
What should an athlete eat before, during and after exercise? 

The most important part of eating for athletic performance is to focus on eating nutritious, balanced meals 
and snacks EVERY day (Not just when the big game is a few hours away). This provides plenty of energy 
to do your best at practice, the next tournament and to grow properly. You can’t gain muscle and stay 
healthy without the best food and drink choices. 

Here are a few tips about eating before, during and after activity.  

Before  

• Have some high carbohydrate foods like bananas, bagels or 100% fruit juices. These foods are 
broken down quickly and provide glucose to the muscles for energy.  

• The timing of this meal depends on your stomach’s ability to handle food before exercise, but 
researchers have found that eating something from 1 to 4 hours before exercise helps keep plenty 
of blood sugar available to fuel working muscles.  

• It is also critical to drink plenty of cool water before exercise to keep muscles hydrated.  Drink at 
least 8 to 16 ounces an hour before starting practice or a game. 

During  

• Sweating and physical activity can use up the fluids your body needs for best performance and 
lead to dehydration. It is important to drink plenty of cool water, at least a half a cup of water 
every 20 minutes of exercise.  

• Usually there is no need to worry about replacing carbohydrates unless the exercise lasts over 90 
minutes and is hard and continuous. When this happens, drink a sports drink or other beverage 
with some sugar in it that will send fuel and water to the muscles being exercised.  

• If you’re skipping brand name sports drinks make a homemade sports drink by mixing no more 
than 4 teaspoon of sugar, 1/4 teaspoon of salt and some flavoring (like a teaspoon of lemon juice) 
in 8 ounces of  water.  

After  

• After exercise glycogen energy stores in muscles need refueling. Eating foods and drinking 
beverages high in carbohydrates right after exercise will replace glycogen stores if they are low 
after exercising. Have fluids or a snack right away.  

• No matter the intensity of the exercise, it's important to drink plenty of water and eat a nutritious, 
balanced meal that has lots of carbohydrate rich foods such as grains, pastas, potatoes, vegetables 
and fruits within 1 to 3 hours after a game or practice. 

NOTE: All meal plans should be personalized to fit your individual lifestyle. To talk with a licensed 
sports dietitian about your diet, call 717-851-2942 to schedule an appointment. 

 


