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Whatever sport you’re into, make sure you’re eating the right things for 
optimum performance and recovery aft erwards. By Gina Battye

A simple guide to

Sports Nutrition
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Do you eat well around the sports you undertake?
Whether you are running, practicing yoga, cycling or 
swimming, food will help you to have lots of energy 
all day long as well as enable you to repair your 
muscles quickly and effectively afterwards.

The connection between food and exercise is generally overlooked. 
More and more frequently I hear tales of people training for long 
bike rides powering up with cream eggs and jelly babies for that 
instant energy boost. This quickly wears off and the cyclist hits burn 
out well before the end of the route.

It is crucial to fuel and repair your body before, during and after 
exercise. If you do this correctly, you will have a faster recovery 
rate and feel full of energy and vitality. You will ensure your body is 
repairing fully and give greater performance whilst engaging in the 
activity itself.

If you eat right for your sport of choice, you will also enable 
your metabolism to run efficiently and you will continue to have 
concentration and focus long after your activity has finished.
 
Five stage fitness
There are five stages to eating well around fitness. These are: the 
Fuel Up, In–Activity, Top Up, Mend and Recover stages. A handy 
acronym to help remember this is: FIT–MR(S). You need to make sure 
you are taking into account all of these stages. 

Fuel up stage: about 30–60 minutes before exercising. Focus on 
eating complex carbohydrates; the lower the GI the better. Eating 
complex carbohydrates will avoid the rapid rise in blood glucose 
levels and possible insulin spikes. Aim to have foods low in fibre, low 
in fat and low in protein.

Your stomach shuts down in exercise. Protein takes a long time to 
digest so will sit unprocessed in your stomach while you exercise. 
If you have undigested food in your stomach you will experience 
cramps or a sick feeling. Not good.

In–activity stage: hydrate. Losing 5% of your body fluid affects your 
aerobic capacity by 30%. You will notice a massive difference with 
your performance. Refuel during the event if the session is longer 
than one hour, the match or race is longer than 90 minutes and/or 
if a pre-exercise meal is not possible. Refuel every hour if engaging 
in a longer, endurance activity. You need to make sure you replenish 
with carbohydrates, water and electrolytes to top up what has 
been lost during exercise. Isotonic drinks are a good way to get 
these. They are designed to replenish water, carbohydrates and 
electrolytes that are lost during exercise. It is a good idea to replace 
these to ensure optimum performance. Isotonic drinks are most 
useful during activity, rather than pre or post workout. Use them 
when you are exercising for over one hour. For a natural option: mix 
500ml of pure, unsweetened fruit juice with 500ml of water and add 
1/5 teaspoon of natural, unprocessed salt. This is a much healthier 
option than the commercial isotonics available on the market.

Top up stage: when you exercise you use up glycogen (your 
energy stores) that is stored in your liver and muscles. There is a 
30 minute window post exercise to refill these stores. During this 
time your muscles are more sensitive to the effects of insulin and 
your body enables a more efficient replacement of lost glycogen. 
To restore the glycogen in the body you need to eat good quality 
carbohydrates and protein. This will start the repair work on your 
muscles. 

Mend stage: consume high quality proteins 90 minutes to two 
hours after exercise. This ensures the repair process continues and 
decreases the injury risk in your next session. You also need to eat 
low GI carbohydrates at this stage. Eat a balanced, healthy meal if 
possible. This is the easiest way to get in all the nutrients you need 
post exercise. 

What is going on with your muscles: when you exercise you damage 
the muscles and tissues in your body. If you don’t eat protein (which 
helps to repair and construct new muscle tissue) after exercise, your 
body will break down other muscles in your body so it can fix the 
ones that have been damaged. Muscles repair faster and are greatly 
improved if you refuel and repair properly. 

Recover stage: this takes place around 48–72 hours after exercise 
has taken place. You need to consume antioxidants during this 
time. This will combat and neutralise the free radicals in your body 
created by strenuous activity. So, think lots of fruit and vegetables.

Get started now 
To fuel the body correctly you need to eat carbohydrates to fuel 
the engine, protein to repair and construct muscles, fat to help 
move nutrients around, vitamins and minerals to give efficiency 
and antioxidants to combat the free radicals that are produced by 
exercise.

Whatever activity or sport you are engaging in, it is important 
to consider the five stages: fuel up, in-activity, top up, mend and 
recover. If you eat well you will gain optimum performance, ensure 
your recovery is quick and make sure your body doesn’t get 
damaged in the process. 

Be aware of the activity and exercise you do and think about 
whether you need to tweak a few things. 

Are you giving your body the best fuel to burn and to repair with? 
How do you currently eat around your sporting activities? Do you 
fuel up appropriately? Do you repair your body effectively post 
exercise? 

If not, what do you need to change? Start with a couple of little 
tweaks to see what difference it makes to your performance and 
recovery. Why wait? Get started with tweaking things straight away.

Gina Battye is the best-selling author of ‘How to Beat the Biscuit Tin 
Blues’ and an international inspirational speaker (healthbygina.com).


