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Fueling Your Marathon 
 

Preparing your body to endure a 26.2 mile run requires disciplined training, nutritious foods, and some extra 

fuel as you extend your training runs. While seasoned runners have a good idea of their calorie needs, those 

new to the sport will probably experience some calorie cravings! 

 

Do I need more calories? 

As a general rule, a healthy balanced diet is adequate to fuel workouts lasting up to one hour. Longer 

workouts benefit from a nutrition plan that helps replenish energy, electrolytes and water during exercise 

and promotes optimal recovery post workout – adding up to extra calories. 
 

If you workouts are limited to less than one hour, you can rely on your balanced meals and snacks to give 

you energy. Exercising longer? You’ll need extra energy, mainly from carbohydrates—needed to build and 

replenish muscle and liver glycogen stores (storage form of glucose). 

 

What’s a balanced meal? 

Design your plate using the MyPlate icon as a guide and you’ll get 

the right balance of macronutrients, hence the term balanced meal. 
 

Eating well while training can ensure your muscles are supplied the 

nutritional building blocks to get stronger while increasing your 

endurance, all while avoiding injury and illness. 
 

Including a variety of foods in your meals allows you to consume a 

wide range of beneficial nutrients to help keep your immune system 

strong. Planning out your meals and snacks makes it easy to supply 

your body what the training nutrition it needs, without going overboard. 
 

 Opt for seafood a couple times per week in addition to other lean proteins such as skinless 
poultry, lean meats and plant proteins such as soy foods, quinoa, nuts, beans, peas and lentils. 

 

 Eat a variety of colorful fruits and vegetables to maximize the variety of disease fighting 
properties.   Eat them whole, when possible, to get the most fiber to aid in satiety, lowering 
cholesterol and promoting regular digestion. 

 

 Low fat dairy provides calcium, vitamin D and protein for strong bones and muscles 
 

 Whole grains provide energy, fiber and B vitamins. 
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When do I need extra calories? 

If your workouts are limited to less than one hour, you can rely on your balanced meals and snacks to give 

you energy.  Exercising longer? You’ll need extra energy, from carbohydrates to build and replenish muscle 

and liver glycogen stores (storage form of glucose). You’ll also benefit from some extra protein to repair and 

strengthen muscle tissue. 

 

How many extra carbohydrates do I need? 

The length and intensity of your workouts will determine how many extra carbohydrates you’ll need for fuel 

and recovery. If fueling during exercise is new to you, it may take some time to ―train your stomach to 

accept additional fuel, so practice and experiment—but don’t give up! Here’s a helpful carbohydrate guide: 
 

 

Length of 

workout/run 

Daily Carbohydrate Requirements 

per pound of body weight 
 

 

< 30 minutes 
 

1.4 to 2.3 grams  
 

1 hour 
 

2.3 to 3.2 grams 
 

1 to 3 hours 
 

2.7 to 4.5 grams 
 

  > 4 hours 
 

3.6 to 5.4 grams 
 
 

How much extra protein do I need? 

Average individuals need 0.36 grams of protein per pound of body weight every day. If you perform long 

workouts and/or high intensity workouts, a daily protein intake of 0.5 to 0.9 grams per pound of body weight 

is beneficial. 

 

It’s a balancing act! 

Adjusting your calories according to your training needs can help you maintain a healthy training weight. As 

your workouts get longer and harder you’ll need to consume more, but as you taper your workouts before 

your event energy needs will decrease. Staying on top of your calorie needs will help you run your best 

marathon! 
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Marathon Training Nutrition Schedule 
 
 

Most would agree that running on either a full stomach or after a few hours of fasting is not the best way to 

train for a marathon. While science backs many sports nutrition recommendations, it’s also highly 

individualized. Here’s some guidance on how to schedule your meals and snacks to promote top 

performance, but take time to experiment and make adjustments to make your own customized nutrition 

plan. 
 

Before your workout: 
 

Ideally, you have a regular meal 3-4 hours before your workout. This gives enough time for digestion and 

topping off glycogen stores. 
 

An easy to digest snack 30-60 minutes before your workout may be appropriate depending on the time of your 
last meal and the length of your pending workout. It can stave off distracting hunger pains and top off 
glycogen stores for those longer workouts. 

 
During your workout: 

 
Workouts lasting 1 to 3 hours require replenishment—hydrate and fuel with electrolytes and 30 to 60 
grams of carbohydrate every hour during the workout. Going longer than 3 hours? Bump up your 
replenishment every hour to 60 to 90 grams of carbohydrates. 

 
After your workout: 

 
After longer and harder workouts, have a recovery snack within 30 minutes to replenish glycogen stores 
and muscle repair and building. Choose a snack containing a 2:1 carbohydrate to protein ratio for medium 
intensity endurance training, and a 3:1 or 4:1 carbohydrate to protein ratio for high intensity endurance 
training. For example, have an English muffin with 2 Tbsp of peanut butter for around 31g of 
carbohydrates and 13g of protein. Enjoy a balanced meal within 4 hours. 

 
 

Are you an early bird exerciser? 
 

If you wake up and work out, it’s best to replenish your liver glycogen stores and hydrate for best 
performance– so have a fruit smoothie or a liquid meal supplement that’s easily digested immediately 
after waking to maximize absorption time before your blood starts pumping. 
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Optimize your training performance with a nutrition plan!  

Which workout scenario works best for you? 

 

Exercise 1 hour or less, following a meal: 
 

 
Balanced 

Meal 

wait 

3 to 4 

hours* 

Pre-workout 

snack 

(if hungry) 

wait 

30 to 60 

minutes 

 

 
Workout 

* Lower intensity exercise may be 

tolerated well sooner than 3 to 4 

hours following a meal. 
 
 
 

  Exercise 1 hour or less after waking/fasting: 
 

 
Pre-workout 

snack 

 
wait 30 

minutes 
Workout 

Wait 0 

to 2 

hours 

 
Balanced 

Breakfast 

 
 
 

Exercise 1-3 hours, following a meal: 
 
 

 
Balanced 

Meal 

 
wait 

3 to 4 

hours 

 

 
Pre-workout 

snack 

 
wait 

30 to 60 

minutes 

Workout 
 

Add 30-60g 

carbs/hour 

 
wait 

0 to 2 

hours 

 

 

Recovery 

Snack  

 
 
 
 

Exercise 1-3 hours, after waking/fasting: 
 

 

Carb-rich 

bedtime 

snack 

 

 

sleep 
Pre-workout 

snack 

 

 
wait 

30 to 60 

minutes 

Workout 
 

Add 30-60g 

carbs/hour 

 

 
wait 

0 to 2 

hours 

 

 
Recovery 

Snack  

 
 

The above are schedule guidelines to help you stay strong and fueled. 
 

Individualize and practice a plan that fits your needs to be prepared for a great marathon day
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Pre-Workout Snacks 
 

Eating a snack 30 to 60 minutes before endurance exercise can 

enhance performance by topping off glycogen stores and/or 

delaying distracting hunger pangs. Choose a snack that’s easily 

absorbed to avoid abdominal distress during exercise. 
 

When to eat a pre-workout snack: 
 

1. You’ve slept all night and want to exercise before breakfast. 

Workouts beyond a refreshing walk or light run benefit from a 

snack that will replenish your muscle and liver glycogen 

stores. 

2. Your last meal was 4 to 5 hours ago and your hunger pangs 

are scheduled to start now or during your workout. 

3. You’re going for a long run and your last meal was over 3 

hours ago. Topping off glycogen stores can help you go the 

distance. 
 

A good pre-workout snack offers easily digested carbohydrates 

and moderate protein, while being low in fiber and fat—both are 

slower to digest, which can cause gastric distress. 
 

Be cautious about sugar alcohols—a type of reduced calorie 

sweetener found in many sports foods and drinks. For some, they 

may cause symptoms such as gas and bloating. When scanning 

ingredient lists for sugar alcohols, look for words ending in “ol”, 

such as sorbitol, mannitol, xylitol, lactitol, Erythritol, isomal, and 

others. 
 

Explore your tolerance for different foods and nutrition 

schedules. While some folks have iron stomachs and can digest 

foods easily before and during exercise, others can experience 

bothersome symptoms. Also, avoid concentrated sugars/sweets 

immediately before activity—as they can lead to a low blood sugar 

reaction while exercising and can harm performance. 

Pre-workout Snacks: 

Low fiber cereal with skim milk 

Granola bars  

Graham Crackers  

Yogurt with berries 

Toast with peanut butter and jelly 

Banana and nut butter  

Sports drink 

Mini bagel with hummus  

Low fat fig bars 

Pretzels with hummus or low fat 
cottage cheese 

Peanut butter crackers  

Instant oatmeal 

Sliced fruit with low fat cottage 
cheese or yogurt 

Fruit puree pouches 
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During-Workout Snacks (aka Run Nutrition) 
 

Prolonged exercise (over one hour) can deplete glycogen stores, fluid and electrolytes. These vital elements 
can be combined in products for efficient delivery or consumed separately. Be cautious of mixing sport drinks 
with sport gels—consuming a hypertonic solution (higher concentration of sodium and sugar than in body) 
may cause slower gastric absorption and stomach upset while promoting dehydration. Here are some general 
guidelines to help you experiment and formulate your marathon nutrition plan: 

 
• Consume 30 to 60 grams of easily digested carbohydrates per hour 

• Drink 3 to 8 ounces of fluid every 15 to 20 minutes 

• Replace electrolyte loss (best determined by sweat rate) 
 

Run nutrition comes in different forms: 
 

Foods that work best primarily contain concentrated simple sugars. Honey packets, sugar cubes, jelly 
beans, gummy bears, pretzels and mini candy bars offer easily absorbed carbohydrates that generally 
yield glucose or a mix of glucose and fructose. Wash down with water to help with absorption, but take 
care to pace your nutrition and rate of hydration according to your tolerance levels and replenishment 
needs. 

 
Sport supplements, such as gels, offer concentrated carbohydrates that many runners find 
convenient. Some will also offer electrolytes and caffeine. Because they are concentrated, 
consume with water. If your stomach objects to an entire serving, pacing your rate of consumption 
over an hour may help. 

 
Sports drinks supply hydration and electrolytes in addition to carbohydrates, providing an all-in-one 
replenishment option. Some may also contain caffeine. Sports beverages for use during prolonged 
exercise should contain the following: 4-8% carbohydrate, 20-30 meq/L of sodium, and 2-5 meq/L 
of potassium. 

 
Note: For runners of small size or those who have lower sweat rates, the all-in-one nutrition offered 
in sports drinks may be too much. On the other hand, those who run at very intense levels may 
need more replenishment, and endurance sports drinks may be appropriate. 

 
Test your gastro-intestinal tolerance of run nutrition options before your event. Find out what the marathon 
will be supplying for replenishment during the race so you can practice with and incorporate into your nutrition 
plan accordingly. Remember, if your stomach rejects a form of nutrition during exercise initially, it may take 
some time to train your system to digest food on the run. 
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Recovery Nutrition 
 

To restore muscle glycogen and stimulate the repair and building 

of muscle tissue after longer and harder workouts, have a 

recovery snack within 30 minutes. Rehydrating and replenishing 

electrolytes, as needed, is also part of recovery. 
 

Components of Recovery Nutrition: 
 

Carbohydrate 

Reload your glycogen stores by choosing foods rich in 

carbohydrates. Dairy, grains, fruit and starchy vegetables   

are all good sources.  
 

Protein 

Protein will provide the amino acid building blocks to repair 

and grow muscles. Ideally, consume around 15–25g of high 

quality protein within two hours after training to enhance 

muscle repair and growth, and again every four hours while 

awake. 
 

Fluid 

For routine training, drinking when thirsty and during meals 
and snacks should be adequate to replace losses. For more 
intense and prolonged training, body weights should be 
compared pre- and post-exercise to determine fluid losses. 
For every pound lost, replace with 20-24oz of water. 
 
Electrolytes 

For routine training, meals and snacks should be adequate 
to replace losses. For more intense and prolonged training, 
sweat rates can determine electrolyte losses, but are a bit 
more difficult to determine. As a general guideline, if you 
finish a run with white salt streaks on your face or clothing, 
you’ve lost significant sodium. Sports drinks and electrolyte 
tablets can deliver fast electrolytes post-run. 

 
Continue to follow your nutrition plan including balanced meals. 

Recovery Snacks:  

Low fat chocolate milk  

Fruit and yogurt smoothie 

Fruit juice and crackers with nut 

butter or hummus 

 
Energy bar with carbohydrate and 

protein 

 

Peanut butter and jelly sandwich 

Banana and nut butter  

Sports recovery drink (with protein) 

Mini bagel with egg  

Graham crackers with milk 
 
Pretzels low fat cottage cheese 

 
Trail mix with salted nuts, pretzels, 

cereal and dried fruit 

 
Low fat cottage cheese or yogurt 

with fruit/berries 

 

Turkey and/or cheese sandwich 
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Marathon Hydration Plan 

 

A hydration plan will help you run with confidence and optimize 

performance, and is best designed in conjunction with your nutrition plan. 

Use the following guidelines while training to help customize a hydration 

plan that will help you avoid more than 2% weight loss post marathon. 

 
Pre-exercise  hydration: 

 

Before an extended workout, drink around 2-4mL of water per pound of 

body weight 2 to 4 hours prior to exercise.  This allows time for absorption 

and voiding of excess urine.  For a 150 lb. person, this would be roughly 10 

to 20 oz. of water. An additional 8 to 12 oz. of water can be consumed with 

a pre-workout snack 30 to 60 minutes prior to exercise or without food a few 

minutes prior to exercise. 

 
Hydration during exercise: 

 

Each individual has a unique rate of fluid loss and sweat salt concentration, 

which makes it difficult to provide general guidelines. The goal is to drink 

enough during exercise to match fluid losses. Exercise intensity, 

temperature and climate are a few variables that can impact fluid loss rates. 

A general rule of thumb is to drink 3 to 8 ounces of fluid every 15 to 20 min. 
 

For best results, determine your unique sweat rate by measuring your pre- 

and post-body weight (naked) under typical training/running conditions and 

tracking your fluid consumption and exercise duration. Calculate your sweat 

rate (see next page) for a few typical training days to determine your 

average sweat rate. Your average sweat rate can help you determine how 

to hydrate while you train and during your marathon. 

 
Post-exercise  hydration: 

 

Compare your pre- and post-exercise body weight to determine fluid losses. 

For rapid re-hydration, consume around 16-24 oz. of water for every pound 

lost during the next two hours. Rapid re-hydration is especially important if 

you’re dehydrated (>2% fluid loss) and/or you’ll be exercising again in the 

next few hours. Otherwise, drink with meals and snacks, and when thirsty. 

 

 
How much should I drink? 

 

The Institute of Medicine’s (IOM) 

total daily fluid recommendations 

(not requirements) are 

approximately 11 cups per day for 

women and 15 cups per day for 

men. Fluid can come in the form of 

beverages such as water, sports 

drinks, tea and coffee, or foods 

such as soups, smoothies and 

salads—though foods are more 

difficult to measure. 

 

 
How do I know if I’m hydrated? 

 

Always drink when thirsty, but don’t 

rely on thirst as a hydration 

barometer. Your urine color is a 

better indicator of hydration: 

 
Almost Clear = well hydrated 

Lemonade = hydrated 

Apple Juice = dehydrated 
 

 
Why is a hydration plan 

important during exercise? 
 

Prolonged exercise requires 

ongoing liquid replenishment to 

keep fluids in balance to maintain 

normal body function. Replacement 

of electrolytes can also be helpful to 

stimulate thirst, enhance liquid 

absorption and offset losses. 
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Post exercise electrolytes: 
 

Regular meals and snacks will gradually replenish electrolyte losses after workouts. However, finishing a run 

with white salt streaks on your face or clothing can be an indicator of a high concentration of salt in your sweat. 

If you have a high sweat rate and salty sweat and/or you plan to work out again with a minimal recovery period, 

sports drinks and electrolyte tablets can help replenish electrolytes rapidly. 
 

 

Hydration choices while exercising: 
 

Water is a great choice for workouts one hour or less.  For prolonged workouts, water is also a great choice to 

pair with sports gels. Because sports gels offer concentrated sources of carbohydrates (and often electrolytes), 

water is the best choice to promote absorption. 

 
Sports drinks offer hydration, electrolytes and carbohydrates in one product. In general, sports drinks should 

offer 4-8% carbohydrate, 20-30 meq/L of sodium, and 2-5 meq/L of potassium. For runners of small size or 

those who have lower sweat rates, the all-in-one nutrition offered in sports drinks may be too much.  On the 

other hand, those who run at very intense levels may need more replenishment, and endurance sports drinks 

may be appropriate. Customize a plan that works for you! 

 
 
 

Calculate Your Sweat Rate 
 

 
Step 1: Wt before exercise _ lb. - Wt after exercise lb. = X 16 oz =  oz. 

Step 2: Amount of fluids consumed during activity =   +  oz. 

Step 3: Total fluids used during activity: =  oz. 
 

 
Sweat Rate:  oz.  / hr. =  oz. 

Total fluids used during activity hour(s) of exercise fluid lost per hour (sweat rate) 
 
 

During Exercise Hydration:  oz. /      =  oz. 

Sweat rate # of drink times per hour amount per drink 
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Ready-Set-Go Run Your Marathon! 
 

You’ve trained hard and your nutrition and hydration plans are well 

practiced. Here are a few final nutrition preparation tips to help you sail 

smoothly through the finish line! 

 
1-4 Days pre-marathon: 

 

Carbohydrates: Load up glycogen stores by consuming around 70% of 

calories as carbohydrate, or around 7-10g/kg body weight per 24 hours.  

For a 150lb (68kg) person, this would mean consuming 476-680g of 

carbohydrates in a 24 hour period. Split into six mini-meals, this would be 

79-113g of carbohydrates per meal. To meet this range, a dinner could 

include 1½  cups cooked brown rice with 1 cup steamed veggies, milk, and 

fruit. Be sure to lower your protein and fat calories accordingly. 
 

Hydration: Look for straw-colored urine to ensure you’re adequately 

hydrated leading up to the event. Also, know what the race will be offering 

for hydration/fuel to ensure it will fit with your nutrition and hydration plans. 
 

Choose wisely: Avoid any foods or beverages that may cause gastro- 

intestinal distress, such as sugar alcohols, and foods such as cruciferous 

vegetables. For example, if you’re sensitive to the gas-producing power of 

beans, it may be best to reserve this nutritious food until after the 

marathon. 

 
Marathon day: 

 

Pre-race Meal or Snack: The longer you have before the race, the more 

food you can eat and have time to digest. If your race is mid- to late- 

morning, waking 3-4 hours prior allows you to consume breakfast, whereas 

an earlier event may only allow for a pre-race snack (and ideally a bedtime 

snack the previous night). Continue eating most of your calories from 

carbohydrates, with low fat, low fiber and moderate protein to promote 

efficient digestion. 
 

Hydration: If you wake up rested and have straw-colored urine, you’re in 

good shape! 3 to 4 hours prior to your race, slowly drink 16-20 oz. of water 

or sports drink—this allows time for absorption and voiding of excess urine. 

Drink another 8-12 oz. of fluid 10 to 15 minutes before the start time and 

you’ll be all tanked up. Have a great race and follow your hydration plan! 

 
 
 

Carb Loading 
 

The days of eating copious 

amounts of pasta the night 

before an endurance event 

are a thing of the past. The 

goal of this practice was to 

fully load muscle glycogen 

stores. Because a large meal 

can negatively impact sleep 

and make digestive systems 

work overtime, the “big pasta 

meals” are generally avoided. 

 
A better way to “carb load” is 

to eat some extra carbs 1-4 

days prior to an event, and 

including your pre-event 

meal. 

 
Event Nutrition Checklist: 

 

 Pre-marathon snacks, 

hydration 

 Sport drinks, sports gels, 

etc… 

 Carrier for fuel and water 

bottle,  if  needed 

 Record pre-race body 

weight so hydration status 

can be determined post- 

marathon. 

 Recovery snacks 


