NUTRITION
AND
RUGBY
LEAGUE

Nutrition
The saying that "good nutritional habits will not make a champion but poor nutritional
habits will most certainly prevent a player from performing to his full potential" is
very apt for this section on nutrition. This is an area where there has been so much
confusion for the athlete because of the many "opinions" given to them by different
"experts" promising remarkable outcomes regarding performance if their plan or
advice is followed.
A sound knowledge of proven nutritional practices and principles regarding sporting
performance is essential.
Nutrition and Rugby League
The game of Rugby League and training places great stresses on the body. Essential
that the players of the game follow a sound nutritional diet. Good nutrition will not
make a champion, but poor nutritional habits will certainly prevent a player from
performing to his full potential. A player must "fuel his body" with the right energy to
meet the demands of Rugby League. Coaches and players are becoming more aware
of this fact today - however there are still many who believe that good nutritional
habits are for "elite athletes" only - very foolish - same bodies. Good sound
nutritional habits must be encouraged in all players at all levels.
It is not necessary to stop enjoying food! Eating should be enjoyable as well as
functional.
What petrol is to our car, food is to our bodies. Cars will perform better on super fuel
than standard fuel. Our bodies will perform more efficiently on good food rather than
junk food also if we are going on a long journey in our car we need to fill it up with
enough fuel or energy so it will make the trip. Our body is the same. We must fill it
up with fuel or energy so it will last the duration of training and playing the game of
Rugby League.
The energy we need is made available in our bodies by breaking down the nutrients in
the food from the five basic food groups.
Amount of energy depends on:•
•
•
•
•

Players weight.
Efficiency in performance.
Effort.
Duration.
Intensity.

Aim:•
•

To reach and maintain ideal body weight and percentage of body fat.
Adequate energy to meet training and competitive intensities.

The Five Basic Food Groups
Breads and Cereals provide carbohydrates, dietary fibre, vitamins especially vitamin
"B", minerals e.g.. iron and zinc.
Fruit and Vegetables provide some carbohydrates, dietary fibre, vitamins especially
vitamin "C", minerals in varying degrees.
Meat Group provides protein, vitamins, minerals, especially iron.
Dairy - Milk and Milk products provide protein, minerals e.g. potassium and vitamins.
Fats and Oils provide essential fatty acids, vitamins particularly "A" and "D".
Variety is the key word.
Energy
Carbohydrates, fats and proteins all provide energy. Without doubt the most important
energy source for a high rate of energy expenditure as in Rugby League is
carbohydrates, preferably complex.
•
•

Easily digestible.
Rapidly replenishes muscle glycogen stores.

Full muscle and liver glycogen stores help maintain a high work intensity for a long
period. When these stores are depleted fatigue results.
There is a proven relationship between the beginning of fatigue and low levels of
muscle glycogen.
A player who starts a game low on stored carbohydrates is significantly limiting his
"staying power". He literally "runs out of fuel".
Simple sugars should be avoided just prior to the game:•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Delays gastric emptying and may lead to stomach cramps, nausea, diarrhoea.
Draws fluids into the gastrointestinal tract leading to dehydration.
Concentrated sugar stimulates insulin (as does exercise).
Can lead to rapid decrease in blood glucose after an initial rise.
Rebound hypoglycaemia.
leads to faster glycogen depletion.
early fatigue.
injury!

Food Sources of Carbohydrates
Unrefined - Complex Carbohydrates - Bread, rice, pasta, cereals, dry biscuits,
crackers, potatoes, peas, sweet corn, parsnips, carrots, dried beans, peas and lentils,
fruit, milk and yoghurt. Where possible use wholemeal or wholegrain products.
Refined or Simple Carbohydrates - sugar, glucose, fructose, sucrose, honey, jams,
marmalades, syrups, confectionery, cakes, sweet biscuits, toppings, flavourings, soft
drinks, flavoured mineral water, cordials, beer, wine, liqueurs - beware of hidden
sugars in some so-called health products.
Sugars
•
•

Eat more complex carbohydrates than simple carbohydrates.
A players most precious form of fuel or energy is glycogen, which is stored
carbohydrates!!!

Carbohydrates
Meal

Pasta

Fruit

Vegetables

Digestive system - converted to glucose where it is absorbed into the bloodstream.
Two hours later - light jog – glucose is the main source of energy.
Excess glucose is stored in the liver and muscles as glycogen which can be converted
back to glucose for energy in a hard training session or game.
When glycogen stores have been depleted the body becomes more dependent on
fat for energy.
Fats
We have grown fat on fat in today's society! Fat is the dirty word of nutrition, yet it is
an essential nutrient. But how much? What type? Fat certainly provides energy, very
efficient for aerobic system i.e. requires oxygen to metabolise and contributes to
lighter continuous work - walking - jogging (20 mins+).
When would a Rugby League player use fat as a source of energy?
We all need a certain amount of body fat which is stored in the marrow of our bones
as well as around the major organs, intestines, muscles and other tissues around our
central nervous systems (essential fat)
Stored fat accumulates in a fatty layer acting as an energy reserve in times of
hardship, hunger, for our bodies to draw on.
Fat intake should be limited by a Rugby League player. They take a long time to
digest and should not be eaten prior to a game!

Fats
Body Fat
(stored)

Dietary Fat
(fat we eat)

Tryglycerides
Most concentrated form of energy stored in the body cells ready to enter the
bloodstream to provide fuel when needed.
Fatty Acids
Saturated - mainly from animal sources. Unsaturated - (mono-poly) plant sources.
Cholesterol
Fatty substance manufactured by the body. Present in foods of animal origin.
Excessive amounts cause fat deposits in the blood vessels impeding blood flow.
Phospholipids
Found in plant and animal products, plants – polyunsaturated, animals – saturated.
Food Sources of Fats
Meats, dairy products (Saturated including milk, cheese) Fatty yoghurt, butter, cream,
acids, commercial fats, cooking margarine.
Olive oil, most nuts, table margarine,
fish, cereals, certain vegetable oils,
including safflower, sunflower, walnuts,
polyunsaturated margarines

Liver, kidneys and other offal, some
shellfish, eggs

Poly-mono unsaturated
Fatty acids

Cholesterol

Low fat dairy products are available and should be used .
Fatty Foods to Limit
Fried fast foods such as chicken in batter, fried fish and chips, dim sims and spring
rolls, anything deep fried, pies, pastries, cakes and biscuits, cream, butter, cooking oil,
salad oils and margarine chocolates and snack food such as crisps, pizzas, hot chips,
sausages, hamburgers, sausage rolls.

There are many foods that contain hidden fat (and sugar). Check the label content of
foods. The first and second ingredient named is the most in a particular food item.
How to Limit Fat Intake
Trim all fat from meat, grill all meats, use a non stick fry pan for cooking, crusty
wholegrain breads and rolls are delicious by themselves, cook roasts on a rack in a
pan, no fat, bake potatoes in their jackets, use lemon juice, low fat dressings for
salads, use more low fat dairy products such as skim milk, low fat milk, cottage
and ricotta cheese, low fat yoghurts, use wholemeal pastries, be moderate, rich
creamy sauce. Remember fats contain twice as many kilojoules/calories than do
carbohydrates or proteins.
Protein
These are the building blocks, the brick which our bodies are largely made of.
Accounts for our muscles, hair, skin and blood cells, some hormones, enzymes and
antibodies.
Apart from water it would not be far wrong to say that we are "made of protein" for it
is the most abundant substance in our body.
This is where players become confused, because they are both the "bricks and the
builders". They are under the mistaken belief that if you eat more protein you will
miraculously grow bigger, stronger muscles! UNTRUE. This can only be achieved
by exercise, specific resistance training!
We eat more than we actually need (12-15%). Excess protein is not stored in our
bodies as protein but is largely converted to fat.
Only 2-3% of protein actually contributes to energy, which dismisses the old belief
that "a player should consume steak and eggs" for breakfast before the game!! They
also take a long time to metabolise or break down!

When do you think a Rugby League player might need more protein in his diet?
Protein Foods
Meat, poultry, fish, eggs, milk, cheese, yoghurt, dried beans, peas, lentils, nuts, bread,
breakfast cereal and other grain based foods.
Animal protein contains all of the essential amino acids. Some good sources:- low fat
dairy products, lean red and white meats, poultry without the skin, fish and eggs.
Plant proteins do not contain all the essential amino acids. Some good sources:cereals, corn, wheat, rye, oats, barley, pulses, dried beans, split peas and lentils, nuts
and seeds.

Vitamins
Required in small amounts for health and are essential for optimal physical
performance. There is however no conclusive evidence that increased intake over and
above required levels will enhance performance.
The main increases required for players may be the B complex required for energy
metabolism. More is not necessarily good, sometimes dangerous. Water soluble, and
C groups, excess excreted, fat soluble, A, D, E and K are stored and if taken in large
quantities can cause toxicity, particularly A and D.
A well balanced diet will in most cases supply all the necessary vitamins required.
What about the player who regularly takes a supplement claiming that it "makes him
play better"?
Vitamins - Those at Risk
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Those existing on a strict vegetarian diet.
Those who survive on take-aways or commercial foods.
Those who smoke.
Those with excessive alcohol intake.
Those on a diet high in refined carbohydrates.
Those on weight reduction programs.
Those on medicinal drugs.

Improve Nutrient Value by:•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Buy fresh foods that hasn't been stored.
Don't overcook - destroy vitamins.
Cook vegetables in quickest way possible - steam.
Whenever possible use unprocessed foods.
Beware of additives.
Be aware of the effects on environmental factors.
Buy fresh in season - fruit and vegetables.
Overeating.
Overtraining.

Dietary Fibre
Advantages:Slows down release of sugar from food preventing large fluctuations in blood sugar more sustained release of energy.
•
•

Bulks without adding kilo/cal.
An aid to losing weight.

•
-

The best sources are complex, unrefined carbohydrates.
High volume low calories the beauty of complex carbohydrates.
Low fibre diets have been associated with heart disease, diabetes, obesity, gall
bladder disease and various cancers of the colon.

Dietary fibre is the part that cannot be "broken down" by the human body. It has a
"sponge like" effect on the bowel, cleaning and removing waste materials at a healthy
pace!
Decreases the incidence on constipation, diarrhoea and haemorrhoids, all of which
can effect a players performance!
Sources of Dietary Fibre
•
•
•
•
•

Fruits eaten with their skins on e.g. apples, pears.
All vegetables, preferably unpeeled e.g. potatoes.
Nuts such as almonds and pecans.
Pulses such as dried beans, peas and lentils.
Wholegrain cereals, brown rice, wholemeal pasta, corn, oats, wholemeal
breads, rolls and biscuits.

Be careful with the sugar and fat content of some breakfast cereals - READ THE
LABEL.
Fluid Intake
More than 60% of our body is water. Lessen this in any way and the body becomes
dehydrated to some degree - potentially dangerous. Water is one of the essential
nutrients yet is regarded by many as an optional extra! Man is the only living thing for
whom thirst is not an accurate indicator of fluid loss. By the time you feel thirst you
are already dehydrated to some degree. Water makes up about 72% of the weight of
muscle tissue and only 20-25% of the weight of fat. Therefore the more lean muscle,
the greater your total body water requirements are.
Caution when air temperature is above 29 degrees Celsius particularly if sun is not
covered or it is at all humid. 5 litres can be lost over a 2 hour period! Water is the best
replacement drink, 300-400 mls should be drunk 30 minutes prior to an endurance
event - 150-200 ml should be drunk every 15-20 minutes during training and game
situations. Small amounts are tolerated better than one large amount - drink before during and after!
Water, that is!!!
Effects of Dehydration
Heat Cramps:- Causes unknown - disturbance of intercellular water and electrolyte
imbalance.

Heat Exhaustion:- Fatigue, dizziness, muscle inco-ordination, increase in body
temperature, increased pulse rate, delirious, comatose, circulatory collapse.
Heat Stroke:Above symptoms plus confused, delirious convulsions, comatose, temperature
increase to 41-42 degrees Celsius, skin will look and feel dry and hot due to a break
down and cessation of the body's cooling mechanism, sweating, circulatory collapse,
death.
Complications:Damage to liver, jaundice, to kidneys, renal failure, minor myocardial injury,
hypertension, circulatory collapse, water diarrhoea (electrolyte imbalance), brain
damage.
Effects of Alcohol
Can produce a wide range of immediate effects:•
•
•

Loss of inhibitions.
Flushing and dizziness.
General impairment of brain and nervous system functions, loss of coordination, impairment of motor skills, staggering, slow reactions, blurred
vision, and slurred speech, aggression, general impairment of senses - touch,
sight, speech, vomiting, unconsciousness, death.

Long Term Effects:Addiction, loss of appetite, vitamin deficiencies, inflammation of stomach lining,
frequent infections, skin problems, sexual impotence.
May also suffer from some or all of the following:- liver damage, brain damage, heart
and blood disorders, loss of memory, depression, social problems, loss of price and
personal care.
Heavy alcohol consumption decreases strength, power, endurance and all other factors
associated with sport.
Alcohol is a potent dehydrating agent!!
The Use of Erogenic Aids
For many players the goal is to win. For some it is to beat others in competition. For
others it is to improve their performance. The promise of getting "that little bit extra"
from a pill or potion becomes very attractive especially in highly competitive
situations, monetary gains!!

Few see it as an alternative to hard work, the easy way, and so we come to the
"enhancing performance aids". The question is do they work? Are they safe?
Whether a substance really works to actually improve performance is hard to access.
Proof is often no more than here-say.
There are a few points to keep in mind when a player asks your advice:- legal
responsibilities, especially illegal substances, the cost involved, the dangers of side
effects, the danger of reliance, overlooking the real reasons effecting performance.
The mind is a powerful tool. If a player thinks something will help, often a lolly will
do!!
Erogenic Aids
•
•
•
•
•
•

Vitamins.
Non vitamin supplements.
Wheatgerm oil.
Bee pollen.
Protein Supplements.
Amino Acid Supplements.

Drugs
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Tobacco.
Alcohol.
Caffeine.
Marijuana.
Barbiturates.
Stimulants.
Narcotic-non narcotic painkillers.
Anabolic steroids.
Hallucinogens.

The Pre-Event Meal
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Should be enjoyable and familiar.
Aim: ward off hunger during the game or just before the game!
Light on digestion - avoid fatty foods - delays digestion .
Ideally 3-4 hours before the game consisting of complex carbohydrates - to
ensure the glycogen levels are kept high - towards end.
Liquid meals can be used for players who suffer pre-competition nerves nausea (still requires 2+ hours to digest).
Reduce protein intake - leads to dehydration.
Avoid spicy foods, sauces etc.
Should be low on concentrated sugars.
Ensure glucose and insulin levels are normal.
Avoid high fibre intake - players may literally get "the shits"!!!

Opinion:- simple sugars 15-20 minutes before the game is acceptable as they will be
used as blood glucose before there is any insulin increase.
Remember:- It is what is eaten over the whole season that counts not just a pre-game
meal!
Prepare a pre-game meal for your team.
The Injured Player and Nutrition
This is one area where some erogenic aids may be of use to the player. How? Every
player suffers injury at some stage, from abrasions to fractures to illnesses.
The one thing most players have in common is to recover quickly.
Nutrition plays a critical role here:•
•
•
•

adequate amounts of protein, vitamins and minerals are needed to repair
damaged tissues, muscles, bones, tendons, ligaments and joints.
A greater amount of nutrients than ordinarily ingested may be needed whilst
injured (opinion).
All injuries should receive prompt attention and advice!
A diet with inadequate amounts of any of the nutrients will result in delayed or
poor healing!

Advice
Weight Control
Weight control can be a problem for the player who discontinues training whilst
maintaining a high calorie intake or who practises bad nutritional habits.
The most effective way to lose weight (fat) is:•
•
•
•
•

To follow a balanced diet with adequate energy to maintain energy output.
No fad diets - ineffective for long term results and some down right
dangerous!!
Aim for no more than 1-1.5 kg loss per week or loss of lean tissue as well as
fat will result.
Start by decreasing fats, sugars and alcohol.
Increase complex carbohydrates - breads, cereals, fruit and vegetables.

Note: losing weight successfully and permanently is very individual and may require
advice from a dietitian.
To Increase Weight
•
•

Increase calorie intake.
Keep diet balanced.

•
•
•
•
•

Spread food/drinks - over 5-6 meals per day.
Include high calorie but nutritious food (not too high in fat or sugar).
Balanced liquid supplements may be useful.
Note: this area may also require individual advice from a nutritionist.
The amount of food eaten must not be "put on" as fat, so a well planned fitness
program must be planned to ensure maximum lean muscle tissue.

What would you as coach advise your player(s)when training load ceased?
The Training Diet
•
•

For a Rugby League player, this will depend on his training work load.
The training diet must have two basic ingredients:-

-

Essential nutrients in the correct quantities for good health.
enough energy - fuel for the demands of training.
The training diet offers a player the chance to experiment with different meal
patterns - recipes and foods before the actual competitive season.

Your body is a tool that is finely honed over time. It cannot be trust into peak
condition over a matter of days with a short term dietary approach. Far too many
players and coaches ignore this aspect in regards to performance.
A Sample Pre-Event Meal for Rugby League
Select any of the following. Use any combination you desire. Eat at least 4-5 hours
before the game:•
•
•
•
•
•

Breakfast cereals (care).
Porridge.
Fruits, dried, stewed, fresh.
Fruit juice.
Bread (preferably wholemeal).
Toast, rolls, pitta bread, dry biscuits, crumpets, muffins, scones, pancakes.

For toppings:- sliced banana, golden syrup, honey.Hot choices: baked beans (care),
grilled tomato, spaghetti. Could also have:- potato, pasta, noodles, rice.
Note: NO RICH SAUCES. Avoid alcohol, meat, eggs cheese - no fats at all. Not
Too Much:- dairy products, margarine and butter (preferably low fat).
Fluid intake (water) – IMPORTANT.
The Golden Rules of Good Nutrition
•
•
•
•
•

Eat plenty of unrefined/complex carbohydrates.
Decrease the amount of fat in your diet.
Eat adequate protein.
Cut down on salt.
Increase dietary fibre.

•
•
•
•
•

Decrease alcohol intake.
Eat a variety of foods.
Eat fresh natural foods where possible.
Vitamins and minerals are essential if the above has been followed.
A supplement will not be needed.

Common sense and moderation.
What is Food?
Energy, Growth and Regulation of Repair, Bodily Processes, Carbohydrates, Proteins,
Vitamins, Fats, Vitamins, Minerals, Proteins, Minerals, Dietary Fibre and Water.
Food provides fuel for warmth activity.
Repair of worn out tissue and provides for new growth.
The nutrients for the above come from the 5 basic food groups.
Swallowing Food
Oesophagus:- leads to the stomach. Trachea:- leads to the lungs.
•

•

When food is swallowed, a small tongue like projection, the epiglottis comes
down to close the trachea, leaving the food passage, oesophagus, open
(automatic reflex).
Sometimes this mechanism is "thrown out of gear" and food enters or blocks
the trachea.

What procedure would you use to dislodge this blockage?

