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To run a successful race, you need to have a plan when it
comes to what you eat and drink. Here’s some advice from
the experts.

For a short race like a 5K, you might be able to power through the miles without

paying too much attention to what you ate or drank beforehand. Distance races

are different: The higher mileage demands to be taken seriously. If you don’t

make sensible food and drink choices leading up to the race, you’ll pay for it

during the race itself.

Luckily, it’s not difficult to make the right decisions before, during and after your

race. Just try the following approaches as you get ready for your big race.

The Night Before

What you eat for dinner the night before your big race is important, but not for

the reasons you often hear. The idea of “carbo loading” is a bit overblown.

Instead, it’s best to rely on something familiar and comfortable. “I think a lot of



folks overdo it on the carb loading,” says Jonathan Jordan, a San Francisco-based

personal trainer. “Have a healthy and yummy meal, but don’t eat anything

you’ve never had before. You don’t want to have indigestion or cramps. I usually

have three slices of cheese pizza and a salad.”

The Morning Of

Similarly, your race day breakfast should also be tested well in advance, so

you’re not trying anything new. Most experts recommend a balanced breakfast

that consists of things like bagels, peanut butter, bananas, energy bars, yogurt

and other similar items that are easy on the stomach. Try to eat a few hours

before racetime to give yourself time to take care of business in the bathroom.

“If there’s less than 1 hour before the race, choose very easy to digest carbs and

skip the protein and fats, as they will only slow down the digestion of the carbs,”

says Julie Stefanski, a certified sports dietitian and spokesperson for the

Academy of Nutrition & Dietetics. “If you’re two to three hours out, you can

double the carbs and add a little protein.”

During the Race

If you are training for a half marathon or longer, many experts recommend

using nutrition during the race itself. It’s best to practice different strategies

beforehand to find what works for you. For runs that are an hour or longer, Amy

Parkerson-Mitchell, a physical therapist and running coach in Overland Park,

Kansas, recommends intake about 30 minutes in, and then every 30 minutes

after that. “I recommend trying different options like pastes, gels, beans, wafers

and others during training to see how the stomach reacts,” she says. “Once you

find what works, stick with it for your race.”

After the Race

Many runners don’t feel like eating right after a run, but it’s important to get

some food in fairly soon for recovery. “Recovery nutrition is vital to repair

damaged tissues and muscles, rehydrate and replenish the energy that was



used by your body,” says Stefanski. “Have a source of carbohydrates and a little

bit of protein within 30 minutes after the run. Follow this up with a balanced

meal within one to two hours.”
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