
 

 

Fuel for Action: Nutrition Guide for Juniors 

Good nutrition is essential for all growing children, but it becomes even more 
important when they’re active in sport. Just like a car needs the right kind of fuel 
to run smoothly, junior athletes need proper nutrition to perform at their best. 
 

The importance of good nutrition 
The type and amount of foods that children consume are critical for healthy growth and development, with 

energy requirements from food increasing as children get older.  

When it comes to sport, fuelling properly can help to: 

• Improve performance 

• Reduce the risk of injury 

• Speed up recovery following activity 

• Support overall wellness 

However, the specific nutritional requirements differ depending on how children participate in sport. The type of 

activity and how often and intensely they perform are all factors that need to be considered when determining 

how to fuel best for sport. The more intense and longer that children are active, the more fuel they might need. 

Understanding the right type of fuel that children need prior to, during, and after sport can give them their best 

chance to succeed. 

 

Fuel up the tank before activity 

 

Good nutrition before participating in sport helps children with the energy they need to boost their performance. 

Food 

Carbohydrates are the main source of energy for the muscles 
and brain, and are a critical component for performance, 
particularly with high intensity activities.  

Children should aim to consume a small meal containing a 
good source of carbohydrates prior to activity, such as 
cereals with milk and fruit, sandwiches, or baked beans on 
toast. Consuming a small meal 2-3 hours before activity will 
allow enough time to digest, while still fuelling their bodies 
for being active. 



 

 

If short on time, choose a low fibre carbohydrate source to consume 1.5-2 hours before activity, such as fruit and 
yoghurt, cheese and crackers, or a sandwich. Choosing a small, low fibre carbohydrate source ensures quick and 
easy digestion before activity, so children can hit the ground running. 

Drinks 

Keeping hydrated is another key element for health and performance. Approximately 60% of our body is made up 
of water, so adequate hydration is important to reduce the risk of dehydration, regulate body temperature and 
reduce the risk of heat-related illnesses that can occur with high intensities or durations of exercise.   

Juniors need between 1.2 and 1.9 litres of fluid per day, and even more when engaging in physical activity or 
sport. Prior to activity, children should sip regularly, and aim to avoid unnecessary sugary drinks, energy drinks or 
sports drinks to ensure optimal hydration before commencing activity.  

 

Mid-activity top up 

 

Depending on the intensity and duration of the sport, a mid-point top up can provide extra fuel for children to 
keep energy levels high.   

Food 

For activities that are less than 75 minutes in length, 
extra fuel may not be necessary.  However, if needed, 
snacking on fruit can be an easy and nutritious option. 
Fruits that contain fast digesting carbohydrates, such 
as banana or pineapple, can provide a quick boost of 
energy to keep children going.  

For activities longer than 75 minutes, topping up with 
extra carbohydrates can help to maintain energy levels 
for sustained performance. Fruit, muesli bars and 
simple sandwiches are quick and easy options for fuel 
during activity.  

Drinks 

Aim to consume 1.2-1.9 litres of fluid per day, plus more 
when physically active. 

Avoid unnecessary sugary drinks, energy drinks or sports 
drinks – water is best!  

Food 

2-3 hours before activity: small meal with a good source 
of carbohydrates, e.g. sandwiches, cereals.  

1.5-2 hours before activity: low fibre carbohydrate source 
for quick energy, e.g. fruit, yogurt, simple sandwiches.  

 



 

 

Drinks 

Keeping hydrated will reduce the risk of dehydration and help to maximise performance. Fluid intake during 
exercise will vary between individuals, however intake should aim to replace what is lost.  

Thirst is not always an accurate indicator of hydration, so children should consume water throughout the activity, 
rather than to wait to feel thirsty.  

If activity is performed for greater than 90 minutes at a high intensity, a fluid containing carbohydrates and 
electrolytes, such as a sports drink, may be helpful to provide some extra energy and hydration. Consuming cold 
or icy drinks is another option that can cool the body internally, helping to reduce discomfort related to high 
temperature environments. 

 

Refuel to recover after activity 

 

After activity, good nutrition and hydration are critical to replenish the energy that was used and the water that 
was lost.  

Food 

Carbohydrates and protein are needed to refuel glycogen stores (i.e. the stores of energy in our body) and to 
support muscles to recover. Refuelling with nutritious foods such as a fruit smoothie or a chicken and salad 
sandwich are a great way to put children on the right track to recovery.  

Drinks 

Fluids are lost when we sweat, which is common when engaging in sport, particularly in hot environments. 
However, no matter the weather, replacing these fluids is important to reduce the risk of dehydration. Water is 
the best option to replace the fluids that were lost with activity. However, other options such as low-fat milk are 
also effective for rehydration due to its electrolyte content, while also supporting bone and teeth health. 

 

 

Drinks 

Keep hydrated by sipping often on water. 

For activities >90 minutes at a high intensity, consider a 
fluid that contains carbohydrates and electrolytes in 
addition to water.  

Cold or icy drinks can help to keep cool and reduce 
discomfort.   

Food 

Activities <75 minutes: if needed, snack on small, easily 
digestible carbohydrate sources, such as fruit. 

Activities >75 minutes: top up with carbohydrates sources 
such as fruit, muesli bars or simple sandwiches.  



 

 

 
Lasting performance through healthy habits 

While it’s important to fuel well for sport, the foods that children eat and the fluids that they drink every day can 
have an impact on their health, wellbeing and performance in the long term. Supporting children to eat a well-
balanced diet, containing foods from each of the five food groups, will help to nourish their bodies and fuel their 
performance. Helping children to understand how to listen to their body is another way to support them to fuel 
well to perform at their best. 

For parents who are seeking more information on how to support their child to fuel their best, speak with an 
Accredited Sports Dietitian. Visit https://www.sportsdietitians.com.au/#find-sports-dietitian to find an Accredited 
Sports Dietitian in your area. 

For more resources on healthy eating in sport, visit the Sports Dietitians Australia resource page at 
https://www.sportsdietitians.com.au/factsheets/.  

For sporting clubs that want to make healthy changes to better support junior athletes, visit Health and 
Wellbeing Queensland’s A Better Choice for Sport and Recreation page at https://hw.qld.gov.au/a-better-
choice/sport-and-recreation/.  
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Drinks 

Water is the best option to replace the fluid that are lost 
during activity. 

Other options such as low-fat milk can also help to 
rehydrate due to its electrolyte content. 

Food 

Refuel with foods that include both carbohydrates and 
protein, such as a fruit smoothie or a chicken and salad 
sandwich. 
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