
What should the athlete eat before a game? 

One of the least-recognized nutrition problems of the young athlete is simply not eating enough. 

Extracurricular activities may make life so busy that you simply don't take the time to eat. After-

school practice sessions may be so exhausting that you feel too tired to eat. But you must take 

the time to eat the right foods. Don't let fourth-quarter fatigue caused by poor eating hurt your 

performance.  

Another problem of the young athlete is not eating the right kinds of foods--particularly foods 

high in starch. Eating a balanced diet that has plenty of starch keeps muscle energy up. Many 

young athletes eat more foods high in protein instead, and that's a mistake. A normal diet 

contains enough protein to support the added muscle growth and development of a young athlete.  

You should eat a nutritious, varied diet containing plenty of starchy foods every day. Give 

starches particular emphasis two days before the event. Also, cut back on workouts a day or two 

before the event to increase glycogen stores. Most high-school coaches hold lighter workouts the 

day before a game. This gives glycogen levels a chance to build up.  

Here are some tips to help you keep your glycogen reserves up--particularly for the big game.  

 Start each day with a good breakfast. Cold cereal, milk, toast, fruit, and/or fruit juice 

make an easy-to-fix, quick meal that provides plenty of starch.  

 Select meals that contain foods from all five food groups. Our bodies use nutrients more 

efficiently when they are consumed together.  

 Use snacks as another opportunity to power up with starch--and don't forget that snack at 

bedtime. Cold cereal with milk serves as a quick snack at any time. It can be more than 

the "breakfast" of champions! And you don't have to stop at one bowlful.  

 Give starchy foods particular emphasis the days right before the event by building the 

main meal around a high-starch entree like spaghetti and meatballs. Make sure the other 

food groups are also represented.  

 Decrease physical activity the day before and the day of the event. Practices directed by 

your coach are enough. The day before or the day of the event is not the time to organize 

a pickup game with your friends. Rest up!  

 Drink plenty of fluids--even at mealtimes--to guard against dehydration.  

 

Before a game, your digestive processes may be slowed down by your keyed-up emotional state. 

To allow for this condition, you should eat an easily digestible meal no later than three hours 

before the contest. Avoid foods that contain substantial amounts of fats or oils. Fats are more 

slowly digested than other nutrients. Trying to participate with a high-fat meal still in your 

stomach is a losing proposition. Meals high in starches are better because they are digested more 

rapidly than fats or oils.  

Some athletes like poached eggs, toast, and juice as a light pregame meal. Some prefer breakfast 

cereal with low-fat milk, toast with just a little jelly, and juice. All-day events such as track 

meets or basketball and soccer tournaments present special problems. Consuming several high-



starch mini-meals or snacks, accompanied by ample fluids, is a winning strategy for these 

situations.  

Avoid sugary foods such as candy or honey before a contest. Sweets can cause rapid swings in 

blood-sugar levels and result in low blood sugar and less energy.  

Carbohydrate-loading is practiced by mature athletes who participate in endurance events such as 

long-distance running and swimming of long duration. To begin, the athlete eats a high-protein, 

high-fat, low-carbohydrate diet for a few days. While on this diet, the athlete exercises 

strenuously. This depletes, or lowers, the body's glycogen stores. After the depletion phase and 

just a few days before the event, the competitor eats a very high-carbohydrate diet (for example, 

pancakes, rice, and noodles). During this period, the athlete exercises very little. This eating and 

exercise routine increases the body's stores of glycogen in liver and muscle tissue, so more 

carbohydrates are available for muscle energy during endurance events. Carbohydrate loading 

should not be confused with a diet high in carbohydrates, which is recommended for all athletes, 

including teenagers.  

Carbohydrate loading routines have not been thoroughly tested for the rapidly growing high-

school athlete. The disadvantages may outweigh the advantages. Events for most high-school 

athletes are not long enough to exhaust the normal levels of muscle glycogen. Ultra-high tissue 

levels of glycogen are not necessary for most sport activities. During the high-protein, high-fat 

phase of carbohydrate loading, even the mature athlete may not perform as well and may feel 

exhausted. Young athletes find it difficult to practice during this phase. During the final phase, 

the body retains water and gains weight.  

So full-blown carbohydrate loading is probably not in the best interest of the high-school athlete. 

However, young athletes can ensure adequate glycogen stores by eating more starchy foods and 

reducing exercise the last twenty-four to forty-eight hours before the event. This very modified 

form of carbohydrate loading has proved beneficial to some young athletes.  

Athletes need plenty of starchy foods because, along with 

proper training, these foods cause muscle and liver cells to 

store glycogen. Glycogen is a vital energy source for most 

sports. When muscle cells run out of glycogen, muscle 

fatigue sets in and performance suffers. Along with a 

proper exercise program, eating a normal, varied diet from 

the Food Guide Pyramid with emphasis on starchy foods 

will result in enough stored glycogen to carry you through 

90 minutes of vigorous activity. And that's enough for most 

high-school activities.  

Unfortunately, many girl athletes think of starchy foods as 

"fattening" and cut out breads, cereals, and starchy 

vegetables. The results are predictable: low glycogen, low 

energy, and poor performance. The girl athlete who wants 



top performance must eat starchy food so that she goes into 

an event with glycogen reserves. Starchy foods are not 

fattening in themselves. Eating more than you need of any 

food puts on pounds. The girl athlete who is training 

properly shouldn't worry about extra weight from starchy 

foods.  

Teenage girls often have an incorrect perception of body 

image. Pounds that are added as a result of normal growth 

and development should not be confused with obesity. The 

percentage body fat should be monitored along with body 

weight. Most experts think that a teenage girl's body fat 

should not go below 12 to 14 percent.  

 Foods High in Starch  

 Pastas 

Macaroni 

Spaghetti 

Noodles 

Ravioli  

Dried beans 

Lima beans 

Navy beans 
Kidney beans  

Rice 

Brown rice 

Wild rice 

White rice 
polished or unpolished  

Breads 

Rolls 

Muffins 

Crackers 

Sliced breads 

Pancakes  

Dried peas 

Split peas 

Lentils 

Black-Eyed peas  

Starchy Vegetables 

Potatoes 

Carrots 

Peas 

Corn 

Winter squash 

Sweet potatoes  

Cereals 

Hot cereals (like oatmeal) 

Cold cereals (like wheat 

flakes) 

Avoid highly sugared 

cereals  

c

  

Dried beans and peas contain some starch, and they can be used as a meat alternative 

because they contain ample protein. However, they can cause gas. Do not eat them for 

a pregame or pre-practice meal unless you tolerate them well.  

 

Should teen athletes try to reduce their weight to make special weight categories? 



Moderate weight reduction over an extended period of time, together with a balanced diet to 

ensure sufficient protein, vitamins, and minerals, may be necessary for some athletes to lose 

excess fat, which has been shown to limit performance. However, severe weight reduction or 

restriction of normal weight gain is not recommended. Glycogen and water are usually the first 

materials to be lost by the athlete on a quick weight-loss plan. Losing glycogen or water can be 

disastrous to performance and health. When you lose glycogen, you lose energy to power 

muscles. Losing water lessens your body's ability to cool itself, and endurance decreases.  

Repeated episodes of starvation and dehydration during growth slow muscle development. Lost 

muscle growth will not be restored later. So losing weight rapidly or restricting normal weight 

gain is not good for you.  

Eating Practice Every Day! 

The training period offers you an excellent opportunity to establish sound eating practices that 

will benefit you on the playing field as well as give you a measure of well-being throughout life.  

Make Snacks Count 

Chose snacks that contain more than just calories. When you eat out with friends, choose 

something nutritionally sound, like a cheeseburger with a slice of tomato and lettuce leaf. How 

many food groups are present in this sandwich? What might you eat along with this sandwich to 

make an even better snack?  

Look for Extra Food Energy 

Teenage athlete’s burn up more calories than non-athletic teens. You can fill this requirement by 

eating more food from all food groups. Carbohydrates are the most efficient fuel for your body 

during strenuous exercise. Get most of your extra energy from foods like starchy vegetables and 

whole grain or enriched bread, cereal, rice, or pasta instead of from fatty foods. For example, on 

an athlete's plate, a baked potato should get the nod over French fries.  

Eat Regularly 

Breakfast is especially important because you need food to start the day. Your body begins the 

day in a low-energy, fasted condition. Teens who eat breakfast score higher on physical fitness 

tests. Breakfasts can be made up of any combination of nutritious foods that you enjoy eating. 

Spaghetti and meatballs, together with an orange and a glass of milk, is a nutritionally sound 

meal for any time of the day-even breakfast!  

Check Your Diet Frequently 

Spot-check your daily diet at least once a week. Are you eating at least the minimum number of 

servings from each food group each day? How can you use the food guide pyramid as a tool to 

make improvements? 



WATER ---- 

lost through sweating is not easily replaced. Low water-intake during strenuous exercise leads to 

dehydration, which can lead to fatigue, heatstroke, and death. Replacement water should never 

be restricted during exercise. If you drink too much water too quickly during increased physical 

activity, you may become "waterlogged," an unpleasant condition that you may already have 

experienced. Moderate amounts of cool water taken frequently before, during, and after activity 

prevent this problem. Six to eight ounces of fluid taken every fifteen to twenty minutes during 

strenuous activity is about right for most athletes.  

Cool water (around 40 to 50 degrees Fahrenheit) is best. Cool water helps absorb body heat, and 

it empties from the stomach at a faster rate, which allows it to be absorbed into the body more 

rapidly.  

Plain, cool water is the fluid of choice when the actual exercise does not last longer than 60 to 90 

minutes. And that includes most situations, even a tough practice session, a hard-fought football 

game, or a track meet. You don't need an energy source in the fluid you drink to rehydrate. 

During these normal situations, if you have been eating and training properly, you should have 

enough energy stored as liver and muscle glycogen to power you through.  

However, in some situations where the exercise is unusually long or several games occur in a 

short period of time, sport drinks containing carbohydrates and electrolytes may offer you an 

advantage. During these situations, you may run low on energy and electrolytes. For example, if 

you are a long-distance cyclist, you should consider using a sport drink. If you must compete in a 

tournament that has more than one game a day or several games in just a few days, you could 

benefit from a sport drink that supplements your energy and electrolyte supply.  

There are many different commercial sports drinks available. They contain varying kinds and 

amounts of sugars and electrolytes. Whether they offer advantages over plain water depends on 

the situation. Many times, plain water is all that an athlete needs. When activities last an hour or 

more, however, some sport drinks may offer advantages both for carbohydrate and electrolyte 

replacement.  

Water is a basic necessity for all life. Without it, life can't exist. Even when water is limited, 

living organisms suffer. You are no exception. For young athletes like yourself, not enough 

water means you can't do your best. It can even cause serious health problems.  

Our blood circulates like an ocean within us. The water in blood helps carry nutrients and energy 

to our body cells. It also carries waste products away from our cells for excretion from our body. 

Water helps regulate our body temperature, too--an important factor for all of us.  

As a young athlete, you have a special need for water. When you participate in a sport like track 

or volleyball, you burn a lot of food energy (called calories). Some of that unleashed energy 

powers muscles. But some of that energy is released as heat. Water keeps you from overheating. 

Sweating and evaporation from the skin cools you down. However, water is lost in the cooling 

process. That can be dangerous if the water is not replenished. If you run low on water, your 



body can overheat, like a car that is low on cooling fluid. Losing just two percent of the body's 

water can hurt performance. A five percent loss can cause heat exhaustion. A seven percent to 

ten percent loss can result in heat stroke and death. Dehydration can kill.  

Young athletes have a lot of growing to do. New muscle tissue must be made. Bones need to 

grow rapidly. And with all of the physical activity, some tissues need to be repaired. All of this 

metabolic activity requires an abundance of nutrients and energy carried to body tissues and 

waste products carried away. Water allows all of this to happen. Water is vital for your body's 

growth, repair, and physical activity.  

Thirst is your body's signal that you need to drink water. By the time you feel thirsty, you may 

have already lost one percent to two percent of your water--and that's enough to hurt 

performance. But just drinking enough to satisfy your thirst may not supply your body's needs. If 

you drink only enough to satisfy your thirst, your body may take up to 24 hours to fully 

rehydrate its cells and regain maximum performance.  

Conditioned athletes need more water--not less. The conditioned athlete is able to store and 

burn more energy in a shorter time. That means your body releases more heat, requires more 

cooling, loses more water, and needs more water to replenish its stores. Also, you may have 

increased your sweating response, which means you lose even more water. As an in-shape 

athlete, you need more water than other people.  

When you feel exhausted and hot during a workout or game, drinking large amounts of water 

very rapidly may cause discomfort or stomach cramps. But that is not a good reason to restrict 

water. Drinking moderate amounts at frequent intervals is the best strategy during competition or 

practice. About one cup (six to eight ounces) of cool water every 15 to 20 minutes during an 

activity is about right for most athletes. Some athletes can drink a bit more than this at each 

interval. Cool water (40 to 50 degrees Fahrenheit) is best. Cool water helps absorb body heat. 

And it empties from the stomach into the intestine at a fast rate, which allows it to be absorbed 

rapidly into the body.  

 


