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SMART EATING FOR SWIMMERS

Many champion swimmers know that nutrition is an essential part 
of their success. In other words, they understand how important 
food is to their performance results. 

Here are a few things that all champion swimmers understand 
about nutrition: 

Food is fuel. Premium fuel is the food swimmers eat. The recipe for 
success includes healthy, wholesome foods and beverages. Fried 
foods, sweets and sugary beverages, although tasty, aren?t the ideal 
food components of a champion. 

Carbohydrat es count ? a lot . The good carbohydrates found in 
whole grains, fruit, vegetables and dairy are prime sources of fuel 
for exercising muscles. Refined carbohydrates such as those found 
in sweets, sugary beverages, and snack foods may add too much 
sugar and fat to the diet and work against performance and health. 
Champions know to maximize the good fuel, and trim down 
unhealthy foods.

Prot ein is essent ial but  can be abused. Too much protein can 
contribute to dehydration as well as other problems for the young 
athlete. Eating large amounts of protein at the end of the day, or 
not eating enough protein at breakfast isn?t the most efficient way 
to fuel muscles. Ideally, wholesome protein sources like meat, eggs 
or beans evenly spaced throughout the day is optimal for the young 
athlete.  

Dehydrat ed m uscles don?t  work  well. Drinking plenty of fluids is 
a constant effort, as thirst isn?t always easy to identify among young 
swimmers. If dehydration occurs, it may impair performance, 
contribute to muscle cramping, and slow down performance.

Recovery is a key t o progress. The harder you train the more 
important nutrition is to your recovery and development as an 
athlete. For example, eating a snack that contains protein and 

carbohydrate after an extended training session helps the body 
heal afterward. When swimmers add recovery nutrition to their 
training they are able to repair muscle damage, promote muscle 
gain, and re-load muscles with fuel for training and competition. 

You can?t  out -exercise a bad diet . No matter how hard you work, 
the habits of overeating, skipping meals, or under-eating, as well as 
unhealthy food itself, work against optimal performance. Just like a 
racing car relies on premium fuel, your body performs its best 
when it?s given premium fuel (healthy food). Similarly, when a 
racing car uses low octane fuel, its performance is affected. 

Eat ing habit s are key t o l i felong healt h. Swimmers may not swim 
forever, but their eating habits can last a lifetime. Making healthy 
choices now means a better chance at being healthy later in life.

It 's al l  about  t im ing. When swimmers eat is just as important as 
what and how much they eat. If a swimmer skips on breakfast and 
lunch, how will their body have the stamina and strength to train 
hard after school? Or, if they eat large amounts of food at the end 
of the day, staying at an optimal weight for performance may be 
harder.

If swimmers want to take swimming to the next level, they need to 
eat like champions.

 

What do you pack to eat on race day? What?s your nutrition 
prescription? 

Everybody has a different approach when it comes to eating on 
race day. Having a strategy and an execution plan can remove 
doubt and worry about hunger, energy levels, digestive problems, 
and keep you focused on the race in hand. 

 

  

Swimmers always want to do their best. Not only that, they want to swim well too. Many young swimmers work hard to get to the next level. 
They spend endless hours in the pool, work on their stroke technique, and even tweak their eating to get the most out of their bodies and 
their performance.

WHAT CHAMPIONS KNOW ABOUT NUTRITION 
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RACE DAY

Stay away from refined sugars 
such as fizzy drinks, sweets and 

desserts on race day
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Here are a few guidelines for smart eating and packing up the 
cooler bag:

Don?t  DQ your  day. Breakfast at home or on the road is the 
metabolism boost every swimmer needs. Instant oatmeal made 
with skimmed or low fat milk, toast with nut butter, dry cereal, 
yoghurt and fruit are all light options that rev up the body. If you 
are competing in the morning, be sure to keep it light. Opt for a 
heavier breakfast if competition is in the afternoon.

Pack var iet y. A few options of fruit, vegetables, grain and high 
quality protein sources should cover the variable appetite and 
tummy tolerance you may experience on race day. It?s better to 
have more food options than a large quantity of only two or three 
foods. Don?t make the mistake of relying on energy bars or any 
single food source to get you through the day. While they can do 
the job of fueling your body, they may not rate in appetite 
satisfaction. Having a variety of food sources increases the odds of 
proper fueling and healthy eating.

Pack enough. You don?t want to run out of food, and you may want 
to share with other swimmers (well-fueled swimmers help the 
whole TEAM, right?).

Pay at t ent ion t o t em perat ure. If you are packing perishables, be 
sure to add an ice pack. It?s no fun to get tummy cramps before a 
race because something has gone off.

Pack in t he prot ein. Protein will be an ally in keeping your blood 
sugar levels stable, thus keeping hunger, energy and mood in 
check. Nibble on cheese sticks or slices, nuts, all types of nut 
butters, deli meat slices, hummus, hard-boiled eggs, edamame and 
drink low fat milk, yoghurt or yoghurt drinks.

Don?t  forget  t he carbohydrat e. Your muscles rely on 
carbohydrates for fuel. Pack easily digestible sources such as 100% 
juice (diluted with water), fresh or dried fruit, or freshly chopped 
vegetable sticks. Remember the more complex carbohydrate foods 
too, such as crackers, unsweetened dry cereal, pita or other breads 

and pretzels. Stay away from refined sugars such as fizzy drinks, 
sweets and desserts on race day.

Nosh or  Nibble? Save 'meals' or large quantities of food for big 
breaks in between events. Nibble on small amounts of food before 
and after events that are close together. At a minimum, you should 
be nibbling to stay energised and keep muscles fueled on race day.

Think  your  dr ink . Water, 100% fruit juice (diluted) and sports 
drinks (speak to your coach about sports drinks) are appropriate at 
a swimming competition. Plain and flavoured milk are good 
recovery drink choices after the meet; they provide protein for 
muscle repair and carbohydrate to re-fuel muscles.

Know your  eat ing st yle on race day. If it is counter-productive to 
racing, follow these guidelines as a strategy for optimal eating. 
Don?t tempt yourself by packing foods or making concession 
purchases that you (really) shouldn't be eating. Plan in advance.

Fibre Fact s. Fibre can be a problem on race day, or not. Fibre is a 
food component to which each swimmer has an individual 
tolerance. Don't experiment with high fibre foods on race day; sort 
this out during the training season and avoid tummy trouble when 
it matters most.
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SMART EATING FOR SWIMMERS - RACE DAY

If swimmers want to take 
swimming to the next level, 

they need to eat like 
champions


