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A Guide to Pre and        
Post-Workout Nutrition 

 

 

e often say that the best thing you can do for your health is just to “walk through the door” 

at our gym. Show up regularly and you’ll get results. While this is true, it doesn’t tell the 

whole story. How you supply your body with nutrition immediately before and after 

exercise can have a dramatic effect on your performance and physical results. Eat the wrong things 

before a workout and you prevent your body from performing the task it’s asked to do. Neglect the 

nutrition post-workout and you may nullify your gains and contribute to prolonged soreness. 

Whether you are trying to get ‘back’ into shape, finding fitness for the first time or training for an 

Ironman, understanding the principles of nutrition for pre and post-workout are critical to achieving 

your goal.  

 

There are a lot of different diets out there and what works for one may not be the best fit for another. 

This guide is not meant to tell you which diet you should follow. Instead, we will show you how the 

different macro-nutrients affect your body’s cycles and how to maximize their effectiveness for your 

needs before, during and after workouts. The information presented in this guide will work with most 
modern diet plans and can be easily adapted for those with dietary restrictions (gluten free, vegan 

etc.).  

 

Eating with Purpose – The Goals of this Guide 
Let’s suppose that for any given day, your highest nutrition priority is to feel energized and ready for 

your workouts and maximize its beneficial effects on your body afterwards. If we take this as true, 

then your nutrition goals are pretty straightforward: provide enough fuel to support exercise but not 

body fat. That is to say, provide enough carbs and protein to support your muscles and nervous 

system for work but not so much that you end up storing extra as body fat.  

 

In practice, it can be confusing to know exactly how much energy your body needs or when it needs 

it. And while different level athletes need different protocols to meet their goals, there are certain 

common denominators that apply to everybody.  

 

The Macronutrients 
Any nutritionist will tell you there is more to a healthy diet than focusing on only the 3 main 

macronutrients (carbohydrates, protein and fat). However, they’ll also tell you that if your caloric and 

macronutrient balance is off that it’s very difficult to address the other nutrient factors that make up 

a healthy diet. For the purposes of this guide, we will focus mostly on these three pillars of nutrition, 

explaining what they are and how they affect your ability to maximize your workouts.  

 

The Role of Carbohydrates 
There are a lot of misconceptions about carbohydrates in the modern diet. Much of this stems from 

the idea that since excess carbohydrates are converted into fat, limiting carbohydrates (at all costs) 

will lead to weight loss. For those leading truly sedentary lives, this is mostly true, but for those 

engaging in any form of strenuous/intense activity, the needs are much different. The reality is that 

individuals need more or fewer carbs based on their level of activity during any given day. In other 

words, your diet should adapt daily to your energy output. Someone who trains twice a day will need 

different amounts than someone who trains only once a day, or once a week, but everyone needs 

energy.  

 

W 
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Carbohydrates are your body’s energy source. Your body mostly stores energy in the form of the 

polysaccharide (complex sugar) glycogen. During intense training, these stores are depleted, turned 

into the monosaccharide (simple sugar) form of glucose and used up by the working muscles. If the 

available levels of glycogen are exhausted, your body “hits the wall,” unable to work at its highest 

capacity. So, before we workout we need to prime our system with a reliable, long-lasting energy 

source. After intense activity, your muscles have used up most or nearly all of the glycogen stores 

and are primed for glucose uptake. This is the optimal time to replenish carbohydrates. More on the 

specifics of both pre and post-workout carb uses later. 

 

Types of Carbs 

Fast-digesting Carbohydrates 
 

Fast-digesting carbohydrates cause a rapid insulin 
response but are also used up quickly. As a general 
rule, we want to try to maintain a stable blood 
glucose level in the body. Consuming too much of 
the fast-digesting carbs at improper times creates 
a spike and crash both in blood glucose and in 
energy levels. These include things like table sugar, 
white potatoes, white rice etc. 

Slow-digesting Carbohydrate 
 

When we are discussing carbohydrates as they 
relate to proper athletic nutrition we are mostly 
discussing complex, or slow digesting 
carbohydrates. These include things like sweet 
potatoes, brown rice etc. 

 

 

The Role of Protein and Amino Acids 
Proteins are essential as structural components of many body tissues including muscle. Amino acids 

are the building blocks of protein. Just as we can construct thousands of words with just 26 letters, 

the human body can construct thousands of different types of proteins from just 21 different amino 

acids. Of those 21 types, nine are considered essential because the body cannot produce them. The 

well-known branched-chain amino acids (BCAAs) consisting of leucine, isoleucine and valine are 

essential to muscle repair and must be obtained from dietary sources.  

 

As discussed above, intense exercise breaks down our muscles, ligaments and tendons. In order to 

repair them, sufficient levels of protein and BCAAs are required. These nutrients are also critical for 

new muscle synthesis. Whether your goal is to get stronger, gain mass or simply to prevent muscle 

loss and improve your lean physique, muscle synthesis is critical. In other words, whether you want 

to compete as a Cross Fit athlete, feel good wearing a bikini or just maintain healthy bones and joints 

as you age, your body needs protein. 

 

Animal protein sources like whey are abundant in these essential amino acids while plant-based 

proteins are often lacking in sufficient amounts of these amino acids. For this reason, those who 

follow vegan diets will need to amend their protein sources with essential amino acids. A powdered 

supplement is an easy way to add these back into the diet. 

 

Types of Protein 

Fast-digesting Protein 
 

Whey protein is the most common protein type 
found in the supplement aisle. It is created 
naturally during the cheese making process as it 
precipitates out of coagulating milk (hence the 
Little Miss Muffet song lyric “eating her curds and 
whey”). Whey protein is generally very well 
tolerated by people’s digestive system and has 
one of the highest absorption rates of any protein 
source. Most plant-based proteins (pea, soy, 
hemp etc.) are also faster digesting. 

Slow-digesting Protein 
 

Casein protein, the other part of milk based 
protein, is the most commonly available form. 
While this form of protein can be effective as part 
of a bedtime nutrition routine it is not the ideal 
choice for post-workout recovery. 
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The Role of Fats 
While fats play a key role in feeling satiated in other meals, for both pre and post-workout nutrition, 

fat should be kept to a minimum as it slows down the digestion of the critical protein and 

carbohydrate components. 

 

 
 

Pre-Workout nutrition guidelines 
To be eaten 2 hours or less before working out, this meal prepares your body for the work ahead. 

We recommend you get these nutrients from a meal whenever possible, rather than from a shake or 

bar. As a general rule, we want a ratio of about 2:1 carbohydrates to protein again keeping fats low. 

More details provided in table 1.2. 

 

Pre-Workout Carbs 
If you deplete all of your body’s glycogen stores, your body becomes very quickly fatigued and 

conserves muscle energy output. This is often referred to as “hitting the wall.” When preparing a pre-

workout meal, it’s important to include complex, long-lasting carbohydrates to ensure the body will 

have enough energy stores throughout the activity. Eating fast-digesting carbs like white bread, 

candy etc. will definitely spike your energy level but you’ll crash just as quickly. 

 

Providing your body with adequate energy levels also greatly improves your mindset. A drop in your 

glucose level will make you feel tired and sluggish. Low energy makes it that much harder to convince 

yourself to go to the gym. If you feel energized, you’re more able to push through difficult workouts 

and convince yourself that you can finish the work. Perhaps more importantly, feeling energized 

improves the chances that you’ll at least show up consistently. 

 

Pre-Workout Protein 
Again, it is always preferable to get your pre-workout protein from food, rather than supplements. 

Eating a real meal provides more micro-nutrients for your body and also provides more calories than 

a shake. The meal before you work out is NOT the meal to cut calories. When life happens and you’re 

not able to eat a proper meal, it’s often easy to get a full serving of carbohydrates from shelf-stable 

products available at many stores and food stalls. However, finding a lean protein can be a challenge. 

In these scenarios, taking a protein shake can be a good way to fill out your macro needs without 

adding excess carbohydrates or fat to do so. 

 

Intra-Workout Nutrition Guidelines 
This section is short and sweet: drink liquids. Water is a great starting point. However, we’ve seen 

greater success with people staying hydrated when what they drink tastes different or like a treat in 

their day. Unfortunately, many “sports” drinks on the market are full of sugars or caffeine or both. 

Instead, we recommend blending some naturally flavored (but sugar-free) BCAAs with your water. 

The BCAAs will help your muscle recovery and if it tastes better than water you’ll drink more of it. 

The one exception is for endurance athletes, whose workouts often last longer than 2-3 hours. In 

these cases, we do recommend drinks and supplements which contain a blend of complex and simple 

carbohydrates along with the BCAAs to give them sustained energy throughout their training.  

 

A special note on vegetables 
Although vegetables technically count as carbohydrates, you should not include them in your 

calculations for your daily allowance. Make it a goal to eat at least 1 serving of vegetables (about 

a cup worth) with every single meal, every single day. Not only will you get more of the vitamins 

and minerals your body needs for optimal function, you’ll also feel more satiated, keeping you 

away from the candy aisle during snack time. When in doubt, eat more veggies. 
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Post-Workout and Recovery nutrition guidelines 
Consistent intense training causes the body to adapt to the work it is asked to do. By asking the 

body to lift heavier and heavier weights, or run longer distances or at a faster pace, the body will 

adapt to better meet this need. This is however, only if it is given the adequate level of raw ingredients 

it needs to construct the adaptations. For post-workout recovery, during a typical strength training 

phase, we recommend a 2:1 ratio of carbs to protein. We’ll discuss alternative cases and nutrient 

amounts later on. 

 

Post-Workout Carbohydrates 
Carbohydrates are an essential part of post-workout recovery. You’ve just exhausted your muscles, 

now it’s time to feed them. A dose of fast-digesting carbohydrates kick-starts your body’s insulin 

response, critical for energy recovery and muscle repair. If taking a supplement shake, you want one 

that preferably has a blend of fast and slow-digesting carbohydrates to give immediate and 

sustained energy to your system. If eating food only, this is perhaps the one time when eating simple 

carbs like white rice, potatoes and similar is actually preferred over more complex versions.  

 

Post-Workout Protein 
Just like with our carbohydrates, we need to get protein to our muscles as fast as possible. If taking 

protein in the form of a powdered supplement (preferred method), then whey protein (or similar 

vegan alternatives) is the right choice. If you plan to get your protein from food only, keep it simple 

and lean. Meats heavy in fat will be slow to breakdown, slowing your recovery phase. 

 

Real Food vs. Supplements: What’s best for me? 
There are a lot of misconceptions about who should be taking supplements. It’s not just for meat-

heads anymore. For your pre-workout nutrition routine, we always recommend eating a balanced 

meal of slow-digesting carbohydrates and protein whenever possible. But when life gets in the way, 

a shake or a bar is always better than an empty stomach.  

 

Many recreational athletes think they either don’t train hard or consistently enough to ‘deserve’ a 

post-workout shake. In reality, any time you train at high intensity (like in any CrossFit workout) your 

body needs help to recover. The amount of protein and carbohydrates you consume will differ from 

someone who trains 2x/day, but the importance of this nutrient timing is important for any athlete. 

 

For the recreational athlete, eating a balanced meal (this time with fast-digesting carbs) within an 
hour or less of training can be sufficient to replenish the body’s energy levels. However, if you are 

someone who routinely drives straight to work or to pick up kids after training, than taking a 

supplement will save time and also ensure this critical meal is never missed.  

 

For those who train competitively, consistently push their limits or who follow extra programming 

beyond a typical class, a post-workout shake is essential. If you are one of these athletes then you 

know just how difficult it can be to eat enough protein and carbohydrates eating food alone. 

Powdered versions of protein and carbohydrates are also more quickly absorbed by the body than 

real food options.  

 

No matter what kind of athlete you are, remember that supplements are exactly that, supplemental 

to your diet. They are not “meal-replacements.” For all athletes, it is generally recommended to use 

these shakes as “jump-starter” for the recovery process, followed by a real meal within 1-2 hours of 

training. 
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Special Cases: Early Birds and Night Owls 

 
        
 

The Early Bird         

 
    
 

   The Night Owl 
 

You train first thing in the morning. For you, 
your pre-workout routine starts the night 
before. Eating a full dinner with ample 
amounts of complex carbohydrates and 
protein helps fuel your body while it sleeps 
and ensures your tank is not totally empty 
when you hit the gym the next morning. 
Adding in a pre-bedtime shake with slow-
digesting protein like Casein will ensure your 
muscles have the nutrients they need to 
perform early in the morning. After training, 
make sure you supply your body with enough 
carbs and protein to replenish everything that 
you’ve lost. Your dinner and breakfast will be 
your biggest meals. 

For those who train so late that they don’t 
want to eat a full meal afterwards, a post-
workout shake is critical to preventing 
muscle breakdown. Definitely include 
carbohydrates in the shake since this ‘meal’ 
will also be the only nutrients your body has 
to feed itself during its 8-hour fast (sleep).  
 

 

The Hard Truth about Rest Days 
It’s time for some hard truth: there are no rest days. If you want to get lean, then how you eat on 

your rest days cannot be ignored. On training days, your goal is to supply your body with enough 

energy to support your muscles. This means you need a balance of both protein and carbohydrates. 

On rest days, when your body doesn’t need as much energy, your carbohydrate levels need to drop. 

In short, this means you’re supposed to avoid everything fun in life: alcohol, pizza, morning pancakes.  

 

However, the amount of protein you need during rest days is the same as on active days. Unless you 

are someone who likes eating meat all by itself, taking a supplemental protein shake (high protein, 

low carb) can go a long way in helping you achieve your daily protein goal. But remember that 

nobody is perfect, and you don’t have to cut out all carbs on your rest days, but the better you can 

adjust your diet to meet your body’s daily energy needs, the faster you will see results.  

 

Suggested Dosing 
The below represents a baseline guide towards proper dosage for pre and post training. As you 

make changes to your diet, do so slowly and with conviction. Do not double the amount of protein 

you consume overnight. Diet, just like exercise, is most effective when we track our progress. If you 

are moving in the right direction, then you don’t need to make things harder on yourself. It’s only 

when you stop progressing that we need to consider making a change in amounts and approach. 

 

Note: The Cut Phase is not a Way of Life 
While a lot of people say their goal is to “lose weight” or “get lean,” the cut phase is not a way of life. 

As athletes, you will spend 99% of your time in a training phase. Why? Because for most people, 

simply following the training phase will produce dramatic, positive and sustainable physical and 

strength improvements in their bodies. So for most of us, there is no need to ever do a cut phase. 

However, If you are someone who wants to cut that last bit of fat for a special event like a wedding 

or vacation etc. then a cut phase may be a good option. But, remember that during this phase, your 

lifts may likely not go up and your times likely won’t go down. Also, if you are not already strictly 

following your training phase, then there will be no benefit to loosely following a cut phase. A cut 
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phase should typically not last any longer than 4-6 weeks. Any longer, while maintaining your same 

training schedule and you’ll quickly start to lose strength and energy.  

For most CrossFit athletes, a ratio of 2:1 appears optimal for recovery. For some endurance athletes 

or higher-level athletes there may be benefits of increasing as high as 4:1. However, for most 

athletes we recommend starting with a 2:1 ratio and increasing the ratio over time if required. 

 

Pre-Workout Baseline Nutrient Ratios 
The ratios and amounts of food you eat 1-2 hours before training are similar to what is listed in the 

post-workout table below. The main difference will be that the carbohydrates consumed pre-

workout should be slow-digesting while for post-workout your body requires faster absorbing 

carbohydrates. For those following an endurance only program, your limiting factor will be how 

much you can physically eat before training. Typically, we recommend starting with a 2:1 ratio and 

increasing your carbohydrate intake only if it does not prevent performance from feeling too 

“heavy” or “full.” 

 

Table 1.1 - Post-Workout Baseline Nutrient Ratios 

Cut Protein 0.18g/lb 
Carbohydrates 

1:1 
0.18g/lb Fat <3g/serving 

Training Protein 0.18g/lb 
Carbohydrates 

2:1 
0.36g/lb Fat <4g/serving 

Endurance Protein 0.18g/lb 
Carbohydrates 

3:1 
0.54g/lb Fat <4g/serving 

 

Table 1.2 - What does this look like in terms of real food? 
Here’s an example for a 150 pound person in the Training cycle with a 2:1 carb to protein ratio. 

 
Pre workout 

Intra-Workout 
Drink 

Post-Workout 
Shake 

Post-Workout Meal 
(within 1-2 hours) 

Protein 

3oz cooked 
chicken breast 
(about 1 cup) 

Anything mixed 
with water that you 

like the taste of 
which includes 

BCAAs, electrolytes 
and low/no sugar 

2.5 scoops of CFN 
Recovery in water. 
Yields 25g protein, 
50g carbohydrates 

3.5oz grilled lean 
beef (a healthy cup) 

Carbs 
1.5 cups baked 
sweet potato 

1.25 cups cooked 
brown rice 

Veggies 
1 handful  
(about 1 cup) 

1 handful  
(about 1 cup) 

*Remember that these calculations are based on grams of protein, not of the food itself. 
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Appendix A: Common Food Macronutrient Cheat Sheet 
Carbohydrates 

Type - Cooked Net Carbs = 10g 

Rice ¼ cup 

Whole grain pasta ¼ cup 

Sweet potato ~1/3 cup 
Quinoa 1/3 cup 
Banana (raw) ½ of a small banana 

 

Protein 

Type - Cooked Net Protein = 10g 
Chicken breast 33g 
Beef (lean) 33g 
Beef (hamburger 80/20) 38g 
Pork, lean 48g 
Pork, fatty 42g 
Salmon 45g 
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