
Food for thought – fuelling for the big race 
 

At this time of year you may be training for a Spring race, perhaps a marathon or a 

shorter distance.  You’ll have a training plan that leads you to increase your mileage 

and/or put in some speed sessions.  As you get nearer to race day, you may start 

thinking about carb loading and taking energy on board during the race. 

Please, don’t leave considerations of what to eat and drink until the last minute.  If 

you are increasing your training mileage you’ll need more energy now.  If you are 

training harder, and for longer, you’ll be increasing the physiological stresses on your 

body and you need to take precautions against those stresses having adverse 

effects on your overall health. 

To support your training, you’ll need to increase your intake of carbohydrates.  These 

are the starches and sugars that your body converts into fuel.  Carbohydrates come 

in many forms and the best ones are the ‘slow release’, or low GI, varieties.  Meals 

based on wholewheat pasta or bread, baked potatoes, brown rice and whole grains 

are ideal.  If you’re not sure whether your pasta etc. is ‘whole grain’, just check the 

label.   

Food labelling is generally pretty good these days (notwithstanding the likelihood of 

finding horse meat in processed minced ‘beef’ products) and the ingredients are 

listed in order, starting with the greatest proportion.  So you’re looking for wholegrain 

wheat, for example, on the pasta label.  Try to avoid large quantities of processed 

foods (processed foods are high GI and they include highly refined sugars and 

grains (white flours)); many commercially prepared meals and baked goods such as 

cakes and biscuits are high GI. 

Extra training means that your muscles are working harder.  They need adequate 

protein to support repair of the micro-damage that occurs.  That doesn’t mean eating 

a steak dinner every day but it does mean including good quality protein, such as 

chicken, fish, lean meat or eggs, in your main meals.  Unless you’re a veggie, you 

may not think about other sources of protein, but you’ll also get protein from milk, 

cheese, beans and cereals.  Ideally, breakfast, lunch and dinner should contain 

some protein rather than saving it all for one big meal in the day. 

There’s probably no need to recommend that you include fat in your diet.  Fats are 

often part of the flavouring that makes foods appetising and so you’ll want to eat fats 

such as oils, nuts, butter or cheese.  More importantly, dietary fats are essential for 

the absorption of certain vitamins – A, D, E and K – all of which support a diverse 

range of metabolic functions including the immune response, bone turnover, 

protection against free radical damage and blood clotting. 



Don’t forget that the basis of a healthy training diet includes plenty of vegetables and 

fruit too.  These are the source of a multitude of vitamins, minerals and phyto (plant) 

chemicals that the body needs in order to function optimally.  These nutrients 

support the immune system that heals tissues and fights infection, and an array of 

essential biochemical processes within the body.  You can get by on lower levels of 

these nutrients, but if you’re training then you’re asking your body to work really well, 

not to just limp along.  In addition, fruits and many vegetables contain carbohydrates 

too. So they will also contribute to your carbohydrate intake.  The well known 

recommendation of 5 portions of fruit and veg a day is aimed at the ‘average’ person; 

as a runner you should be looking at (and eating!) 7 or 8 portions a day. 

Hydration is very important too.  Water is an essential nutrient and most runners 

know that the body’s hydration losses must be replenished.  You can use sport 

drinks, but water works well too, as does milk.  When you are eating after a training 

session, you’ll almost certainly be taking in electrolytes, in the form of salts, within 

your food. 

But what about cake, do I hear you cry?  The more active you are, the more you can 

indulge yourself with cake or chocolate, can’t you?  These are ‘high GI’ foods, this 

means that they release energy, i.e. sugars, very quickly when eaten.  When you 

need a fast shot of energy, perhaps at the end of a race, sweets and cakes fit the 

bill.  The downside of these high GI foods is that energy levels, i.e. blood sugar, drop 

rapidly too.  Unless you also eat some lower GI foods shortly afterwards, you’ll soon 

find yourself craving more sugar.  So, yes, of course you can eat cake, as part of a 

balanced diet. 

To support yourself nutritionally as you train now for the big race in March or April, 

you need to consume plenty of carbohydrates, some protein with each meal and lots 

of vegetables and fruit.  Try to eat healthily every day but do treat yourself from time 

to time! 
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