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Throughout any athletic season, student athletes work incredibly hard physically to play 
better and win games.  Combine the stress of athletic competition with school work, 
social life and other extracurricular activities and before you know it, sleep and nutrition 
go by the wayside.  There is ample evidence that adolescents need plenty of sleep for 
their health, but what about nutrition?  How should student athletes fuel their bodies to 
boost performance?  Endurance athletes commonly follow some version of a carb-
loading taper schedule before an event and body builders also have various routines for 
looking their best on the day of competition.  For athletes that have to give an all out 
effort multiple times a week, their fueling routine is much different.  Here I look at a few 
strategies to improve performance specifically on game days.   
 
 
Energy Intake Prior to Competition  
 
Calories in, calories out.  It might not always be that simple, but during the season is not 
a good time for an athlete to try and go on a calorie restricted diet.  Adequate energy 
intake from carbohydrate, protein and fat is a necessary starting point.  An emphasis on 
carbohydrate throughout the day is beneficial for athlete participating in sports such as 
soccer, basketball, field hockey and lacrosse.  
 
Since carbohydrate is the body’s best/quickest/cleanest source for energy, we will focus 
here.  Its storage form is limited in the body, so making sure it’s there when you need it is 
vital.  On average, over the course of a day endurance athletes should be consuming 
roughly 5-7 grams of carbohydrate per kilogram1 of body weight.  This should be 
increased on game days or during periods of repetitive hard training days.  During the day 
leading up to the event, most of the carbohydrates should be low glycemic2.  This means 
that they will take longer to process and won’t be burned as quickly.   
 
These foods are typically higher in fiber and include things like: 
Ripe banana 
Dark Chocolate 
Oranges 
Apple 
Fructose (fruit sources)  
Beans 
Some types of pasta 
Yogurt 

                                                
1 To find your weight in kilograms, divide your weight in pounds by 2.2.  e.g. 150lbs/2.2 = 68.1 kg 
2 The glycemic index (GI) is a scale used to describe how quickly and for how long foods raise blood sugar.  
The comparison for this is white bread which is given an index rating of 100.  High glycemic foods raise 
blood sugar quickly and low glycemic foods have a slower action on blood glucose. 



 
Timing of your pre-game meals is a very individual matter.  If you are trying to get a 
good boost of carbs in a big team meal before a game, don’t think about a pasta dinner 
the night before.  Those carbohydrates have either been used or stored as fat.  Instead 
consider team lunches.  A meal 3-4 hours before game time will give you plenty of time 
to digest any of the proteins and fats that are often heavier and can leave you feeling a 
little slowed down.  If you have a finicky stomach this might be the last time you eat.  If 
you don’t operate well feeling a little hungry before competition then snacking on 
consistently higher GI foods will help you pass the time and boost your carb stores even 
further.   
 
Higher glycemic foods include: 
Glucose (gels, sports drinks) 
Baked Potato 
Watermelon 
Honey 
Orange Juice 
Rice Cakes 
 
In general, for pre-game eating listen to your stomach.  As you get closer to competition 
time make your meals or snacks smaller and higher glycemic.  And don’t forget to 
hydrate! 
 
Energy Intake During Competition 
 
So, lunch didn’t go as planned today. Or, it was earlier in the day and you haven’t had 
time to get a good pre-game meal in since school let out.  Not to worry!  If you follow a 
SAD (Standard American Diet) you are probably eating more than enough carbohydrates 
throughout the day anyway.  Right now you might need a little boost just before and 
during playing.  Things to consider here are rate of glucose absorption (how quickly the 
sugar can get to the muscles) and stomach sensitivity.  In general, fatty and high protein 
foods can leave athletes feeling heavy and bloated – not something you want during an 
important game!  This is the best time to eat high glycemic, high glucose foods.   
 
Modern science has put some great products out there that are great for sipping during a 
timeout or eating at halftime: 
GU 
Clif Shots 
Clif Blocks 
Gatorade 
Power Gel 
Sport Beans 
Accelerade (perhaps better after exercise, but some drink during) 
 
It is better to try these products during practice, rather than during a game just in case.  
There are many more out there so go ahead and try different products and flavors to find 



the ones that you enjoy.  Remember, think glucose, not fructose.  Fructose takes longer to 
get to the muscles and would not be the best choice for a half-time snack. If you want to 
stick to whole foods, ditch the orange slices.  Go for white rice instead!  
 
Energy Intake After Competition 
 
Ok, so you made it through today’s game, but you have another tough competition 
tomorrow.  As soon as the whistle blows or the buzzer sounds you should begin prepping 
for the next challenge.  After a tough workout or game, our muscles need to repair 
themselves.  They can’t do this if they are being broken down to replete the lost muscle 
glycogen (stored sugar).  So, to help your muscles recover faster, eat some carbs 
immediately following your game.  For the next four hours, try to consume roughly 1g of 
carbohydrate per kg of body weight per hour.  Initially stick to the high-glycemic 
carbohydrates then gradually return to the medium and lower glycemic foods.  Today’s 
post-game, post-practice nutrition just might help you win tomorrow. 
 
Examples of good post-game snacks include: 
Chocolate milk  
Baked Potato (white has more starch and sugar than sweet) 
Jelly Beans 
Watermelon 
Gatorade 
Rice Cakes 
Carrot Sticks 
Pretzels 
 
Hopefully these tips will help you feel energized and strong for every day of the season!   
 
For a list of foods and their glycemic indexes and loads go to:  
http://www.health.harvard.edu/newsweek/Glycemic_index_and_glycemic_load_for_100
_foods.htm 
 
Looking for help tracking your diet?  There are many website designed specifically for 
this purpose.  Some suggested ones include Calorie King, Self Nutrition Data and FitDay.   
 
 


