
Pack the Snacks. It’s Qualifier Season! 

Printed from PrepVolleyball 

A well-packed cooler can help your team play hotter 

Charge up the iPad, pull out the folding chairs and coolers, and fire up the minivan- another season of club 

volleyball is upon us!  The team moms can start assigning team snack responsibilities, and everyone else can 

begin writing out their grocery lists and stocking up on value-size cases of Gatorade. 

**Side Note: If you are a parent reading this that has been there, done this for a while, you probably know the 

drill when it comes to the food situation at tournaments – I highly encourage you to share your experience and 

offer a heads up to those families that are new to the club scene. The last thing you want for your athletes – and 

your wallets- is to have to rely on nachos, popcorn, Dippin’ Dots or Maui Wowi “smoothies” from the 

concession stand all day.  

Why Snack? 

Between matches, healthy snacking provides the calories and glucose your body needs to ensure and maintain 

consistent energy and performance levels all throughout the competition. Your performance goal is to be as 

well-fueled, energetic and physically strong in the last match of the day as you were in the first. Snacking every 

couple of hours throughout the day will replace a traditional “meal” and provide an adequate and regular fuel 

source for the body to use in order to accomplish this. 

One of the most important things to keep in mind is this: Snacks are FUEL. Not treats, not rewards. They 

provide an energy source from which an athlete relies on for her best possible performance.  Club volleyball 

tournaments are unique in that they (literally) have potential to last all day, making it important to be conscious 

of what your athlete is putting in her body and when. 

All food does not fuel equally 

There is not necessarily one food that is the “right” food or meal for every athlete in every situation. In fact, you 

will find that on any team or sport, there will be great variances in the food athletes choose before an event. 

While “there’s no such thing as bad food” there are certainly some considerations that should be made when 

choosing what to put into your body before a competition. Remember, our goal is performance- anything that 

immediately hinders that goal should be avoided as a snack or meal during competition. 

One of the first considerations to make relates to digestion. How long will it take to digest this meal or snack? 

Ideal athletic performance occurs when virtually no food is in the stomach or small intestine (let’s just call it the 

‘gut’ from now one) at the time the event is being performed. All food must be fully digested before it can be 

available to use as energy, so if it’s sitting in your gut when it comes time to play, it’s doing you absolutely no 

good. The time needed for digestion varies due to factors such as the carbohydrate, fat and protein content of 

the meal as well as the size of the meal. For example, carbohydrates are generally absorbed easily, in about 

three to four hours, which is why they are the most important source of energy in these situations. The size of 

the meal can also influence the overall time needed for digestion. Large meals may require many hours to clear 

the gastrointestinal tract; whereas, smaller meals may be digested in just a couple of hours. Nervousness often 

associated with athletic events also can impair normal digestion and absorption of food. 

As mentioned above, carbohydrate foods are the best choices prior to an event because they digest quickly and 

are the most readily available source of fuel for the working muscle. Examples of quality carbohydrates might 

include dry cereal, bagels, crackers and peanut butter, fresh fruit, vegetables, and most dairy products. It’s also 
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best to avoid processed foods whenever possible, as many are actually loaded with sugar and fat. Oftentimes, 

these foods are difficult to digest and will zap your energy in the long run. 

Protein takes longer to digest, but is important. It’s best to ingest smaller amounts of protein throughout the day 

than all at once and research also shows that when protein is consumed in combination with a carbohydrate 

source it is more readily absorbed and utilized. Practically speaking; eating a peanut butter and jelly sandwich is 

going to be tolerated much better and absorbed much more efficiently than a protein shake or bar- many of 

which have up to 20g+ of protein in one serving! 

Fat stays in the stomach the longest before being fully digested and absorbed, and thus should be eaten in small 

amounts during competition. You want the food you eat to be fully digested before the event so you can use the 

broken down energy and avoid discomfort. Following ingestion of a meal, your brain senses that there is food 

present, and that muscles in your gut intestine need to get to work. In order for muscles to efficiently function, 

they need a steady supply of oxygen and glucose, which is transported directly to the muscles via blood. When 

you ingest a meal that is high in fat before a competition, it takes significantly more effort to digest and absorb- 

it sits in your gut longer. And instead of your body using the maximum amount of available blood (thus, oxygen 

and glucose) to fuel your muscles for physical performance, your brain tells your body to keep a steady supply 

of blood available to continue to digest whatever is left in the gut at the same time, this is also often the reason 

for stomach aches that occur as a result of eating before physical activity. 

Load up the cooler 

While I cannot offer any profound new tips, tricks or advice when it comes to sneaking your outside food and 

beverages into the playing arena, I hope to be of assistance in helping to fill your coolers and snack bags with 

healthy options to fuel your team to victory throughout this season’s hallway picnics and parking lot tailgates. 

You can help your athlete stay on top of her game during competition with these 7 practice cooler packing 

guidelines: 

1. Pack variety. You don’t have to bring the refrigerator! A few good, well-tolerated options such as fruits, 

vegetables, grains, and high quality protein sources should cover your athlete’s ever-changing appetite. Pack 

several food options instead of a large quantity of only two or three foods and odds are that you’ll convince 

your child to eat from your igloo rather that at the concession stand. 

2. Pack enough. You don’t want to run out of food, and you may even want to share with other athletes (well-

fueled athletes help the whole team, right?). 

3. Pay attention to temperature. If you are packing perishables, make certain to add an ice pack or two and 

ensure that the goods stay cold throughout the entire day. Trust me, no one wins when your athlete eats spoiled 

food… 

4. Pack some protein. Protein will be an ally in keeping your athlete’s blood sugar, hunger, and mood stable 

throughout the long day. Nibble on cheeses or slices, nuts, peanut or other nut butters, deli meat, jerky, yogurt, 

boxes of low-fat milk, hummus or edamame. 

5. Carbohydrates are key. Working muscles rely on carbohydrates as their primary fuel source. Pack an 

assortment of easily digestible sources (“simple carbs”) such as 100% juice, sports drinks, applesauce, fresh or 

dried fruit, and pudding as well as complex carbohydrate foods, such as crackers, unsweetened dry cereal, pita 

bread, bagels, pretzels and graham crackers. Dairy sources such as string cheese, yogurt, and milk are excellent 

sources both of protein and carbohydrate. 



6. Think your drink. “Water always wins” is a saying I like to use with my athletes. If there’s ever a question of 

water vs. sports drink- water wins, it’s as simple as that. Certainly though, there is a time and place for the 

Gatorade, and actually an all-day event such as a volleyball tournament happens to qualify. Try drinking about a 

third of a sports drink in between matches to complement a solid snack. If thirst remains at that point- water 

wins. 

7. Nosh or Nibble? Nosh on “meals” or larger quantities of food during your longest break of the day. A turkey 

sandwich, pretzels, string cheese, and a carton of chocolate milk would be an excellent meal choice. Nibble on 

small amounts of food before and after events that are scheduled closely together. Generally, during a short 

break, a snack containing about 300 calories is sufficient (i.e a pack of peanut butter crackers, a few apple slices 

and mini Gatorade) 

Here’s just a few suggestions for your grocery list: 

Bagel 

Sandwich fixins’ 

String cheese 

Pudding packs 

Peanut butter crackers 

Goldfish crackers 

Graham crackers 

Peanut Butter 

Hummus 

Fruit: Bananas, oranges, grapes, blueberries, applesauce 

Vegetables: sliced cucumbers, sugar snap peas, broccoli florets, carrot sticks 

Dry cereal: Honey- Cheerios, Chex, Life (watch your sugar!) 

Yogurt or Greek yogurt (Add fruit & granola to make a parfait) 

Pretzels 

Raisins, nuts, dried fruit (trail mix) 

 


