
 

Nutrition for the Athlete 

Basic Nutrition 

Good nutrition has long been recognized as having a role in health and performance.  As an athlete, your 

physical health is important to keeping an active lifestyle and performing at your best. It is important to 

have a well-balanced diet to ensure your workouts are properly fueled and to avoid nutrient deficiencies.  

While a special diet will not improve athletic performance, peak performance cannot be achieve without 

the help of an adequate, well-balanced diet.  

An inadequate diet may leave little fuel for workouts, lead to illness or fatigue, and may result in not 

reaching the full potential for bone and muscle growth. 

 

Macronutrients 

Macronutrients, such as carbohydrates, protein and fats, provide the fuel for physical activity and sports 

participation. 

Carbohydrates 

Carbohydrates are the most important fuel source for athletes because they provide the primary source of 

energy for your working muscles. Carbohydrates should comprise 45% to 65% of total caloric intake. 

Good sources of carbohydrates include whole grains, vegetables, fruits, legumes, cereals, milk and yogurt. 

Since carbohydrates cannot be stored in large amounts, athletes need to eat adequate amounts of 

carbohydrates at regular intervals throughout the day. Prior to exercise or before an event, it is important 

to provide your body with a source of carbohydrate so you have enough energy to fuel your workout. In 

addition, your body will crave carbohydrates following a workout to help deliver re-energizing 

carbohydrates to the muscles.  

Protein 

Proteins build and repair muscle, and are needed to restore nitrogen lost through heavy sweating. Protein 

should comprise approximately 10% to 30% of total energy intake. Good sources of protein include lean 

meat and poultry, fish, eggs, dairy products, beans and nuts, including peanuts. 

While protein needs are higher for athletes compared to non-athletes, the additional protein needed is 

easily met by the high calorie diet consumed by athletes. Special foods and supplemental protein are 

unnecessary.  

A common misconception is that greater protein intake will lead to increased muscle mass. However, the 

only way to increase muscle mass is with muscle training and with increasing calories as part of a 

balanced diet. Diets high in protein can actually hurt performance, and eating excessive protein may cause 

dehydration, nutrient imbalance and kidney strain. 



Fat 

Fat is necessary to absorb vitamins, to provide essential fatty acids to the body, protect vital organs, and 

helps provide the feeling of satiety. Fats are the body’s primary fuel for exercises of longer duration and 

moderate intensity. While fats should not be restricted, it is also important to not include too much fat in 

the diet since it can be stored in almost unlimited amounts.  

Fats should comprise 25% to 35% of total energy intake and saturated fats should comprise no more than 

10% of total energy intake. Good sources of fat include lean meat and poultry, fish, nuts, seeds, dairy 

products, and olive and canola oils. Fat from processed foods, chips, candy, fried foods and baked goods 

should be minimized. 

 

Fluids 
 

Maintaining fluid balance is critical for athletes. Water is one of the most important nutrients for the body, 

yet it is easily forgotten. Water is necessary when cooling the body, and is quickly lost during exercise, 

primarily through sweat. If you fail to drink enough fluids to replace what is lost, dehydration may occur. 

Dehydration is strongly associated with fatigue during exercise and can lead to decreased performance. In 

some cases, it can even lead to heat exhaustion or death. Be aware of the signs and symptoms of 

dehydration in children and young athletes. These include dark urine, small urine volume, muscle cramps, 

reduced sweating, increased heart rate, headaches, and nausea.  

 

Unfortunately, thirst is not a good indicator of how much fluid you need. Drinking fluids to satisfy thirst 

usually replaces only 60-70% of water loss during exercise. It is important to weigh yourself and replace 

each pound of weight lost with 16 oz. (2 cups) of liquid.  

See below for fluid intake recommendations: 

When Amount Best Choices 

Every day 64-80 oz Water, milk, 100% fruit juice 

Prior to exercise 16 oz 
Drink 2 cups of fluid 2 hours before start of exercise, drink another 

5-10 oz of water or sports drink 30 min before activity or exercise 

Short duration 

exercise (<60 min) 

4-8 oz every 

15 min 
Water is a good choice before, during, and after exercise 

Moderate to high 

intensity  

4-8 oz every 

15 min 

Sports drinks are good options for activity lasting longer than 60 

min (replaces carbohydrates and electrolytes) 

After exercise 
16 oz for every 

pound lost 
Water, nonfat milk, 100% fruit juice, or sports drink 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Vitamins & Minerals 

Vitamin and mineral needs are increased for individuals who participate in sports. Most athletes get 

enough vitamins and minerals just by eating more food than non-athletes in general. Eating a wide variety 

of foods from all the food groups helps provide the vitamins and minerals needed.  

Special consideration should be made for endurance athletes and/or young athletes. Young women 

athletes may have an iron deficiency as a result of low caloric intake (dieting), lack of iron, and iron loss 

during menstrual periods. Adolescent boys also run the risk of becoming iron deficient, especially during 

periods of rapid growth. Iron-rich foods should be included in the diets of these athletes. Easily absorbed 

iron sources include: lean beef, chicken, pork, turkey, tuna, fortified pastas, cereals, breads, dried apricots, 

dates, raisins, and beans.  

During adolescence, calcium is critical for building strong bones and for proper muscle function. Athletes 

who do not get enough calcium are at high risk for stress fractures. Vitamin D is also important for proper 

bone health. Sources of vitamin D include fortified foods, such as milk, orange juice and cereals, along 

with sun exposure. 

 

 

 

 

 



Create a Balanced Performance Plate 

Food is fuel! Fuel your body throughout the day and be sure to stay hydrated. Use the plate below as a 

guide to create a well-balanced meal that will fuel your performance. Fill ½ your plate with fruits and 

vegetables, ¼ of your plate with lean protein, and ¼ of your plate with grains or starches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Eating Before Exercise 

Goals of Nutrition Before Exercise 

 Consume a carbohydrate-rich snack or meal before exercise to top off muscle stores. With pre-

competition jitters, liquid meal replacements may be a better choice than whole foods. 

 Include small amounts of protein in your pre-exercise meal(s). Protein helps build and repair 

muscle tissue. Adequate protein before exercise may help reduce post-exercise muscle soreness. 

 Choose pre-exercise meal(s) that are low in fat and fiber to ensure optimal digestion. 

 

Pre-Exercise Foods and Fluids 

 

3–4 Hours Before Exercise 

• Peanut butter & honey on toast + instant breakfast drink 

• Fruit and yogurt smoothie + low-fat granola 

• Oatmeal with brown sugar and almonds + skim milk + banana 

• Low-fat cottage cheese + apple butter + crackers + fresh grapes 

• Lean hamburger on bun with lettuce & tomato + side salad + yogurt-fruit parfait 

• Turkey and Swiss sandwich + fruit + sports drink 

• Low-fat tuna melt sandwich + fruit cup + fat-free yogurt 

 

30–60 Minutes Before Exercise 

• Sports drink or water 

• Sports gel, sport beans or gummies, sports bar 

• Piece of fruit or jam sandwich 

 

Pre-Exercise Nutrition Tips 

 

1. Experiment with foods and drinks in practice and lower level competitions to determine the best 

timing and your tolerance for pre-exercise foods. 

 

2. Practice! Figuring out what works best for you will boost confidence in eating before exercise. 

 

3. Fuel muscles early with easily digestible carbohydrate-rich foods and beverages for training or 

competition later in the day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 



Eating During Exercise 

Goals of Nutrition During Exercise 

• Optimal fuel blend: Nutrition during prolonged exercise requires the proper mix and timing of 

fluids, carbohydrate, and electrolytes. Too little fluid or too much carbohydrate can result in 

cramping and other intestinal problems. 

• Adequate fluids to replace sweat losses: Prevent excessive fluid loss (>2% body weight lost as 

fluid). Dehydration can cause fatigue and impair performance. Knowing your sweat rate will help 

you determine the right amount of fluid to drink. 

• A plan tailored to YOUR needs: A nutrition plan based on YOUR needs can help maximize 

performance. Experiment with sport drinks and foods for different types of workouts and 

competitions. Record your tolerance to learn what works best. 

 

Food and Fluids to use During Exercise 

• Sports drinks that contain carbohydrate and electrolytes, while avoiding ingredients that may slow 

digestion. 

• Easily digested carbohydrate-rich foods during endurance events, for example:  

o Banana 

o Bread or roll with jam or honey  

o Sports foods (gels, gummy chews) 

o Bite-sized pieces of low-fat granola 

o Sports bars 

• Fluids consumed with carbohydrate gels or carbohydrate-rich foods to speed fuel transport to 

muscles. 

 

Nutrition Tips to use During Exercise 

1. Start with a full tank. Begin exercise well hydrated and with adequate muscle fuel (carbohydrate). 

 

2. Try new products and foods during training sessions to determine the type, amount, and timing 

of foods and fluids that work best for you. 

 

3. Consume fluids early and consistently to replace sweat losses. Calculate your sweat rate and 

sweat losses to determine your fluid needs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Eating for Recovery 

Goals of Nutrition Recovery Nutrition 

• Restore fluid and electrolytes (sodium and potassium) lost in sweat; weigh before and after 

exercise and replenish what was lost. 

• Replace muscle fuel (carbohydrate) utilized during practice. 

• Provide protein to aid in repair of damaged muscle tissue and to stimulate development of new 

tissue. 

• Begin nutrition recovery with a snack or meal within 15-60 minutes following practice or 

competition. 

Rehydration 

Rehydration Fluids 

• Carbohydrate and electrolyte-containing sport drink to replenish fluids and electrolytes lost in 

sweat. 

 

 

Recovery Snack Ideas 

• Smoothie made with yogurt and frozen berries 

• Sports drink (carbohydrate, electrolyte, fluid) + sport bar (carbohydrate, protein) 

• Graham crackers with peanut butter + low-fat chocolate milk + banana 

 

 

Recovery Meal Ideas 

• Whole wheat pita sandwich with turkey and veggies + pretzels + low-fat milk 

• Rice bowl or quinoa bowl with beans, cheese, salsa, avocado + whole grain tortilla chips or whole 

wheat tortilla 

• Stir fry with lean steak, broccoli, bell peppers, carrots + brown rice 

 

 

Recovery Nutrition Tips 

1. If you have 2 training sessions per day or your next training session is within 8 hours, recovery 

nutrition is crucial! 

 

2. If you do not have an appetite following a training session, choose liquid foods that meet your 

recovery goals. 

 

3. Along with carbohydrate, fluid, and electrolytes, protein is an important part of recovery, 

particularly if you participate in high intensity training sessions that damage muscle tissue 

(resistance training). 

 

 

 

 



Performance Enhancing Snacks 

 Peanut butter and jelly sandwich or banana sandwich (1/2 sandwich or whole) 

 Trail mix (nuts, raisins, dried fruit, cereal) 

 Instant oatmeal with dried apricots 

 Cereal or low-fat granola with fruit and yogurt 

 Banana, pumpkin, or date bread 

 Cookies (oatmeal raisin, fig bars, vanilla wafers, gingersnaps, animal crackers or graham crackers) 

 Three bean potato salad and a roll 

 Raw veggies and low fat dressing, guacamole or salsa 

 Nonfat refried beans or salsa and baked chips or crackers 

 Breakfast drink or shake made with low-fat milk or yogurt 

 Fruit smoothie (fruit, yogurt and milk or juice) 

 Piece of fresh fruit and pretzels or popcorn 

 Fresh fruit dipped in yogurt  

 Frozen fruit juice bar or low-fat frozen yogurt 

 Baked potato topped with salsa, cottage cheese, or low fat cheese 

 Tuna fish and crackers  

 Pita bread with low fat cheese 

 English muffin or bagel topped with peanut butter 

 Rice cakes or crackers and hummus 

 Slice of pizza (thick crust and vegetable toppings) 

 Cheese and crackers or rice cakes 

 Half a papaya or cantaloupe filled with yogurt or cottage cheese 

 

 


