
PRE-GAME MEAL 

A pre-game meal or precompetition meal a critical component of an athlete’s preparation, 

designed to optimize performance by ensuring the body has sufficient energy stores, essential 

nutrients, and hydration. The timing, composition, and quantity of the meal can 

significantly influence the outcome of athletic performance.  

1. Nutritional Goals of a Pre-Game Meal 

The primary objective of a pre-game meal is to maximize performance by ensuring that 

athletes have sufficient energy, muscle function, and endurance throughout their event. A 

well-balanced pre-game meal serves the following goals: 

 Provide energy: Carbohydrates are the body’s preferred fuel source during intense 

physical activity, especially in endurance and high-intensity sports. 

 Prevent fatigue: Ensuring glycogen stores (the body's carbohydrate reserve) are 

topped up helps delay the onset of fatigue. 

 Hydration: Proper fluid balance is vital to avoid dehydration, which can negatively 

impact performance. 

 Enhance muscle function: Moderate protein intake ensures that muscle tissue is 

adequately supplied with amino acids for optimal function and repair. 

2. Components of a Pre-Game Meal 

Carbohydrates: The primary energy source 

Carbohydrates are the most important macronutrient to focus on in a pre-game meal. 

Glycogen, the storage form of carbohydrates in muscles and the liver, is the body’s primary 

source of fuel during high-intensity exercise. Pre-game meals rich in carbohydrates ensure 

that muscle glycogen stores are fully stocked, helping athletes avoid early fatigue. 

 Carb-loading: For endurance events (e.g., marathons, soccer, or long-duration 

sports), athletes often “carb-load” in the days leading up to the event to maximize 

glycogen stores. A pre-game meal 3-4 hours before the event should still be high in 

carbohydrates but can also include moderate amounts of protein. 

 Sources: Foods such as pasta, rice, bread, cereals, potatoes, fruits, and energy drinks 

are excellent sources of carbohydrates. The Glycemic Index (GI) of carbohydrates can 

also play a role; low- to moderate-GI carbs provide a slow, sustained release of 

glucose, whereas high-GI carbs provide a quicker energy boost. 

Protein: Muscle maintenance and repair 

While carbohydrates are the focus of pre-game meals, protein is essential for muscle repair 

and preventing muscle breakdown during exercise. Moderate protein intake can help maintain 

muscle mass during exercise and may contribute to improved recovery post-exercise. 

 Protein sources: Lean meats like chicken or turkey, fish, eggs, low-fat dairy (such as 

yogurt or cheese), tofu, and legumes are ideal protein-rich foods for pre-game meals.  



Fat: A secondary energy source 

Fat is a slower-burning fuel compared to carbohydrates and is more relevant for lower-

intensity or prolonged activities. It is less critical for high-intensity performance but can 

provide a stable energy source during longer-duration events. Fat is also important for 

supporting hormone regulation and joint health. 

 Healthy fats: Sources of healthy fats include avocados, nuts, seeds, olive oil, and 

fatty fish like salmon. However, since fat takes longer to digest, it is advised to keep 

fat intake moderate before intense exercise to avoid gastrointestinal discomfort. 

Fiber: Gut health and energy regulation 

Fiber is important for maintaining digestive health, but high-fiber foods should be consumed 

with caution before a game, as they can cause bloating or discomfort in some athletes. It’s 

advisable to choose low- to moderate-fiber foods closer to game time. Sources of fiber that 

are beneficial but unlikely to cause discomfort include fruits like bananas and apples, white 

bread, or pasta made from refined grains. 

Fluids: Hydration is key 

Hydration is essential for performance and the prevention of heat-related issues. Dehydration 

can cause early fatigue, cramping, and impaired thermoregulation. Athletes should aim to 

hydrate well before the event (about 5-7 mL per kg of body weight), ensuring they are well-

hydrated prior to starting. 

 Hydration strategies: Sports drinks can be a good option because they provide both 

fluid and carbohydrates. For most athletes, water is sufficient, but those engaging in 

high-intensity or long-duration exercise may benefit from electrolyte drinks. 

3. Timing of the Pre-Game Meal 

The timing of the pre-game meal is crucial for optimizing digestion and absorption of 

nutrients. 

 3-4 hours before: A larger meal that provides ample carbohydrates, moderate protein, 

and a small amount of fat. This allows enough time for digestion and ensures that 

energy is available when needed. 

o Example: A grilled chicken sandwich with a side of rice or pasta, and a piece 

of fruit. 

 1-2 hours before: A lighter snack may be consumed if needed, consisting of easily 

digestible carbohydrates with a small amount of protein. This could include options 

like a banana with a small amount of peanut butter or a fruit smoothie. 

The Journal of Sports Sciences recommends that eating a large meal at least 3 hours before 

exercise and a small snack about 30 minutes before exercise can help improve performance 

by providing the necessary fuel without causing discomfort. 

 



4. Example Pre-Game Meals 

Here are a couple of meal ideas based on the recommendations: 

 For an Athlete (e.g., Soccer, Basketball): 

o Meal (3-4 hours before the game): Grilled chicken with brown rice, steamed 

broccoli, and a piece of fruit like an apple or banana. 

o Snack (30-60 minutes before): A slice of whole-grain bread with peanut 

butter or a small energy bar. 

 For an Endurance Athlete (e.g., Marathon, Long-Distance Cycling): 

o Meal (3-4 hours before): Whole-grain pasta with marinara sauce and lean 

ground turkey, along with a small salad and a piece of fruit. 

o Snack (30-60 minutes before): A piece of fruit like a banana or a small 

energy gel. 

5. Research Findings on Pre-Game Meals 

Several studies have explored the optimal components and timing of pre-game meals: 

 A study by Jeukendrup (2014) emphasized that carbohydrate intake is crucial for 

endurance athletes, while protein intake also plays an important role in maintaining 

muscle mass and recovery. 

 Phillips et al. (2017) found that pre-exercise protein intake can help enhance post-

exercise muscle protein synthesis and recovery, making it an essential component in 

meal timing for strength and power athletes. 

 According to Maughan et al. (2012), adequate hydration, particularly when combined 

with electrolytes, plays a vital role in maintaining performance and preventing early 

fatigue in athletes. 
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