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FOOD GUIDE FOR ATHLETES 

 

Research on the role of nutrition in sport has grown substantially over the past few years. 

Today there is no doubt that nutrition plays a vital role in the performance of athletes.  

The human cup needs more than 50 nutrients to keep it functioning well. All these 

nutrients need to be consumed by food, arising the need for a balanced nutrition, able to 

provide all the nutrients necessary for the growth and development of all tissues, the 

processes of metabolic regulation, in addition to providing enough energy to maintain 

control of body composition.  

Although the proper diet for athletes is the same healthy proposal of the general 

population, the necessary amounts vary according to the physiological period they are in 

and how they will be differentiated, according to sex, age and lifestyle. The sport practiced 

and the energy expenditure due to the routine of training and games are also fundamental 

variables to be analyzed to adjust food consumption. Thus, numerous conditions can 

influence the needs that must be individualized.  

Food involves not only the supply of nutrients, but also moments of pleasure, cultural and 

social interaction, which involves different routines and personal tastes. Athletes need 

specific dietary care to meet the demand for training and recovery, without leaving aside 

their preferences and beliefs. 

 

Thinking about this, here are some tips that can contribute to your routine of 

training and games: 

STAY HYDRATED. Your body has more than 60% water and your muscles depend on 

water to function properly. A dehydrated body cannot train or compete at its peak. Drink 

enough so that your urine looks clear (like apple juice) and so that you're urinating 

frequently throughout the day. 

Start the game already well hydrated, with at least 300 – 500ml before the match. Take 

advantage of breaks and replacement moments to ensure hydration.  

Water or coconut water are good options. Depending on the heat and humidity of the site, 

isotonic can rehydrate in a better way by replenishing, in addition to liquid, 

carbohydrates and electrolytes. The orientation is that the consumption is according to 

tolerance. 
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EAT BEFORE PRACTICES AND GAMES. Focus on eating lean protein, fruits, vegetables, 

and whole grains to ensure your body is prepared for training. Try not to go into a training 

session without eating. Eat a meal every 3-4 hours or a snack 1-2 hours before exercise.  

IMPROVE THE IMMUNE SYSTEM. Choose foods high in antioxidants, such as fruits and 

vegetables, to help keep your immune system healthy and reduce the amount of free 

radicals your body builds up during high-intensity training. Select more colorful fruits 

and vegetables, such as berries, kiwis, oranges, broccoli, carrots, and sweet potatoes.  

FAT CARE. Saturated and trans fats can cause inflammation, impairing performance 

during exercise. Stay away from processed or fried foods and meats with more fat, such 

as chicken wings, bologna, and sausages. Choose unsaturated, non-inflammatory fats 

such as olives, avocados, nuts, seeds, and salmon.  

EAT TO RECOVER. Choose carbohydrate-rich foods with some protein within 60 – 120 

minutes after finishing a training session to help your body recover faster. Good choices 

after workouts include sandwiches with lean protein sources, yogurts with cereals, 

protein supplements, and fruit. 

SPORTS PRODUCTS. Bars, gels, and sports drinks have their place in an elite athlete's 

feeding program. Make sure you don't use these types of products in excess, as they can 

impede bodyweight goals and replace more beneficial calories from whole foods. Use 

sports products before, during, or immediately after training, depending on your sports 

needs and goals, always with the guidance of a professional nutritionist or doctor. 

 

TIPS: 

The pre-workout meal is the one taken from 4h to 40min before exercise. The farther 

away, the larger this meal will be, and the closer to exercising, prefer smaller snacks so 

as not to cause gastric discomfort. Ideally, slow-release carbohydrates (low glycemic 

index) should be consumed to give energy during training: breads, cereals, rice, and pasta 

in whole grain versions, or potatoes or cassava, or fruits. 

During exercise of short duration (up to 1h), it is not necessary to ingest carbohydrates 

or proteins, but we must always keep well hydrated with water. However, if your workout 

lasts longer than 1h30 and is of moderate to high intensity, you can consume isotonic to 

replenish both water and electrolytes lost in sweat. 

The goal of the meal after exercise is mainly to regain your muscles. It is indicated to 

ingest after your training sources of protein, which can come from animal origin like 

chicken, meat, fish, eggs and dairy products, or from vegetables like beans, lentils, 
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chickpeas, peanuts, peas and nuts. Carbohydrates can also help in recovering your energy 

stores if your workout was too strenuous!  If your goal is to gain muscle mass, be sure to 

eat this post-workout meal as soon as possible. 

Proposal of healthy routine for athletes: 

Achterberg et al. (1994) describe that the Food Pyramid is an instrument of nutritional 

guidance used by professionals with the objective of promoting changes in eating habits 

aiming at the overall health of the individual and the prevention of diseases.  Gonzalez 

et al. adapted the food pyramid for the sports population. 

 

At the base of the pyramid, the role of adequate hydration is highlighted, in which a 

minimum daily intake of 8 glasses of water and/or rehydrating drinks is suggested. 

Regarding the important role of carbohydrates as a source of energy, it is proposed to eat 

6 to 11 servings of the group of bread, cereals, rice, and pasta. Remembering that one 

should prioritize whole foods in this group, since they are good sources and vitamins of 

the B complex.  

Responsible for an important supply of carbohydrates, but also rich in vitamins, minerals 

and water, are the groups of fruits and vegetables. Of the group of fruits, 2 to 4 servings 

per day are recommended, and the recommendations for the group of vegetables are 3 to 

5 servings per day. To ensure an adequate protein intake, it is recommended to eat 2 to 3 

servings of the meat, fish and eggs group and a further 3 to 4 servings of the milk and 

dairy products group. With the intake of these food groups, vitamins (A, E, B1, B2 and 

B12) and minerals (calcium, iron and zinc) are also provided, as well as a certain amount 

of fats and essential fatty acids, especially from the omega 3 group. To ensure adequate 
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intake of fats, it is recommended to use olive oil in preparations, in an amount of 2 to 4 

servings per day, being considered each 10g as 1 serving. From the group of legumes and 

dried fruits, it is recommended that daily consumption be 1 serving of 30g and 50 to 60g, 

respectively, due to the supply of essential fatty acids (omega 6), vitamins (E, B6 and 

folate) and minerals (magnesium, zinc and calcium). Foods rich in saturated fats should 

be restricted in the diet, with consumption of a few times a month. In some cases, it might 

be necessary to consume vitamin and/or mineral supplements, and so they are marked 

at the top of the pyramid. 

With these basic feeding rules, it is estimated not only that the nutritional requirements 

considered healthy are met, but also that the specific needs and feeding characteristics of 

the individual who performs intense training are satisfied.  

It is worth mentioning that the quantities should be adapted according to the 

physiological and sporting characteristics of each athlete.   

 

HOW SHOULD THE ATHLETE'S DISH BE ACCORDING TO THE TRAINING PHASE 

LIGHT DAY OR WEIGHT CONTROL 

A LIGHT day can contain just an easy workout or a training load reduction phase, without 

the need for energy and nutrient overload to compete. The LIGHT meals of the day can 

also be applied to athletes trying to lose weight and athletes in sports that require less 

energy (calories) due to the nature of the sport. 

  

 

MODERATE TRAINING DAY 

A MODERATE day can be one where you train twice but focus on technical skill in one 

workout and endurance or strength in the other.  
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The moderate day should be your baseline, from where you adjust your plate down 

(lighter days) or up (heavier days). 

   

 

DAY OF HEAVY TRAINING OR WEIGHT GAIN 

A HEAVY day contains at least two exercise sessions that are more intense or longer, or 

even periods of competition.  

In specific long-term workouts (>2h) or on the eve of a day with multiple races in a 

competition, use this scheme (prioritizing CARBOHYDRATES) for days before, during and 

after the events. 

 

 

Nutritionist Rachel Amorim 


