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Chapter 2

Sports Specific Nutrition 
Once a swimmer and their family members have put in place a solid baseline nutrition 
strategy, it is time to consider the swimmer’s sport specific nutrition needs.

Every swimmer is different and the following information provides a general 
outline on what to eat and when to eat it.

With some swimmers training twice a day and competing in multiple events in a 
day, nutrition for optimal performance is very important. 

Swimmers can benefit significantly from applying a balanced diet and ensuring 
they are fuelled and hydrated for their sport.  

Training

Before Training
The ideal time to top-up the muscles with carbohydrate and ensure that the 
swimmer is hydrated is 30-60 minutes before the start of a training session. The 
foods eaten should be familiar and enjoyable. 

Examples of snacks to eat before training are fruit, low- fat milk (add some milk 
flavouring and heat up in microwave), low-fat yoghurt, breakfast or muesli bar, 
white bread or toast with jam or honey, crumpets, raisin toast, English muffins, 
and low fat fruit muffins. 
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During Training
In general, for a training session less than one hour duration, drinking water is 
fine. The athlete will not need extra carbohydrate food sources for a session of this 
length. 

For any training session over an hour in duration a sports drink may help maximise 
performance, as it will provide extra fuel for the muscles which will help to delay 
fatigue. If the athlete chooses not to consume sports drinks they can have a small 
carbohydrate based snack and water. 

Fluid intake during training sessions is important. Swimmers tend to forget that 
they sweat because the sweat is passed into the surrounding water before being 
noticed on the skin. This can lead to the false impression that because the sweat on 
their body is not noticeable, they do not have to drink as much fluid.

If there is a gym session before or after the pool session a quick snack like a breakfast 
bar or honey sandwich may be eaten. 

After Training
Recovery nutrition is a vital part of every swimmers overall recovery following a 
training session or competition.

Within 30 minutes of a session finishing, or 
earlier if possible, it is important to refuel, repair 

and rehydrate. 

A snack that is high in carbohydrates, and contains protein is a great choice, and 
combined with some fluid is an ideal way to aid recovery. Swimmers should aim to 
eat and drink while getting changed, or on the way home from the pool.

The muscles use fuel to move and this fuel must be replaced. The muscles of 
the body can be likened to a cars fuel tank. If the muscles are fully stocked with 
carbohydrate this is the equivalent to having a full tank of fuel in the car. If the car 
is driven it will continue to go until the fuel tank runs out. If the fuel tank is filled 
the car (barring mechanical failure) will continue to go. This is what occurs in the 
muscles.
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If the muscles are fully stocked with carbohydrate, an athlete will have enough fuel 
for approximately 90—120 minutes. Once these stores start to run out they can 
simply be refilled by taking in more carbohydrate. If the muscles are allowed to run 
out, fatigue will occur. If however the muscles are refilled throughout longer bouts 
of exercise, fatigue (and running out of fuel) can be prevented. 

This is also important over time as if the muscles are not restocked fully after each 
session; the fuel tank is already low for the next one.

After an exercise session it is important to consume a 
recovery snack or meal within 30 minutes  

to one hour at the latest. 

This is because at the completion of exercise the blood 
flow around the body is still high providing the ideal 

time to send out more carbohydrate to the muscles to 
replace what has been lost. 

If the athlete waits longer than this to have their recovery snack or meal, they risk 
not replacing the fuel supply, which then limits the supply available for the next 
training session or competition.

Examples of snacks include a fruit smoothie, liquid meal supplement (in a tetra 
box), flavoured milk (in a tetra box), sports bar, low fat yoghurt, dried fruit and rice 
cakes.
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Competitions
Being prepared is the key to making sure appropriate food is available at a 
competition.

Competing requires quick releases of energy and 
the way to achieve this is to ensure appropriate 
snacks are consumed on a regular basis throughout 
the day. 

A cooler bag packed with a variety of food and 
drinks to choose from should be prepared on the 
day of the competition. 

Before a Competition
The night before a competition it is important to eat a meal that is high in starchy 
carbohydrates, low in fat and has a bit of protein. 

Examples include pasta with a low fat bolognaise sauce, chicken or beef stir-fry 
with rice or noodles, or a risotto. This can be followed by a dessert of fruit salad, 
banana and low fat custard, apple crumble and low fat ice-cream, jelly and fruit, or 
creamed rice. 

Two to four hours before a competition is the ideal time to top up the muscles with 
carbohydrates and ensure that the athlete is hydrated. This is made much easier if 
the athlete has been eating a balanced diet on a day to day basis. The snack or meal 
should be high in carbohydrate, low in fat and something that is enjoyable. 

Food needs at least two hours to digest and to provide usable energy so the pre-
event meal should be consumed at least two hours beforehand. Some athletes will 
choose to have this meal or snack earlier than this to give the food more time to 
settle and prevent exercising on a full stomach. 

The athlete should experiment with different 
time frames and use what seems to work best and 

feel most comfortable for them.
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As the aim of this pre event snack is to top up the levels of carbohydrate in the 
muscles it must be a predominantly carbohydrate based food. This can be a main 
meal or snack depending on the time of the event. The examples suggested later in 
this book are ideal for a pre event meal. The athlete should also consume fluid at 
this stage to ensure they are well hydrated.

Dealing with Pre-Event Nervousness 
Nervousness is common amongst young athletes before an event or significant 
training session. The feeling of nervousness may not affect the athlete’s appetite 
but in some cases the athlete may not be able to tolerate any food or fluid. This 
is a matter which needs addressing as the pre event meal or snack provides an 
important top up of fuel for the upcoming performance. 

Those athletes who are nervous may benefit from liquid based meals. These tend 
to sit more comfortably in the stomach and are easier to consume. Athletes may 
also benefit from very bland foods at this time. Good examples are plain toast, or a 
light cereal with a little milk.

About an hour before the race a small snack can be eaten to top up energy levels.

During a Competition
The body needs fuel to drive performance and as mentioned earlier, if that fuel 
runs out, then fatigue will set in. This is important to consider in the competition 
environment. 

There are issues associated with eating and drinking during competitions including: 

 • swimmers not feeling hungry, 
 • the idea that eating will cause a stitch or discomfort, 
 • friends or peers do not eat or drink so it is not considered normal behaviour, 

and 
 • a lack of availability of suitable foods and fluids. 

For these reasons the swimmer needs to have a plan for competitions. 

For competitions where there is time between events the swimmer should base 
their food and fluid choice on the time available. 
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If there is less than one hour between events the athlete will feel more comfortable 
if they consider just fluids (sports drinks, smoothies and water). 

For events that are one hour to two hours apart the athlete 
should practice having fluid and a small snack or two. 

When events are further apart the athlete can usually 
comfortably consume a meal, and fluids. 

As individuals differ, there may be cases where swimmers 
feel like eating more (or less) in the time periods and so long 
as the swimmer is trying to maintain hydration and take some 
carbohydrate in, they should be encouraged to do what feels comfortable.

After a Competition
Eating a meal following a competition is essential to assisting optimal recovery. 
These meals, similar to the ones suggested for the day-to-day diet, should be based 
on carbohydrate and have moderate protein content.  

Athletes should ensure that they replace any fluid that they have lost during a 
competition. They can do this either through the use of sports drinks, water, milk 
or juice in the hours following a competition. 

Hydration
There are general guidelines for fluid intake for athletes however these need to be 
adjusted for each individual. It is recommended that a swimmer should consume 
approximately 600-750mL (20-25 fl.oz.) of fluid per hour. This is a significant 
amount for some swimmers and not all will need to consume this much. 

To ensure that the swimmer stays hydrated they should regularly monitor the 
colour of their urine. If the urine is pale this indicates a good hydration status. If 
the urine is yellow or brown coloured this indicates a need for more fluid. This is a 
very easy way for the adolescent athlete to monitor their own hydration status. It is 
important to be aware however that if the athlete is consuming multivitamins that 
these will change the colour of urine and will mask the hydration status.
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Listed below are some practical tips to ensure that the adolescent swimmers drink 
enough fluid during training and competition:

1. Provide a drink that the adolescent swimmer enjoys (this could be water 
or a sports drink).

2. Keep the drink at an appropriate temperature (you may need to take it in a 
chilly bag).

3. Ensure that the swimmer knows how to check their hydration status by 
urine colour.

4. Ensure that the swimmer knows how dehydration may affect their 
performance.

5. Continue to gently encourage the adolescent swimmer to consume fluid 
throughout the session or day. 

There are a number of dehydration warning signs that you need to be aware of. 

The key signs of dehydration are dizziness,  
feeling light headed, muscle cramps, nausea  

and/or headaches.

If your child has any of the above symptoms they need to sit down and drink some 
fluids. 

Sports Drinks
Sports drinks are very popular and while there is a use for them in sports training 
and competition, the following guidelines should be used for selecting and using a 
sports drink:

 • Check that the carbohydrate content is between 4 and 8%. On the label this 
translates to between 4 and 8 grams of carbohydrate per 100mL (3 fl.oz.).

 • Look for a sodium content of 500-700mg/L. This is also on the label.
 • Ensure that the swimmer likes the taste of the sports drink. If the swimmer 

does not enjoy the taste they will not drink it.
 • Check what temperature the swimmer prefers their fluid to be at—warmer 

fluids may not be well accepted, just as very cold fluids may not be.
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 • Ensure that the athlete maintains a good dental hygiene routine. Sports 
drinks contain sugar which may increase the risk of dental cavities if these 
sugars are allowed to ‘sit’ on the teeth. Swimmers should be encouraged to 
brush and floss regularly, and to wash the sports drink down with a mouthful 
of plain water after each drink. 

Supplements 
If you are considering taking supplements ensure you base the use of any supplement 
on the advice of a medical professional, nutritionist or sports dietician.

It is important to ensure that supplements are used correctly to deliver maximum 
benefits, not only for performance and recovery but also to assist the immune 
system to operate at its optimum.  
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