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The Tennis Player’s Nutritional Checklist

Energy needs…Take in enough calories 
to maximise performance and recovery.

1. Evenly disperse calories throughout 
tournament day: This ensures consistent 
energy levels. 

2. Hydration: Consume enough fluids and 
electrolytes before, during and after the 
match.

3. Pre-game nutrition: Make sure to have 
appropriate timing, calories, fluids and 
foods that have the right mixture of carbs, 
protein, fat and electrolytes to   maximise 
performance.

4. During competition: Very important to 
hydrate and intake proper amounts of 
carbohydrates and electrolytes.

5. Post-match nutrition: Replace fluids 
lost and take in appropriate nutrients 
within 30-45 minutes after each match.

Energy needs
A major mistake many tennis players make 

during tournaments is not eating enough cal-

ories to fuel the energy requirements needed 

to perform at the highest level (1).  Research 

has shown that an average competitive male 

tennis player may burn more than 500k calo-

ries per hour of match play(2).  Calorie needs 

vary greatly from athlete to athlete because 

of differences in gender, body composition, 

age, level of activity, duration and efficiency 

of movement(3,4,5).

One of the best ways to help your players 

know exactly what their needs are on the day 

of competition is food and hydration journal-

ing, possibly measuring energy expenditure 

with a calorie expenditure device and having 

personalised tournament menus developed 

by a nutrition expert. It is important to experi-

ment with these techniques before major 

competitions to make sure that the food 

choices and quantities do not result in any 

adverse side effects, such as bloating, the 

feeling of fullness, cramping or lethargy.  

Secondly, it is important that the athlete 

spreads the calories and fluids consumed 

evenly throughout the day in order to have 

consistent energy levels and maximize perfor-

mance (6).  This is accomplished by keeping 

blood-sugar levels constant.  Many athletes 

make the mistake of eating the majority of 

their energy needs after the event.  If the 

athlete is starving after competition, they did 

not come close to meeting their nutritional 

needs before the tournament started.  

Also, if the match goes on for longer than 

expected, they could run low on energy 

reserves, which could also negatively impact 

performance.  It is very important to always 

prepare for the worst-case scenario, and 

have enough snacks on hand to fuel the body 

if there is a rain delay or matches go on 

longer than expected.  

Pre-match carbohydrates & hydration 
needs
Due to the variability of tennis, pre-game 

nutrition can be very challenging.  Evidence 

suggests that the closer the athlete gets to 

activity, the less fat, protein and calories the 

body can tolerate, and the need for appropri-

ate levels of carbohydrates and hydration are 

important(7,8,10).  
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Sport Science for the USTA.  He is the co-
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We all know what an athlete eats every day makes a big difference in 
their performance on court.  Tournament day is just as important.  So 
where should a player start in determining their nutritional habits and 
needs?

Pre-game hydration guidelines

fluids.

before and after the match by having the athlete weigh and record their weight to compare 

with post-match weight.  Weighing an athlete should not be performed at a tournament 

without the athlete being used to weighing before and after previous matches or practice 

sessions.  It is never a good idea to add/change a routine on tournament day.
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Pre-game guidelines also vary greatly from 

athlete to athlete due to different physi-

ological and anthropometric numbers, energy 

expenditure and gastric emptying (the speed 

at which fluid moves out of the stomach).  The 

best way an athlete will know what works 

is by practicing their nutritional strategy on 

non-competition days(10).

During matches
During tennis matches, maintaining an ap-

propriate level of hydration is important in mi-

nimising fatigue, which can lead to errors, the 

increased chance of injuries, and a decrease 

in speed, power and strength(11,12).  The goal 

of the athlete is to keep their weight constant 

throughout the match.  For example, if the 

athlete weighed 142lb before they started the 

match, then they want to finish their match 

weighing close to 142lb.  In long matches 

in hot and humid conditions, it may not be 

possible to replace all the fluid lost during a 

match.  This can have severe effects, because 

if an athlete is as little as 2-3% dehydrated, 

their performance can decline up to 10%.  

More concerning is that some studies have 

shown that 66% of all athletes are poorly 

hydrated before an event(13).  

Replacing electrolytes is important – espe-

cially sodium.  Sodium content in an athlete’s 

sweat is highly varied.  A salty sweater is 

someone who, when they sweat and are 

wearing dark clothing or a dark hat, will leave 

a white residue.  This white reside is the 

sodium in the sweat.  A rule of thumb is 70mg 

of sodium per 8oz during competition, or 0.3 

to 0.7g sodium per litre of fluid during hot and 

humid days(14).

Hydration needs vary greatly from athlete 

to athlete, so defining what amounts work 

best could take several trials, and it would 

be helpful to consult a trained professional 

experienced in nutrition and hydration.  

It is also important for tennis players to 

consume enough carbohydrates before and 

during competition to prevent fatigue and the 

lowering of blood sugar levels.  The amount of 

carbohydrates to consume during matches is 

based on each individual’s 

metabolism, body 

composition, 

sweat 
rate and movement efficiency.  

Research suggests that consuming food or 

fluid with a 4-to-1 ratio of carbohydrates to 

protein may be as effective, or possibly more 

effective, than carbohydrates alone in aiding 

performance(15).  More research is required 

to determine if this ratio produces the same 

results in tennis performance. 
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In-game hydration/nutrition guidelines
 

thumb is to drink between 4-12 (4-12oz) sips 

of water or some kind of sports drink (carbo-

hydrate/electrolyte formula). The higher-end 

of the range is typically for individuals who 

are heavy sweaters.

Experiment with this formula and then adjust 

it accordingly for each athletic activity you 

engage in. Do this until you find that your 

weight remains within a close range from the 

start until the end of the match. 

sodium per 8oz of fluid.

Carbohydrate beverage should be a 5-7% 

carbohydrate solution.  Beverage could pos-

sibly have a 4-to-1 carbohydrate to protein 

ratio.

Post-match nutrition
If the athlete is unable to keep their body 

weight the same during a match, it is im-

portant to replace any fluid lost to maximise 

recovery and minimise fatigue.  The goal is to 

drink 20-24oz of fluid for every pound lost(9).  

If an athlete gains weight during the match, 

this weight gain should never exceed two 

pounds.  It is important to make fluid adjust-

ments for the next match.

From a nutritional standpoint, the goal is 

to replace the carbohydrates and protein 

used during the match.  The athlete wants 

to consume at least 6-20g of protein and 

30-60g of carbohydrates within 30-45 minutes 

to maximize recovery and to restore energy 

levels for the next match(16). 

Different scenarios
Below are different menu examples for tennis 

tournaments.  These menus are designed for 

a 142lb female with a body fat of 18% who 

needs 3 000 calories on tournament days.

11am & 3pm

Morning   7-9 am
4oz  whole wheat bagel 

1  whole egg 

2  egg whites 

1oz       low fat cheese 

1 cup    fresh strawberries 

10oz     juice - orange juice

10oz     water 

Pre-Match   9-11am
20oz     water 

Match   11am-1pm
10oz     electrolyte beverage that contains  

   5-7% carbohydrates  (~14g CHO  

   per 8oz solution or a 4-1 ratio/rest  

   water an hour)    

1           energy bar (~210cals - contains  

   42g of CHO and 6g of protein)  

   couple of bites during change 

   overs. 

May also need more fluid than indicated 

depending on sweat rate.

Lunch   1-2pm (have within 30-45min)

1           nutritional shake (~360cals - 54g  

   CHO, 20g protein, 8g of healthy fat). 

  

2    cups of fruit 

16oz  water – replace any fluid lost  

   during match.

Pre-Match   2-3pm
16-20oz water

Match   3-5pm
10-20oz    electrolyte beverage (Gatorade®  

   or Cytomax®) that 

                 contains 5-7% carbohydrates  

   (~14g CHO per 8oz solution)  

1      energy bar (~210cals - contains  

   42g of CHO and 6g of protein)  

   couple of bites during change overs.

 

Replace any fluid lost and preferably eat din-

ner within an hour.

May also need more fluid than indicated 

depending on sweat rate.

Evening Meal   5 -6pm
2oz  grilled chicken 

1 cup  whole wheat pasta 

1 cup  green beans 

16oz  skim/1% milk or juice 

Evening Snack     9-10pm
8oz    low-fat yogurt 

1oz    salted nuts 

2     fresh fruits

10-16oz   water

only

Morning  7-9 am
4oz  whole wheat bagel 

1   whole egg 

2   egg whites 

1oz  low fat cheese 

1 cup  fresh strawberries 

10oz  juice - orange juice 

10oz  water

  

Snack   10-11am
1              energy bar (~210cals - contains   

   42g of CHO and 6g of protein)

16oz        water

Lunch   1-2pm
1         nutrition shake (~360cals - 54g  

   CHO, 20g protein, 8g of healthy  

   fat) 

2    cups fruit 

16oz  water

         Or

1   turkey sandwich on whole wheat  

   bread, mustard, tomato, 

   lettuce and fruits, baked Lay’s®  

   chips, VitaliciousTM cranberry  

   muffin top (VitaTopTM) 

Pre-match   2-3pm
20oz  water 

Match   3-5pm
10-20oz     electrolyte beverage that contains  

   5-7% carbohydrates (~14g CHO  

   per 8oz solution or a 4-1 ratio/rest  

   water an hour)  

1                energy bar (~210cals - contains  

   42g of CHO and 6g of protein,

        e.g., Powerbar® energy bars)

Replace any fluid lost and eat dinner within 

an hour.

Evening meal   5-6pm
2oz  grilled chicken 

1 cup  whole wheat pasta 

1 cup  green beans 

16oz  skim/1% milk or juice 

Evening Snack   9-10pm
8oz    low-fat yogurt 

1oz    salted nuts 

2     fresh fruits

10-16oz   water 
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Rain delay
During delays, it is important to maintain fluid, 

carbohydrate and electrolyte levels.  When 

delays happen (and typically they do during 

tournaments), it is important to have liquids 

and easily digested foods available in order to 

be ready at any moment.  

The best way to know if these items work is 

to have the players try out products as close 

as 15 minutes before heavy practices and 

note any intolerance issues.  

Examples of rainy day items:  nutrition shakes, 

Naked®/Odawalla® protein or regular 

smoothies, salted pretzels, mini bagels, Vitali-

cious muffin tops and low-fat crackers.

Summary
Thousands of hours are spent on technique, 

tactics, physical and psychological training 

to prepare for competitive tournaments.  It 

is imperative that all this hard work is not 

undone by poor nutrition, especially during 

tournaments.  The goal of this article was to 

provide some practical information to help 

your players succeed on court when it counts 

the most – in competition.

It is important to maximise these efforts with 

a sports nutrition and hydration tournament 

plan that allows for top level performance.  

Remember, sports nutrition is a scientific 

discipline and it requires a combination of 

the correct knowledge, experience and 

individual application to each athlete to 

perfect an ideal plan.
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