, contains roughly 80 grams of 
protein. The composition of a whey protein isolate is slightly different, containing slightly more 
protein (90 grams of protein per 100 grams of powder) and less carbohydrate and fat. A 
hydrolyzed whey protein is one that's been partially "predigested" by being broken down into 
smaller pieces. 
 
Because of the extra processing required to create a whey protein isolate or hydrolysate, they 
usually cost more. Hydrolyzed whey also tends to be a little easier to mix. 
 
If you’re on a tight budget and don’t mind the extra carbohydrate and fat, a whey protein 
concentrate is your best bet. There’s no convincing evidence that hydrolyzed whey works 
better than an isolate or a concentrate as far as muscle growth is concerned. I use Impact Whey 
Isolate from My Protein. 
 
Caffeine 
A drug rather than a supplement, caffeine has been shown to have a number of applications for 
people wanting to burn fat and build muscle. 
 
Firstly, a single 100-milligram dose of caffeine increases your metabolic rate by 3-4% for around 
two hours. It’s also been shown to increase the number of fat calories burned both during and 
after exercise. 
 
Not only does caffeine affect fat metabolism, it also improves force production, leading to an 
increase in muscular strength. Caffeine, as well as its three major metabolites, increases the 
levels of free calcium ions in the muscle cell interior. This makes the muscle more likely to 
contract and do so with greater force. Caffeine also appears to reduce the perception of effort, 
so you don’t feel like you’re working as hard. 
 
Much like creatine, caffeine is cheap, effective and safe. Take a dose of 3 milligrams per 
kilogram of bodyweight (1.4 milligrams per pound) around 45-60 minutes before training. 
 
Fish Oil 
Although fish oil isn't going to have a dramatic impact on muscle growth or fat loss, there is 
some data to show that it might help... a little. However, there are a number of other 
documented benefits with the use of fish oil, such as improved mental function and mood, 
along with a reduced risk of heart disease. A good rule of thumb is to aim for a combined dose 
of around 2 grams of EPA and DHA per day.  
 
Capsules vary widely in the amount of EPA and DHA they contain, and some are more 
concentrated than others. Most of the fish oil supplements on the market come in 30 and 50 
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percent concentrations. With more concentrated supplements, fewer capsules are required to 
reach your target intake. 
 
For example, if you’re using a product with a 50% concentration, each 1-gram capsule will give 
you around 500 milligrams of EPA and DHA. So you’ll need four capsules per day to get 2000 
milligrams per day. A product with a 30% concentration will give you 300 milligrams of EPA and 
DHA per 1-gram capsule. In this instance, seven capsules per day will provide just over 2000 
milligrams per day. 
 
Multivitamin supplement 
Think of a basic multivitamin supplement as a cheap nutritional insurance policy, helping to 
reduce the risk of a vitamin or mineral deficiency. I recommend a standard multivitamin that 
provides 100% of the RDA of a number of vitamins and minerals. Something that you can pick 
up in your local supermarket, such as Centrum, will work just fine.  
 
Although you can get products that contain vitamins and minerals in much larger amounts, 
such high doses may actually be counterproductive. 
 
The old antioxidant theory was based on the idea that intense exercise produces chemically 
reactive molecules called “reactive oxygen species” (ROS). Taking high doses of antioxidant 
supplements, such as vitamins C and E, neutralizes these ROS, reduces cell damage and allows 
your body to recover more quickly after exercise. 
 
However, there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that this practice may interfere with 
the way that your body normally adapts to exercise. The production of ROS associated with 
exercise appears to be an important part of the overall training stimulus. Interfering with this 
by taking high doses of antioxidants could limit the extent to which your body adapts to 
training.  
 
In some studies, high doses of antioxidants have been shown to “blunt” some of the positive 
effects of exercise and interfere with important ROS-mediated physiological processes, such as 
vasodilation and insulin signalling. 
 
High doses might be worthwhile for an athlete during a heavy competitive schedule. Cyclists 
taking part in the Tour de France, for example, are going to experience high very levels of 
oxidative stress and could benefit from supplementation - some studies do show that 
antioxidant supplementation can reduce both muscle soreness and markers of muscle damage.  
 
But for most people most of the time, high doses of antioxidants are not something 
recommend. 
 
Vitamin D 
One other supplement I highly recommend is vitamin D. You won’t get much of it from your 
diet – the flesh of fatty fish (such as salmon, tuna, and mackerel) and fish liver oils are the only 
foods where you’ll find a significant amount of vitamin D.  
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Vitamin D isn’t really a vitamin in the usual sense of the word. It’s actually a steroid hormone 
produced when human skin is exposed to UVB radiation. The main source of vitamin D for most 
people is exposure to sunlight. 
 
The story behind vitamin D and athletic performance goes all the way back to the 1930‘s, when 
studies from both German and Russian researchers showed that cardiovascular fitness and 
muscular performance were enhanced with exposure to ultraviolet radiation. Some argued at 
the time that the use of sunlamps constituted doping as it provided an unfair advantage during 
competition. And one of the main effects of UVB exposure would have been to increase the 
synthesis of vitamin D.  
 
Vitamin D is heavily involved in muscle function. Severe deficiency is frequently accompanied 
by profound muscle weakness that responds to vitamin D supplementation. Interestingly, 
muscle biopsies of severely vitamin D-deficient subjects, taken before and after treatment, 
show that vitamin D increases both the number and size of type II muscle fibers. 
 
Much of the research out there has focused on the vitamin D status of elderly or infirm 
subjects, rather than athletes or people who exercise regularly. But what little research has 
been done appears to show a connection between vitamin D status and physical performance; 
it peaks when vitamin D levels peak in the late summer, declines as they decline, and reaches 
its nadir when levels of vitamin D hit a low point in the winter. 
 
It turns out that a lot more people are deficient in vitamin D than previously thought. Some 
researchers have labeled vitamin D deficiency as a worldwide epidemic, with the most common 
cause being inadequate sunlight exposure. However, even with relatively high levels of sun 
exposure, vitamin D status can still remain low. 
 
In a group of young men and women living in Hawaii, who averaged 11 hours per week of total 
body skin exposure to the sun with no sunscreen used, half of them had low vitamin D status. 
And there was no correlation between vitamin D status and lightest or darkest skin color, hours 
per week of sun exposure without sunscreen, sun index, or total hours of sun exposure per 
week. 
 
In other words, even a substantial amount of exposure to sunlight is no guarantee of adequate 
vitamin D status. 
 
Depending on how much vitamin D you’re getting in your diet, how much time you’re spending 
in the sun, and assuming that you don’t have an extreme deficiency in the first place, 
supplementing your diet with 2000-4000 IU (50-100 mcg) per day should be enough for most 
people, and is well below the tolerable upper intake level of 10,000 IU (250 mcg) per day 
recommended here and here. Take it with a meal containing some fat for optimal absorption. 
 
Supplementation is only useful to the extent that it corrects a deficiency. And the degree to 
which vitamin D improves performance will depend on how deficient you were to begin with. 
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There is no evidence to suggest that taking Vitamin D over and above what is needed to correct 
a deficiency will have any benefits. 
 
If you’re the experimental type, and assuming that your training program and diet are in order, 
there are a few supplements that merit a place on your “worth a try” list. 
 
Beta-Alanine 
Beta alanine is a naturally occurring beta amino acid found in foods such as fish, meat, and 
poultry. 
 
One of the causes of muscle fatigue during intense exercise is a build-up of hydrogen ions, 
which are released at an accelerated rate during exercise. When the level of hydrogen ions 
becomes too high, they interfere with muscle fiber contraction and you’re forced to stop 
whatever it is you’re doing. 
 
To fight back against muscular fatigue, your muscles use something called carnosine. Think of 
carnosine as a “sponge” inside your muscle, soaking up hydrogen ions. The more carnosine 
inside the muscle, the more hydrogen ions it can soak up. 
 
Studies show that beta alanine raises carnosine levels in your muscles. In fact, beta alanine 
supplementation (4–6 grams per day) can increase muscle carnosine content by 20–30% after 2 
weeks, by 40–60% after 4 weeks, and by 80% at week 10. 
 
To summarize, taking beta alanine for several weeks will increase carnosine levels in muscles. 
This in turn increases the ability of your muscles to resist fatigue, allowing them to do more 
work in a given period of time. Over time, this increase in training load will mean faster gains in 
size and strength. 
 
That’s the theory anyway. While there is some data to show that beta-alanine can accelerate 
muscle growth, the research is limited in both quality and quantity. But given that it’s relatively 
cheap when you buy in bulk, it’s worth a try. 
 
Aim for 4-6 grams a day, ideally in 3 divided doses. Don’t take it all at once. I tried this once and 
felt extremely sick. I normally get beta-alanine in bulk from myprotein.com. 
 
Because of the length of time required to raise muscle carnosine levels, you’ll need to stay on it 
for at least 30 days in order to fully evaluate its effects. 
 
One of the problems with supplements like beta alanine is that we don’t know if they deliver 
performance gains over and above what you might expect from tried and tested supplements 
like creatine and caffeine.  
 
In other words, if you’re taking 3-5 grams of creatine per day and 200-300 milligrams of caffeine 
before a workout, will beta-alanine deliver any additional benefits? It’s worth a try, and may 
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deliver a small but significant performance advantage that has the potential to translate into 
faster muscle growth over time. Just don’t expect any miracles. 
 
As you probably know already, the effects of caffeine kick in quickly. In other words, you should 
notice an effect 45-60 minutes after a single dose. But creatine and beta-alanine are different. 
You need to take both for an extended period of time in order for them to have a physiological 
effect.  
 
If you’re “loading” creatine (20 grams per day) it takes around 5 days for creatine levels in your 
muscles to rise to the extent needed to improve performance. If you’re taking smaller amounts 
(3-5 grams per day), it’ll take around 30 days before you start to see an effect. It’s much the 
same story with beta-alanine, where you’ll need to use it for at least 30 days before you can 
expect results. 
 
Hydrolyzed collagen 
Over the years, my body has accumulated various dings and dents. These injuries aren’t bad 
enough to keep me out of the gym. In fact, I wouldn’t even call them injuries - just aches and 
pains that occasionally stop me pushing as hard as I’d like to. 
 
One supplement I’ve found that seems to turn down the volume on these minor niggles is 
hydrolyzed collagen, which I get from myprotein.com. 
 
How does it work? 
 
Supplementing with collagen appears to stimulate the production of your body’s own collagen - 
the building blocks for connective tissue. This may make your joints more resilient to injury, as 
well as helping them recover more quickly from an existing one. Your body produces less 
collagen as you age, so it’s important to take every opportunity to give it a helping hand. 
 
In one study, 15 grams of gelatin (which is roughly equivalent to hydrolyzed collagen), taken 
one hour before exercise led to a significant increase in the synthesis of the body’s own 
collagen. In another, a marker of collagen synthesis was increased with 15 grams of hydrolyzed 
collagen taken one hour before exercise. Animal research also suggests that increasing the 
intake of the amino acid glycine (collagen is rich in glycine) makes the Achilles tendon more 
resistant to load after injury.  
 
Several studies have put collagen supplements to the test, with many providing evidence of a 
beneficial effect on various measures of joint health. 
 
In a 2006 review, researchers report that hydrolyzed collagen improved various measures of 
pain and function in subjects with osteoarthritis or other arthritic conditions. Consuming 10 
grams of hydrolyzed collagen per day for six months has also been shown to increase cartilage 
thickness in the knee, as well as reducing pain in subjects with primary osteoarthritis of the 
knee. 
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In another trial, this time involving student athletes who complained about joint pain or 
discomfort, 6 months of collagen supplementation (10 grams per day) led to a significant 
improvement in various measures of joint pain.  
 
It did take a while for the collagen to kick in – after 12 weeks, there was no difference in pain 
scores between the control group and those given collagen. It was only after 6 months that the 
difference between the groups became apparent. 
 
How much collagen should you take? And is there a “best” time take it? 
 
The optimal dose or timing of collagen supplementation has yet to be established. However, 
Professor Keith Baar, one of the world’s leading experts on tendon repair, recommends taking 
around 15 grams of collagen one hour prior to working out. The idea behind pre-training 
collagen is to enhance nutrient delivery to the injured tendon and take advantage of cellular 
processes activated by exercise to maximize collagen synthesis. 
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