
Fueling Your Soccer Player: 
Nutrition and Hydration 
Fueling your athlete with food and water is no  
different than fueling your car with gasoline. 
Without proper nutrition and hydration your  
athlete may not perform up to his or her potential. 
There are two key components to fueling an  
athlete. The first is the establishment of healthy 
eating and drinking on a daily basis. This serves  
as a foundation for game-day nutrition, which will  
“top off the tank” and help improve performance.

Daily Nutrition and Hydration	
Making healthy decisions daily about nutrition 
and hydration can be challenging. For families 
with working parents and constant driving 
between after-school activities, it is not always 
easy. However, there are several small choices 
that can make a big difference in the overall 
nutrition of your family. The first is to limit 
fast food. Fast food is loaded with high calories 
and fat and therefore has virtually no nutritious 
content. Also, consider packing a lunch for 
your athlete. This will allow you and your child 
to make healthy dietary choices together.

The second change to make is to limit consumption 
of soda pop. Pop contains a large amount 
of sugar, and is also considered “empty” in 

terms of nutritional content. Caffeinated pop 
also dehydrates you by increasing your urine 
production. Instead, replace pop with water. 
Some kids hate drinking plain water, so flavor 
it with a lemon or a lime slice. There are no 
calories in water and it serves an important role 
in keeping your athlete hydrated. If you already 
restrict pop and fast food intake, congratulations! 
You have already made an important decision 
to teach your child healthy eating habits.

A good daily general nutrition and hydration 
plan should include the following:
•	 2-3 servings of protein: poultry, 

fish, lean meat, beans, eggs
•	 3-4 servings of dairy: milk, yogurt, cheese
•	 6-11 servings of grains (ideally whole 

grains): bread, pasta, rice, cereals
•	 4-6 servings of fruits/vegetables: dried, 

canned, or whole fruit and raw or cooked 
veggies (dark green veggies are the best)

•	 8 tall glasses (8 ounces each) of water

For a fun way to determine your specific nutritional 
needs, go to www.mypyramid.gov. Here, you can 
enter your age, gender, and level of physical activity 
for a daily nutrition plan to meet your needs. 
You can also obtain ideas for food selection.
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Game-day Nutrition and Hydration
Game-day eating and drinking is the critical 
component to energizing athletes through their 
competition. General daily nutrition serves as your 
foundation which your game-day choices will 
build upon. The key to game-day nutrition is to eat 
healthy foods at the right time. Never eat a large 
meal within 4 hours of a competition. If you have 
an early afternoon game, get up and eat a large 
breakfast with carbohydrates and protein (i.e. whole 
wheat toast with eggs and some fresh fruit). Then 
one hour before game time, eat a small snack. This 
snack should hold you over through competition. 
Good choices include a small serving of oatmeal, a 
banana or apple, yogurt, graham crackers, sports 
bars, Fig Newtons, or half a bagel with small 
amount of cream cheese. If you have an evening 
game, eat a solid breakfast and lunch, then one hour 
before game time, get your snack in. After the game, 
make sure you also have a snack handy to hold you 
over until you can get home for a nutritious dinner. 
Ideally, this meal should be consumed within two 
hours to replace what the athlete has burned.

Game-day hydration is critical to performance. 
Water is still your best friend. Avoid caffeinated 
beverages (pop, Red Bull, coffee) because they will 
dehydrate you and possibly hurt your performance. 
Some people like to drink sports drinks (Gatorade, 
Powerade, etc.) for the taste. These drinks contain  
carbohydrates and electrolytes that are meant 
to replace what you lose in sweat. They are not 
necessary if you are exercising for less than 60 
minutes. Water adequately replaces sweat losses in 
athletes working out for less than 60 minutes. If you 
do work out for greater than 60 minutes, consume 
the sports drinks during and after competition. 
Consider mixing them with water to dilute them. 
If you choose to drink sport drinks remember that 
each 16 oz. bottle contains around 125 calories.

Our thirst mechanism isn’t activated until we are 
3% dehydrated. At this level, our performance 
decreases. So, it is crucial to drink before you 
get thirsty. Hydration guidelines for adults and 
adolescents suggest the following intake:

2 tall glasses of water 3 hours before sports
1 tall glass of water 10 minutes before a game
1 tall glass of water every break from 
the field (or every 15-20 minutes)
3 tall glasses of water immediately 
following the game
(One tall glass = 8 oz)

Learning proper nutrition and hydration will 
not only improve your performance on the field, 
but also off. For more information, consider 
visiting www.mypyramid.gov or purchasing 
Nancy Clark’s “Sports Nutrition Guide.”

About Us
University Hospitals Rainbow Babies & 
Children’s Hospital Sports Medicine physicians 
care for both competitive athletes and weekend 
warriors. Our physicians meet the highest 
standards possible in specialty training and are 
focused on the issues that affect athletes of all 
ages. Our board-certified pediatricians have 
completed a two-year accredited Sports Medicine 
fellowship and are among only 100 pediatricians 
nationwide who have earned their Certificate 
of Added Qualifications in Sports Medicine.

Common sports-related problems we care for:
•	 Acute injuries (ankle sprains, muscle 
strains, knee and shoulder injuries, 
and non-displaced fractures)

•	 Overuse injuries (tendonitis, stress 
fractures, and back pain)

•	 Growth plate injuries
•	 Mild traumatic brain injury (concussion) 
and other head injuries

•	 Athletes with chronic or acute illness such as 
infectious mononucleosis, asthma or diabetes

•	 “Return to play” decisions for 
the sick or injured athlete

•	 Athletes with eating issues, menstrual 
irregularity or bone density loss

•	 Nutrition, supplements, ergogenic 
aids and performance issues

•	 Specialized guidance for youth 
and women athletes

•	 Injury prevention for all ages
•	 Exercise guidance for patients who 

want to improve their fitness
•	 Pre-participation sports physicals
•	 Assessment of sport-specific needs in specialized 

populations, such as Special Olympics athletes

Locations
• 	University Hospitals  
Case Medical Center – Bolwell Health Center

• 	University Hospitals Landerbrook Health Center
• 	University Hospitals  

Chagrin Highlands Health Center
• 	University Hospitals  

University Suburban Health Center
• 	University Hospitals Mentor Medical Center
• 	University Hospitals Westlake Health Center
• 	Southwest General Urgicare (Strongsville)

It’s not whether you win or lose.
It’s how healthy you stay.

Sports Medicine for Adults and Children  
Orthopaedics  •  Sports Medicine
1-866-UH4-CARE

© 2009 University Hospitals        ORT 00043 Nutrition


