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Fuel and fluids for endurance exercise
Endurance exercise places high demands on the body for energy and
nutrients. The main nutrients that provide this energy are carbohydrates and
fat.
When your body needs to use fats for fuel, it has a large supply of fat to draw
on (your body fat). When it needs to use carbohydrates, it can draw on
glycogen – this is the stored carbohydrate present in your muscles and liver.
However, your body only has limited stores of glycogen. So, it’s important
when doing endurance exercise to make sure that you eat to keep your
carbohydrate levels topped up.
Another important consideration for endurance exercise is drinking to
replace the fluids you lose in sweat. The longer you train for and the more you
sweat, the greater your fluid losses will be.
It’s not just water you need to think about though - electrolytes like sodium
and potassium are lost in sweat too.
The information on the following pages will help you learn what you should be
eating and drinking before, during and after an endurance event.
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Preparing for an endurance event
Careful planning of nutrition and hydration is needed to
optimise your physical and mental performance while
navigating the challenges of refuelling in endurance
exercise.
Key goals:
1.Eat to get the most out of your training sessions, while
staying healthy, recovering well and improving your
performance.
2. Know how much you will need to eat and drink on the day
to exercise safely and get the best result.
3. Trial nutrition and hydration strategies well before the
event. What do you find helps you perform and feel good?
How much food can you tolerate? Which foods and drinks
work best for you?
Top tip – never experiment with your nutrition on race day!
3. Make sure your body is primed for the race by fuelling up
properly in the hours and days leading up to the event.

On the days before an event
Leading into an endurance event, you want to be
making sure you’re following a high
carbohydrate diet with plenty of high quality,
nutritious foods.
A Sports Nutritionist or Sports Dietitian can help
you figure out what this might look like for you.
You also want to be well hydrated, although you
don’t need to go overboard with the fluids.
As a general rule, aim for your urine to be a light
pale straw colour.

www.flexnutrition.co.nz

On the day of the event
Before your event, you want to focus on getting in a good
amount of carbohydrates about 2-4 hours beforehand.
Choose high carb foods you know you tolerate well (i.e. they
don’t cause you to have an upset stomach) - generally, low fibre,
low fat options work well as they’re easier to digest.
Meal ideas before an endurance event include:
•
•
•
•
•

Porridge with honey and sultanas
Bagel or fruit toast with jam
Low fibre cereal with banana
Pancakes with fruit and maple syrup
Leftover pasta in a tomato-based sauce

Having some protein is good to keep your muscles in good form
– this could come from a milky tea or coffee, having milk with
your cereal, protein powder with your porridge (“proats”) or
having a sandwich or toast with lean meat, reduced fat cheese
or egg/egg whites. Carbs should still be the focus though.
An additional snack closer to the event (e.g. 1 hour beforehand)
can be helpful. Snack ideas include fruit (fresh or dried), muesli
bars, fruit yoghurt, crackers, pretzels or a sports drink.

Pre-race hydration
Hydration needs will vary from person to person but you
want to maintain pale straw-coloured urine.
If you are a bit dehydrated and need to drink more, give
yourself as much time as possible e.g. 4 hours before the
event, to give your body time to rehydrate and get urine
levels back to normal before the race.
Sipping on water regularly is preferable to chugging it
which can increase your urine output.
Having some caffeine is fine and may even be helpful for
performance if taken shortly before the race.
Feel free to have a coffee if you enjoy it and it doesn’t upset
your stomach when you exercise.
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During the race
So, you’ve prepared well and you’re all set to go. Now you need
to think about your nutrition and hydration during the race.
This will depend on a few things:
• How hard you’re exercising and for how long
• What discipline you’re competing in e.g. running vs cycling
vs swimming. Each comes with its own challenges.
• How much you can carry on you, and when you will have
access to food/drink stations
• What you can tolerate. Having an ‘ideal’ theoretical
nutrition intake is no longer ideal if it gives you bad
stomach cramps.
If you’ve prepared well and are able to navigate your way
through the various challenges of nutrition during endurance
exercise, the following sections show you what your nutrition
plan might include.

Carbohydrates
Eat and drink carbohydrates regularly. For events lasting
up to 3 hours, this might be between 30-60g per hr.
For events lasting more than 3 hours, getting in around
90g per hour may improve performance, although you
may need to be careful about the types of carbohydrates,
to avoid stomach upset.
Carbohydrate content of various foods and drinks (will
vary between brands – check the label)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

600mL sports drink ~ 50g
A large sports bar/energy bar ~50g
Jam sandwich ~40g
Medium banana ~20g
30g pack of raisins ~20g
Energy gel ~ 20g
Energy chews (4 chews) ~20g
Lollies e.g. jet planes (3 lollies) ~20g
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Hydration during the race
The main goal here is to avoid dehydration which can hinder
your performance and make physical exertion feel harder.
In most cases, you can drink according to your thirst, at
around 400-800ml per hour, although it does depend on the
person, the event and the conditions on the day.
Electrolytes e.g. sodium and potassium
Sports drinks and/or electrolyte products may be helpful to
replace the electrolytes you lose in sweat. If you sweat
heavily and drink a lot of water, this can cause electrolyte
and fluid imbalances in your body which, in severe cases,
can be dangerous.
Your electrolyte needs will be greater if you sweat heavily
or for a prolonged period of time and/or have very ‘salty
sweat’ (white patches on your clothing may be a give away).
A Sports Nutritionist or Dietitian can help assess your fluid
and electrolyte losses and how much you should ideally be
drinking.
Caffeine
Caffeine may give you a bit of a boost, especially during the
latter stages of the event.
If you’re planning to take multiple doses of caffeine, avoid
products with a very high caffeine content so you don't have
unpleasant side effects like headaches and gut issues.

Foods and drinks during an event need to be well
tolerated and portable.
Examples include sports drinks, sports bars or muesli
bars, gels, dried fruit, gummy lollies, pretzels or
raisins or even a white bread sandwich (flattened)
with vegemite or jam.
During the latter stages of the event, you may find
you prefer savoury foods as you get a bit tired of
having sweet foods and drinks and/or your body
needs more sodium.
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After the race
You’ve made it across the finish line! Now you will have a bit more
freedom to enjoy different foods now that you’re relaxing on terra
firma, and gut issues are less of a concern.
A few key things to think about to help you recover:
Now is a good time to get in a good dose of protein – around 15-25g –
to help repair your muscles. A 500mL of flavoured milk or smoothie, a
ham and cheese sandwich or a post-event burger would all do the
trick.
Continue to have some carbohydrates in your meals to replace your
glycogen stores. Assuming you aren’t competing in additional events
later that day or the next day, you can just eat as you normally would.
You will probably be in a fluid deficit after your race so you need to
continue to drink fluids to rehydrate. If you enjoy a celebratory beer,
try not to overdo it. Alcohol acts as a diuretic, meaning it causes you
to lose more water in your urine.
Having some savoury foods can be useful to replace some of the
sodium you’ve lost in sweat.

General wellbeing for athletes
Getting in adequate nutritrion is important not only for performance in training and competition, but also to build strong
bones and muscles, prevent injuries, improve focus and concentration, and maintain a strong immune system.
Athletes may be at risk of not getting enough of certain nutrients such as calcium, iron, vitamin D and some antioxidants.
Eating a wide variety of nutritious foods like lean meats, eggs, dairy, legumes, fruit, vegetables, nuts, seeds and whole
grains is the best way to give your body all the nutrients it needs.

This fact sheet is intended for
general information purposes
only.
If you would like personalised
advice on nutrition and hydration
strategies specific to your needs,
contact Mindy today to arrange a
one-on-one consultation.
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