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Nutrition Preparations for Competition 
A regular question that I get asked by many swimmers is ‘’what should I eat at competition?’’. 

The answer should be the same as what you eat during training. Just because the swimmer is at competition rather 
than training doesn’t mean that their bodies require different nutrients to perform. In fact they require exactly the 
same nutrients, but the amount of each nutrient the body needs will differ. This is directly affected by the amount of 
swimming in terms of both intensity and distance, and therefore amount of energy you are expending. 

For some elite swimmers changes in diet and nutritional strategy will occur up to 4 weeks before the competition 
when their coach decides to start tapering down the training in preparation to race.  

Taper  

Energy expenditure will drop as your training volume and intensity decreases in preparation to competition. Record 
the taper changes in training by hour and type of session, then use the points below to help you adjust energy intake 
accordingly. For every hour less you do of the following exercises each day reduce your energy intake by the 
corresponding amount (please note these values are approximate and will alter between individuals); 

• 1 hr high intensity swimming = 300-400 kcal less 
• 1 hr land Training = 200-300 kcal less 
• 1 hr low intensity swimming = 100-200 kcal less 
• 1 hr standard approach = 250 kcal less 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
1 day before competition 

On the day before your main event, start to increase your carbohydrate intake. You can do this by increasing your 
portions sizes at main meals by an extra serving i.e. 1 tablespoon cooked pasta, 1 slice of bread, or 1-2 new potatoes. 
This will help the swimmer fills up their muscle carbohydrate stores (glycogen), which will ensure they have enough 
fuel to their swim at maximum levels. 
 
On the day of the competition 

Before the race – 2-3 hours before the swim you should consume a medium-sized meal that consists of mainly slow 
absorbed carbohydrates i.e. porridge, lentils, whole wheat pasta, or sweet potato. These types of carbohydrate will 
provide a slow sustained released of carbohydrates and keep energy levels constant throughout the session. 

During the end of warm-up or in call room – eating a small carbohydrate snack like a cereal bar, scotch pancake, or a 
crumpet will help top up blood glucose levels just before the swim to ensure that the body is ready to go right from 
the start. 

Immediately after the race – consuming a snack that is high in both protein and carbohydrate will ensure that your 
recovery is optimal between events. The protein will help repair damage and tired muscles, and the carbohydrate 
will refuel glycogen stores. Milkshakes are great as they provide both protein and carbohydrate in the right amounts.  

Other Foods for Recovery 

There are certain foods that if increased during competition can help the body to recovery faster, which for 
swimmers with several events to swim could benefit from. These are: 

Oily fish – this is high in essential fatty acids that reduce inflammation, which slows recovery. Competition schedules 
can lead to high levels of inflammation and so to help speed up recovery between swims try to consume some oily 
fish. You should consume a serving of oily fish every other day during competition. Choose tuna, salmon, mackerel, 
herring, or sardines. 

Dark berries – these are high antioxidants and will help to reduce free radical damaged. Free radicals are a by-
product of high-intensity exercise which breakdown muscle tissues. Increasing your antioxidant intake will clear out 
the free radicals; consume a serving of dark berries every day (blue berries, cherries, raspberries, and black berries). 


