Sports Nutrition:
Eat to Fuel Your Performance
Interested in learning how to eat for your sports or fitness goals? Here are some ways you
can power physical performance and fuel recovery with good nutrition.
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How does food fuel exercise?
Your body relies on food to function well. Food
provides the nutrients that form the building
blocks of your body e.g. protein for muscles,
calcium for strong bones, as well as generating
the energy needed to run all the processes in your
body – kind of like the petrol (or electricity)
needed to run your car.
When you exercise, your energy needs increase to
fuel your working muscles, increase your heart
rate and enable you to breathe faster.
To enable this, our bodies convert food into
energy through numerous chemical processes.
Energy is converted specifically from the three
macronutrients – carbohydrates, protein and fats.
Although they don't provide a source of fuel as
such, other smaller nutrients (micronutrients) like
vitamins and minerals are also needed to assist
the processes that enable your body to create
energy from macronutrients.

Protein, carbs, fat - what's best for physical performance?
Your body mostly uses a combination of carbohydrates and fat to produce energy for exercise.
The proportion of fat and carbs you use depends on how hard you are training. At high intensities, your
body relies mostly on carbohydrates and at low intensities, you use a higher proportion of fat. At
moderate intensities it’s more of a combination of the two.
Although essential to help muscles repair and grow, protein isn't converted to energy very efficiently. As
such, it only contributes a very small percentage (around 5%) of the energy needed for exercise.
Eating a wide variety of nutritious foods helps you get all of the protein, fats, carbs and micronutrients
you need to perform well and stay healthy. Focusing too much on any single nutrient may have a
negative impact on your exercise performance and lead to issues further down the line if you’re not
eating a healthy, balanced diet.
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Good Hydration
Keeping well hydrated is crucial as water plays many
important roles in the body, including maintaining
your blood volume and helping you to regulate your
body temperature.
When you sweat, your body loses water as well as
electrolytes like sodium. If you don't replace the fluid
you've lost, this can lead to dehydration.
Studies have shown that even moderate dehydration
(around 2% of body weight) can lead to reduced
physical and mental performance.
Your cardiovascular system may have to work harder
due to reduced blood volume, making exercise feel
harder - not what you need when you're aiming for a
PB.
What does ‘well hydrated’ look like? The easiest way
to judge this is to aim for your urine to be a pale straw
colour most of the time.
Specific fluid and electrolyte needs vary from person
to person, depending on your genetics, body size and
level of fitness, as well as the ambient temperature
and the intensity and duration of your training.
A Sports Nutritionist or Sports Dietitian can help you
figure out exactly how much you should be drinking.

Are sports drinks the best choice?
For people doing longer high intensity or endurance activities, sports drinks can be an effective
way to hydrate and get in much needed carbohydrates and electrolytes at the same time.
However, they are sugary drinks and, for most people working out or playing sports lasting less
than 60-90 minutes (depending on the intensity), plain water is all you need to keep you healthy
and hydrated.
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Food and drink ideas before, during
and after an event
Before an event or race, try high carbohydrate foods that are
relatively low in fibre and fat, to ensure they’re easily digested
and well tolerated.
This could be a bagel with jam, lower fibre cereal with fruit,
banana on toast or pasta with a tomato-based sauce.
If you need to fuel up during an endurance event or a longer
bout of exercise, carbohydrate should again be prioritised, to
replace your limited carbohydrate stores that are being used
up by your working muscles.
Similar to your pre-exercise nutrition, this should be low in
fibre and fat and easy to digest, although you may need more
convenient options to eat and drink on the run e.g. muesli
bars, carbohydrate gels or sports drinks.
After the event, good recovery nutrition provides protein to
help your muscles recover, as well as replacing the
carbohydrate, fluids and electrolytes your body has used up
during the event.
Good options for recovery foods and drinks include flavoured
milk or a smoothie, a sandwich or roll with lean meat and
salad, a bowl of muesli and yoghurt, cheese on crackers, or
leftovers e.g. spag bol, tofu noodle stir-fry or chicken pasta
bake.

Important reminder - don't experiment on race day!
If you have a competition or event coming up, trial eating and drinking strategies well before the event,
to learn what works for you and allow your body to get accustomed to the foods you want to eat on
the day.
Figure out what makes you feel most energised, what helps you perform at your best and which foods
sit best in your stomach. You don’t want to try something new on race day, only to find you don’t have
enough energy or that you get stomach cramps half way through the event. (On a personal note - I've
made that mistake before and it was not fun!)
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Nutrient timing: if you're not competing in an
event, does it matter when you eat?
Generally, what matters most is getting enough protein and
carbohydrate, (as well as healthy fats, fibre, water etc) over the
course of the day.
To get the most out of your training, the same general principles
can apply as for event nutrition - carbohydrates can help you get
the most out of your exercise; protein, carbohydrate and
electrolytes support good recovery after a training session.
If you are doing intense or high-volume exercise twice or more in
one day, you may benefit from upping your carbohydrate intake
soon after the first session, to quickly replenish your body's
carbohydrate stores before your next session.

Will working out on an empty stomach help you burn more fat?
While it's possible that you may utlise more fat as fuel if doing cardio on an empty stomach, there is
a lack of evidence to show that this will lead to a loss of body fat, unless you eat fewer calories.
Also, this increased fat oxidation only seems to occur at lower intensities, so if you're training hard,
fasted cardio will have no effect on fat burning and you are depriving yourself of fuel to help you get
the most out of your workout.

Protein timing and muscle growth
While some studies have shown that consuming protein after
strength training can increase muscle protein synthesis, it's not clear
if this is a result of the timing of the protein intake (after training) or
just due to a higher protein intake overall. However, it may still be a
good idea to consume protein after strength training, if you can.
The International Society for Sports Nutrition concluded in their
position stand on nutrient timing that consuming high quality protein
every 3-4 hours, including within the 2 hour window after training,
may be optimal for muscle growth.
The principles in this fact sheet are for general information only. Contact
Mindy if you would like more detailed information and personalised
nutrition advice tailored to your performance goals and nutrient needs.

