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Chief Instructor’s Tips 

  

In this month’s article, I have collated advice from the Food Standards 
agency and British Swimming. A nutritional diet is essential for a   
swimmer to optimise their health, fitness and performance. There is no 
particular food that makes you fast and there is no universal diet that is 
suitable for all.  

Swimmers gain most of their energy from carbohydrates. Examples of 
carbohydrate foods are cereals, bread, potatoes, pasta, rice, vegetables, fruit, dairy 
and grains. Within carbohydrate foods are sugars and starches, which are broken 
down to form glucose. This is stored as glycogen and acts as local fuel for muscles 
during  exercise. Glycogen is also stored in the liver. The liver breaks the glycogen 
down to glucose and regulates these levels within the blood. The quantity of the 
amount of sugar can vary from high to low (0-100) depending on the carbohydrate, 
this is referred to as the Glycaemic Index. 

Low Glycaemic Index Foods have a steady release of energy and an increased rate of 
fat burning. So medium to low foods would be recommended for long distance swims 
(endurance events) where you get a slow sustained energy release. Also many 
weight loss programmes recommend low GI foods. Whereas high Glycaemic Index 
foods increase blood sugar and rapidly increase insulin levels, (insulin tells the body 
to store fat). These foods create a burst of energy that rapidly depletes. An example 
of foods and where they sit within the GI chart is shown in the table below. 

 

 

Swimmers should always replenish carbohydrates as the body’s store is small in 
comparison to fats where the body has a much larger storage. Fats are also used as 
a fuel source as well as CHO during exercise. However, there are different types of 
fats and it is generally advised to limit the amount of saturated fat in the diet, as it is 
associated with high cholesterol and an increased risk of heart disease.  Conversely, 
unsaturated fats such as those found in oily fish, nuts and seed oils are associated 
with lower levels of heart disease. 

Low GI Foods   Medium GI Foods   High GI Foods   

Pasta 5
1 

Weetabix 6
9 

Cornflakes 7
7 

Instant Noodles 4
7 

Muffins 6
2 

Wholemeal Bread 7
8 

Porridge (traditional Oats 4
2 

Crumpets 6
9 

Mashed Potato 8
6 

Kidney Beans 3
6 

Pancake 6
7 

Turkish Bread 8
7 

Apple 3
8 

Sultanas 5
6 

Rice Cakes 8
7 

Banana 5
0 

Canned Beetroot 6
4 

Scones 9
2 

Yoghurt 3 Rockmelon 6 Jelly Beans 8

Grain Bread 3
6 

Boiled Potato 5
6 

Sports Drinks 7
8 

Making Good Food Choices 
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Chief Instructor’s Tips (Contd.) 

Protein is also vital in a swimmer’s diet as it repairs muscles and tissue after exercise. 
Protein is heavily marketed to athletes. Exceeding protein requirements does not give 
athletes any additional benefits. The concern with excess protein intake is that it may 
come at a cost to carbohydrate intake which would be detrimental to performance.    
Furthermore, large intakes of protein increases calcium excretion in the body and long 
term effects of excessive protein intake are as yet unknown.   

The Food Standards Agency recommends that everyone: 

• Eats foods with a minimum of 60% carbohydrate, a maximum of 30% fats and 1g protein per kilo 
of body mass per day 

• Never skip breakfast 

• Base meals on complex starchy, energy rich foods 

• Eat lots of fruit and veg (5 -7 portions a day)  

• Eat more oily fish (2 portions/week) 

• Cut down on refined fats e.g. trans fats, vegetable oils etc.  

• Eat less salt (no more than 6g/day)  

Source: https://www.britishswimming.org/performance/para-swimming/training-and-sports-science/nutrition/ 

https://www.britishswimming.org/performance/para-swimming/training-and-sports-science/nutrition/


 

7 

Chief Instructor’s Tips (Contd.) 

British Swimming recommends the following foods pre training/competition: 

 

 

 

 

 

Time before session or race Suitable food choices 

1 hour or less Sports drinks (Lucozade), Sports bars,    
Cordial drinks (Robinsons lemon juice), 
Jelly Beans. 

  

1 to 2 hours Milkshake, smoothies, sports bars and   
cereal bars, breakfast cereal, fruit, yoghurt 

3 to 4 hours Breakfast cereal, crumpets or pikelets 
with jam or honey on, glass of milk, fruit, 
bread roll with lean meat and salad, jacket 
potato with baked beans or cottage 
cheese or tuna and sweetcorn, pasta/rice/
cous cous with lean meat and vegetables 
e.g. spaghetti Bolognese, curry with rice, 
tuna pasta bake, fruit salad or fruit low fat 
yogurt. 

Please note the advice in these articles is only general advice 
and you should always follow the  advice of your G.P. 

https://www.britishswimming.org/performance/para-swimming/training-and-sports-science/nutrition/

