
Youth Sports Nutrition - The Why
Whether it’s for competition or recreation, youth sports programs are a great way to increase 
children’s physical activity levels. Most importantly, the primary goal of youth sports 
programs is to have fun! As parents, it is important to learn how to meet the nutritional needs 
of growing and active children. Healthy eating provides kids with the energy they need to 
maximize their enjoyment of youth sports and physical activity in general. The Chef Marshall 
O’Brien Group, in cooperation with the Minnesota Timberwolves, the Minnesota Lynx 
and the University of Minnesota Athletic Department, has developed an extensive nutrition 
program for high school athletes. The information provided in this youth sports program is a 
condensed version of the high school program. Follow these guidelines to give your children 
a strong foundation for the healthy eating habits that become increasingly important as they 
enter more competitive high school sports programs.  
Four Elements of Youth Sports Programs
This program focuses on four elements that allow children to perform to the best of their 
ability and have fun while participating in their practices and games. We will briefly cover 
these elements so you understand what they are, why they are important, and how to 
integrate them into your children’s daily routine.  
Nutrition - Physically active children need a steady supply of calories and nutrients 
throughout the day for sustained energy, growth, overall health and well-being. 
Unfortunately, many young athletes, parents, and coaches have misconceptions concerning 
sports nutrition. Young athletes have greater nutritional needs than their less-active peers and 
adults. Specifically, active children have increased requirements for the following:
Calories - Active children may need up to 30% more calories per pound of body weight than 
adults. Caloric needs differ by gender, age, and activity level, so the best way to determine 
sufficient caloric intake is to monitor growth and development for your child’s age. Most 
young athletes have normal growth and development, but caloric restriction and impaired 
growth may be a concern for sports such as distance running, dance and gymnastics, where a 
slim body type is favored. Weight cutting involved in wrestling is very dangerous for children 
and can seriously impair growth.  
Protein - Physically active children need additional protein to support growth. The protein 
we eat breaks down into amino acids–the building blocks for every cell in our bodies. All 
organs, muscles, skin, bones and hair are made from protein. To help your child rebuild 
and repair muscle after an intense practice or game, provide a high protein meal or snack 
such as string cheese, deli meat with crackers or a hard-boiled egg. Active children need 
approximately .6-.7 grams of protein per pound of body weight each day. For example, a 75- 
pound child would need about 53 grams of protein daily (.7x75=53). Read your food labels 
for the number of grams.   
Carbohydrates are an important fuel for young athletes. All carbohydrates break down into 
sugar (glucose) in the body. Glucose is either burned for energy right away or stored in the 
liver and muscles as glycogen, to be used for energy when needed. Children do not have a 
large glycogen storage capacity and thus have an increased need for carbohydrates before and 
possibly during exercise. Snacks or meals before a practice or game should be high in complex 
carbohydrates such as fruit, beans, whole grains and yogurt.
Iron - Young athletes, especially adolescent females, often have low iron stores, which leads to 
anemia. To ensure adequate iron intake, provide foods high in iron like beef, turkey, chicken, 
spinach, and beans.  
Calcium - This mineral is important for bone growth in childhood, especially during puberty 
when approximately 26% of bone mass is acquired. Calcium-rich foods like cheese, milk, 
canned salmon and green leafy vegetables can help build strong, healthy bones.
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Hydration
Several factors put active children at risk for 
dehydration. Children do not perspire as 
effectively as adults, making them more likely to overheat if they are not properly hydrated. 
Proper hydration takes at least 12 hours, so drinking extra water just before a game won’t be 
effective. Make drinking water a priority every day, not just before practices or games. Get your 
child into the hydration habit by buying them their own special water bottle and planning 
together how many times each day they will fill it to meet their requirements.
Children need to drink a minimum of six to eight 8-ounce glasses of water daily, depending 
on their weight and activity level. Limit their use of sports drinks to days when they 
participate in strenuous activity for a prolonged time. Thirst is not an accurate indicator of 
children’s needs. Enforce hydration breaks every 15-20 minutes during practices and games 
and make sure your child drinks several cups of water afterwards.  
Sleep 
Sleep is crucial for physically active children. The National Sleep Foundation recommends 
that children aged 5-12 years sleep 10 to 11 hours each night. Why is sleep so important? 
During sleep, hormones for growth and development are released. The body also sends the 
extra blood to muscles and tissues that is needed for overnight repair. Insufficient sleep can 
lead to behavior problems and severe consequences like impaired growth and a weakened 
immune system. Sufficient sleep ensures that kids have the energy they need to be physically 
active and have fun during their practices and games. It can also reduce cravings for junk food 
and make establishing healthy eating habits much easier. 
To help children sleep more, try to stop screen time one hour before bed (time in front of TV, 
computers, and phones), eliminate sources of caffeine in their diet (soda, tea, energy drinks, 
etc.) and keep their bedroom dark, cool and quiet.
Cognition
A healthy diet is important for mental health and cognition, not just physical health. The 
foods your child eats the 24 hours before a game can have a major impact on their ability to 
quickly perceive objects and to focus on the game plan. Diets high in fast food, sugar and 
caffeine can lead to deficiencies in several nutrients that are important for brain function. 
Give your child a physical and mental advantage by providing them a variety of unprocessed 
foods like fruits and vegetables, lean protein, whole grains and healthy fats.

Overweight child?

Even if your active child is 
overweight, caloric restriction 
is not recommended. Instead, 
focus on providing healthy, 
balanced meals and reducing 
intake of processed foods and 
sugar-sweetened beverages. 

With a consistent diet full of 
nutrient-dense foods and the 
proper number of calories, 
your child will eventually grow 
into their body and can achieve 
a healthy body mass index. 
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Smart Eating Guidelines  
Your child’s diet should consist of a variety of whole, unprocessed foods–as close to the way 
nature made them as possible. Most packaged foods are high in unhealthy fats, sugar and 
additives that negatively affect mental and physical health. Eliminate or reduce the use of 
sugar-sweetened beverages, including soda, sweetened tea and energy drinks. Fast food is not 
a healthy option. It increases the risk of obesity in children and reduces mental cognition. 
Active children can meet all of their nutritional needs through a healthy diet and do not need 
dietary supplements. Stick with meals based on real, fresh food as follows:

Lean Protein - Chicken, beef, fish, tofu, lean hamburger, tuna, eggs, beans and legumes and 
milk are all great sources of lean protein that contains the vitamins and amino acids essential 
for healthy bone and muscle development. Choose plain, white milk over flavored milk 
when possible. Chocolate milk contains an extra 10 grams of added sugar, so save it for an 
occasional treat.

Vegetables & Fruits - Fresh or frozen is best. Choose a variety of vibrantly colored vegetables 
and fruits to provide an abundance of vitamins and minerals. Cutting up fruits and vegetables 
encourages consumption. Try storing small bags of cut up produce in the refrigerator for 
quick snacks on the go.  

Whole Grains are a great choice for active kids. Stay away from white bread and white rice, 
as they offer a lot of calories without much nutrition.

Healthy Fats are needed for brain development and nerve function. Provide small amounts 
of healthy fats such as olive and coconut oil, avocado, nuts and nut butters. The easiest way to 
eliminate unhealthy fats–refined vegetable oils like canola, margarine, hydrogenated oils and 
shortening–is to avoid packaged cookies, crackers, snack foods and frozen breakfast products.  
Meal Planning & Timing
Active children need frequent “fill-ups” throughout the day to stay energized and nourish 
growing bodies. Aim for three meals and two snacks daily. Following is our recommended 
meal schedule: 
•	 Breakfast   
•	 Mid-morning snack   
•	 Lunch   
•	 Mid-afternoon snack   
•	 Dinner

Youth Sports Nutrition - The How

Portable snacks!
Smart eating takes planning 
but it’s worth it! To the right 
are several smart, balanced 
snack options your child can 
toss in their backpack or that 
you can share with the team 
after a practice  or game.

My Plate for Training & Practice Days My Plate for After the Game
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Modify this schedule depending on the timing of your child’s practice or games. For example, 
if they have a morning practice, it may be more appropriate to feed them a small snack 
beforehand and a large breakfast afterwards. Do what works for both of you. Just keep in mind 
that going long periods without eating may cause kids to overeat–usually the wrong foods. 

Meals or snacks before practices and games should be higher in the complex carbohydrates 
that provide energy, while meals and snacks after a game should be higher in protein to help 
with muscle repair and recovery. Adopt the habit of giving your child a snack an hour before 
a practice or game. After practices and games, snacks should be eaten within 15-30 minutes 
to start muscle repair as soon as possible.

Hydration Tips 
Help your child develop the hydration habit by buying them their 
own special water bottle. Together, plan how many times they 
need to fill it each day to meet their requirement of six to eight 
8-ounce glasses. Enforce hydration breaks every 15-20 minutes 
during practices and games. Make sure your child drinks plenty 

of water after a game. Sports drinks are good for replacing the electrolytes lost in a game or 
heavy practice. Water is the best source to hydrate your child’s body; use sports drinks only 
after practices and games. Children don’t need the extra sugar or artificial sweeteners in sports 
drinks during the day.

Helping Your Child Get a Better Night’s Sleep
•	 Stop screen time one hour before bed (time in front of TV, computers and phones).
•	 Eliminate sources of caffeine in your child’s diet, including soda, tea and energy drinks.
•	 Create a soothing environment for falling asleep–keep their room dark, cool and quiet.
•	 A small bedtime snack is helpful for children who have problems falling asleep. An apple 

with peanut or almond butter makes a perfect snack.

Cognition-Boosting Foods
Most parents and coaches know that a healthy diet is important for the body, but may not 
realize its importance for the brain and cognition. What is good for the body is generally 
good for the mind. To improve your child’s cognitive abilities, you need to make sure their 
brain is getting enough nutrients. Fast food and highly-processed packaged foods are very low 
in the nutrients needed for healthy brain function. Foods high in sugar also leach vitamins 
and minerals from the body and deprive your child of precious nutrients. Avoid making these 
foods a regular part of your child’s diet. 

On the other hand, foods like vegetables, fruits and lean meats are nutrient-dense  
and therefore boost cognition. The following foods can be especially good  
for cognition as they contain healthy fats that increase blood flow to the  
brain plus high amounts of antioxidants that protect the brain 
from damage: walnuts, berries, salmon and tuna, spinach, 
avocados and sweet potatoes. 

Putting It All Together 
Whether it’s in the classroom or on the field, nutrition, 
hydration, sleep and cognition all work together to help  
your child perform to the best of his or her ability.  
Following these guidelines will give your child a physical  
and mental advantage today and set them up with healthy 
habits for a lifetime.

Before practice or game (at least one hour)

Dried fruit - raisins, dried cranberries (limit to ½ cup portion)

Fresh fruit - bananas, apples

Peanut butter and jelly sandwich or string cheese

After practice or game 

Provide a high-protein snack to start muscle repair, within 

15-30 minutes if possible.

Cheese and/or salami, cashews, or beef jerky

High protein Clif bar (10 grams of sugar or less)

Offer sports drinks in 12 oz size. Gatorade G is slightly        

preferred over G2. We do not recommend POWERADE due to its 

high-fructose corn syrup content.

Chef-Approved Snacks

Sports Nutrition 
Checklist

Choose whole, unprocessed 
foods whenever possible.

Focus on four food groups:  
1. Lean protein 
2. Vegetables & fruits
3. Whole grains
4. Healthy fats

Include a combination of 
carbohydrates, protein and 
healthy fats at each meal      
and snack.

Eat three meals and two 
snacks each day.

Avoid sugar-sweetened and 
caffeinated beverages.

Avoid packaged food, 
which is generally high in 
unhealthy fats, sugar and 
additives. 

Minimize fast food.
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