
NCCP Competition Introduction Portfolio 

 NUTRITION – Eating Well Before, During, and After Activity                          

© 2011 Swimming Canada – www.swimming.ca                          NCCP Swimming Info – www.nccpswimming.org 

                                                                                                    Nutrition: Eating Well Before, During, and After Activity 

2. EATING WELL BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER ACTIVITY 
2.1 Priorities for a Competition Day 
On a competition day, the aim is to ensure proper hydration and sufficient energy to allow the 
athlete to meet the demands of the activity. As a result, the focus should be on ensuring:  

 the amount of food consumed is appropriate given the type of effort to be performed 

 the majority of food ingested is carbohydrate 

 the fat content of the food ingested is low 

 enough water is drunk 

2.2 Recommended Foods 
General Characteristics 
Rich in carbohydrate — The pre-event meal must be high in carbohydrate (65-70% of total 
calories consumed). Fat and protein, which take longer to digest, should be consumed in 
smaller amounts. For instance, pasta, rice, cereals, potatoes, bread, low-fat granola bars, and 
dry cookies are all appropriate, as they are easy to digest and absorb. 

Familiar — Since pre-competition “nerves” can upset the stomach, athletes should be familiar 
and comfortable with the food. In other words, they should have tried it before, preferably in pre-
exercise or training conditions. 

The Best Choices when Breakfast is the Pre-Event Meal 
The following are examples of foods that are appropriate for breakfast the day of a competition 
or during training: 

 Cereal — with low-fat milk 

 Yogurt — low-fat, plain or fruit 

 Fruit 

 French toast and/or pancakes – with no added butter or margarine  

 Egg dishes — not fried  

 Ham or steak — if lean/not fried (small amounts) 

 Potato — not fried  

 Rice — not fried  

 Noodles, pasta  

 Toast — with limited amounts of butter/margarine  

 Muffins — try jam or jelly, not butter 
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 Beverages — Athletes should drink plenty of fluid!  

 Bottled water 

 Fruit juice — fresh, canned, cartons  

 Skim milk, Ovaltine 

The Best Choices when Lunch or Dinner is the Pre-Event-Meal 
The following are examples of foods that are appropriate for lunch or dinner before competition 
or training: 

 Fruit and vegetables, fruit and vegetable juices — fresh, canned, cartons  

 Soups — broth-based  

 Meat, fish, poultry — broiled, roasted, baked, barbecued, poached (reasonable 
portions; trimmed fat; skin from chicken removed) 

 Cold cuts — turkey, chicken, lean beef, lean ham (reasonable portions) 

 Meat alternatives — beans, peas, and lentil dishes if these are familiar foods; gas 
produced when these foods are not part of the usual diet can cause discomfort. 

 Vegetables — steamed, boiled, baked  

 Potatoes — baked, boiled, mashed (without butter/margarine) 

 Rice — steamed, plain  

 Noodles — plain  

 Pasta — plain or tomato or vegetable sauce  

 Bread — rolls, crackers, all breads  

 Salads — bean, peeled fresh vegetables, fruit salad, low-fat cottage cheese (small 
amount of dressing)  

 Desserts — fruit, yogurt (low fat), custards, puddings  

 Cheese — in moderation 

2.3 Foods to Avoid 
Characteristics 
The following should be limited before competition or training: 

 Fatty foods, because they are slow to digest 

 Protein-rich food, because they are slow to digest and are not needed as fuel during 
exercise 

 Alcoholic beverages such as wine and beer, because they can have a dehydrating effect 
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Before competition or training, avoid the following foods—  
breakfast 
The following foods are high in fat, difficult to digest, or nutrient poor: 

 Whole milk, cream 

 Fried eggs 

 Side bacon, sausage  

 French fries, hash browns 

 Fried rice 

 Cream or butter sauces 

 Doughnuts, Danishes, pastries 

 Croissants 

 Butter, margarine 

Before competition or training, avoid the following foods — 
snack, lunch, or dinner 
The following foods are high in fat or nutrient poor: 

 Cookies, crackers, chips, granola bars 

 Cream soups 

 Fried fish, meat, poultry 

 Buttered, sautéed, creamed vegetables, or soufflés 

 Fried potatoes 

 Butter or cream sauces 

 Pâté, sausages, processed meats, liverwurst 

 Potato and macaroni salad, creamy coleslaw 

 Salad dressing 

 Pies, ice cream, pastries 
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2.4 Foods to be Wary Of 
The following foods are not well tolerated before competition or practice and should therefore be 
treated with caution: 

 Spicy foods may be difficult to digest before exertion. (When travelling in other countries, 
athletes can bring a few favourite spices if they are already used to them.) 

 Fibre-rich foods like whole-grain bread, cookies, whole-wheat cereals, and dried fruits 
(prunes, etc.) stimulate digestion and induce elimination. These foods should be avoided 
before exercise, especially if the athlete has diarrhea. 

 Gas-producing foods like cabbage, broccoli, onions, and carbonated drinks make some 
athletes feel bloated. 

 Coffee, tea, cola, and chocolate may cause diarrhea, which can have a dehydrating effect. 

 Alcoholic beverages can impair performance and have a dehydrating effect. In some sports, 
alcohol is a banned substance. 

2.5 Digestion Period 
The meal size and food choices will vary depending on the time between eating and performing. 
Athletes must allow sufficient time for digestion. High kcal meals, especially those high in fat 
content, take longer to digest than lighter snacks. 

The guidelines below should be used when planning meal times relative to a training session, a 
competition, or a series of competitions held on the same day. Coaches should be aware of 
individual tolerance levels for food. Experiment with these guidelines in practice to establish an 
appropriate protocol for each athlete. 

1. Allow 3-4 hours for a large meal (approximately 500-800 kcal or more) to digest 

2. Allow 2-3 hours for a smaller meal (approximately 300-500 kcal) to digest 

3. Allow 1-2 hours for a small snack or blender/liquid meal to digest, or whatever the athlete's 
own tolerance indicates  

If the athlete will be competing within the next 2 hours, small quantities of carbohydrate are the 
best choice: fruit, beverages, low-fat crackers, bread, yogurt, and/or well-cooked pasta. The 
athlete should also drink plenty of water. (When the athlete is travelling, bottled water should be 
used.) 
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2.6 General Food Safety Advice 
The following suggestions apply to food served in cafeterias and restaurants or prepared for bag 
lunches taken to sport venues: 

 Hot dishes (e.g. meat, casseroles, rice) should be served hot (not warm). 

 Cold foods (e.g. cold cuts, salads, milk, dessert, sandwiches) should be served cold (not 
warm). 

 If the meals at the venue have NOT been refrigerated, do NOT eat salads prepared with 
mayonnaise (e.g. macaroni, potato, or creamy coleslaw) or egg-based dishes (including 
custards). 

 Foods should be served either hot or cold, and should be consumed within one hour of 
preparation. 
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