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Nutrition guidance 
 
The information set out in this sheet is intended to provide guidance on the 
nutritional requirements of swimmers.  It focuses on how to prepare the body 
for training and competition. 
 
Why is nutrition important in swimming? 
Your performance in swimming is affected by a number of factors one of 
these is nutrition.  What you eat can either help or hinder your progress in the 
sport. 
 
Balanced Diet 
Swimmers will obtain most of their nutritional requirements from eating a good 
balanced diet.  This may need to be supplemented during periods of intense 
training or competition when their energy needs are higher than normal.  A 
balanced diet will generally consist of: 
 
 % Examples 
Carbohydrate 60-70% Rice, pasta, bread, noodles, potatoes, 

porridge, breakfast cereals, muffins, 
crumpets, raisins, dried fruit, sports drinks. 

Proteins 12-15% Lean meats, fish, beans, lentils, nuts, 
cheese, soya products. 

Fats (unsaturated) 15-25% Soft margarine, olives, olive oil, avocado, 
nuts 

Vitamins & 
minerals 

 Fruit, vegetables, milk, cereals, meat, fish, 
vegetarian alternatives. 

 
The majority of food products now have labels detailing the nutritional content, 
which help in achieving a balanced diet. 
 
Vitamin supplements should not normally be necessary if a balanced diet is 
followed.  They may be beneficial if you are ill or eating excessive amounts of 
fast food. 
 
Snacks taken between meals should preferably be high in carbohydrate and 
low in fat.  Examples include fresh fruit, low fat yoghurt, dried fruit, cereal, or 
cereal bars.  The occasional cake or chocolate bar will not do any harm as 
long as on overall balanced diet is maintained. 
 
Energy Needs 
The individual energy needs of each swimmer will vary according to their body 
size, metabolism, gender and the intensity and duration of exercise 
performed.  A swimmer training 1 hour per day require the following daily 
allowances within their diet: 
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Type of nutrient  Per kg of body weight Fora50kg swimmer 
Carbohydrate   6g    300g 
Proteins    1.2 – 1.4g   60 – 70g 
Fat     1.2g    60g 
 
During training 

Pre-training Eat a meal 1-2 hours before training containing 
carbohydrates along with as much fluid as possible. 

 Suggestions for meal: 
�  Bowl of cereal (eg. Weetabix, porridge, shredded 

wheat) 
�  Ham or tuna sandwich (wholemeal or brown bread) 
�  Jacket potato and filling 
�  Fruit (banana) 

During-training Energy and fluid levels need to be maintained by taking 
frequent drinks.  Diluted fruit juice or cordial is best.  For 
session longer than one hour then sports drinks such as 
Lucozade can be taken. 

Post-training Replenish fluids and eat carbohydrates as soon as 
possible after training but within 1-2 hours. 

During competition 
Energy levels need to be maintained over the full duration of the competition 
for optimum performance.  Your eating pattern will probably be slightly 
different for from that of a normal day depending on the timing and length of 
competition.  You may well be eating small portions or snacks throughout the 
day rather than regular meals.  This will not compromise your normal 
balanced diet providing it is only done at competitions.  
 
Pre-competition Ideally eat a meal 3-4hours before the first event, which is 

high in carbohydrates and low in fat together which as 
much fluid as is comfortable before the first event.  

During 
competition 

Aim to take 30-60g of carbohydrates per hour in liquid or 
solid form and replenish fluids frequently.  Eat easily 
digested carbohydrates such as sports drinks, bananas, 
dried fruit, oatmeal biscuits, muffins, rice cakes jelly cubes, 
fruit pastilles etc.  Avoid rich or fatty foods as these will 
delay refuelling and can make you bloated. 

Post 
competition 

Replenish fluids and eat a minimum of 50g carbohydrate 
(or 1g per Kg of body weight) as soon as possible after the 
final event but within 1-2 hours. 
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Fluid Balance 
When you exercise, even in water, your body loses fluid mainly through 
sweating.  This helps the body get rid of the surplus heat that is generated by 
working your muscles.  In addition the atmosphere in swimming pools is 
generally extremely hot and humid therefore training and competing in these 
conditions can lead to dehydration.  Dehydration will impair performance, 
reduce a swimmers ability to train hard and cause fatigue.  It is essential that 
swimmers drink regularly during training and over competitions in order to 
replace the fluid they are losing.  Drinking is a good habit to adopt even if 
training sessions are quite short as this prepares a swimmer for when the 
training load increases. 
 
Swimmers should aim to drink 2 litres of fluid a day between training sessions 
and 0.5 to 1 litre of fluid during training.  Regular drink stops are built into 
training sessions to allow frequent top-ups from the swimmers drinks bottles 
located on poolside.  Fluid replacement should continue after the session, as 
there may still be a mismatch between fluid drunk and fluid lost.  
 
What should I drink? 
Plain water is quite adequate for moderate training sessions up to one hour. 
For more than one hour drinks that contain a small amount of carbohydrate 
and sodium are preferable such as sports drinks as they replace the fluid 
more quickly. Avoid carbonated drinks, caffeine and alcohol. 
 
Weight Management 
Sometimes swimmers wish to lose or gain weight for health or performance 
reasons.  Beware that rapid weight loss can have serious health 
consequences and a significant reduction in performance. Weight 
management is particularly important when the body is growing during 
adolescence therefore any restrictive diet should be in consultation with a 
doctor/dietician. 
 
Weight management is essentially keeping a balance of your energy needs 
against calorie intake.  The greater the intensity and duration of the exercise 
the greater the amount of food is needed.  Keeping everything in balance is 
the key. 
 
A high carbohydrate low fat diet is recommended.  This does not mean that all 
fats are to be eliminated from the diet as some are essential for growth and 
body functions but they should be kept in proportion to form a balanced diet 
described earlier. It is ok to eat crisps, chips etc but it needs to be kept in line 
with a balanced diet. 
 
  


