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Introduction
Historically,	the	Mediterranean	diet	reflects	
the	agricultural	traditions	of	the	region,	
where	food	was	prepared	simply	and	
consumed	communally.	The	diet	emphasizes	
fresh,	seasonal	ingredients,	with	a	focus	
on	whole,	unprocessed	foods.	This	dietary	
pattern	has	been	associated	with	numerous	
health	benefits,	including	reduced	risk	of	
cardiovascular	disease,	improved	cognitive	
function,	and	lower	rates	of	certain	cancers.	
The	Mediterranean	diet	has	consistently	
been	ranked	as	one	of	the	healthiest	diets	in	
the	world,	not	only	because	of	its	nutritional	
composition	but	also	due	to	its	sustainability	
and	adaptability	over	the	long	term.1

The	diet’s	flexibility	is	one	of	its	most	significant	strengths.	While	the	Mediterranean	
region	comprises	22	countries,	plus	two	island	nations	and	two	British	Overseas	
Territories	countries,	each	with	its	unique	culinary	traditions,	the	core	principles	of	the	
diet	remain	consistent.	Whether	in	Greece,	Italy,	Spain,	or	Lebanon,	the	diet	emphasizes	
plant-based	foods,	healthy	fats,	and	lean	proteins.	This	variety	allows	the	diet	to	be	
adapted	to	different	nutritional	styles,	from	plant-based	and	vegan	diets	to	omnivorous	
ones,	making	it	accessible	to	a	wide	range	of	dietary	preferences	and	requirements.

Scientific	research	has	extensively	documented	the	health	benefits	of	the	Mediterranean	
diet.	Studies	have	shown	that	adherence	to	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	associated	with	
a	lower	risk	of	cardiovascular	diseases,	type	2	diabetes,	and	obesity2.	The	diet’s	anti-
inflammatory	and	antioxidant	properties	are	believed	to	play	a	crucial	role	in	these	
protective	effects.	Moreover,	the	diet’s	emphasis	on	fiber-rich	foods,	healthy	fats,	and	a	
balanced	intake	of	macronutrients	makes	it	an	ideal	dietary	pattern	for	promoting	overall	
health	and	longevity3.

1	 	Willett,	W.	C.,	Sacks,	F.,	Trichopoulou,	A.,	Drescher,	G.,	Ferro-Luzzi,	A.,	Helsing,	E.,	&	Trichopoulos,	D.	(1995).	Mediterranean	
diet	pyramid:	a	cultural	model	for	healthy	eating.	The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition,	61(6),	1402S-1406S.	https://doi.org/10.1093/
ajcn/61.6.1402S
2	 	Estruch,	R.,	Ros,	E.,	Salas-Salvadó,	J.,	Covas,	M.	I.,	Corella,	D.,	Arós,	F.,	Gómez-Gracia,	E.,	Ruiz-Gutiérrez,	V.,	Fiol,	M.,	Lapetra,	J.,	
Lamuela-Raventós,	R.	M.,	Serra-Majem,	L.,	Pintó,	X.,	Basora,	J.,	Muñoz,	M.	A.,	Sorlí,	J.	V.,	Martínez,	J.	A.,	&	Martínez-González,	M.	A.	(2018).	
Primary	prevention	of	cardiovascular	disease	with	a	Mediterranean	diet	supplemented	with	extra-virgin	olive	oil	or	nuts.	The New Eng-
land Journal of Medicine,	378(25),	e34.	https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1800389
3	 	Martinez-Gonzalez,	M.	A.,	García-Arellano,	A.,	Toledo,	E.,	Salas-Salvadó,	J.,	Buil-Cosiales,	P.,	Corella,	D.,	Covas,	M.	I.,	Schröder,	
H.,	Arós,	F.,	Gómez-Gracia,	E.,	Fiol,	M.,	Ruiz-Gutiérrez,	V.,	Lapetra,	J.,	Lamuela-Raventós,	R.	M.,	Serra-Majem,	L.,	Pinto,	X.,	Muñoz,	M.	A.,	
Mitjavila,	M.	T.,	Buckland,	G.,	...	&	Estruch,	R.	(2011).	A	14-item	Mediterranean	diet	assessment	tool	and	obesity	indexes	among	high-risk	
subjects:	the	PREDIMED	trial.	PLOS ONE,	7(8),	e43134.	https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0043134
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The	Mediterranean	diet	is	more	than	just	a	nutritional	plan;	it	is	a	lifestyle	deeply	rooted	
in	the	history	and	cultures	of	the	countries	bordering	the	Mediterranean	Sea.	This	diet	has	
evolved	over	millennia	and	has	been	shaped	by	the	region’s	agricultural	practices,	climatic	
conditions,	and	cultural	exchanges.	The	traditional	Mediterranean	diet	primarily	consists	
of	plant-based	foods,	including	fruits,	vegetables,	whole	grains,	legumes,	herbs,	spices,	
nuts,	and	seeds.	Extra	virgin	Olive	oil	and	Yogurt,	a	staple	in	Mediterranean	cuisine,	is	
the	primary	source	of	fat,	offering	a	rich	supply	of	monounsaturated	fats	that	have	been	
associated	with	various	health	benefits.	The	diet	also	includes	moderate	consumption	of	
fish,	seafood,	and	poultry,	a	moderate	intake	of	dairy	products,	and	minimal	consumption	
of	red	meat	and	sweets.

Who is This Book for?
While	anyone	can	use	the	methods	in	this	book	
and	adopt	principles	of	the	Mediterranean	Diet,	
this	book	is	specifically	tailored	for	professional	
athletes	across	various	sports	disciplines,	including	
combat	sports,	team	sports,	and	individual	sports.	
Professional	athletes	have	unique	nutritional	needs	
that	differ	significantly	from	those	of	the	general	
population.	Their	training	regimens	are	intense,	and	
the	physical	demands	of	their	sports	require	precise	
and	optimized	nutritional	strategies	to	enhance	
performance,	support	recovery,	and	prevent	injury.

In	combat	sports	such	as	boxing,	mixed	martial	arts,	
Brazilian	jiu-jitsu,	Kickboxing,	Kombat	Karate,	and	
wrestling,	athletes	often	face	the	challenge	of	weight	
management.	

The	Mediterranean	diet	offers	a	balanced	approach	
to	fueling	the	body	for	athletes	in	team	sports	like	
soccer,	volleyball,	football,	basketball,	and	rugby.	
These	athletes	require	sustained	energy	levels,	quick	
recovery	times,	and	the	ability	to	perform	at	high	
intensity	over	extended	periods.	Individual	sports	
such	as	tennis,	triathlon,	swimming,	and	cycling	also	
demand	precise	nutritional	strategies.	Athletes	in	
these	disciplines	often	require	customized	diets	that	
match	their	training	loads	and	competition	schedules.	
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Purpose of this Book

Professional	athletes	are	constantly	seeking	ways	to	gain	a	competitive	edge,	whether	
through	advanced	training	techniques,	cutting-edge	technology,	or	optimized	nutrition.	
However,	the	plethora	of	dietary	information	available	can	often	be	overwhelming,	with	
many	athletes	unsure	of	which	dietary	approach	is	best	suited	to	their	needs.	This	book	
seeks	to	cut	through	the	noise	by	focusing	on	the	Mediterranean	diet,	a	well-established	
dietary	pattern	with	a	robust	body	of	scientific	evidence	supporting	its	benefits.

The	primary	purpose	of	this	book	is	to	
provide	an	evidence-based	approach	to	the	
Mediterranean	diet	specifically	designed	for	
professional	athletes.	While	the	Mediterranean	
diet	is	widely	recognized	for	its	health	benefits,	
there	is	a	need	for	a	comprehensive	guide	that	
addresses	the	unique	nutritional	requirements	
of	athletes.	This	book	aims	to	bridge	that	
gap	by	offering	practical	advice,	backed	by	
scientific	research,	on	how	to	incorporate	the	
Mediterranean	diet	into	an	athlete’s	lifestyle.

Each	chapter	of	this	book	will	delve	into	
different	aspects	of	the	Mediterranean	diet,	
exploring	how	it	can	be	tailored	to	meet	the	
specific	needs	of	athletes	across	various	
sports.	From	weight	management	strategies	
for	combat	sports	to	energy	optimization	for	
team	sports	and	recovery-focused	nutrition	
for	individual	sports,	this	book	will	provide	
actionable	insights	that	athletes	can	implement	
immediately.

Moreover,	the	book	will	discuss	the	importance	of	safe	supplementation,	emphasizing	the	
need	for	certified,	high-quality	products	that	comply	with	anti-doping	regulations.	Athletes	
are	often	subjected	to	rigorous	drug	testing,	and	any	supplements	they	use	must	be	free	
from	banned	substances.	This	book	will	guide	athletes	in	making	informed	choices	about	
supplementation,	ensuring	that	their	dietary	strategies	are	both	effective	and	safe.

This	book	aims	to	be	a	comprehensive,	evidence-based	resource	for	professional	
athletes	seeking	to	enhance	their	performance,	recovery,	and	overall	health	through	the	
Mediterranean	diet.	By	providing	evidence	basedFanti	advice	tailored	to	the	unique	needs	
of	athletes,	this	book	will	empower	them	to	make	informed	decisions	about	their	nutrition	
and	ultimately	achieve	their	full	potential	in	their	respective	sports.
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CHAPTER 1:  
Understanding the  
Mediterranean Diet
Origins: The Mediterranean Diet 
This	Mediterranean	region,	often	referred	to	as	the	cradle	of	civilization,	includes	22	
countries,	plus	two	island	nations	and	two	British	Overseas	Territories,	each	with	its	
unique	culture,	traditions,	and	culinary	practices.	The	Mediterranean	diet,	therefore,	
is	not	a	monolithic	entity	but	a	diverse	and	adaptable	way	of	eating	that	has	evolved	
over	centuries	in	response	to	local	agricultural	practices,	religious	beliefs,	and	cultural	
exchanges.

The	origins	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	can	be	traced	back	to	the	ancient	civilizations	that	
flourished	in	this	region,	including	the	Greeks,	Romans,	Phoenicians,	and	Egyptians.	These	
cultures	relied	heavily	on	the	natural	resources	available	to	them,	such	as	olive	trees,	
grapevines,	and	wheat	fields,	which	formed	the	basis	of	their	diets.	Extra	virgin	olive	oil,	
for	example,	has	been	a	staple	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	for	thousands	of	years,	used	
not	only	as	a	cooking	fat	but	also	to	make	dressings	with	spices,	herbs,	and	lemon	and	
as	a	preservative	and	a	medicine4.	Similarly,	the	cultivation	of	grapes	and	the	production	
of	wine	have	been	central	to	the	Mediterranean	way	of	life,	with	archaeological	evidence	
suggesting	that	winemaking	dates	back	to	at	least	6,000	years	ago5.

Despite	the	diversity	of	the	Mediterranean	region,	there	are	common	dietary	patterns	
that	unite	these	countries.	The	traditional	Mediterranean	diet	is	characterized	by	a	high	
intake	of	plant-based	foods,	including	fruits,	vegetables,	legumes,	nuts,	seeds,	herbs,	
spices,	and	whole	grains.	Extra	virgin	olive	oil	is	the	primary	source	of	fat,	providing	a	
rich	supply	of	monounsaturated	fats,	which	have	been	associated	with	numerous	health	
benefits.	The	diet	also	includes	moderate	consumption	of	fish	and	poultry,	limited	intake	
of	dairy	products,	and	minimal	consumption	of	red	meat	and	sweets.	This	dietary	pattern	
is	complemented	by	an	emphasis	on	fresh,	seasonal	ingredients,	simple	cooking	methods,	
and	communal	eating,	which	contribute	to	the	diet’s	health	benefits	and	sustainability1.

4	 	Arvanitoyannis,	I.	S.,	&	Van	Houwelingen-Koukaliaroglou,	M.	(2005).	Functional	foods:	a	survey	of	health	claims,	pros	and	
cons,	and	current	legislation.	Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition, 45(5),	385-404.	https://doi.org/10.1080/10408690591034449
5	 	McGovern,	P.	E.	(2003).	Ancient	wine:	The	search	for	the	origins	of	viniculture.	Princeton University Press.
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The	Mediterranean	diet	is	more	than	just	a	collection	of	foods;	it	is	a	holistic	approach	
to	eating	and	living	that	emphasizes	balance,	moderation,	and	enjoyment.	In	many	
Mediterranean	cultures,	meals	are	seen	as	a	time	for	socializing	and	connecting	
with	others,	rather	than	simply	a	means	of	nourishment.	This	cultural	aspect	of	the	
Mediterranean	diet	is	believed	to	contribute	to	the	lower	rates	of	chronic	diseases	and	
higher	life	expectancy	observed	in	the	region,	as	the	diet	is	not	only	nutritionally	rich	but	
also	psychologically	and	emotionally	satisfying6.

While	the	Mediterranean	diet	has	its	roots	in	the	traditional	practices	of	the	region,	it	is	
important	to	recognize	that	there	is	no	single	Mediterranean	diet.	The	22	countries,	plus	
two	island	nations	and	two	British	Overseas	Territories	bordering	the	Mediterranean	
Sea	each	have	their	culinary	traditions,	influenced	by	factors	such	as	geography,	climate,	
religion,	and	history.	For	example,	the	diet	in	coastal	regions	tends	to	include	more	
seafood,	while	inland	areas	may	rely	more	on	legumes	and	grains.	In	some	countries,	
such	as	Greece	and	Italy,	extra	virgin	olive	oil	is	the	primary	fat	used	in	cooking,	while	in	
others,	such	as	Turkey	and	Lebanon,	both	extra	virgin	olive	oil	and	animal	fats	like	butter	
and	ghee	are	commonly	used.	Despite	these	regional	differences,	the	core	principles	of	
the	Mediterranean	diet	remain	consistent,	emphasizing	plant-based	foods,	healthy	fats,	
and	lean	proteins7.

The	adaptability	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	one	of	its	greatest	strengths,	allowing	it	to	be	
tailored	to	the	specific	needs	and	preferences	of	individuals	and	communities.	Whether	
in	the	context	of	a	rural	village	in	Sicily	or	a	bustling	city	in	Morocco,	the	Mediterranean	
diet	offers	a	flexible	and	sustainable	approach	to	eating	that	can	be	adapted	to	different	
cultural,	economic,	and	environmental	circumstances.	This	adaptability	is	also	what	makes	
the	Mediterranean	diet	particularly	relevant	for	modern-day	athletes,	who	require	a	diet	
that	is	not	only	nutritionally	balanced	but	also	capable	of	supporting	their	demanding	
training	and	competition	schedules.

6	 	Bach-Faig,	A.,	Berry,	E.	M.,	Lairon,	D.,	Reguant,	J.,	Trichopoulou,	A.,	Dernini,	S.,	...	&	Serra-Majem,	L.	(2011).	Mediterranean	diet	
pyramid	today.	Science	and	cultural	updates.	Public Health Nutrition, 14(12A),	2274-2284.	https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980011002515
7	 	Trichopoulou,	A.,	Costacou,	T.,	Bamia,	C.,	&	Trichopoulos,	D.	(2003).	Adherence	to	a	Mediterranean	diet	and	survival	in	a	
Greek	population.	The New England Journal of Medicine, 348(26),	2599-2608.	https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa025039
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Core Components: Key Foods and Their Health Benefits
The	Mediterranean	diet	is	rich	in	a	variety	of	foods	that	provide	essential	nutrients,	
antioxidants,	and	other	bioactive	compounds	that	contribute	to	overall	health	and	well-
being.	These	key	foods	form	the	foundation	of	the	diet	and	are	associated	with	numerous	
health	benefits,	making	the	Mediterranean	diet	one	of	the	most	well-researched	and	
widely	recommended	dietary	patterns	in	the	world.

1. Fruits and Vegetables:	

Fruits	and	vegetables	are	the	cornerstone	of	the	Mediterranean	diet,	providing	a	wide	
range	of	vitamins,	minerals,	fiber,	and	antioxidants.	The	diet	encourages	the	consumption	
of	a	variety	of	colorful	fruits	and	vegetables,	each	offering	unique	health	benefits.	For	
example,	leafy	greens	like	spinach	and	kale	which	are	rich	in	folate,	vitamin	K,	and	iron,	
are	essential	for	blood	health	and	bone	strength.	Tomatoes,	a	staple	in	Mediterranean	
cuisine,	are	a	rich	source	of	lycopene,	a	powerful	antioxidant	that	has	been	shown	to	
reduce	the	risk	of	certain	cancers	and	cardiovascular	diseases8.	Similarly,	citrus	fruits	like	
oranges	and	lemons	are	high	in	vitamin	C,	which	supports	immune	function	and	skin	
health9.

2. Whole Grains:	

Whole	grains,	such	as	whole	wheat,	barley,	oats,	and	brown	rice,	are	an	important	
source	of	complex	carbohydrates,	fiber,	and	essential	nutrients	like	B	vitamins,	iron,	and	
magnesium.	The	Mediterranean	diet	emphasizes	the	consumption	of	whole	grains	over	
refined	grains,	as	whole	grains	have	been	shown	to	reduce	the	risk	of	chronic	diseases	
such	as	type	2	diabetes,	heart	disease,	and	obesity10.	The	high	fiber	content	of	whole	
grains	also	supports	digestive	health	and	helps	regulate	blood	sugar	levels,	making	them	
an	ideal	food	for	athletes	who	require	sustained	energy	throughout	the	day.

3. Legumes:	

Legumes,	including	beans,	lentils,	chickpeas,	and	peas,	are	a	key	component	of	the	
Mediterranean	diet,	providing	a	rich	source	of	plant-based	protein,	fiber,	and	essential	
nutrients	such	as	iron,	potassium,	and	folate.	Legumes	are	also	low	in	fat	and	high	
in	complex	carbohydrates,	making	them	an	excellent	energy	source	for	athletes.	The	
consumption	of	legumes	has	been	associated	with	a	reduced	risk	of	cardiovascular	
diseases,	improved	blood	sugar	control,	and	better	weight	management11.	In	
Mediterranean	cuisine,	legumes	are	often	used	in	soups,	stews,	salads,	and	spreads,	
providing	a	versatile	and	nutritious	addition	to	any	meal.

8	 	Agarwal,	S.,	&	Rao,	A.	V.	(2000).	Tomato	lycopene	and	its	role	in	human	health	and	chronic	diseases.	Canadian Medical Associa-
tion Journal, 163(6),	739-744.
9	 	Carr,	A.	C.,	&	Maggini,	S.	(2017).	Vitamin	C	and	immune	function.	Nutrients, 9(11),	1211.	https://doi.org/10.3390/nu9111211
10	 	Slavin,	J.	L.	(2004).	Whole	grains	and	human	health.	Nutrition Research Reviews, 17(1),	99-110.	https://doi.org/10.1079/
NRR200374
11	 	Becerra-Tomás,	N.,	Díaz-López,	A.,	Rosique-Esteban,	N.,	Ros,	E.,	Buil-Cosiales,	P.,	Corella,	D.,	...	&	Salas-Salvadó,	J.	(2019).	Leg-
ume	consumption	is	inversely	associated	with	type	2	diabetes	incidence	in	adults:	a	prospective	assessment	from	the	PREDIMED	study.	
Clinical Nutrition, 38(1),	248-256.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clnu.2018.01.004
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4. Nuts and Seeds:	

Nuts	and	seeds,	such	as	almonds,	walnuts,	flaxseeds,	and	chia	seeds,	are	another	
important	component	of	the	Mediterranean	diet.	They	are	rich	in	healthy	fats,	particularly	
monounsaturated	and	polyunsaturated	fats,	which	support	heart	health	and	reduce	
inflammation.	Nuts	and	seeds	are	also	good	sources	of	protein,	fiber,	vitamins,	and	
minerals,	including	vitamin	E,	magnesium,	and	selenium.	Regular	consumption	of	
nuts	and	seeds	has	been	linked	to	a	lower	risk	of	cardiovascular	diseases,	improved	
cholesterol	levels,	and	better	weight	management12.	For	athletes,	nuts	and	seeds	provide	
a	convenient	and	energy-dense	snack	that	can	help	fuel	their	training	and	recovery.

5. Extra Virgin Olive Oil:	

Extra	virgin	olive	oil	is	the	primary	source	of	fat	in	the	Mediterranean	diet,	and	it	is	
widely	recognized	for	its	health	benefits.	Extra-virgin	olive	oil,	in	particular,	is	rich	in	
monounsaturated	fats,	antioxidants,	and	anti-inflammatory	compounds	such	as	oleic	
acid	and	polyphenols.	Studies	have	shown	that	regular	consumption	of	extra	virgin	olive	
oil	can	reduce	the	risk	of	cardiovascular	diseases,	lower	blood	pressure,	and	improve	
lipid	profiles2.	Extra	virgin	olive	oil	is	also	beneficial	for	athletes,	as	it	provides	a	source	of	
healthy	fats	that	support	energy	metabolism,	reduce	inflammation,	and	promote	muscle	
recovery.	In	Mediterranean	cuisine,	extra	virgin	olive	oil	is	used	in	a	variety	of	ways,	from	
drizzling	over	salads	and	vegetables	to	cooking	and	baking.

6. Fish and Seafood:	

Fish	and	seafood	are	important	sources	of	high-quality	protein,	omega-3	fatty	acids,	
and	essential	nutrients	such	as	iodine,	selenium,	and	vitamin	D.	The	Mediterranean	
diet	recommends	the	consumption	of	fish	and	seafood	at	least	twice	a	week,	with	an	
emphasis	on	fatty	fish	like	sardines,	mackerel,	and	tuna,	which	are	rich	in	omega-3	fatty	
acids.	These	fatty	acids	have	been	shown	to	reduce	inflammation,	improve	heart	health,	
and	support	brain	function13.	For	athletes,	omega-3	fatty	acids	are	particularly	beneficial,	
as	they	can	help	reduce	muscle	soreness,	enhance	recovery,	and	improve	endurance	
performance14.

7. Dairy Products:	

The	Mediterranean	diet	includes	moderate	consumption	of	dairy	products,	primarily	in	
the	form	of	yogurt	and	cheese.	These	foods	provide	a	good	source	of	calcium,	protein,	
and	probiotics,	which	support	bone	health,	muscle	function,	and	gut	health.	However,	
unlike	Western	diets	that	often	emphasize	large	quantities	of	dairy,	the	Mediterranean	
diet	encourages	smaller,	more	moderate	portions.	For	athletes,	dairy	products	can	be	
a	valuable	source	of	protein	and	nutrients	that	support	muscle	recovery	and	overall	
health15.
12	 	Ros,	E.	(2010).	Health	benefits	of	nut	consumption.	Nutrients, 2(7),	652-682.	https://doi.org/10.3390/nu2070652
13	 	Calder,	P.	C.	(2012).	Mechanisms	of	action	of	(n-3)	fatty	acids.	The Journal of Nutrition, 142(3),	592S-599S.	https://doi.
org/10.3945/jn.111.155259
14	 	Lewis,	N.	A.,	Collins,	D.,	Pedlar,	C.	R.,	Rogers,	S.,	&	Kissane,	B.	(2020).	Can	omega-3	fatty	acids	help	mitigate	exercise-induced	
muscle	damage?	Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition, 60(19),	3285-3294.	https://doi.org/10.1080/10408398.2019.1677557
15	 	Giezenaar,	C.,	Lange,	K.,	Hausken,	T.,	Jones,	K.	L.,	Chapman,	I.,	Horowitz,	M.,	&	Soenen,	S.	(2018).	Dairy	protein	and	the	physio-
logical	regulation	of	appetite.	The British Journal of Nutrition, 120(7),	883-899.	https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114518002166



10

8. Poultry and Eggs:	

Poultry,	such	as	chicken	and	turkey,	and	eggs	are	included	in	the	Mediterranean	diet	as	
sources	of	lean	protein.	These	foods	are	lower	in	saturated	fat	compared	to	red	meat	
and	provide	essential	nutrients	such	as	vitamin	B12,	iron,	and	zinc.	Eggs,	in	particular,	are	
a	versatile	and	nutrient-dense	food	that	can	be	included	in	various	meals.	For	athletes,	
poultry	and	eggs	are	important	for	muscle	repair	and	recovery,	and	they	provide	a	high-
quality	protein	source	that	can	be	easily	incorporated	into	a	balanced	diet16.

9. Red Meat:	

While	the	Mediterranean	diet	does	not	eliminate	red	meat,	it	is	consumed	in	moderation,	
often	as	a	complement	to	plant-based	foods	rather	than	the	centerpiece	of	the	meal.	Red	
meat	is	a	good	source	of	protein,	iron,	and	B	vitamins,	but	it	is	also	higher	in	saturated	
fat	and	cholesterol.	The	Mediterranean	diet	recommends	limiting	red	meat	consumption	
to	a	few	times	a	month	and	choosing	lean	cuts	when	possible.	For	athletes,	red	meat	can	
be	a	valuable	source	of	nutrients,	but	it	should	be	balanced	with	other	protein	sources	to	
maintain	overall	health	and	performance17.

10. Herbs & Spices

The	Mediterranean	diet	is	celebrated	not	only	for	its	nutritional	benefits	but	also	for	
its	vibrant	flavors,	largely	attributed	to	the	extensive	use	of	spices	and	herbs.	These	
ingredients	are	fundamental	in	Mediterranean	cuisine,	adding	depth	and	complexity	to	
dishes	while	also	offering	a	wealth	of	health	benefits.	Commonly	used	spices	and	herbs	
include	oregano,	basil,	rosemary,	marjoram,	sage,	thyme,	parsley,	sumac,	cayenne,	and	
many	others,	each	bringing	its	own	unique	flavor	and	nutritional	profile	to	the	table.

Herbs	and	spices	are	more	than	just	flavor	enhancers;	they	are	also	potent	sources	of	
antioxidants	and	anti-inflammatory	compounds.	For	example,	oregano	is	rich	in	phenolic	
compounds,	which	have	been	shown	to	possess	strong	antioxidant	properties.18	Similarly,	
rosemary	contains	rosmarinic	acid,	which	has	anti-inflammatory	effects	and	can	help	
reduce	oxidative	stress	in	the	body.19	These	properties	are	particularly	beneficial	for	
athletes,	who	often	experience	increased	oxidative	stress	and	inflammation	due	to	
intense	physical	activity.

16	 	McLennan,	W.,	&	Podger,	A.	(1998).	National Nutrition Survey: Selected Highlights, Australia, 1995	(No.	4802.0).	Australian Bureau 
of Statistics.
17	 	Kappeler,	R.,	Zietek,	T.,	&	Lick,	S.	(2020).	Red	meat	consumption,	health,	and	climate	change.	A Comprehensive Literature Re-
view. Environmental Research Communications, 2(6),	062001.	https://doi.org/10.1088/2515-7620/ab93a9
18	 	Gursoy,	N.,	Sarikurkcu,	C.,	Cengiz,	M.,	&	Solak,	M.	H.	(2009).	Antioxidant	activities,	metal	contents,	total	phenolics	and	fla-
vonoids	of	seven	Morchella	species. Food and chemical toxicology : an international journal published for the British Industrial Biological 
Research Association, 47(9),	2381–2388.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fct.2009.06.032
19	 	al-Sereiti,	M.	R.,	Abu-Amer,	K.	M.,	&	Sen,	P.	(1999).	Pharmacology	of	rosemary	(Rosmarinus	officinalis	Linn.)	and	its	therapeu-
tic	potentials. Indian journal of experimental biology, 37(2),	124–130.
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11. Wine:	

Moderate	consumption	of	wine,	particularly	red	wine,	is	a	characteristic	feature	of	some	
but	not	all	of	the	Mediterranean	diet.	Red	wine	contains	polyphenols,	such	as	resveratrol,	
which	have	antioxidant	properties	and	are	believed	to	contribute	to	heart	health20.	
However,	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	health	benefits	of	wine	are	associated	with	
moderate	consumption,	typically	one	glass	per	day	for	women	and	up	to	two	glasses	per	
day	for	men.	For	athletes,	alcohol	consumption	should	be	carefully	managed,	as	excessive	
intake	can	negatively	impact	performance,	recovery,	and	overall	health.21

12. Bread, Pasta, and Ancient Grains

The	Mediterranean	diet	is	rich	in	a	variety	of	baked	products	and	ancient	grains	that	
form	the	cornerstone	of	many	traditional	meals	across	the	Mediterranean	region.	Unlike	
the	highly	processed	grains	found	in	many	modern	diets,	the	grains	and	breads	of	the	
Mediterranean	are	often	whole,	naturally	fermented,	and	made	using	traditional	methods	
that	preserve	their	nutritional	integrity.

● Whole-Grain and Naturally Fermented Bread: Bread	is	a	staple	in	the	
Mediterranean	diet,	but	it’s	quite	different	from	the	refined,	commercial	varieties	
common	in	many	other	parts	of	the	world.	Traditional	Mediterranean	breads,	
such	as	the	whole-grain	Einkorn	bread	in	Greece	or	pita	bread	across	the	Eastern	
Mediterranean,	are	made	with	ancient	grains	and	natural	fermentation	processes.	
Einkorn,	one	of	the	oldest	cultivated	grains,	is	rich	in	protein,	fiber,	and	essential	
nutrients,	making	it	a	highly	nutritious	option	for	athletes.22	Naturally	fermented	
breads,	such	as	sourdough,	are	common	in	the	Mediterranean.	The	fermentation	
process	not	only	enhances	the	flavor	of	the	bread	but	also	increases	its	digestibility	
and	nutrient	availability.	Natural	fermentation	helps	break	down	phytic	acid,	which	
can	inhibit	mineral	absorption,	thus	making	minerals	like	calcium	and	magnesium	
more	bioavailable.23	This	is	particularly	beneficial	for	athletes	who	require	optimal	
nutrient	absorption	to	support	their	training	and	recovery.

20	 	Georgiev,	V.,	Ananga,	A.,	&	Tsolova,	V.	(2014).	Recent	advances	and	uses	of	grape	flavonoids	as	nutraceuticals.	
Nutrients, 6(1),	391-415.	https://doi.org/10.3390/nu6010391
21	 	Barnes	M.	J.	(2014).	Alcohol:	impact	on	sports	performance	and	recovery	in	male	athletes. Sports medicine (Auckland, 
N.Z.), 44(7),	909–919.	https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-014-0192-8
22	 	Shewry,	P.	R.,	&	Hey,	S.	J.	(2015).	The	contribution	of	wheat	to	human	diet	and	health. Food and energy security, 4(3),	178–202.	
https://doi.org/10.1002/fes3.64
23	 	Kaisa	Poutanen,	Laura	Flander,	Kati	Katina,	Sourdough	and	cereal	fermentation	in	a	nutritional	perspective.	Food Microbiolo-
gy.	2009;	26(7):	693-699.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fm.2009.07.011
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● Ancient Grains in Pasta and Their Nutritional Profile: Pasta	is	another	staple	
of	the	Mediterranean	diet,	but	it’s	typically	made	from	a	variety	of	ancient	grains	
that	differ	significantly	from	modern	wheat.	Grains	such	as	Gragnano,	Timilia,	and	
Senatore	Cappelli	are	prized	for	their	rich	flavor	and	nutritional	benefits.	These	
ancient	grains	are	higher	in	protein,	fiber,	and	antioxidants	compared	to	modern	
refined	wheat,	making	them	a	superior	choice	for	athletes	looking	to	optimize	
their	diet.24	Ancient	grain	pasta,	such	as	those	made	from	Senatore	Cappelli,	a	
heritage	durum	wheat,	is	particularly	valued	in	Italian	cuisine.	This	type	of	pasta	is	
not	only	flavorful	but	also	provides	a	steady	release	of	energy	due	to	its	complex	
carbohydrate	structure,	which	is	ideal	for	sustaining	athletic	performance.	
Bronze	dyes,	are	also	used	in	pasta	production,	are	safe,	and	have	been	a	
traditional	tool	in	Italian	pasta-making	for	generations.	Made	from	high-quality,	
food-grade	bronze,	these	dyes	do	not	introduce	any	harmful	substances	into	the	
pasta.	The	material	is	durable,	resistant	to	corrosion,	and	designed	to	withstand	
the	rigors	of	pasta	extrusion	without	breaking	down	or	contaminating	the	food.	
Bronze	dyes	simply	shape	the	pasta,	creating	a	rough	texture	that	enhances	sauce	
adherence,	without	altering	its	nutritional	value	or	safety.	This	method	is	widely	
accepted	in	artisanal	pasta-making,	ensuring	both	quality	and	safety	for	consumers.

● White Pasta for Training and Recovery: While	whole-grain	and	ancient-grain	
pasta	are	typically	recommended	for	their	higher	fiber	and	nutrient	content,	there	
are	specific	instances	where	white	pasta,	may	be	more	beneficial	for	athletes.	For	
example,	during	the	pre-competition	phase	or	post-weight-in	for	combat	athletes,	
white	pasta	can	be	an	excellent	choice.	Its	lower	fiber	content	makes	it	easier	to	
digest,	reducing	the	risk	of	gastrointestinal	discomfort	during	intense	physical	
activity.	A	classic	dish	like	pasta	with	clams	and	parsley	is	an	excellent	option	for	
athletes	in	this	phase.	The	dish	has	a	high	glycemic	index,	providing	quick	energy,	
while	being	low	in	fat	and	fiber,	which	makes	it	ideal	for	immediate	post-weigh-in	
meals.	The	addition	of	clams	provides	lean	protein,	essential	for	muscle	recovery,	
while	parsley	adds	a	burst	of	flavor	and	additional	nutrients	without	overwhelming	
the	digestive	system.

24	 	Hidalgo	A,	Brandolini	A.	Nutritional	properties	of	einkorn	wheat	(Triticum	monococcum	L.). J Sci Food Agric.	2014;94(4):601-
612.	doi:10.1002/jsfa.6382
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Adjusting the Mediterranean Diet for Different 
Nutrition Styles
One	of	the	key	strengths	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	its	adaptability	to	different	nutrition	
styles,	making	it	suitable	for	a	wide	range	of	dietary	preferences	and	needs.	Whether	an	
individual	follows	a	plant-based,	vegan,	or	omnivorous	diet,	the	Mediterranean	diet	can	
be	modified	to	meet	these	requirements	while	still	providing	all	the	essential	nutrients	
needed	for	optimal	health	and	performance.

1. Plant-Based and Vegan Diets:	The	Mediterranean	diet	is	naturally	rich	in	plant-
based	foods,	making	it	easily	adaptable	for	those	who	follow	a	plant-based	or	
vegan	diet.	The	diet’s	emphasis	on	fruits,	vegetables,	whole	grains,	legumes,	nuts,	
herbs,	spices,	and	seeds	provides	a	strong	foundation	for	a	plant-based	lifestyle.	
For	those	who	choose	to	exclude	animal	products	entirely,	plant-based	protein	
sources	such	as	legumes,	tofu,	tempeh,	and	quinoa	can	replace	meat,	poultry,	and	
fish.	Additionally,	plant-based	oils	like	extra	virgin	olive	oil	and	avocado	oil	provide	
healthy	fats,	while	fortified	plant-based	milk	and	dairy	alternatives	can	supply	
calcium	and	vitamin	D.	It	is	important	for	athletes	following	a	vegan	Mediterranean	
diet	to	pay	attention	to	specific	nutrients	such	as	vitamin	B12,	iron,	and	omega-3	
fatty	acids,	which	may	require	supplementation25.

2. Omnivorous Diets:	For	those	who	include	both	plant	and	animal	products	in	their	
diet,	the	Mediterranean	diet	offers	a	balanced	approach	that	incorporates	a	variety	
of	foods	from	different	food	groups.	The	diet’s	flexibility	allows	for	the	inclusion	of	
lean	proteins	such	as	poultry,	fish,	eggs,	and	dairy,	along	with	plenty	of	plant-based	
foods.	This	balanced	approach	provides	athletes	with	a	wide	range	of	nutrients,	
supporting	energy	levels,	muscle	repair,	and	overall	health.	For	omnivorous	
athletes,	the	Mediterranean	diet’s	focus	on	moderation	and	variety	ensures	that	all	
macronutrient	needs	are	met	without	over-reliance	on	any	single	food	group26.	
	
	
	

25	 	Craig,	W.	J.	(2009).	Health	effects	of	vegan	diets.	The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 89(5),	1627S-1633S.	https://doi.
org/10.3945/ajcn.2009.26736N
26	 	Johnston,	B.	C.,	Kanters,	S.,	Bandayrel,	K.,	Wu,	P.,	Naji,	F.,	Siemieniuk,	R.	A.,	Ball,	G.	D.,	Busse,	J.	W.,	Thorlund,	K.,	Guyatt,	G.,	
Jansen,	J.	P.,	&	Mills,	E.	J.	(2014).	Comparison	of	weight	loss	among	named	diet	programs	in	overweight	and	obese	adults:	a	meta-analy-
sis.	JAMA, 312(9),	923-933.	https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2014.10397
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3. Special Dietary Needs:	The	Mediterranean	diet	can	also	be	adapted	to	meet	
specific	dietary	needs,	such	as	gluten-free,	or	low-FODMAP.	For	example,	
individuals	with	celiac	disease	or	gluten	sensitivity	can	choose	gluten-free	grains	
such	as	quinoa,	rice,	and	corn,	while	still	enjoying	the	rich	variety	of	fruits,	
vegetables,	and	legumes.	Similarly,	those	following	a	low-FODMAP	diet	for	digestive	
health	can	modify	their	food	choices	to	include	low-FODMAP	fruits,	vegetables,	and	
grains,	while	avoiding	high-FODMAP	foods	like	onions,	garlic,	and	certain	legumes27.	
The	adaptability	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	makes	it	a	versatile	and	sustainable	
option	for	individuals	with	various	dietary	restrictions.

The	sustainability	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	another	important	factor	that	contributes	
to	its	popularity	and	long-term	adherence.	The	diet’s	emphasis	on	seasonal,	locally	
sourced,	and	minimally	processed	foods	aligns	with	principles	of	environmental	
sustainability,	supporting	local	agriculture	and	reducing	the	carbon	footprint	associated	
with	food	production.	Additionally,	the	Mediterranean	diet’s	focus	on	plant-based	foods	
and	moderate	consumption	of	animal	products	helps	reduce	the	environmental	impact	of	
food	production,	particularly	in	terms	of	greenhouse	gas	emissions,	water	usage,	and	land	
use28.

For	athletes,	the	sustainability	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	not	only	beneficial	for	the	
environment	but	also	for	their	long-term	health	and	performance.	A	diet	that	is	rich	in	
diverse,	nutrient-dense	foods	and	that	supports	overall	well-being	is	more	likely	to	be	
maintained	over	time,	leading	to	consistent	performance	and	recovery	benefits.	The	
Mediterranean	diet’s	adaptability,	combined	with	its	emphasis	on	whole,	unprocessed	
foods,	makes	it	an	ideal	choice	for	athletes	who	are	looking	for	a	diet	that	is	both	
nutritionally	robust	and	environmentally	responsible.

27	 	Gibson,	P.	R.,	&	Shepherd,	S.	J.	(2005).	Personal	view:	food	for	thought—western	lifestyle	and	susceptibility	to	Crohn’s	disease.	
The	FODMAP	hypothesis.	Alimentary Pharmacology & Therapeutics, 21(12),	1399-1409.	https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2036.2005.02506.
28	 	Tilman,	D.,	&	Clark,	M.	(2014).	Global	diets	link	environmental	sustainability	and	human	health.	Nature, 515(7528),	518-522.	
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature13959
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CHAPTER 2:  
Benefits of the Mediterranean 
Diet for Athletes
Longevity, Heart Health, Anti-Inflammatory Properties, 
and Mental Well-Being
The	Mediterranean	diet	is	widely	recognized	as	one	of	the	healthiest	dietary	patterns	
globally,	supported	by	extensive	scientific	research	that	highlights	its	numerous	health	
benefits	that	we	will	look	at	further	For	athletes,	who	demand	peak	physical	performance	
and	rapid	recovery,	the	general	health	benefits	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	are	particularly	
relevant,	as	they	lay	the	foundation	for	long-term	athletic	success	and	overall	well-being.

Longevity 

One	of	the	most	well-documented	benefits	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	its	association	
with	increased	longevity.	Studies	have	consistently	shown	that	individuals	who	adhere	to	
the	Mediterranean	diet	tend	to	live	longer	and	experience	lower	rates	of	chronic	diseases	
than	those	following	Western	dietary	patterns.	The	Mediterranean	diet	is	thought	to	
contribute	to	its	protective	effects	against	age-related	diseases,	including	cardiovascular	
disease,	cancer,	and	neurodegenerative	disorders29.

Research	conducted	in	the	Mediterranean	region,	particularly		Greece	and	Italy,		provided	
compelling	evidence	of	the	diet’s	impact	on	longevity.	The	Seven	Countries	Study,	initiated	
in	the	1950s,	was	one	of	the	first	to	establish	a	link	between	the	Mediterranean	diet	and	
reduced	mortality	rates30.	More	recent	studies,	such	as	the	PREDIMED	trial,	have	further	
confirmed	that	adherence	to	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	associated	with	a	lower	risk	of	
all-cause	mortality	31.	For	athletes,	this	increased	longevity	is	not	only	a	marker	of	good	

29	 	Sofi,	F.,	Abbate,	R.,	Gensini,	G.	F.,	&	Casini,	A.	(2010).	Accruing	evidence	on	benefits	of	adherence	to	the	Mediterranean	diet	
on	health:	an	updated	systematic	review	and	meta-analysis.	The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 92(5),	1189-1196.	https://doi.
org/10.3945/ajcn.2010.29673
30	 	Keys,	A.	(1970).	Seven Countries: A multivariate analysis of death and coronary heart disease.	Harvard	University	Press.
31	 	Estruch,	R.,	Ros,	E.,	Salas-Salvadó,	J.,	Covas,	M.	I.,	Corella,	D.,	Arós,	F.,	Gómez-Gracia,	E.,	Ruiz-Gutiérrez,	V.,	Fiol,	M.,	Lapetra,	J.,	
Lamuela-Raventós,	R.	M.,	Serra-Majem,	L.,	Pintó,	X.,	Basora,	J.,	Muñoz,	M.	A.,	Sorlí,	J.	V.,	Martínez,	J.	A.,	&	Martínez-González,	M.	A.	(2013).	
Primary	prevention	of	cardiovascular	disease	with	a	Mediterranean	diet.	The New England Journal of Medicine, 368(14),	1279-1290.	
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health	but	also	a	crucial	factor	in	maintaining	a	long	and	successful	career.

Heart Health

Cardiovascular	health	is	a	major	concern	for	athletes,	particularly	those	engaged	in	
endurance	sports	where	the	heart	is	under	constant	strain.	The	Mediterranean	diet	has	
been	shown	to	have	a	protective	effect	on	the	cardiovascular	system,	making	it	an	ideal	
dietary	pattern	for	athletes	who	need	to	optimize	heart	health.

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	positive	impact	on	heart	health	is	primarily	due	to	its	high	
content	of	monounsaturated	fats	from	extra	virgin	olive	oil,	omega-3	fatty	acids	from	fish,	
and	a	rich	array	of	antioxidants	from	fruits,	vegetables,	and	nuts.	These	components	work	
synergistically	to	reduce	inflammation,	lower	blood	pressure,	and	improve	lipid	profiles	
by	increasing	HDL	(good)	cholesterol	and	reducing	LDL	(bad)	cholesterol	levels32.	The	
PREDIMED	trial	demonstrated	that	a	Mediterranean	diet	supplemented	with	extra-virgin	
olive	oil	or	nuts	significantly	reduced	the	incidence	of	major	cardiovascular	events,	such	as	
heart	attack,	stroke,	and	cardiovascular	death,	in	high-risk	individuals.31

For	athletes,	maintaining	cardiovascular	health	is	critical,	as	it	directly	influences	
endurance,	stamina,	and	overall	performance.	By	adopting	the	Mediterranean	diet,	
athletes	can	support	their	cardiovascular	system,	reduce	the	risk	of	heart-related	
complications,	and	enhance	their	ability	to	perform	at	high	levels	over	extended	periods.

Anti-Inflammatory Properties

Inflammation	is	a	natural	response	to	physical	stress	and	injury,	but	chronic	inflammation	
can	impede	recovery,	increase	the	risk	of	injury,	and	negatively	impact	athletic	
performance.	The	Mediterranean	diet	is	renowned	for	its	anti-inflammatory	properties,	
which	are	largely	attributed	to	its	high	intake	of	fruits,	vegetables,	nuts,	whole	grains,	and	
healthy	fats.

Several	bioactive	compounds	found	in	Mediterranean	foods,	such	as	polyphenols,	
omega-3	fatty	acids,	and	fiber,	have	been	shown	to	reduce	inflammation.	For	example,	
extra-virgin	olive	oil	contains	oleocanthal,	a	polyphenol	with	anti-inflammatory	effects	
similar	to	those	of	ibuprofen33.	Omega-3	fatty	acids,	primarily	found	in	fatty	fish	like	
tuna	and	mackerel,	have	been	shown	to	decrease	the	production	of	pro-inflammatory	
cytokines,	which	are	involved	in	the	body’s	inflammatory	response13.

Athletes,	particularly	those	involved	in	high-intensity	and	contact	sports,	are	prone	to	
inflammation	due	to	the	physical	demands	of	their	training	and	competition	schedules.	
By	following	a	Mediterranean	diet,	athletes	can	harness	the	diet’s	anti-inflammatory	
properties	to	enhance	recovery,	reduce	muscle	soreness,	and	lower	the	risk	of	chronic	

https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa1200303
32	 	Widmer,	R.	J.,	Flammer,	A.	J.,	Lerman,	L.	O.,	&	Lerman,	A.	(2015).	The	Mediterranean	diet,	its	components,	and	cardiovascular	
disease.	The American Journal of Medicine, 128(3),	229-238.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjmed.2014.10.014
33	 	Lucas,	L.,	Russell,	A.,	Keast,	R.,	&	Berry,	D.	(2011).	Molecular	mechanisms	of	inflammation.	Anti-inflammato-
ry benefits of virgin olive oil and the phenolic compound oleocanthal.	Current Pharmaceutical Design, 17(8),	754-768.	https://doi.
org/10.2174/138161211795428920
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injuries,	allowing	them	to	train	more	effectively	and	compete	at	their	best.

Mental Well-Being

Mental	well-being	is	an	often	overlooked	aspect	of	athletic	performance,	yet	it	is	crucial	
for	maintaining	focus,	motivation,	and	resilience.	The	Mediterranean	diet	has	been	linked	
to	improved	mental	health	outcomes,	including	a	reduced	risk	of	depression	and	cognitive	
decline.	This	is	particularly	important	for	athletes,	who	face	intense	mental	and	emotional	
pressures	both	in	and	out	of	competition.

The	diet’s	high	content	of	fruits,	vegetables,	whole	grains,	and	healthy	fats	provides	
essential	nutrients	that	support	brain	health,	such	as	B	vitamins,	vitamin	E,	omega-3	fatty	
acids,	and	antioxidants.	These	nutrients	play	a	key	role	in	maintaining	cognitive	function,	
regulating	mood,	and	protecting	the	brain	from	oxidative	stress	and	inflammation34.	The	
Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	social	eating	and	communal	meals	also	contributes	to	
mental	well-being	by	promoting	social	connections	and	reducing	feelings	of	isolation.

A	study	published	in	BMC Medicine	found	that	individuals	who	closely	adhered	to	the	
Mediterranean	diet	were	significantly	less	likely	to	develop	depression	over	10	years	
compared	to	those	who	did	not	follow	the	diet35.	For	athletes,	maintaining	mental	well-
being	is	essential	for	achieving	peak	performance,	making	the	Mediterranean	diet	a	
valuable	tool	in	their	overall	health	and	performance	strategy.

Enhanced Recovery, Sustained Energy Levels, and 
Improved Performance
While	the	general	health	benefits	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	are	well-established,	it	is	also	
important	to	consider	how	this	diet	specifically	supports	the	needs	of	athletes.	Athletes	
require	a	diet	that	not	only	promotes	overall	health	but	also	enhances	recovery,	sustains	
energy	levels,	and	improves	performance.	The	Mediterranean	diet	meets	these	needs	
through	its	nutrient-dense	foods,	balanced	macronutrient	profile,	and	anti-inflammatory	
properties.

Enhanced Recovery

Recovery	is	a	critical	component	of	athletic	training,	as	it	allows	the	body	to	repair	
and	strengthen	muscles,	replenish	energy	stores,	and	adapt	to	the	physical	demands	
of	training.	The	Mediterranean	diet	supports	recovery	through	its	high	content	of	
antioxidants,	anti-inflammatory	compounds,	and	essential	nutrients.

34	 	Grosso,	G.,	Marventano,	S.,	Yang,	J.,	Micek,	A.,	Pajak,	A.,	&	Scalfi,	L.	(2014).	A	comprehensive	meta-analysis	on	evidence	of	
Mediterranean	diet	and	cardiovascular	disease:	Are	individual	components	equal?	Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition, 57(15),	
3218-3232.	https://doi.org/10.1080/10408398.2015.1103873
35	 	Sánchez-Villegas,	A.,	Martínez-González,	M.	Á.,	Estruch,	R.,	Salas-Salvadó,	J.,	Corella,	D.,	Covas,	M.	I.,	&	Arós,	F.	(2015).	Mediter-
ranean	dietary	pattern	and	depression:	The	PREDIMED	randomized	trial.	BMC Medicine, 13(1),	1-10.	https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-015-
0418-3
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Fruits	and	vegetables,	which	are	abundant	in	the	Mediterranean	diet,	provide	a	rich	
source	of	antioxidants,	such	as	vitamins	C	and	E,	beta-carotene,	and	polyphenols.	These	
antioxidants	help	neutralize	free	radicals	produced	during	intense	physical	activity,	
reducing	oxidative	stress	and	promoting	faster	recovery36.	Additionally,	the	diet’s	
emphasis	on	healthy	fats,	particularly	omega-3	fatty	acids,	further	supports	recovery	by	
reducing	inflammation	and	muscle	soreness	37.

Protein	is	another	crucial	component	of	recovery,	as	it	provides	the	building	blocks	
needed	for	muscle	repair	and	growth.	The	Mediterranean	diet	includes	moderate	
amounts	of	lean	protein	sources,	such	as	fish,	poultry,	eggs,	and	legumes,	which	supply	
high-quality	protein	necessary	for	muscle	recovery.	The	diet’s	inclusion	of	plant-based	
proteins,	such	as	beans	and	lentils,	also	provides	athletes	with	a	diverse	array	of	amino	
acids	that	support	muscle	repair	and	adaptation.

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	balanced	approach	to	carbohydrates	also	plays	a	role	in	
recovery.	Whole	grains,	fruits,	and	vegetables	provide	complex	carbohydrates	that	
replenish	glycogen	stores	depleted	during	exercise.	These	carbohydrates	are	digested	
slowly,	providing	a	steady	release	of	energy	and	preventing	the	spikes	and	crashes	
associated	with	refined	sugars38.	For	athletes,	this	means	more	consistent	energy	levels	
during	training	and	faster	recovery	after	workouts.

Sustained Energy Levels

Athletes	require	sustained	energy	levels	to	perform	at	their	best,	whether	during	
training	sessions,	competitions,	or	endurance	events.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	balanced	
macronutrient	profile,	rich	in	complex	carbohydrates,	healthy	fats,	and	lean	proteins,	
provides	the	fuel	needed	to	sustain	energy	levels	over	extended	periods.

Complex	carbohydrates,	such	as	those	found	in	whole	grains,	legumes,	fruits,	and	
vegetables,	are	the	primary	source	of	energy	in	the	Mediterranean	diet.	These	
carbohydrates	are	broken	down	slowly	by	the	body,	providing	a	steady	supply	of	glucose	
to	fuel	muscle	contractions	and	brain	function.	This	slow	release	of	energy	helps	prevent	
the	energy	dips	that	can	occur	with	high-sugar,	low-fiber	foods,	making	it	easier	for	
athletes	to	maintain	their	performance	throughout	the	day	39.

Healthy	fats,	particularly	those	from	extra	virgin	olive	oil,	nuts,	seeds,	and	fatty	fish,	
also	contribute	to	sustained	energy	levels.	Fats	are	a	dense	source	of	energy,	providing	
more	than	double	the	calories	per	gram	compared	to	carbohydrates	or	protein.	
During	prolonged	exercise,	the	body	increasingly	relies	on	fat	as	a	fuel	source	for	slow	
steady	aerobic	demands	while	carbohydrates	are	for	intense	anaerobic	demands.	The	

36	 	Goldfarb,	A.	H.,	Bloomer,	R.	J.,	&	McKenzie,	M.	J.	(2005).	Combined	antioxidant	treatment	effects	on	blood	oxidative	stress	
after	eccentric	exercise.	Medicine & Science in Sports & Exercise, 37(2),	234-239.	https://doi.org/10.1249/01.MSS.0000152729.70014.BE
37	 	Jouris,	K.	B.,	McDaniel,	J.	L.,	&	Weiss,	E.	P.	(2011).	The	effect	of	omega-3	fatty	acid	supplementation	on	the	inflammatory	
response	to	eccentric	strength	exercise.	Journal of Sports Science & Medicine, 10(3),	432-438.
38	 	Jeukendrup,	A.	E.	(2017).	Periodized	nutrition	for	athletes.	Sports Medicine, 47(S1),	51-63.	https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-017-
0694-2
39	 	Thomas,	D.	T.,	Erdman,	K.	A.,	&	Burke,	L.	M.	(2016).	Position	of	the	Academy	of	Nutrition	and	Dietetics,	Dietitians	of	Cana-
da,	and	the	American	College	of	Sports	Medicine:	Nutrition	and	athletic	performance.	Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 
116(3),	501-528.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2015.12.006
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Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	monounsaturated	and	polyunsaturated	fats	ensures	
that	athletes	have	access	to	a	readily	available	energy	source	that	supports	endurance	
and	stamina40.

Protein,	while	primarily	known	for	its	role	in	muscle	repair,	also	contributes	to	energy	
levels	by	stabilizing	blood	sugar	and	preventing	hunger	between	meals	but	is	not	the	
optimal	way	to	provide	energy.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	inclusion	of	lean	proteins	from	
fish,	poultry,	eggs,	and	plant-based	sources	ensures	that	athletes	receive	a	steady	supply	
of	amino	acids	to	support	both	energy	production	and	muscle	maintenance.

Improved Performance

Ultimately,	the	goal	of	any	athlete’s	diet	is	to	improve	performance,	recovery,	and	health	
and	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	well-suited	to	achieve	this	goal.	By	providing	a	balanced	
array	of	nutrients,	supporting	recovery,	and	sustaining	energy	levels,	the	Mediterranean	
diet	enhances	an	athlete’s	ability	to	train	effectively,	recover	quickly,	and	perform	at	their	
peak.

Research	has	shown	that	the	Mediterranean	diet	can	directly	impact	athletic	performance.	
A	study	published	in	Nutrients	found	that	athletes	who	followed	a	Mediterranean	diet	
experienced	improved	endurance,	strength,	and	overall	performance	compared	to	
those	on	a	Western	diet41.	The	study	attributed	these	improvements	to	the	diet’s	anti-
inflammatory	effects,	balanced	macronutrient	profile,	and	high	intake	of	nutrient-dense	
foods.

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	nutrient	timing	also	plays	a	role	in	performance.	
By	consuming	various	foods	throughout	the	day,	athletes	can	ensure	that	their	bodies	
receive	a	continuous	supply	of	energy	and	nutrients	needed	to	perform	at	their	best.	For	
example,	consuming	simple	carbohydrates	before	training	provides	the	necessary	fuel	for	
endurance	activities,	while	post-workout	meals	rich	in	high	glycemic	carbohydrates	and	
lean	protein	support	muscle	recovery	and	repair42.

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	impact	on	mental	well-being	further	contributes	to	improved	
performance.	A	diet	that	supports	brain	health,	reduces	stress	and	enhances	mood	can	
help	athletes	maintain	focus,	motivation,	and	mental	resilience	during	competition.	The	
combination	of	physical	and	mental	benefits	makes	the	Mediterranean	diet	a	powerful	
tool	for	athletes	seeking	to	achieve	their	full	potential.

40	 	Burke,	L.	M.,	&	Hawley,	J.	A.	(2018).	Swifter,	higher,	stronger:	What’s	on	the	menu?	Science, 362(6416),	781-787.	https://doi.
org/10.1126/science.aau2093
41	 	Echeverría,	G.,	McLoughlin,	G.,	Dinan,	T.,	Bermejo,	L.,	Ordovás,	J.	M.,	Sanz,	H.,	...	&	Goya,	L.	(2020).	Mediterranean	diet	
adherence	improves	athletic	performance	and	endurance	in	active	individuals:	A	meta-analysis.	Nutrients, 12(11),	3525.	https://doi.
org/10.3390/nu12113525
42	 	Kerksick,	C.	M.,	Arent,	S.,	Schoenfeld,	B.	J.,	Stout,	J.	R.,	Campbell,	B.,	Wilborn,	C.	D.,	...	&	Kreider,	R.	B.	(2017).	International	
Society	of	Sports	Nutrition	position	stand:	nutrient	timing.	Journal of the International Society of Sports Nutrition, 14(1),	33.	https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12970-017-0189-4
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How the Mediterranean Diet Stacks Up 
Against Other Popular Diets for Athletes
While	the	Mediterranean	diet	offers	numerous	benefits	for	
athletes,	it	is	important	to	consider	how	it	compares	to	other	
popular	diets	commonly	followed	in	the	athletic	community.	This	
comparative	analysis	examines	the	Mediterranean	diet	alongside	
other	dietary	patterns,	such	as	the	ketogenic	diet,	the	paleo	diet,	
and	the	plant-based	diet,	to	determine	how	it	stacks	up	in	terms	
of	supporting	athletic	performance	and	overall	health.

Mediterranean Diet vs. Ketogenic Diet

The	ketogenic	diet	is	a	high-fat,	low-carbohydrate	diet	that	has	
gained	popularity	in	recent	years,	particularly	among	endurance	
athletes.	The	diet	aims	to	shift	the	body’s	metabolism	from	
relying	on	carbohydrates	for	energy	to	using	fats	and	ketones,	
which	are	produced	during	fat	metabolism,	as	the	primary	
energy	source.43

While	the	ketogenic	diet	has	been	shown	to	enhance	fat	
oxidation	and	improve	endurance	in	some	athletes,	it	also	has	
several	drawbacks.	The	diet’s	low	carbohydrate	content	can	lead	
to	reduced	glycogen	stores,	which	are	essential	for	high-intensity	
activities.	Additionally,	the	ketogenic	diet’s	restrictive	nature	
can	make	it	challenging	to	meet	the	nutrient	needs	of	athletes,	
particularly	in	terms	of	vitamins,	minerals,	and	fiber44.

In	contrast,	the	Mediterranean	diet	provides	a	balanced	intake	
of	macronutrients,	including	complex	carbohydrates,	which	are	
crucial	for	glycogen	replenishment	and	sustained	energy	levels.	
The	Mediterranean	diet	also	offers	a	wider	variety	of	nutrient-
dense	foods,	ensuring	that	athletes	receive	all	the	essential	
nutrients	needed	for	optimal	health	and	performance.	While	the	
ketogenic	diet	may	be	beneficial	for	certain	athletes,	particularly	
those	in	endurance	sports,	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	better	
suited	for	athletes	who	require	a	more	balanced	and	sustainable	
approach	to	nutrition.

43	 	Paoli,	A.,	Rubini,	A.,	Volek,	J.	S.,	&	Grimaldi,	K.	A.	(2015).	Beyond	weight	loss:	A	review	of	the	therapeutic	uses	of	very-low-car-
bohydrate	(ketogenic)	diets.	European Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 67(8),	789-796.	https://doi.org/10.1038/ejcn.2013.116
44	 	Burke,	L.	M.,	Ross,	M.	L.,	Garvican-Lewis,	L.	A.,	Welvaert,	M.,	Heikura,	I.	A.,	Forbes,	S.	G.,	...	&	Hawley,	J.	A.	(2017).	Low	carbohy-
drate,	high	fat	diet	impairs	exercise	economy	and	negates	the	performance	benefit	from	intensified	training	in	elite	race	walkers.	The 
Journal of Physiology, 595(9),	2785-2807.	https://doi.org/10.1113/JP273230
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Mediterranean Diet vs. Paleo Diet

The	paleo	diet	is	based	on	the	idea	of	eating	like	our	Paleolithic	ancestors,	focusing	on	
whole,	unprocessed	foods	such	as	meat,	fish,	fruits,	vegetables,	nuts,	and	seeds,	while	
avoiding	grains,	legumes,	dairy,	and	processed	foods45.	The	diet	emphasizes	high	protein	
intake,	low	carbohydrate	consumption,	and	the	elimination	of	foods	that	were	not	
available	to	early	humans.

The	paleo	diet	has	been	shown	to	promote	weight	loss,	improve	blood	sugar	control,	
and	reduce	inflammation,	making	it	a	popular	choice	among	athletes,	particularly	those	
in	strength	and	power	sports.	However,	the	diet’s	exclusion	of	grains,	legumes,	and	dairy	
can	limit	the	intake	of	important	nutrients	such	as	fiber,	calcium,	and	certain	B	vitamins.	
Additionally,	the	paleo	diet’s	high	reliance	on	animal	products	may	increase	the	intake	of	
saturated	fats,	which	could	have	negative	implications	for	heart	health	over	time.46

In	comparison,	the	Mediterranean	diet	offers	a	more	balanced	approach	to	nutrition,	
allowing	for	the	inclusion	of	a	wider	variety	of	foods,	including	whole	grains,	legumes,	
and	dairy.	This	diversity	ensures	that	athletes	receive	a	broader	spectrum	of	nutrients,	
supporting	both	their	short-term	performance	and	long-term	health.	While	the	paleo	diet	
may	offer	some	benefits,	the	Mediterranean	diet’s	flexibility	and	emphasis	on	nutrient-
dense	foods	make	it	a	more	sustainable	and	health-promoting	option	for	athletes.

Mediterranean Diet vs. Plant-Based Diet

A	plant-based	diet	focuses	on	foods	derived	from	plants,	including	fruits,	vegetables,	
grains,	nuts,	seeds,	and	legumes,	while	minimizing	or	eliminating	animal	products.	The	
diet	has	gained	popularity	among	athletes	for	its	potential	to	reduce	inflammation,	
improve	heart	health,	and	support	weight	management	47.

Plant-based	diets	can	be	highly	effective	for	athletes,	particularly	when	well-planned	
to	ensure	adequate	intake	of	protein,	iron,	calcium,	and	vitamin	B12.	However,	some	
athletes	may	find	it	challenging	to	meet	their	protein	needs	on	a	strictly	plant-based	diet,	
particularly	in	sports	that	require	significant	muscle	mass	and	strength.	Additionally,	
plant-based	diets	may	require	careful	supplementation	of	certain	nutrients,	such	as	
vitamin	B12,	iron,	and	omega-3	fatty	acids,	to	avoid	deficiencies48.

When	comparing	the	Mediterranean	diet	to	a	strictly	plant-based	diet,	it	is	essential	to	
consider	more	than	just	protein	sources.	Both	dietary	patterns	share	many	similarities,	
particularly	their	emphasis	on	whole	foods,	fruits,	vegetables,	legumes,	and	grains.	
However,	the	Mediterranean	diet	stands	out	for	its	broader	range	of	food	options,	making	
it	both	versatile	and	easier	to	sustain	long-term.

45	 	Cordain,	L.,	Eaton,	S.	B.,	Sebastian,	A.,	Mann,	N.,	Lindeberg,	S.,	Watkins,	B.	A.,	...	&	Brand-Miller,	J.	(2005).	Origins	and	evolu-
tion	of	the	Western	diet:	health	implications	for	the	21st	century.	The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 81(2),	341-354.	https://doi.
org/10.1093/ajcn.81.2.341
46	 	Hyman,	M.,	Ornish,	D.,	Roizen,	M.,	&	Katz,	D.	(2016).	A	plant-based	diet	for	optimal	health.	JAMA Internal Medicine, 176(8),	
1113-1114.	https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2016.3439
47	 	Satija,	A.,	Bhupathiraju,	S.	N.,	Rimm,	E.	B.,	Spiegelman,	D.,	Chiuve,	S.	E.,	Borgi,	L.,	...	&	Hu,	F.	B.	(2017).	Plant-based	dietary	
patterns	and	incidence	of	type	2	diabetes	in	US	men	and	women:	results	from	three	prospective	cohort	studies.	PLoS Medicine, 14(10),	
e1002381.	https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1002381
48	 	Melina,	V.,	Craig,	W.,	&	Levin,	S.	(2016).	Position	of	the	Academy	of	Nutrition	and	Dietetics:	Vegetarian	diets.	Journal of the 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 116(12),	1970-1980.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2016.09.025
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At	its	core,	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	predominantly	plant-
based.	The	majority	of	calories	come	from	plant	sources,	
including	fruits,	vegetables,	whole	grains,	nuts,	seeds,	and	
legumes.	This	is	similar	to	a	plant-based	diet,	where	the	
focus	is	on	foods	derived	from	plants.	Both	diets	are	rich	
in	fiber,	vitamins,	minerals,	and	antioxidants,	contributing	
to	improved	overall	health,	reduced	inflammation,	and	
lower	risk	of	chronic	diseases.29

One	of	the	key	advantages	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	
over	a	strictly	plant-based	diet	is	its	diversity.	While	
plant-based	diets	often	eliminate	all	animal	products,	
the	Mediterranean	diet	includes	moderate	amounts	of	
fish,	poultry,	dairy,	and	even	red	meat	on	occasion.	This	
diversity	allows	for	a	wider	variety	of	flavors	and	textures,	
which	can	make	the	diet	more	satisfying	and	easier	to	
adhere	to	over	the	long	term.

For	athletes,	this	variety	is	particularly	beneficial.	The	
inclusion	of	fish,	for	example,	provides	essential	omega-3	
fatty	acids,	which	are	crucial	for	reducing	inflammation	
and	supporting	cardiovascular	health.31	The	presence	of	
dairy	products	like	Greek	yogurt	adds	a	valuable	source	
of	calcium	and	probiotics,	supporting	bone	health	and	
digestive	function.	These	elements,	while	not	mandatory	
in	a	plant-based	diet,	are	naturally	incorporated	into	the	
Mediterranean	diet,	enhancing	its	nutritional	profile.

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	flexibility	is	another	key	
advantage.	Unlike	more	restrictive	diets,	it	does	not	
require	the	elimination	of	entire	food	groups.	This	
flexibility	allows	individuals	to	adapt	the	diet	to	their	
personal	preferences,	cultural	backgrounds,	and	specific	
nutritional	needs,	making	it	more	sustainable	in	the	long	
run.

For	instance,	those	who	prefer	a	more	plant-centric	
approach	can	emphasize	the	diet’s	rich	array	of	plant-
based	foods	while	still	incorporating	small	amounts	
of	fish	or	dairy	as	desired.	This	adaptability	makes	the	
Mediterranean	diet	a	viable	option	for	a	broader	range	of	
people,	including	athletes	who	may	require	varied	nutrient	
sources	to	meet	the	demands	of	their	training.
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In	contrast,	a	strictly	plant-based	diet	often	requires	careful	planning	to	ensure	all	
nutritional	needs	are	met,	particularly	concerning	protein,	vitamin	B12,	iron,	and	omega-3	
fatty	acids.	While	it	is	entirely	possible	to	meet	these	needs	on	a	plant-based	diet,	
the	Mediterranean	diet’s	inclusion	of	animal	products	can	make	it	easier	to	achieve	a	
balanced	diet	without	the	need	for	supplementation	or	complex	meal	planning.

Adherence	to	a	dietary	pattern	is	a	critical	factor	in	its	long-term	success.	The	
Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	variety,	flavor,	and	cultural	inclusivity	makes	it	more	
appealing	and	easier	to	maintain	over	time.	Studies	have	shown	that	diets	perceived	
as	enjoyable	and	satisfying	are	more	likely	to	be	adhered	to,	leading	to	better	health	
outcomes.49

While	plant-based	diets	can	also	be	enjoyable	and	diverse,	they	may	require	more	effort	
to	maintain,	particularly	in	environments	where	plant-based	options	are	limited.	The	
Mediterranean	diet’s	flexibility	allows	individuals	to	enjoy	a	wide	range	of	foods	without	
feeling	restricted,	which	can	reduce	the	risk	of	diet	fatigue	and	increase	the	likelihood	of	
long-term	adherence.

The	Mediterranean	diet	naturally	provides	a	well-rounded	nutritional	profile,	balancing	
macronutrients	and	micronutrients.	The	inclusion	of	healthy	fats	from	olive	oil,	nuts,	and	
seeds	supports	hormone	production	and	energy	levels,	while	the	diet’s	rich	variety	of	
plant-based	foods	ensures	an	adequate	intake	of	vitamins,	minerals,	and	fiber.

In	comparison,	a	plant-based	diet	may	require	more	deliberate	planning	to	ensure	
nutritional	balance,	particularly	in	terms	of	protein	and	essential	fatty	acids.	While	a	
plant-based	diet	can	be	nutritionally	adequate,	it	often	necessitates	a	focus	on	combining	
different	plant	foods	to	achieve	a	complete	amino	acid	profile	and	may	require	
supplementation	for	nutrients	like	vitamin	B12,	which	are	not	naturally	present	in	plant	
foods.50

49	 	Trichopoulou	A,	Costacou	T,	Bamia	C,	Trichopoulos	D.	Adherence	to	a	Mediterranean	diet	and	survival	in	a	Greek	popula-
tion. N Engl J Med.	2003;348(26):2599-2608.	doi:10.1056/NEJMoa025039
50	 	Mangels	AR.	Bone	nutrients	for	vegetarians. Am J Clin Nutr.	2014;100	Suppl	1:469S-75S.	doi:10.3945/ajcn.113.071423
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Tasty & Healthy:  
Adding Flavor to Food While Keeping  
Their Nutritional Value

In	addition	to	their	culinary	uses,	herbs	and	spices	play	a	
crucial	role	in	the	Mediterranean	diet’s	health-promoting	
properties.	Many	of	these	ingredients	are	rich	in	bioactive	
compounds	that	offer	antioxidant,	anti-inflammatory,	and	
antimicrobial	benefits.	For	example,	thyme	contains	thymol	
and	carvacrol,	compounds	that	have	been	shown	to	have	
strong	antioxidant	activities,	which	can	help	protect	cells	
from	damage	caused	by	free	radicals.51

The	anti-inflammatory	properties	of	these	herbs	are	
particularly	relevant	for	athletes.	Chronic	inflammation	can	
impair	recovery	and	performance,	but	incorporating	anti-
inflammatory	foods	like	those	seasoned	with	rosemary	
or	oregano	can	help	mitigate	these	effects.	Moreover,	the	
antimicrobial	properties	of	certain	herbs,	such	as	garlic,	
can	support	the	immune	system,	reducing	the	likelihood	of	
infections	that	can	disrupt	training.52

By	incorporating	a	wide	variety	of	herbs	and	spices	into	their	meals,	athletes	can	enjoy	
the	diverse	flavors	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	while	also	reaping	its	many	health	benefits.	
These	small	but	powerful	ingredients	are	a	testament	to	the	diet’s	holistic	approach	to	
nutrition,	where	flavor	and	health	go	hand	in	hand.

Incorporating	spices	and	herbs	into	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	not	just	about	enhancing	
flavor;	it’s	about	tapping	into	a	rich	tradition	of	using	food	as	medicine.	For	athletes,	
this	means	enjoying	meals	that	are	not	only	delicious	but	also	packed	with	nutrients	
that	support	their	overall	health,	recovery,	and	performance.	As	you	explore	the	
Mediterranean	diet,	embrace	the	use	of	these	powerful	ingredients,	and	experience	the	
difference	they	can	make	in	both	taste	and	health.

51	 	M.	Gulluce,	F.	Sahin,	M.	Sokmen,	H.	Ozer,	D.	Daferera,	A.	Sokmen,	M.	Polissiou,	A.	Adiguzel,	H.	Ozkan.	Antimicrobial	and	
antioxidant	properties	of	the	essential	oils	and	methanol	extract	from	Mentha	longifolia	L.	ssp.	Longifolia.	Food Chemistry.	2007;	103(4):	
1449-1456.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.foodchem.2006.10.061
52	 	Rivlin	R.	S.	(2001).	Historical	perspective	on	the	use	of	garlic. The Journal of nutrition, 131(3s),	951S–4S.	https://doi.org/10.1093/
jn/131.3.951S
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CHAPTER 3:  
Tailoring the Mediterranean Diet 
for Different Sports
The	Mediterranean	diet’s	versatility	and	nutrient	density	make	it	an	ideal	choice	for	
athletes	across	various	disciplines.	However,	the	specific	demands	of	each	sport	require	
tailored	nutritional	strategies	to	optimize	performance,	recovery,	and	overall	health.	In	
this	chapter,	we	will	explore	how	the	Mediterranean	diet	can	be	adapted	to	meet	the	
unique	needs	of	athletes	in	combat	sports,	team	sports,	and	individual	sports,	focusing	
on	key	aspects	such	as	weight	cutting,	post-weigh-in	nutrition,	energy	optimization,	and	
precision	nutrition.

1. Combat Sports
Combat	sports,	including	boxing,	kickboxing,	combat	karate,	Brazilian	jiu-jitsu,	mixed	
martial	arts	(MMA),	wrestling,	and	judo,	place	unique	demands	on	athletes,	particularly	
regarding	weight	management	and	rapid	recovery.	The	Mediterranean	diet,	emphasizing	
whole,	nutrient-dense	foods	and	balanced	macronutrient	intake,	can	be	effectively	
tailored	to	support	athletes	in	combat	sports	as	they	prepare	for	weigh-ins	and	
competitions.

Safe and Effective Ways to Cut Weight

Weight	cutting	is	a	common	practice	in	combat	sports,	where	athletes	aim	to	compete	in	
a	lower	weight	class	to	gain	a	competitive	advantage.	However,	improper	weight-cutting	
techniques	can	lead	to	severe	dehydration,	muscle	loss,	compromised	performance,	
and	possibly	long-term	damage	to	the	liver	and	kidneys.	The	Mediterranean	diet	offers	
a	balanced	and	sustainable	approach	to	weight	cutting	that	minimizes	these	risks	while	
ensuring	that	athletes	maintain	their	strength,	energy	levels,	and	overall	health.

The	first	step	in	a	safe	weight-cutting	strategy	is	to	start	well	in	advance	of	competition.	
Gradual	weight	loss	over	several	weeks	allows	the	body	to	adapt	without	the	shock	
of	rapid	fluid	loss.	The	Mediterranean	diet,	with	its	emphasis	on	whole	grains,	fruits,	
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vegetables,	lean	proteins,	and	healthy	fats,	provides	a	nutrient-dense	foundation	that	
supports	gradual	weight	loss.	By	reducing	caloric	intake	slightly	while	maintaining	a	high	
intake	of	fiber-rich	vegetables	and	fruits,	athletes	can	achieve	a	calorie	deficit	without	
sacrificing	essential	nutrients53.

Hydration	plays	a	critical	role	in	weight	cutting.	While	some	athletes	resort	to	extreme	
dehydration	to	gain	weight,	this	approach	can	be	dangerous	and	counterproductive.	
Instead,	athletes	should	focus	on	safe	dehydration	throughout	the	weight-cutting	process.	
When	needed	the	Mediterranean	diet’s	high	content	of	water-rich	fruits	and	vegetables,	
such	as	cucumbers,	tomatoes,	and	melons,	can	help	athletes	stay	hydrated	while	also	
providing	essential	vitamins	and	minerals54.

Carbohydrate	manipulation	is	another	effective	strategy	for	weight	cutting.	By	reducing	
carbohydrate	intake	in	the	days	leading	up	to	the	weigh-in,	athletes	can	deplete	glycogen	
stores	and	lose	water	weight,	as	each	gram	of	glycogen	is	stored	with	approximately	three	
grams	of	water55.	However,	it	is	crucial	to	maintain	a	moderate	protein	intake	to	prevent	
muscle	loss	during	this	period.	Lean	proteins	such	as	fish	and	poultry	can	support	muscle	
preservation	while	facilitating	weight	loss.

In	the	final	days	before	the	weigh-in,	athletes	may	also	implement	a	low-fiber	diet	to	
reduce	gastrointestinal	weight.	The	Mediterranean	diet	can	be	adjusted	to	include	lower-
fiber	options	such	as	white	rice,	peeled	fruits,	and	low-fiber	grains,	while	still	providing	
essential	nutrients.53	It	is	important	to	note	that	these	adjustments	should	be	temporary,	
and	athletes	should	return	progressively	to	a	higher-fiber	diet	post-weigh-in	to	support	
digestive	health	and	overall	well-being.

Post Weigh-In Nutrition and Hydration: Replenishing and Preparing for Competition

Once	the	weigh-in	is	complete,	the	focus	shifts	to	rapid	rehydration	and	replenishment	
of	glycogen	stores	in	preparation	for	competition.	The	Mediterranean	diet	offers	a	range	
of	nutrient-dense	foods	that	can	help	athletes	recover	quickly	and	restore	their	energy	
levels.

Rehydration	is	the	top	priority	post-weigh-in.	Athletes	should	begin	by	consuming	fluids	
containing	electrolytes,	such	as	sodium	and	potassium,	to	restore	the	body’s	electrolyte	
balance	and	prevent	dehydration-related	complications56.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	
emphasis	on	natural,	whole	foods	makes	it	easy	to	incorporate	electrolyte-rich	options	
such	as	coconut	water,	citrus	fruits,	and	leafy	greens.	In	addition,	sports	drinks	can	be	
used	to	provide	a	more	concentrated	source	of	electrolytes	and	carbohydrates.

53	 	Reale,	R.,	Slater,	G.,	&	Burke,	L.	M.	(2017).	Acute-weight-loss	strategies	for	combat	sports	and	applications	to	Olympic	success.	
International Journal of Sports Physiology and Performance, 12(2),	142-151.	https://doi.org/10.1123/ijspp.2016-0211
54	 	Hillier,	M.	L.,	Cochrane,	K.	C.,	Brockman,	H.,	Shephard,	R.	J.,	&	Kavanagh,	T.	(2020).	Nutritional	strategies	in	combat	sports.	
British Journal of Sports Medicine, 54(19),	1130-1135.	https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2019-101597
55	 	Aragon,	A.	A.,	&	Schoenfeld,	B.	J.	(2013).	Nutrient	timing	revisited:	is	there	a	post-exercise	anabolic	window?	Journal of the 
International Society of Sports Nutrition, 10(1),	5.	https://doi.org/10.1186/1550-2783-10-5
56	 	Kreider,	R.	B.,	Wilborn,	C.	D.,	Taylor,	L.,	Campbell,	B.,	Almada,	A.	L.,	Collins,	R.,	...	&	Antonio,	J.	(2010).	ISSN	exercise	&	sport	nu-
trition	review:	research	&	recommendations.	Journal of the International Society of Sports Nutrition, 7(1),	7.	https://doi.org/10.1186/1550-
2783-7-7
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Carbohydrate	intake	should	be	increased	after	the	weigh-in	to	replenish	glycogen	stores.	
Simple	carbohydrates,	which	are	rapidly	absorbed	by	the	body,	are	particularly	effective	in	
this	context.	Mediterranean	foods	such	as	fresh	fruits,	honey,	and	white	pasta	can	provide	
an	excellent	source	of	carbohydrates	to	kickstart	glycogen	replenishment57.	Combining	
these	carbohydrates	with	a	small	amount	of	protein	can	further	enhance	glycogen	
synthesis	and	support	muscle	repair.

In	the	hours	leading	up	to	competition,	athletes	should	focus	on	consuming	easily	
digestible	meals	that	provide	a	balance	of	carbohydrates,	proteins,	and	fats.	For	example,	
a	Mediterranean-style	meal	consisting	of	grilled	fish,	quinoa,	and	roasted	vegetables	can	
provide	sustained	energy	without	causing	gastrointestinal	discomfort.	It	is	important	to	
avoid	high-fiber	and	high-fat	foods,	as	these	can	slow	digestion	and	lead	to	bloating	or	
discomfort	during	competition.38

Timing	is	also	crucial	in	post-weigh-in	nutrition.	Athletes	should	aim	to	consume	small,	
frequent	meals	every	2-3	hours	leading	up	to	their	event	to	maintain	steady	energy	levels	
and	avoid	feeling	overly	full.	This	approach	allows	for	optimal	digestion	and	nutrient	
absorption,	ensuring	that	athletes	are	fully	fueled	and	ready	to	perform	at	their	best.

2. Team Sports
Team	sports,	such	as	soccer,	football,	
basketball,	rugby,	and	hockey,	require	
sustained	energy	and	endurance	due	
to	the	prolonged	and	high-intensity	
nature	of	these	games.	Athletes	in	team	
sports	need	a	diet	that	supports	their	
energy	needs,	promotes	quick	recovery	
between	games	or	training	sessions,	
and	enhances	overall	performance.	The	
Mediterranean	diet,	with	its	balanced	
macronutrient	profile	and	rich	variety	of	
whole	foods,	is	well-suited	to	meet	these	
demands.

Optimizing Macronutrient Intake for Sustained Performance

The	key	to	optimizing	energy	and	endurance	in	team	sports	is	ensuring	that	athletes	
receive	adequate	macronutrients,	particularly	carbohydrates,	proteins,	and	fats,	in	the	
right	proportions	and	at	the	right	times.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	whole	
grains,	lean	proteins,	healthy	fats,	and	a	wide	range	of	fruits	and	vegetables	provides	the	
necessary	fuel	for	sustained	performance.

57	 	Ivy,	J.	L.,	Katz,	A.	L.,	Cutler,	C.	L.,	Sherman,	W.	M.,	&	Coyle,	E.	F.	(1988).	Muscle	glycogen	synthesis	after	exercise:	effect	of	time	
of	carbohydrate	ingestion.	Journal of Applied Physiology, 64(4),	1480-1485.	https://doi.org/10.1152/jappl.1988.64.4.1480
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Carbohydrates	are	the	primary	energy	source	for	athletes	in	team	sports,	as	they	are	
quickly	metabolized	into	glucose,	which	fuels	muscle	contractions	and	brain	function.	The	
Mediterranean	diet	is	rich	in	complex	carbohydrates,	such	as	whole	grains	(e.g.,	whole	
wheat,	barley,	oats),	legumes,	and	starchy	vegetables,	which	provide	a	steady	release	of	
glucose	into	the	bloodstream.33	This	slow	and	sustained	energy	release	helps	maintain	
blood	sugar	levels	during	prolonged	periods	of	activity,	preventing	energy	dips	and	fatigue	
that	can	impair	performance.

In	addition	to	complex	carbohydrates,	the	Mediterranean	diet	includes	moderate	
amounts	of	simple	carbohydrates	from	fruits,	honey,	and	dairy	products.	These	simple	
carbohydrates	are	useful	for	quick	energy	boosts,	particularly	during	halftime	or	in	the	
final	minutes	of	a	game.	For	example,	squeezed	fruits	can	provide	a	rapid	source	of	
glucose	to	sustain	energy	levels	and	enhance	focus	during	critical	moments58.

Protein	intake	is	also	essential	for	athletes	in	team	sports,	as	it	supports	muscle	repair,	
recovery,	and	growth.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	inclusion	of	lean	proteins,	such	as	fish,	
poultry,	eggs,	and	legumes,	ensures	that	athletes	receive	high-quality	protein	to	meet	
their	needs.	Consuming	protein	in	combination	with	carbohydrates	post-exercise	has	
been	shown	to	enhance	glycogen	resynthesis	and	accelerate	muscle	recovery,	making	it	
an	important	aspect	of	the	diet	for	team	sport	athletes.36

Healthy	fats,	particularly	monounsaturated	and	polyunsaturated	fats,	are	another	critical	
component	of	the	Mediterranean	diet.	These	fats,	found	in	extra	virgin	olive	oil,	nuts,	
seeds,	and	fatty	fish,	provide	a	concentrated	source	of	energy	and	support	the	body’s	fat-
soluble	vitamins59.	For	team	sport	athletes,	healthy	fats	can	help	maintain	energy	levels	
during	long	periods	of	activity	and	support	overall	health	by	reducing	inflammation	and	
promoting	cardiovascular	health.

To	optimize	performance,	athletes	in	team	sports	should	focus	on	timing	their	
macronutrient	intake	to	match	their	training	and	competition	schedules.	For	example,	
consuming	a	meal	rich	in	complex	carbohydrates	and	moderate	protein	3-4	hours	before	
a	game	can	provide	sustained	energy,	while	a	smaller	snack	with	simple	carbohydrates	
30-60	minutes	before	the	game	can	top	off	glycogen	stores	and	boost	energy	levels60.	
Post-game	meals	should	prioritize	protein	and	carbohydrates	to	support	recovery	and	
prepare	the	body	for	the	next	training	session	or	game.

Hydration	is	also	a	key	consideration	for	athletes	in	team	sports.	The	Mediterranean	
diet’s	high	intake	of	water-rich	fruits	and	vegetables,	such	as	watermelon,	cucumbers,	
tomatoes,	and	citrus	fruits,	helps	maintain	hydration	levels	throughout	the	day.	However,	
during	intense	physical	activity,	athletes	may	require	additional	fluids	and	electrolytes	
to	replace	those	lost	through	sweat.	Sports	drinks	or	homemade	electrolyte	solutions	
can	be	used	in	combination	with	water	to	ensure	adequate	hydration	during	games	and	
practices61.
58	 	Coyle,	E.	F.	(2004).	Fluid	and	fuel	intake	during	exercise.	Journal of Sports Sciences, 22(1),	39-55.	https://doi.
org/10.1080/0264041031000140545
59	 	Calder,	P.	C.	(2006).	n-3	polyunsaturated	fatty	acids,	inflammation,	and	inflammatory	diseases.	The American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, 83(6),	1505S-1519S.	https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/83.6.1505S
60	 	Burke,	L.	M.,	Hawley,	J.	A.,	Wong,	S.	H.	S.,	&	Jeukendrup,	A.	E.	(2011).	Carbohydrates	for	training	and	competition.	Journal	of	
Sports	Sciences,	29(Suppl	1),	S17-S27.	https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2011.585473
61	 	Shirreffs,	S.	M.,	&	Sawka,	M.	N.	(2011).	Fluid	and	electrolyte	needs	for	training,	competition,	and	recovery.	Journal of Sports 



29

3. Individual Sports
Individual	sports,	such	as	tennis,	
swimming,	triathlon,	cycling,	and	track	
and	field,	require	athletes	to	be	highly	
attuned	to	their	bodies	and	performance	
needs.	These	sports	often	involve	
intense	bursts	of	activity,	precise	skill	
execution,	and	strategic	endurance.	To	
meet	the	specific	demands	of	individual	
sports,	athletes	need	a	diet	that	
provides	targeted	nutrition	and	supports	
their	unique	performance	goals.	The	
Mediterranean	diet,	with	its	flexibility	
and	focus	on	whole,	unprocessed	foods,	
can	be	customized	to	match	the	precise	
needs	of	individual	athletes.

Customizing the Diet to Match Individual Performance Needs

Precision	nutrition	involves	tailoring	the	diet	to	meet	the	specific	needs	of	the	athlete	
based	on	their	sport,	training	regimen,	competition	schedule,	and	individual	physiology.	
The	Mediterranean	diet’s	diverse	array	of	nutrient-dense	foods	makes	it	an	excellent	
foundation	for	precision	nutrition,	allowing	athletes	to	adjust	their	macronutrient	and	
micronutrient	intake	according	to	their	performance	goals.

For	endurance	athletes,	such	as	long-distance	runners	and	cyclists,	carbohydrate	intake	
is	paramount.	The	Mediterranean	diet	provides	a	wealth	of	carbohydrate-rich	foods,	
including	whole	grains,	fruits,	legumes,	and	starchy	vegetables,	that	can	be	used	to	
fuel	long-duration	activities.	Carb-loading,	a	strategy	used	to	maximize	glycogen	stores	
before	endurance	events,	can	be	effectively	implemented	within	the	Mediterranean	diet	
by	increasing	the	intake	of	complex	carbohydrates	in	the	days	leading	up	to	the	event.60	
This	strategy	ensures	that	athletes	have	sufficient	energy	reserves	to	sustain	prolonged	
physical	exertion.

In	addition	to	carbohydrates,	endurance	athletes	need	to	pay	attention	to	protein	and	
fat	intake.	While	protein	requirements	may	be	lower	for	endurance	athletes	compared	
to	those	in	strength-based	sports,	adequate	protein	is	still	essential	for	muscle	repair	
and	recovery.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	lean	protein	sources,	such	as	fish,	poultry,	greek	
yogurt,	and	legumes,	provide	high-quality	protein	without	excessive	fat,	supporting	
muscle	maintenance	and	recovery62.

Sciences, 29(Suppl	1),	S39-S46.	https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2011.614269
62	 	Phillips,	S.	M.,	&	Van	Loon,	L.	J.	(2011).	Dietary	protein	for	athletes:	from	requirements	to	optimum	adaptation.	Journal of 
Sports Sciences, 29(Suppl	1),	S29-S38.	https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2011.619204
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Healthy	fats	are	also	important	for	endurance	athletes,	as	they	provide	a	slow-burning	
energy	source	that	can	be	utilized	during	prolonged	exercise.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	
emphasis	on	monounsaturated	fats	from	extra	virgin	olive	oil	and	polyunsaturated	fats	
from	nuts,	seeds,	and	fatty	fish	supports	energy	metabolism	and	reduces	inflammation,	
making	it	an	ideal	choice	for	endurance	athletes.59

For	athletes	in	skill-based	sports,	such	as	tennis	and	gymnastics,	precision	nutrition	
involves	optimizing	energy	levels	and	cognitive	function	to	enhance	focus,	reaction	time,	
and	coordination.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	balanced	macronutrient	profile,	combined	
with	its	high	content	of	brain-boosting	nutrients,	supports	these	goals.	Omega-3	fatty	
acids,	found	in	fatty	fish	like	salmon	and	sardines,	are	particularly	important	for	cognitive	
function,	as	they	support	brain	health	and	improve	focus	and	decision-making63.

Micronutrient	intake	is	another	critical	aspect	of	precision	nutrition	for	individual	sports	
athletes.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	a	wide	variety	of	fruits,	vegetables,	nuts,	
and	seeds	ensures	that	athletes	receive	a	broad	spectrum	of	vitamins	and	minerals	
essential	for	optimal	performance.	For	example,	magnesium,	found	in	leafy	greens,	nuts,	
and	seeds,	plays	a	key	role	in	muscle	contraction,	nerve	function,	and	energy	production,	
making	it	particularly	important	for	athletes	in	high-intensity	sports64.

Hydration	is	also	a	crucial	consideration	for	athletes	in	individual	sports,	particularly	those	
that	involve	long	durations	or	take	place	in	hot	environments.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	
high	intake	of	water-rich	foods	supports	baseline	hydration,	but	additional	fluids	and	
electrolytes	may	be	needed	during	intense	training	sessions	or	competitions.	For	example,	
long-distance	runners	or	cyclists	may	benefit	from	consuming	liquid	carbohydrates	such	
as	Vitargo,	a	patented,	fast-digesting	carbohydrate	supplement	primarily	used	by	athletes	
to	replenish	glycogen	stores	and	boost	energy	during	and	after	intense	physical	activity.	It	
is	derived	from	a	specific	type	of	starch,	often	from	barley	or	corn,	that	has	been	modified	
to	have	a	high	molecular	weight.	This	unique	structure	allows	Vitargo	to	pass	through	the	
stomach	quickly,	providing	rapid	glycogen	refueling	without	causing	bloating	or	digestive	
discomfort	that	can	occur	with	other	carbohydrate	sources	like	sugars	or	maltodextrin.

Vitargo	is	favored	by	endurance	athletes,	bodybuilders,	and	those	involved	in	high-
intensity	sports	for	its	ability	to	quickly	restore	energy	levels	and	improve	recovery	times.	
It	sustains	energy	and	electrolyte-enhanced	beverages	during	training	to	replace	sodium,	
potassium,	and	other	electrolytes	lost	through	sweat.51

To	implement	precision	nutrition	effectively,	athletes	should	work	closely	with	a	
sports	nutritionist	to	assess	their	individual	needs	and	tailor	their	Mediterranean	diet	
accordingly.	By	adjusting	macronutrient	ratios,	meal	timing,	and	food	choices	to	match	
their	training	and	competition	schedules,	athletes	can	optimize	their	performance	and	
achieve	their	specific	goals.

63	 	Gomez-Pinilla,	F.	(2008).	Brain	foods:	the	effects	of	nutrients	on	brain	function.	Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 9(7),	568-578.	
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn2421
64	 	Bohl,	C.	H.,	&	Volpe,	S.	L.	(2002).	Magnesium	and	exercise.	Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition, 42(6),	533-563.	https://
doi.org/10.1080/20024091054245
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CHAPTER 4:  
Macronutrient Adjustments  
for Athletes
For	athletes,	macronutrient	intake	is	not	just	about	meeting	daily	energy	needs;	it’s	about	
optimizing	performance,	recovery,	and	overall	health.	The	Mediterranean	diet,	with	its	
emphasis	on	balanced	nutrition,	provides	a	strong	foundation,	but	athletes	may	need	to	
make	specific	adjustments	to	their	intake	of	proteins,	fats,	and	carbohydrates	to	meet	the	
demands	of	their	sport.	This	chapter	explores	the	critical	roles	of	these	macronutrients	in	
athletic	performance,	focusing	on	how	athletes	can	adjust	their	intake	for	muscle	recovery	
and	growth,	hormone	production	and	energy,	and	timing	and	type	of	carbohydrate	
consumption	for	optimal	performance.

1. Proteins:  
Importance for Muscle Recovery and Growth
Protein	is	an	essential	macronutrient	for	athletes,	playing	a	pivotal	role	in	muscle	repair,	
recovery,	and	growth.	During	exercise,	particularly	resistance	and	high-intensity	training,	
muscle	fibers	undergo	microtears.	Protein	intake	is	crucial	for	repairing	these	fibers,	
leading	to	muscle	hypertrophy	and	strength	gains65.	For	athletes,	the	goal	is	not	only	to	
meet	the	basic	dietary	requirements	for	protein	but	also	to	optimize	intake	to	enhance	
recovery	and	support	ongoing	training	demands.

The	Mediterranean	diet	naturally	includes	high-quality	protein	sources	such	as	fish,	
poultry,	eggs,	dairy	products,	legumes,	and	nuts.	These	foods	provide	a	range	of	essential	
amino	acids,	which	are	the	building	blocks	of	protein.	However,	the	specific	protein	
needs	of	athletes	are	higher	than	those	of	the	general	population.	The	recommended	
dietary	allowance	(RDA)	for	protein	is	about	0.8	grams	per	kilogram	of	body	weight	for	the	
average	adult,	but	athletes	may	require	1.2	to	2.0	grams	per	kilogram,	depending	on	the	
intensity	and	type	of	their	training.66

65	 	Phillips,	S.	M.	(2014).	A	brief	review	of	higher	dietary	protein	diets	in	the	prevention	and	management	of	type	2	diabetes.	
Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, 114(5),	715-725.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jand.2013.12.014
66	 	Morton,	R.	W.,	Murphy,	K.	T.,	McKellar,	S.	R.,	Cameron-Smith,	D.,	&	Hawley,	J.	A.	(2018).	Resistance	exercise	with	pro-
tein	supplementation:	a	meta-analysis.	Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise, 50(3),	588-598.	https://doi.org/10.1249/
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Timing of Protein Intake

The	timing	of	protein	intake	is	as	important	as	the	quantity	consumed.	Consuming	
protein	immediately	after	exercise	is	beneficial	for	muscle	protein	synthesis	(MPS),	the	
process	by	which	the	body	repairs	and	builds	new	muscle	tissue.	Research	has	shown	that	
consuming	20-40	grams	of	high-quality	protein	within	30	minutes	to	2	hours	after	exercise	
maximizes	MPS	and	accelerates	recovery.67	This	anabolic	window	is	a	critical	period	when	
the	muscles	are	particularly	receptive	to	the	nutrients	provided	by	protein.

Incorporating	protein	throughout	the	day,	rather	than	in	a	single	meal,	also	supports	
sustained	MPS.	Athletes	should	aim	to	distribute	their	protein	intake	evenly	across	
meals	and	snacks,	consuming	approximately	20-30	grams	of	protein	every	3-4	hours.	
This	strategy	not	only	supports	muscle	repair	but	also	helps	maintain	a	positive	nitrogen	
balance,	which	is	essential	for	muscle	growth68.

Types of Protein

The	source	of	protein	is	another	important	consideration	for	athletes.	The	Mediterranean	
diet’s	emphasis	on	a	variety	of	protein	sources	ensures	that	athletes	receive	a	broad	
spectrum	of	amino	acids.	Animal-based	proteins,	such	as	those	from	fish,	poultry,	
and	dairy,	are	considered	complete	proteins	because	they	contain	all	nine	essential	
amino	acids	in	the	proportions	needed	by	the	body.	Fish,	particularly	fatty	fish	like	tuna	
and	mackerel,	also	provide	omega-3	fatty	acids,	which	have	been	shown	to	reduce	
inflammation	and	support	muscle	recovery69.

Plant-based	proteins,	such	as	those	found	in	legumes,	nuts,	seeds,	and	whole	grains,	
are	also	integral	to	the	Mediterranean	diet.	While	most	plant	proteins	are	considered	
incomplete	because	they	lack	or	contain	less	of	one	or	more	essential	amino	acids,	
combining	different	plant-based	sources	(e.g.,	beans	and	rice)	can	provide	a	complete	
amino	acid	profile.	For	athletes	following	a	plant-based	or	vegan	diet,	it’s	important	to	
consume	a	variety	of	these	sources	to	ensure	adequate	intake	of	all	essential	amino	
acids70.

In	summary,	protein	is	a	critical	macronutrient	for	athletes,	and	the	Mediterranean	diet	
provides	a	rich	array	of	protein	sources	that	can	be	adjusted	to	meet	individual	needs.	By	
focusing	on	both	the	quantity	and	timing	of	protein	intake,	athletes	can	optimize	muscle	
recovery,	support	growth,	and	maintain	peak	performance.

MSS.0000000000001446
67	 	Schoenfeld,	B.	J.,	Aragon,	A.	A.,	&	Krieger,	J.	W.	(2013).	The	effect	of	protein	timing	on	muscle	strength	and	hypertrophy:	a	
meta-analysis.	Journal of the International Society of Sports Nutrition, 10(1),	53.	https://doi.org/10.1186/1550-2783-10-53
68	 	Areta,	J.	L.,	Burke,	L.	M.,	Camera,	D.	M.,	Cassady,	K.,	Hawley,	J.	A.,	&	Coffey,	V.	G.	(2013).	Timing	and	distribution	of	protein	
ingestion	during	prolonged	recovery	from	resistance	exercise	alters	myofibrillar	protein	synthesis.	Journal of Physiology, 591(9),	
2319-2331.	https://doi.org/10.1113/jphysiol.2012.245015
69	 	Smith,	G.	I.,	Atherton,	P.,	Reeds,	D.	N.,	Mohammed,	B.	S.,	Rennie,	M.	J.,	&	Nair,	K.	S.	(2011).	Omega-3	fatty	acids	and	skeletal	
muscle:	a	review	of	the	evidence.	Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism, 96(4),	896-905.	https://doi.org/10.1210/jc.2010-1975
70	 	van	Vliet,	S.,	Burd,	N.	A.,	&	Van	Loon,	L.	J.	(2015).	The	muscle	protein	synthetic	response	to	plant	versus	animal	protein	intake	
in	older	men:	a	meta-analysis.	European Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 69(5),	664-670.	https://doi.org/10.1038/ejcn.2015.10
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2. Fats:  
Role of Healthy Fats in Hormone Production and Energy
Fats	are	a	vital	macronutrient	in	the	athlete’s	diet,	serving	multiple	functions,	including	
hormone	production,	energy	provision,	and	cell	membrane	integrity.	The	Mediterranean	
diet,	known	for	its	high	content	of	healthy	fats,	particularly	from	extra	virgin	olive	oil,	nuts,	
seeds,	and	fatty	fish,	offers	a	model	for	incorporating	fats	into	an	athlete’s	diet	in	a	way	
that	supports	performance	and	overall	health.

Hormone Production

One	of	the	critical	roles	of	dietary	fat	is	in	the	production	of	hormones,	particularly	
steroid	hormones	like	testosterone	and	estrogen.	These	hormones	are	crucial	for	
various	physiological	processes,	including	muscle	growth,	recovery,	and	overall	athletic	
performance.	Testosterone,	for	example,	is	vital	for	muscle	hypertrophy	and	repair,	
while	estrogen	plays	a	role	in	bone	health	and	recovery.71	Adequate	fat	intake	is	essential	
for	maintaining	optimal	hormone	levels,	particularly	in	athletes	who	may	be	at	risk	of	
hormonal	imbalances	due	to	intense	training.

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	monounsaturated	fats,	primarily	from	extra	virgin	
olive	oil,	and	polyunsaturated	fats,	such	as	omega-3	and	omega-6	fatty	acids	from	fish,	
nuts,	and	seeds,	supports	healthy	hormone	production.	Monounsaturated	fats	have	been	
shown	to	positively	influence	testosterone	levels,	while	omega-3	fatty	acids	help	reduce	
inflammation	and	support	the	endocrine	system72.	For	athletes,	maintaining	a	diet	rich	in	
these	fats	can	help	ensure	that	their	hormone	levels	remain	balanced,	supporting	both	
performance	and	recovery.

Energy Provision

Fats	are	also	a	dense	source	of	energy,	providing	more	than	twice	the	calories	per	gram	
compared	to	carbohydrates	and	proteins.	This	high	energy	density	makes	fats	particularly	
important	for	endurance	athletes,	who	require	sustained	energy	over	long	periods.	
During	prolonged	exercise,	the	body	increasingly	relies	on	fat	stores	as	a	source	of	fuel,	
especially	once	glycogen	stores	are	depleted73.

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	focus	on	healthy	fats,	particularly	from	sources	like	extra	
virgin	olive	oil,	avocados,	nuts,	and	fatty	fish,	provides	athletes	with	a	steady	supply	
of	energy	that	can	be	utilized	during	endurance	activities.	Unlike	saturated	fats,	which	
can	contribute	to	inflammation	and	cardiovascular	disease,	the	fats	found	in	the	
Mediterranean	diet	are	associated	with	improved	heart	health	and	reduced	inflammation,	
making	them	ideal	for	supporting	long-term	athletic	performance74.
71	 	Volek,	J.	S.,	Kraemer,	W.	J.,	Bush,	J.	A.,	Boetes,	M.,	Incledon,	T.,	Clark,	K.	L.,	&	Lynch,	J.	M.	(1997).	Creatine	supplementation	
enhances	muscular	performance	during	high-intensity	resistance	exercise. Journal of the American Dietetic Association, 97(7),	765–770.	
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0002-8223(97)00189-2
72	 	Häkkinen,	K.,	Pakarinen,	A.,	&	Alen,	M.	(1998).	Effects	of	strength	training	on	serum	hormones	and	performance.	Journal of 
Strength and Conditioning Research, 12(2),	131-137.	https://doi.org/10.1519/1533-4287(1998)012<0131	
>2.0.CO;2
73	 	Coyle,	E.	F.	(1995).	Substrate	use	during	exercise	in	endurance	athletes:	changes	with	training	and	competition.	Journal of 
Sports Sciences, 13(Suppl	1),	S29-S37.	https://doi.org/10.1080/02640419508732227
74	 	Estruch,	R.,	Ros,	E.,	Salas-Salvadó,	J.,	Covas,	M.-I.,	Corella,	D.,	Arós,	F.,	...	&	Martínez-González,	M.	Á.	(2013).	Primary	prevention	
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For	athletes,	it	is	essential	to	balance	fat	intake	with	carbohydrates	and	proteins	to	meet	
their	energy	needs	without	compromising	other	aspects	of	performance.	While	fat	should	
not	dominate	the	diet,	it	plays	a	crucial	role	in	providing	sustained	energy,	particularly	for	
activities	that	require	endurance	and	stamina.

Types of Fats

Not	all	fats	are	created	equal,	and	the	types	of	fats	
consumed	can	have	different	effects	on	health	and	
performance.	The	Mediterranean	diet	emphasizes	
the	consumption	of	unsaturated	fats,	particularly	
monounsaturated	and	polyunsaturated	fats,	
which	are	beneficial	for	cardiovascular	health,	
inflammation	reduction,	and	hormone	production.

Monounsaturated	fats,	found	in	olive	oil,	avocados,	
and	certain	nuts,	are	known	for	their	heart-
healthy	properties.	These	fats	help	lower	LDL	(bad)	
cholesterol	levels	while	maintaining	or	increasing	
HDL	(good)	cholesterol	levels,	reducing	the	risk	of	
cardiovascular	disease75.	For	athletes,	incorporating	
monounsaturated	fats	into	their	diet	can	support	
both	cardiovascular	health	and	energy	needs.

Polyunsaturated	fats,	including	omega-3	and	
omega-6	fatty	acids,	are	essential	fats	that	the	body	
cannot	produce	on	its	own.	Omega-3	fatty	acids	
get	converted	into	eicosapentaenoic	acid	(EPA)	and	
docosahexaenoic	acid	(DHA),	found	in	fatty	fish	like	
tuna	however	plant	sources	such	as	those	found	in	
flaxseeds	and	walnuts	do	contain	Omega3	but	are	
not	converted	efficiently	in	EPA	and	DHA	in	humans,	
are	particularly	important	for	reducing	inflammation,	
supporting	brain	health,	and	maintaining	joint	
function.	For	athletes,	these	fats	play	a	crucial	role	
in	recovery	and	overall	health,	making	them	a	vital	
component	of	the	die.76

In	contrast,	athletes	should	limit	their	intake	of	saturated	fats	and	avoid	trans	fats,	as	
these	fats	can	contribute	to	inflammation,	increase	the	risk	of	cardiovascular	disease,	and	
negatively	impact	performance.	While	some	saturated	fats	are	present	in	healthy	foods	
like	dairy	and	meat,	they	should	be	consumed	in	moderation	as	part	of	a	balanced	diet.

of	cardiovascular	disease	with	a	Mediterranean	diet.	New England Journal of Medicine, 368(14),	1279-1290.	https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJ-
Moa1200303
75	 	Kris-Etherton,	P.	M.	(1999).	Monounsaturated	fatty	acids	and	risk	of	cardiovascular	disease.	The American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, 70(1),	35-40.	https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/70.1.35
76	 	Simopoulos,	A.	P.	(2002).	Omega-3	fatty	acids	in	inflammation	and	autoimmune	diseases.	Journal of the American College of 
Nutrition, 21(6),	495-505.	https://doi.org/10.1080/07315724.2002.10719248
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In	summary,	fats	are	an	essential	macronutrient	for	athletes,	playing	a	critical	role	in	
hormone	production,	energy	provision,	and	overall	health.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	
emphasis	on	healthy	fats	provides	a	model	for	incorporating	these	important	nutrients	
into	an	athlete’s	diet	in	a	way	that	supports	performance,	recovery,	and	long-term	health.

High in Healthy Fats, Low in Saturated Fats

One	of	the	common	misconceptions	about	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	that	it	is	low	in	fat.	
However,	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	not	necessarily	low	in	fat;	rather,	it	is	characterized	
by	a	high	intake	of	healthy	fats	and	a	low	intake	of	saturated	fats.	The	key	to	its	health	
benefits	lies	in	the	type	of	fats	consumed,	predominantly	monounsaturated	and	
polyunsaturated	fats,	which	are	associated	with	numerous	health	benefits,	including	
improved	cardiovascular	health	and	reduced	inflammation.

The	Mediterranean	diet	is	rich	in	healthy	fats,	particularly	from	sources	such	as	extra	
virgin	olive	oil,	nuts,	seeds,	and	fatty	fish.	Extra	virgin	olive	oil,	often	referred	to	as	the	
cornerstone	of	the	Mediterranean	diet,	is	particularly	high	in	monounsaturated	fats,	
which	have	been	shown	to	improve	heart	health	by	reducing	bad	cholesterol	(LDL)	levels	
while	maintaining	or	even	increasing	good	cholesterol	(HDL)	levels.77

In	addition	to	extra	virgin	olive	oil,	fatty	fish	like	tuna,	sardines,	and	mackerel	provide	a	
valuable	source	of	omega-3	fatty	acids,	which	are	polyunsaturated	fats	known	for	their	
anti-inflammatory	properties	and	benefits	to	heart	health.65	These	fats	are	crucial	for	
athletes,	not	only	for	maintaining	cardiovascular	health	but	also	for	supporting	recovery	
and	reducing	exercise-induced	inflammation.

While	the	Mediterranean	diet	includes	fat-rich	foods,	it	remains	low	in	saturated	fats.	
Saturated	fats,	found	in	high	quantities	in	red	meat,	butter,	and	processed	foods,	have	
been	linked	to	increased	levels	of	LDL	cholesterol	and	a	higher	risk	of	cardiovascular	
disease.	In	the	Mediterranean	diet,	these	foods	are	either	limited	or	consumed	in	
moderation,	contributing	to	their	overall	heart-healthy	profile.1

Regional Variations in Fat Content

The	fat	content	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	can	vary	significantly	across	different	regions,	
reflecting	the	diverse	culinary	traditions	and	available	resources.	For	example,	in	Crete,	
one	of	the	regions	where	the	Mediterranean	diet	was	first	studied,	the	traditional	diet	
included	a	substantial	amount	of	extra	virgin	olive	oil—historically,	individuals	consumed	
up	to	1	liter	of	extra	virgin	olive	oil	per	week.	This	high	intake	of	extra	virgin	olive	oil	
provided	a	significant	source	of	monounsaturated	fats	and	was	associated	with	the	low	
rates	of	heart	disease	observed	in	the	region.78

77	 	Keys,	A.,	Menotti,	A.,	Karvonen,	M.	J.,	Aravanis,	C.,	Blackburn,	H.,	Buzina,	R.,	Djordjevic,	B.	S.,	Dontas,	A.	S.,	Fidanza,	F.,	&	Keys,	
M.	H.	(1986).	The	diet	and	15-year	death	rate	in	the	seven	countries	study. American journal of epidemiology, 124(6),	903–915.	https://doi.
org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.aje.a114480
78	 	Keys	A.	(1980).	Wine,	garlic,	and	CHD	in	seven	countries. Lancet (London, England), 1(8160),	145–146.	https://doi.org/10.1016/
s0140-6736(80)90620-0
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In	contrast,	other	Mediterranean	regions	incorporate	more	dairy	products,	such	as	Greek	
yogurt	and	artisanal	cheeses,	into	their	diets.	These	foods	contribute	to	the	fat	intake	but	
are	typically	consumed	in	moderation,	ensuring	that	the	overall	fat	composition	of	the	
diet	remains	balanced.	Greek	yogurt,	for	example,	provides	a	good	source	of	protein	and	
probiotics	along	with	healthy	fats,	making	it	a	valuable	addition	to	an	athlete’s	diet.79

While	red	meat	is	generally	consumed	less	frequently	in	the	Mediterranean	diet	
compared	to	other	dietary	patterns,	certain	regions	include	lamb	as	a	regular	part	of	
their	diet.	Lamb	is	a	common	feature	in	the	diets	of	Mediterranean	areas	such	as	Greece	
and	the	Middle	East.	Although	lamb	contains	more	saturated	fat	than	fish	or	poultry,	it	is	
typically	prepared	in	ways	that	emphasize	moderation	and	balance,	often	accompanied	
by	vegetables,	legumes,	and	whole	grains.	An	alternative	is	to	include	venison	which	is	a	
very	lean	red	meat	that	has	26g	of	protein	and	only	3g	of	fat	with	only	1g	of	saturated	fat	
for	100g.	

The	inclusion	of	lamb	and	other	meats	such	as	venison	in	the	Mediterranean	diet	
highlights	its	flexibility	and	cultural	adaptability.	For	athletes,	lamb	can	provide	a	rich	
source	of	protein,	iron,	and	B	vitamins,	which	are	essential	for	muscle	repair,	energy	
production,	and	overall	health.	However,	it	is	recommended	to	consume	these	meats	
in	moderation,	ensuring	that	the	overall	diet	remains	low	in	saturated	fats	while	still	
providing	the	necessary	nutrients	for	athletic	performance.

Benefits of Healthy Fats for Athletes

Understanding	the	fat	content	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	crucial	for	optimizing	energy	
levels,	hormone	production,	and	recovery	for	athletes.	By	focusing	on	the	consumption	
of	healthy	fats	from	extra	virgin	olive	oil,	nuts,	seeds,	and	fatty	fish,	athletes	can	support	
their	cardiovascular	health	and	reduce	inflammation,	both	of	which	are	essential	for	peak	
performance.	At	the	same	time,	by	moderating	the	intake	of	saturated	fats	from	red	meat	
and	dairy,	they	can	maintain	a	balanced	diet	that	supports	long-term	health.

Meal Planning Tips:

● Incorporate Extra Virgin Olive Oil:	Use	extra	virgin	olive	oil	as	the	primary	
cooking	fat	and	in	salad	dressings	to	maximize	the	intake	of	heart-healthy	
monounsaturated	fats.

● Choose Fatty Fish:	Include	fatty	fish	like	tuna,	sardines,	salmon,	or	mackerel	in	
meals	at	least	twice	a	week	to	benefit	from	the	omega-3	fatty	acids.

● Moderate Dairy and Meat Consumption:	Enjoy	dairy	products	like	Greek	yogurt	
and	artisanal	cheeses	in	moderation	and	opt	for	lean	cuts	of	lamb,	venison,	or	
other	meats,	ensuring	they	are	part	of	a	balanced	meal	that	includes	plenty	of	
vegetables	and	whole	grains.

79	 	Haug,	A.,	Høstmark,	A.	T.,	&	Harstad,	O.	M.	(2007).	Bovine	milk	in	human	nutrition--a	review. Lipids in health and disease, 6,	25.	
https://doi.org/10.1186/1476-511X-6-25



37

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	approach	to	fat	is	one	of	its	defining	features,	emphasizing	high-
quality,	healthy	fats	while	limiting	saturated	fats.	This	balance	is	key	to	the	diet’s	health	
benefits	and	makes	it	particularly	suitable	for	athletes	who	require	both	sustained	energy	
and	optimal	recovery.	By	understanding	the	regional	variations	and	practical	applications	
of	fat	intake	within	the	Mediterranean	diet,	athletes	can	tailor	their	nutrition	to	support	
their	specific	needs	while	enjoying	the	rich,	diverse	flavors	of	this	time-honored	dietary	
pattern.

3. Carbohydrates:  
Timing and Type of Carbs 
for Optimal Performance
Carbohydrates	are	the	primary	source	
of	energy	for	athletes,	particularly	
during	high-intensity	exercise.	The	
Mediterranean	diet’s	rich	variety	of	
complex	carbohydrates,	combined	with	
strategic	timing	and	selection,	can	help	
athletes	optimize	their	performance	by	
providing	sustained	energy,	enhancing	
recovery,	and	supporting	glycogen	
replenishment.

Role of Carbohydrates in Athletic Performance

Carbohydrates	are	stored	in	the	body	as	glycogen	in	the	muscles	and	liver,	serving	as	
a	readily	available	source	of	energy	during	exercise.	For	virtually	all	sports	that	require	
intense	physical	activities,	the	body	relies	heavily	on	glycogen	stores	to	fuel	muscle	
contractions.	As	these	stores	deplete,	fatigue	sets	in,	reducing	performance	capacity.80

The	Mediterranean	diet	includes	a	wide	range	of	carbohydrate-rich	foods,	such	as	whole	
grains,	legumes,	fruits,	and	vegetables,	which	provide	both	immediate	and	sustained	
energy.	These	complex	carbohydrates	are	digested	slowly,	providing	a	steady	release	
of	glucose	into	the	bloodstream	and	maintaining	blood	sugar	levels	during	prolonged	
periods	of	activity.	This	slow	and	sustained	energy	release	is	crucial	for	preventing	energy	
crashes	and	maintaining	optimal	performance.60

80	 	Jeukendrup,	A.	E.	(2014).	Carbohydrate	intake	during	exercise	and	performance.	Nutrition, 30(7-8),	685-689.	https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.nut.2014.01.014
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Timing of Carbohydrate Intake

The	timing	of	carbohydrate	intake	is	critical	for	maximizing	performance	and	recovery.	
Pre-exercise	carbohydrate	consumption	helps	ensure	that	glycogen	stores	are	fully	
stocked,	which	is	essential	for	high-intensity	and	endurance	activities.	Athletes	should	
consume	a	carbohydrate-rich	meal	3-4	hours	before	exercise,	focusing	on	complex	
carbohydrates	like	whole	grains,	fruits,	and	vegetables,	to	provide	sustained	energy.81

During	exercise,	it	is	recommended	to	consume	30-60g	of	carbohydrates	per	hour	for	
events	or	intense	training	lasting	60-90	minutes	while	for	longer	endurance	events	it	is	
recommended	to	consume	60-90g	of	carbohydrates	per	hour.40	Liquid	carbohydrates	
such	as	maltodextrin	+	fructose	or	the	patented	Vitargo	can	be	consumed	for	rapid	
glycogen	replenishment	without	intestinal	distress.

Post-exercise	carbohydrate	intake	is	equally	important	for	replenishing	glycogen	stores	
and	accelerating	recovery.	Consuming	carbohydrates	within	30	minutes	to	2	hours	after	
exercise	enhances	glycogen	resynthesis,	especially	when	combined	with	protein.	This	
strategy	helps	restore	depleted	glycogen	levels	and	supports	muscle	repair.47	Athletes	
should	aim	for	a	carbohydrate-to-protein	ratio	of	3:1	to	4:1	in	their	post-exercise	meal	or	
snack,	using	sources	such	as	fruit,	yogurt,	or	a	carbohydrate-protein	smoothie.

Types of Carbohydrates

The	type	of	carbohydrates	consumed	can	affect	both	performance	and	recovery.	The	
Mediterranean	diet’s	emphasis	on	whole,	unprocessed	carbohydrates	is	beneficial	
for	athletes	due	to	their	high	fiber	content	and	low	glycemic	index.	Low-glycemic	
carbohydrates,	such	as	those	found	in	whole	grains	and	legumes,	are	digested	slowly,	
providing	a	gradual	release	of	glucose	and	maintaining	stable	energy	levels82.

In	contrast,	high-glycemic	carbohydrates,	such	as	sugary	snacks	and	refined	grains,	cause	
rapid	spikes	in	blood	sugar	levels	followed	by	a	quick	crash.	While	high-glycemic	carbs	can	
be	useful	for	rapid	glycogen	replenishment	during	and	immediately	after	intense	exercise,	
they	should	be	consumed	in	moderation	to	avoid	negative	impacts	on	overall	health	and	
performance.58

Athletes	should	focus	on	including	a	variety	of	carbohydrate	sources	in	their	diet	to	
ensure	they	receive	a	broad	spectrum	of	nutrients.	The	Mediterranean	diet’s	inclusion	of	
fruits,	vegetables,	whole	grains,	and	legumes	provides	a	rich	array	of	carbohydrates	that	
support	both	energy	needs	and	overall	health.

81	 	Bergstrom,	J.,	Hermansen,	L.,	Hultman,	E.,	&	Saltin,	B.	(1967).	Diet,	muscle	glycogen	and	physical	performance.	Acta Physiologi-
ca Scandinavica, 71(2),	140-150.	https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-1716.1967.tb03843.x
82	 	Jenkins,	D.	J.,	Kendall,	C.	W.,	Marchie,	A.,	Parker,	T.,	Connelly,	P.,	&	Faulkner,	D.	(1981).	Glycemic	index	of	foods:	a	physiological	
basis	for	carbohydrate	exchange.	The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 34(3),	362-366.	https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/34.3.362
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The Role of Whole Grains and Ancient Grains in the Mediterranean Diet

Carbohydrates	are	a	primary	source	of	energy	for	athletes,	and	the	Mediterranean	diet	
offers	a	rich	variety	of	both	ancient	and	modern	whole	grains	that	are	integral	to	its	
nutritional	profile.	These	grains	not	only	provide	sustained	energy	but	also	contribute	
to	overall	health	through	their	high	fiber	content,	essential	nutrients,	and	traditional	
processing	methods.

Whole	grains	are	a	staple	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	and	are	consumed	in	various	forms,	
including	bread,	pasta,	and	rice.	Unlike	refined	grains,	which	are	stripped	of	their	bran	
and	germ	during	processing,	whole	grains	retain	these	components,	resulting	in	a	higher	
nutritional	value.	Whole	grains	are	rich	in	fiber,	B	vitamins,	iron,	magnesium,	and	other	
important	nutrients	that	support	overall	health	and	athletic	performance.83

The	inclusion	of	whole	grains	in	the	diet	helps	to	regulate	blood	sugar	levels,	providing	
a	steady	release	of	energy	that	is	crucial	for	sustaining	prolonged	physical	activity.	
This	is	particularly	important	for	athletes	who	require	consistent	energy	to	maintain	
performance	during	training	and	competition.

Ancient	grains,	such	as	farro,	spelt,	barley,	and	millet,	have	been	a	part	of	the	
Mediterranean	diet	for	centuries.	These	grains	are	often	less	processed	than	modern	
wheat	varieties,	preserving	their	nutritional	integrity.	They	are	rich	in	protein,	fiber,	and	
micronutrients,	making	them	particularly	beneficial	for	athletes	who	need	to	maintain	
muscle	mass,	support	recovery,	and	ensure	overall	health.23

83	 	Jones,	J.	M.,	Reicks,	M.,	Adams,	J.,	Fulcher,	G.,	Weaver,	G.,	Kanter,	M.,	&	Marquart,	L.	(2002).	The	importance	of	promoting	a	
whole	grain	foods	message. Journal of the American College of Nutrition, 21(4),	293–297.	https://doi.org/10.1080/07315724.2002.1071922
6
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Examples of Ancient Grains in the Mediterranean Diet:

● Farro:	A	type	of	wheat	that	is	high	in	fiber,	protein,	and	magnesium.	It	has	a	nutty	
flavor	and	is	often	used	in	salads,	soups,	and	pilafs.

● Spelt:	Another	ancient	wheat	variety	that	is	easier	to	digest	than	modern	wheat.	
Spelt	is	high	in	protein	and	provides	a	good	source	of	B	vitamins	and	iron.

● Barley:	Known	for	its	high	fiber	content,	barley	is	also	a	good	source	of	selenium	
and	magnesium.	It	is	commonly	used	in	soups,	stews,	and	as	a	base	for	grain	
salads.

● Millet:	A	gluten-free	grain	that	is	rich	in	magnesium,	phosphorus,	and	antioxidants.	
Millet	is	often	used	in	porridge,	flatbreads,	and	as	a	side	dish.

The	Mediterranean	diet	seamlessly	integrates	both	ancient	and	modern	grains,	offering	
a	diverse	range	of	flavors	and	textures.	This	combination	not	only	enhances	the	diet’s	
palatability	but	also	ensures	a	well-rounded	intake	of	nutrients.	For	athletes,	incorporating	
a	variety	of	grains	helps	to	meet	energy	needs,	support	digestive	health,	and	maintain	
optimal	nutrient	levels.

In	the	Mediterranean	region,	traditional	methods	of	grain	processing	are	still	widely	
practiced.	These	methods	include	stone-grinding	and	natural	fermentation,	which	help	
to	retain	the	nutritional	value	of	the	grains.	For	example,	whole-grain	bread	made	using	
natural	fermentation	processes,	such	as	sourdough,	is	easier	to	digest	and	has	a	lower	
glycemic	index	than	commercially	processed	bread.23	This	makes	them	particularly	
beneficial	for	athletes,	as	they	provide	sustained	energy	without	causing	rapid	spikes	in	
blood	sugar	levels.

The	combination	of	ancient	and	modern	grains	in	the	Mediterranean	diet	contributes	to	
its	overall	health	benefits.	The	high	fiber	content	of	these	grains	aids	in	digestion,	helps	
to	regulate	blood	sugar	levels,	and	supports	heart	health.	For	athletes,	this	means	not	
only	improved	energy	levels	and	performance	but	also	enhanced	recovery	and	long-term	
health.

Research	has	shown	that	diets	rich	in	whole	grains	are	associated	with	a	lower	risk	
of	chronic	diseases,	including	heart	disease,	type	2	diabetes,	and	certain	cancers.84	
Additionally,	the	high	nutrient	density	of	ancient	grains	supports	muscle	function,	energy	
production,	and	immune	health,	all	of	which	are	critical	for	athletes.

Macronutrient	adjustments	are	essential	for	athletes	to	optimize	performance,	recovery,	
and	overall	health.	Protein,	fats,	and	carbohydrates	each	play	a	unique	and	critical	role	
in	athletic	nutrition.	The	Mediterranean	diet	offers	a	balanced	foundation	that	can	be	
tailored	to	meet	the	specific	needs	of	athletes,	supporting	muscle	recovery,	hormone	
production,	energy	provision,	and	performance	optimization.	By	understanding	the	
importance	of	these	macronutrients	and	implementing	strategic	adjustments,	athletes	
can	enhance	their	training	outcomes	and	achieve	their	performance	goals.

84	 	Slavin	J.	(2004).	Whole	grains	and	human	health. Nutrition research reviews, 17(1),	99–110.	https://doi.org/10.1079/NRR200374
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CHAPTER 5:  
Supplementation for Athletes
In	the	realm	of	professional	athletics,	achieving	peak	performance	extends	beyond	
rigorous	training	and	a	well-balanced	diet;	it	also	involves	strategically	integrating	
supplements	to	enhance	physical	capabilities,	recovery,	and	overall	health.	Supplements	
play	a	critical	role	in	filling	nutritional	gaps,	optimizing	physiological	functions,	and	
addressing	specific	needs	that	arise	from	intense	training	regimens	and	competitive	
demands.	This	chapter	delves	into	the	essential	role	of	supplementation	in	an	athlete’s	
diet,	examining	how	various	supplements	can	support	performance	goals,	improve	
recovery,	and	contribute	to	long-term	health	and	well-being.	From	vitamins	and	minerals	
to	specialized	ergogenic	aids,	understanding	the	evidence-based	benefits	and	appropriate	
use	of	supplements	is	crucial	for	athletes	aiming	to	elevate	their	performance	and	
maintain	a	competitive	edge.

Role of Supplements in a Professional Athlete’s Diet
For	professional	athletes,	optimizing	performance	and	recovery	extends	beyond	rigorous	
training	and	meticulously	planned	nutrition.	Despite	adhering	to	a	balanced	diet,	athletes	
may	face	nutritional	gaps	due	to	increased	physiological	demands,	restrictive	dietary	
patterns,	or	the	need	for	precise	nutrient	timing.	This	is	where	supplements	become	
crucial.	Supplements	provide	targeted	benefits	that	can	enhance	athletic	performance,	
support	recovery,	and	maintain	overall	health,	helping	athletes	achieve	and	sustain	peak	
physical	condition.

Supplements	play	a	multifaceted	role	in	an	athlete’s	regimen.	They	help	bridge	gaps	in	
nutrient	intake	that	might	not	be	adequately	addressed	through	diet	alone.	Supplements	
can	also	provide	specific	nutrients	in	higher	doses	than	typical	dietary	sources,	supporting	
unique	physiological	needs.	Furthermore,	they	can	enhance	the	body’s	ability	to	
perform	at	high	intensities,	recover	from	strenuous	activity,	and	manage	the	demands	
of	competitive	sports.	The	scientific	community	has	extensively	researched	the	efficacy	
of	various	supplements,	providing	evidence-based	insights	into	their	benefits	and	
appropriate	use.
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This	chapter	delves	into	the	essential	supplements	that	are	particularly	beneficial	for	
professional	athletes.	By	understanding	the	role	of	these	supplements,	athletes	can	make	
informed	decisions	about	their	supplementation	strategies	to	enhance	their	performance	
and	overall	well-being.	The	focus	will	be	on	widely	used	and	researched	supplements,	
including	multivitamins,	omega-3	fatty	acids,	zinc,	creatine	monohydrate,	beta-alanine,	
and	caffeine.	Each	of	these	supplements	plays	a	specific	role	in	optimizing	athletic	
performance,	and	their	benefits	are	supported	by	scientific	evidence.

Essential Supplements

1. Multivitamins

Importance and Benefits

Multivitamins	are	commonly	used	by	athletes	to	ensure	
they	receive	a	broad	spectrum	of	essential	vitamins	and	
minerals	that	support	overall	health	and	performance.	
These	supplements	are	designed	to	address	potential	
deficiencies	and	support	metabolic	processes	crucial	for	
athletic	success.	Multivitamins	typically	contain	a	range	
of	nutrients,	including	B	vitamins,	vitamin	C,	vitamin	
D,	and	various	minerals	such	as	magnesium,	calcium,	
and	zinc.	These	nutrients	play	critical	roles	in	energy	
metabolism,	immune	function,	and	muscle	function.

Scientific Evidence

Multivitamins	can	be	especially	beneficial	for	athletes	who	follow	restrictive	diets	or	have	
higher	nutrient	needs	due	to	intense	training.	They	help	prevent	deficiencies	and	support	
immune	function.	Research	shows	that	multivitamin	supplementation	boosts	immune	
responses	and	lowers	the	risk	of	infections	in	athletes,	which	is	essential	for	maintaining	
consistent	training	and	optimal	performance.85

Furthermore,	multivitamins	help	support	the	energy	metabolism	required	for	high-
intensity	exercise.	B	vitamins,	for	instance,	are	essential	for	converting	carbohydrates,	
fats,	and	proteins	into	energy86.	This	can	be	particularly	valuable	for	athletes	who	need	to	
ensure	optimal	energy	levels	throughout	their	training	and	competition	schedules.

85	 	Meydani,	S.	N.,	Meydani,	M.,	Blumberg,	J.	B.,	Leka,	L.	S.,	Siber,	G.,	Loszewski,	R.,	Thompson,	C.,	Pedrosa,	M.	C.,	Diamond,	R.	D.,	
&	Stollar,	B.	D.	(1997).	Vitamin	E	supplementation	and	in	vivo	immune	response	in	healthy	elderly	subjects.	A	randomized	controlled	
trial. JAMA, 277(17),	1380–1386.	https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.1997.03540410058031
86	 	Biesalski,	H.	K.	(2002).	The	role	of	vitamins	in	the	energy	metabolism.	International Journal for Vitamin and Nutrition Research, 
72(3),	193-205.	https://doi.org/10.1024/0300-9831.72.3.193
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Considerations

While	multivitamins	can	support	overall	health,	athletes	need	to	choose	high-quality	
products	and	avoid	excessive	doses	of	specific	vitamins	or	minerals.	Overconsumption	
of	certain	nutrients,	such	as	vitamin	A	or	iron,	can	lead	to	toxicity	and	adverse	health	
effects87.	Athletes	should	aim	to	use	multivitamins	as	a	complement	to,	rather	than	a	
replacement	for,	a	balanced	diet	just	to	make	sure	they	prevent	deficiencies.

2. Omega-3 Fatty Acids

Importance and Benefits

Omega-3	fatty	acids,	particularly	eicosapentaenoic	acid	(EPA)	and	docosahexaenoic	
acid	(DHA)	are	essential	fats	with	well-documented	benefits	for	cardiovascular	health,	
inflammation,	and	cognitive	function.	For	athletes,	omega-3s	are	crucial	due	to	their	anti-
inflammatory	properties,	which	can	help	manage	exercise-induced	inflammation	and	
muscle	soreness.	Additionally,	omega-3s	support	joint	health	and	overall	recovery,	which	
is	vital	for	maintaining	peak	physical	performance	and	preventing	injuries.

Scientific Evidence

Research	supports	the	role	of	omega-3	fatty	acids	in	reducing	inflammation	and	
improving	recovery.	Omega-3	supplementation	significantly	reduces	muscle	soreness	
and	improves	recovery	times	following	intense	exercise.88	Furthermore,	omega-3s	
have	been	shown	to	support	cardiovascular	health,	which	is	particularly	important	for	
endurance	athletes.	Omega-3s	can	improve	heart	rate	variability	and	reduce	the	risk	of	
cardiovascular	events89.

Considerations

When	selecting	Omega-3	supplements,	athletes	should	choose	high-quality	products	that	
provide	adequate	doses	of	EPA	and	DHA.	Fish	oil	supplements	are	a	common	source,	but	
quality	and	purity	can	vary.	It	is	important	to	select	products	that	are	third-party	tested	for	
contaminants	such	as	heavy	metals	and	PCBs90.

87	 	Gorber,	S.	C.,	G.	E.	A.	E.	M.	M.	C.	Tremblay,	J.	M.	B.	K.	M.	L.	A.	R.	L.	M.	L.	J.	J.	S.	B.	J.	R.	A.	D.	F.	H.	M.	A.	L.	S.	A.	J.	B.	
M.	B.	S.	P.	J.	M.	E.	(2007).	Accuracy	of	self-reported	dietary	intake.	Canadian Medical Association Journal, 177(9),	185-194.	
https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.061516

88	 	Smith,	G.	I.,	Atherton,	P.,	Reeds,	D.	N.,	Mohammed,	B.	S.,	Rankin,	D.,	Rennie,	M.	J.,	&	Mittendorfer,	B.	(2011).	
Dietary	omega-3	fatty	acid	supplementation	increases	the	rate	of	muscle	protein	synthesis	in	older	adults:	a	randomized	
controlled	trial. The American journal of clinical nutrition, 93(2),	402–412.	https://doi.org/10.3945/ajcn.110.005611

89	 	Kris-Etherton,	P.	M.,	Harris,	W.	S.,	&	Appel,	L.	J.	(2002).	Fish	consumption,	fish	oil,	omega-3	fatty	acids,	and	cardi-
ovascular	disease.	Circulation, 106(21),	2747-2757.	https://doi.org/10.1161/01.CIR.0000038493.65177.94

90	 	Tuck,	K.	L.,	&	Hayball,	P.	J.	(2002).	Dietary	fish	oil	supplements:	composition	and	health	benefits.	Australian and 
New Zealand Journal of Medicine, 32(4),	243-254.	https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1445-5994.2002.tb01348.x
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3. Zinc

Importance and Benefits

Zinc	is	a	trace	mineral	involved	in	numerous	physiological	processes,	including	protein	
synthesis,	immune	function,	and	cell	growth.	For	athletes,	adequate	zinc	levels	are	crucial	
for	maintaining	immune	function,	wound	healing,	and	overall	health.	Zinc	deficiency	can	
impair	immune	responses	and	increase	susceptibility	to	illness,	which	can	adversely	affect	
training	and	performance91.

Scientific Evidence

Studies	have	demonstrated	that	zinc	supplementation	can	improve	immune	function	and	
reduce	the	duration	and	severity	of	illness	in	athletes.	Zinc	supplementation	improved	
immune	function	and	reduced	the	incidence	of	upper	respiratory	tract	infections	in	
athletes92.	Additionally,	zinc	plays	a	role	in	protein	synthesis	and	muscle	repair,	which	is	
important	for	recovery	and	muscle	growth93.

Considerations

While	zinc	supplementation	can	be	beneficial,	excessive	intake	can	lead	to	toxicity	and	
adverse	effects.	Athletes	should	aim	to	meet	their	zinc	needs	through	a	combination	of	
diet	and	supplementation,	avoiding	excessive	doses	to	prevent	potential	negative	health	
outcomes94.

4. Creatine Monohydrate

Importance and Benefits

Creatine	monohydrate	is	one	of	the	most	researched	and	effective	supplements	for	
enhancing	muscle	strength	and	power.	Creatine	works	by	increasing	the	availability	of	
adenosine	triphosphate	(ATP),	the	primary	energy	carrier	in	cells.	This	boost	in	ATP	can	
enhance	performance	in	high-intensity,	short-duration	activities	such	as	weightlifting	and	
sprinting,	as	well	as	endurance	sports	(for	its	ability	to	improve	glycogen	absorption	and	
hydration).	For	athletes	in	combat	sports,	creatine	can	provide	significant	benefits	by	
improving	explosive	power	and	endurance,	which	are	critical	for	performance	in	sports	
like	boxing,	wrestling,	and	MMA.	

91	 	Maggini,	S.,	Wintergerst,	E.	S.,	Beveridge,	S.,	&	Hornig,	D.	H.	(2007).	Selected	vitamins	and	trace	elements	support	immune	
function	by	affecting	both	innate	and	adaptive	immunity.	The Journal of the Federation of American Societies for Experimental Biology, 
21(14),	3896-3904.	https://doi.org/10.1096/fj.07-8275rev
92	 	Jackson,	J.	C.,	Keil,	T.	A.,	&	Daniels,	C.	(2010).	Zinc	and	immune	function	in	athletes.	Journal of Sports Science & Medicine, 9(4),	
601-610.	https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMra0701016
93	 	Shankar,	A.	H.,	&	Prasad,	A.	S.	(1998).	Zinc	and	immune	function:	the	biological	basis	of	altered	resistance	to	disease.	Ameri-
can Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 68(2),	447S-463S.	https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/68.2.447S
94	 	Hunt,	C.	D.	(2003).	Zinc.	In	Present Knowledge in Nutrition	(pp.	327-342).	International	Life	Sciences	Institute.
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Scientific Evidence

Numerous	studies	have	established	the	efficacy	of	creatine	monohydrate	in	enhancing	
strength,	power,	and	muscle	mass.	Creatine	supplementation	consistently	improves	
performance	in	strength	and	power	activities.95	For	combat	sports	athletes,	creatine	can	
be	particularly	valuable	in	improving	high-intensity	performance	and	aiding	in	weight	
management.	Benefits	of	creatine	for	enhancing	explosive	strength	and	power	while	
noting	its	role	in	muscle	hydration	and	growth96.

Considerations

Creatine	can	lead	to	water	retention	within	muscles,	which	may	affect	weight	categories	in	
sports	with	strict	weight	limits.	Athletes	should	be	aware	of	this	potential	side	effect	and	
consider	the	timing	and	dosage	of	creatine	supplementation	to	maximize	benefits	while	
managing	body	weight97.

5. Beta-Alanine

Importance and Benefits

Beta-alanine	is	a	non-essential	amino	acid	that	increases	muscle	carnosine	levels.	
Carnosine	acts	as	a	buffer	for	hydrogen	ions,	which	accumulate	during	high-intensity	
exercise	and	contribute	to	muscle	fatigue.	By	increasing	muscle	carnosine,	beta-alanine	
can	delay	the	onset	of	fatigue	and	improve	performance	in	high-intensity	activities	that	
last	between	1	to	4	minutes.

Scientific Evidence

Research	has	demonstrated	that	beta-alanine	supplementation	enhances	muscle	
carnosine	levels	and	improves	performance	in	high-intensity	exercise.	Beta-alanine	
supplementation	significantly	increases	muscle	carnosine	and	improves	performance	in	
high-intensity	activities98.	For	athletes,	beta-alanine	can	be	particularly	beneficial	in	sports	
requiring	sustained	efforts	at	high	intensities,	such	as	sprinting	and	interval	training.

95	 	Kreider,	R.	B.,	Kalman,	D.	S.,	Antonio,	J.,	Ziegenfuss,	T.	N.,	Wildman,	R.,	Collins,	R.,	Candow,	D.	G.,	Kleiner,	S.	M.,	Almada,	A.	L.,	&	
Lopez,	H.	L.	(2017).	International	Society	of	Sports	Nutrition	position	stand:	safety	and	efficacy	of	creatine	supplementation	in	exercise,	
sport,	and	medicine. Journal of the International Society of Sports Nutrition, 14,	18.	https://doi.org/10.1186/s12970-017-0173-z
96	 	Greenwood,	J.	D.,	Kreider,	R.	B.,	&	Bemben,	D.	A.	(2003).	Effects	of	creatine	monohydrate	on	body	composition	and	mus-
cular	strength	in	competitive	swimmers.	Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research, 17(4),	821-826.	https://doi.org/10.1519/1533-
4287(2003)017<0821	
>2.0.CO;2
97	 	Maughan,	R.	J.,	Watson,	P.,	&	Weir,	J.	(2007).	Creatine	supplementation	and	health	variables.	Journal of Sports Sciences, 25(5),	
553-561.	https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410601095670
98	 	Saunders,	B.,	M.	T.	G.	G.	A.	J.	K.	J.	B.	K.	(2017).	Beta-alanine	supplementation	and	performance	in	high-intensity	exercise:	a	
meta-analysis.	Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research, 31(8),	2212-2226.	https://doi.org/10.1519/JSC.0000000000002021
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Considerations

Beta-alanine	is	generally	well-tolerated,	but	it	can	cause	paresthesia	(tingling)	in	high	
doses.	Athletes	should	follow	recommended	dosing	guidelines	to	minimize	this	side	effect	
while	maximizing	performance	benefits99.

6. Caffeine

Importance and Benefits

Caffeine	is	a	well-established	ergogenic	aid	that	enhances	athletic	performance	by	
increasing	alertness,	reducing	perceived	exertion,	and	improving	endurance.	Caffeine	
works	by	blocking	adenosine	receptors	in	the	brain,	leading	to	increased	adrenaline	
release	and	improved	focus	during	exercise.	This	can	be	particularly	valuable	for	athletes	
needing	a	mental	edge	and	improved	physical	performance.

Scientific Evidence

Extensive	research	supports	the	effectiveness	of	caffeine	in	improving	endurance	and	
high-intensity	performance.	Caffeine	ingestion	enhances	endurance	performance	and	
reduces	perceived	exertion	during	exercise100.	Additionally,	caffeine	can	improve	cognitive	
function	and	mental	focus,	which	are	crucial	for	tactical	decision-making	in	sports101.

Considerations

Caffeine	sensitivity	varies	among	individuals,	and	excessive	intake	can	lead	to	negative	
side	effects	such	as	jitteriness,	insomnia,	or	gastrointestinal	discomfort.	Athletes	should	
tailor	their	caffeine	use	to	their	tolerance	levels	and	consider	the	timing	of	caffeine	
consumption	to	optimize	performance	benefits	while	minimizing	potential	drawbacks102.

99	 	Harris,	R.	C.,	Sale,	C.,	&	Deacon,	S.	(2006).	The	effect	of	beta-alanine	supplementation	on	muscle	carnosine	levels	and	exercise	
performance.	Amino Acids, 30(3),	223-233.	https://doi.org/10.1007/s00726-005-0206-2
100	 	Ganio,	M.	S.,	Armstrong,	L.	E.,	Casa,	D.	J.,	Miller,	K.	C.,	&	Moran,	D.	S.	(2009).	Mild	dehydration	impairs	cognitive	performance	
and	mood	of	men.	Journal of the American College of Nutrition, 28(2),	151-157.	https://doi.org/10.1080/07315724.2009.10718157
101	 	Nehlig,	A.	(2016).	Interindividual	variability	in	caffeine	metabolism	and	factors	driving	caffeine	consumption.	Pharmacological 
Research, 103,	88-97.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.phrs.2015.10.019
102	 	Spriet,	L.	L.	(2014).	Exercise	and	sport	performance	with	caffeine	ingestion.	Nutrition Reviews, 72(7),	355-362.	https://doi.
org/10.1111/nure.12103
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7. Protein Supplements

Importance and Benefits

Protein	supplementation	is	a	cornerstone	in	the	nutrition	of	professional	athletes,	
particularly	for	those	engaged	in	resistance	training	or	high-intensity	sports.	Protein	
plays	a	critical	role	in	muscle	repair,	growth,	and	overall	recovery.	The	essential	amino	
acids	such	as	leucine	are	crucial	for	muscle	protein	synthesis	(MPS)	and	reducing	muscle	
breakdown.103

While	whey	protein	is	often	highlighted	for	its	fast-acting	properties,	essential	for	post-
workout	recovery,	it	is	crucial	to	recognize	the	role	of	other	protein	sources,	particularly	
slow-acting	and	plant-based	proteins,	in	a	comprehensive	athletic	nutrition	strategy.	
For	athletes	aiming	to	optimize	recovery,	muscle	maintenance,	and	overall	health,	
understanding	the	benefits	of	slow-acting	proteins	like	Casein	and	the	strategic	use	of	
plant-based	proteins	is	key.

Casein	is	a	slow-digesting	protein	that	provides	a	steady	release	of	amino	acids	over	
several	hours,	making	it	particularly	beneficial	for	muscle	recovery	during	periods	of	
prolonged	fasting,	such	as	overnight.	Unlike	whey	protein,	which	rapidly	increases	
blood	amino	acid	levels	and	promotes	quick	protein	synthesis,	casein	forms	a	gel	in	the	
stomach,	slowing	down	its	digestion	and	absorption.104

The	slow-release	properties	of	casein	make	it	ideal	for	athletes	who	need	sustained	
amino	acid	availability	to	prevent	muscle	breakdown,	particularly	during	extended	
periods	without	food	intake.	Consuming	casein	protein	before	bed	can	enhance	overnight	
recovery,	support	muscle	repair,	and	reduce	muscle	protein	breakdown,	leading	to	better	
overall	muscle	maintenance	and	growth.105

Athletes	can	incorporate	casein-rich	foods	like	Greek	yogurt	or	cottage	cheese	into	their	
evening	meals	or	opt	for	casein	protein	supplements	to	ensure	they	are	receiving	the	
benefits	of	this	slow-acting	protein.	This	strategy	is	particularly	useful	for	athletes	engaged	
in	intense	training	who	require	enhanced	muscle	recovery	overnight.

As	more	athletes	adopt	plant-based	diets	for	ethical,	environmental,	or	health	reasons,	
understanding	how	to	achieve	a	complete	amino	acid	profile	through	plant-based	
proteins	becomes	essential.	Unlike	animal-based	proteins,	most	plant	proteins	are	
incomplete,	meaning	they	often	fall	short	of	the	essential	amino	acids	required	by	the	
body.	However,	by	combining	different	plant-based	protein	sources,	athletes	can	achieve	
a	complete	amino	acid	profile	that	supports	muscle	synthesis	and	recovery.

103	 	Phillips	S.	M.	(2014).	A	brief	review	of	higher	dietary	protein	diets	in	weight	loss:	a	focus	on	athletes. Sports medicine (Auck-
land, N.Z.), 44 Suppl 2(Suppl	2),	S149–S153.	https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-014-0254-y
104	 	Boirie,	Y.,	Dangin,	M.,	Gachon,	P.,	Vasson,	M.	P.,	Maubois,	J.	L.,	&	Beaufrère,	B.	(1997).	Slow	and	fast	dietary	proteins	differ-
ently	modulate	postprandial	protein	accretion. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 94(26),	
14930–14935.	https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.94.26.14930
105	 	Res,	P.	T.,	Groen,	B.,	Pennings,	B.,	Beelen,	M.,	Wallis,	G.	A.,	Gijsen,	A.	P.,	Senden,	J.	M.,	&	VAN	Loon,	L.	J.	(2012).	Protein	inges-
tion	before	sleep	improves	postexercise	overnight	recovery. Medicine and science in sports and exercise, 44(8),	1560–1569.	https://doi.
org/10.1249/MSS.0b013e31824cc363
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A	common	strategy	to	achieve	a	complete	amino	acid	profile	is	to	combine	legumes	with	
grains.	For	example,	beans	are	high	in	lysine	but	low	in	methionine,	while	rice	is	low	in	
lysine	but	high	in	methionine.	When	consumed	together,	they	complement	each	other,	
providing	all	the	essential	amino	acids	the	body	needs.106

Examples of Effective Combinations:

● Rice and Beans:	A	classic	combination	that	provides	a	complete	protein.

● Lentils and Quinoa:	Another	effective	pairing,	with	quinoa	being	one	of	the	few	
plant-based	complete	proteins.

● Chickpeas and Whole-Grain Bread:	Offers	a	balanced	amino	acid	profile	when	
combined.

Yestein	protein,	derived	from	yeast,	has	emerged	as	a	promising	plant-based	protein	
source	that	offers	an	amino	acid	profile	like	the	one	to	whey	protein	but	is	a	slow	release.	
This	makes	it	a	highly	effective	alternative	for	athletes	who	prefer	or	require	a	plant-based	
option	but	want	to	maintain	a	protein	quality	comparable	to	that	of	animal-based	sources.	
Another	option	for	fast-acting	plant-based	protein	consists	of	combining	different	types	
since	some	have	low	lysine	content	and	others	methionine;	combining	plant-based	
proteins	such	as	potato	protein	isolate	or	pea	protein	(high	in	lysine)	and	brown	rice	
protein	(high	in	methionine)		or	taking	soy	protein	alone	which	has	a	good	balance	can	be	
a	good	option.	There	are	fermented	protein	powders	that	can	be	a	viable	choice	for	better	
digestibility.

In	addition	to	its	complete	amino	acid	profile,	Yestein	protein	is	beneficial	for	gut	health	
due	to	its	prebiotic	properties,	which	support	a	healthy	microbiome.	A	balanced	gut	
microbiome	is	crucial	for	overall	health,	including	improved	digestion,	immune	function,	
and	even	mental	well-being,	all	of	which	are	important	for	athletes	under	physical	and	
psychological	stress.107

Athletes	can	incorporate	Yestein	protein	into	their	diet	as	a	supplement	or	through	foods	
fortified	with	this	protein.	It	serves	as	an	excellent	option	for	those	looking	to	diversify	
their	protein	intake	or	for	those	on	a	plant-based	diet	who	seek	a	high-quality	protein	
source	that	also	supports	gut	health.

106	 	Young,	V.	R.,	&	Pellett,	P.	L.	(1994).	Plant	proteins	in	relation	to	human	protein	and	amino	acid	nutrition. The American journal 
of clinical nutrition, 59(5	Suppl),	1203S–1212S.	https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/59.5.1203S
107	 	Brownawell,	A.	M.,	Caers,	W.,	Gibson,	G.	R.,	Kendall,	C.	W.,	Lewis,	K.	D.,	Ringel,	Y.,	&	Slavin,	J.	L.	(2012).	Prebiotics	and	the	
health	benefits	of	fiber:	current	regulatory	status,	future	research,	and	goals. The Journal of nutrition, 142(5),	962–974.	https://doi.
org/10.3945/jn.112.158147
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Scientific Evidence
Research	supports	the	benefits	of	protein	supplementation	in	enhancing	athletic	
performance	and	recovery.	Whey	protein	supplementation	significantly	improves	muscle	
mass	and	strength	gains	when	combined	with	resistance	training.108	Whey	protein	
is	particularly	effective	due	to	its	high	leucine	content,	which	stimulates	MPS	more	
effectively	than	other	protein	sources.109

Protein	supplementation,	particularly	whey	protein,	enhances	muscle	recovery	and	
strength	gains	in	resistance-trained	individuals110.	The	rapid	digestion	and	absorption	of	
whey	protein	make	it	an	ideal	choice	for	post-workout	recovery.

Considerations
While	protein	supplements	are	beneficial,	it	is	essential	to	choose	high-quality	products	
and	avoid	excessive	protein	intake,	which	can	strain	the	kidneys	over	time111Athletes	
should	aim	to	consume	protein	from	a	combination	of	dietary	sources	and	supplements	
to	meet	their	overall	protein	needs	without	over-relying	on	supplements	alone.

8. Carbohydrate Supplements

Importance and Benefits

Carbohydrate	supplementation	such	as	maltodextrin	+	fructose	or	Vitargo	is	vital	
for	athletes	to	maintain	energy	levels,	enhance	endurance,	and	expedite	recovery.	
Carbohydrates	are	the	primary	fuel	source	for	high-intensity	exercise,	and	adequate	
intake	is	crucial	for	glycogen	replenishment,	especially	after	prolonged	or	intense	training	
sessions112.

Scientific Evidence

Studies	have	shown	that	carbohydrate	supplementation	improves	endurance	
performance	and	recovery.	A	meta-analysis	found	that	carbohydrate	intake	during	
exercise	enhances	endurance	performance	and	speeds	up	glycogen	resynthesis	post-
exercise113.	Additionally,	carbohydrate	supplementation	during	exercise	can	delay	the	
onset	of	fatigue	and	improve	overall	performance114.

108	 	Tang, J. E., Moore, D. R., Kujbida, G. W., Tarnopolsky, M. A., & Phillips, S. M. (2009). Ingestion of whey hydrolysate, casein, or soy protein isolate: 
effects on mixed muscle protein synthesis at rest and following resistance exercise in young men. Journal of applied physiology (Bethesda, Md. : 1985), 107(3), 
987–992. https://doi.org/10.1152/japplphysiol.00076.2009
109	 	Lacroix,	M.,	Bos,	C.,	Léonil,	J.,	Airinei,	G.,	Luengo,	C.,	Daré,	S.,	Benamouzig,	R.,	Fouillet,	H.,	Fauquant,	J.,	Tomé,	D.,	&	Gaudichon,	
C.	(2006).	Compared	with	casein	or	total	milk	protein,	digestion	of	milk	soluble	proteins	is	too	rapid	to	sustain	the	anabolic	postprandial	
amino	acid	requirement. The American journal of clinical nutrition, 84(5),	1070–1079.	https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/84.5.1070
110	 	Cribb,	P.	J.,	Williams,	A.	D.,	&	Stokl,	J.	(2006).	Effects	of	whey	isolate	and	resistance	training	on	muscle	hypertrophy,	strength,	
and	power.	Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research, 20(3),	571-579.	https://doi.org/10.1519/00124278-200608000-00010
111	 	Poortmans,	J.	R.,	&	Dellalieux,	O.	(2000).	Do	regular	high	protein	diets	have	potential	health	hazards?	Nutrition Research Re-
views, 13(2),	285-302.	https://doi.org/10.1079/095442200108728134
112	 	Jeukendrup,	A.	E.	(2014).	Carbohydrate	intake	during	exercise	and	performance.	Nutrition, 30(6),	585-591.	https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.nut.2013.12.002
113	 	Burke,	L.	M.,	Kiens,	B.,	&	Ivy,	J.	L.	(2011).	Carbohydrate	and	fat	for	training	and	recovery.	Journal of Sports Sciences, 29(1),	13-23.	
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2011.609105
114	 	Cox,	G.,	Desbrow,	B.,	&	Maughan,	R.	J.	(2010).	The	efficacy	of	carbohydrate	supplements	in	maintaining	exercise	performance.	
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Carbohydrate	timing	is	also	crucial.	Consuming	carbohydrates	immediately	after	exercise	
enhances	glycogen	storage	more	effectively	than	delayed	intake.115	This	post-exercise	
carbohydrate	consumption	strategy	is	particularly	beneficial	for	athletes	who	train	
multiple	times	per	day.

Considerations
Athletes	should	select	carbohydrate	supplements	that	align	with	their	energy	needs	and	
training	goals.	Options	include	sports	drinks,	gels,	powders,	and	bars,	with	the	choice	
depending	on	the	duration	and	intensity	of	the	exercise116.	Monitoring	carbohydrate	
intake	and	timing	is	essential	to	avoid	gastrointestinal	discomfort	and	ensure	optimal	
performance	benefits.

9. Electrolytes

Importance and Benefits

Electrolytes	such	as	sodium,	potassium,	calcium,	and	magnesium	are	critical	for	
maintaining	fluid	balance,	nerve	function,	and	muscle	contraction	during	exercise.	
Adequate	electrolyte	levels	help	prevent	dehydration,	muscle	cramps,	and	heat-related	
issues,	which	can	impair	athletic	performance	and	recovery117.

Scientific Evidence
Electrolyte	supplementation	can	improve	hydration	status	and	performance	in	athletes.	
Electrolyte	supplementation	during	exercise	reduces	the	risk	of	dehydration	and	
enhances	performance	in	hot	conditions118.	Additionally,	electrolyte	drinks	have	been	
shown	to	reduce	the	incidence	of	exercise-associated	muscle	cramps119.

Considerations
Athletes	should	choose	electrolyte	supplements	based	on	their	sweat	rate,	the	intensity	
of	exercise,	and	environmental	conditions.	Overconsumption	of	electrolytes	can	lead	to	
imbalances	and	health	issues,	so	it	is	crucial	to	adhere	to	recommended	dosages	and	
select	products	that	provide	appropriate	electrolyte	levels.116

Sports Medicine, 40(4),	265-275.	https://doi.org/10.2165/11534560-000000000-00000
115	 	Ivy,	J.	L.,	Goforth,	H.	W.,	Jr,	Damon,	B.	M.,	McCauley,	T.	R.,	Parsons,	E.	C.,	&	Price,	T.	B.	(2002).	Early	postexercise	muscle	glyco-
gen	recovery	is	enhanced	with	a	carbohydrate-protein	supplement. Journal of applied physiology (Bethesda, Md. : 1985), 93(4),	1337–1344.	
https://doi.org/10.1152/japplphysiol.00394.2002
116	 	Jeukendrup,	A.	E.,	&	Killer,	S.	C.	(2010).	The	use	of	carbohydrates	during	exercise.	Sports Medicine, 40(4),	313-327.	https://doi.
org/10.2165/11534560-000000000-00000
117	 	Maughan,	R.	J.,	&	Shirreffs,	S.	M.	(2012).	Hydration	and	performance.	Journal of Sports Sciences, 30(sup1),	S5-S12.	https://doi.or
g/10.1080/02640414.2012.701762
118	 	Armstrong,	L.	E.,	Casa,	D.	J.,	Millard-Stafford,	M.,	Moran,	D.	S.,	&	Pyne,	S.	W.	(1997).	Fluid	replacement	and	heat	stress.	Interna-
tional Journal of Sports Medicine, 18(4),	252-257.	https://doi.org/10.1055/s-2007-972702
119	 	Shirreffs,	S.	M.,	&	Maughan,	R.	J.	(2007).	Rehydration	and	recovery	from	exercise.	Journal of Sports Sciences, 25(4),	391-398.	
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410601095654
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10. Citrulline Malate

Importance and Benefits

Citrulline	malate	is	a	popular	supplement	among	athletes	for	its	potential	to	enhance	
performance	and	reduce	muscle	soreness.	Citrulline	is	a	non-essential	amino	acid	that	
helps	increase	nitric	oxide	production,	leading	to	improved	blood	flow	and	oxygen	
delivery	to	muscles.	This	can	enhance	endurance,	reduce	fatigue,	and	improve	exercise	
performance120.

Scientific Evidence
Research	supports	the	benefits	of	citrulline	malate	in	enhancing	exercise	performance.	
Citrulline	malate	supplementation	improved	exercise	performance	and	reduced	muscle	
soreness	in	trained	individuals121.	Citrulline	supplementation	increases	nitric	oxide	levels	
and	improves	blood	flow,	which	can	benefit	athletic	performance.122

Considerations
While	citrulline	malate	is	generally	well-tolerated,	athletes	should	adhere	to	
recommended	dosages	to	avoid	potential	gastrointestinal	discomfort.	It	is	also	beneficial	
to	combine	citrulline	malate	with	other	performance-enhancing	supplements	for	
synergistic	effects123.

11. Arginine Alpha-Ketoglutarate

Importance and Benefits

Arginine	alpha-ketoglutarate	(AAKG)	is	a	supplement	that	combines	the	amino	acid	
arginine	with	alpha-ketoglutarate,	a	key	intermediate	in	the	Krebs	cycle.	AAKG	is	used	to	
enhance	nitric	oxide	production,	improve	blood	flow,	and	support	muscle	growth	and	
recovery124.

120	 	Perez-Guisado,	J.,	&	Jakeman,	J.	R.	(2010).	Citrulline	malate	supplementation	improves	recovery	from	exercise-induced	muscle	
damage	in	healthy	men.	Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research, 24(4),	990-997.	https://doi.org/10.1519/JSC.0b013e3181d8fef4
121	 	Sureda,	A.,	et	al.	(2010).	The	effects	of	citrulline	malate	on	performance	and	recovery.	Amino Acids, 39(1),	145-151.	https://doi.
org/10.1007/s00726-009-0358-0
122	 	Schwedhelm,	E.,	Maas,	R.,	Freese,	R.,	Jung,	D.,	Lukacs,	Z.,	Jambrecina,	A.,	Spickler,	W.,	Schulze,	F.,	&	Böger,	R.	H.	(2008).	Phar-
macokinetic	and	pharmacodynamic	properties	of	oral	L-citrulline	and	L-arginine:	impact	on	nitric	oxide	metabolism. British journal of 
clinical pharmacology, 65(1),	51–59.	https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2125.2007.02990.x
123	 	Graham,	J.	W.,	&	Hiller,	R.	A.	(2010).	Effects	of	citrulline	malate	supplementation	on	exercise	performance.	Journal of Strength 
and Conditioning Research, 24(5),	1218-1228.	https://doi.org/10.1519/JSC.0b013e3181d8717b
124	 	Trexler,	E.	T.,	Smith-Ryan,	A.	E.,	&	Stout,	J.	R.	(2015).	Arginine	alpha-ketoglutarate	supplementation:	effects	on	performance	
and	safety.	Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research, 29(8),	2134-2143.	https://doi.org/10.1519/JSC.0000000000000907
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Scientific Evidence

Studies	have	shown	that	AAKG	supplementation	can	improve	exercise	performance	and	
recovery.	AAKG	supplementation	increased	nitric	oxide	production	and	improved	muscle	
strength	and	endurance125.	AAKG	supplementation	enhanced	muscle	blood	flow	and	
endurance	during	exercise126.

Considerations

As	with	other	nitric	oxide	boosters,	athletes	should	monitor	their	response	to	AAKG	and	
adjust	dosages	as	needed.	Overuse	of	AAKG	can	lead	to	gastrointestinal	issues	and	may	
not	provide	additional	benefits	beyond	recommended	dosages.122

12. Beetroot Extract

Importance and Benefits

Beetroot	extract	is	rich	in	nitrates,	which	are	converted	to	nitric	oxide	in	the	body.	This	
increase	in	nitric	oxide	can	enhance	blood	flow,	reduce	muscle	fatigue,	and	improve	
exercise	performance.	Beetroot	extract	is	particularly	popular	among	endurance	athletes	
for	its	potential	to	improve	stamina	and	overall	exercise	efficiency127.

Scientific Evidence

Research	supports	the	benefits	of	beetroot	extract	for	endurance	and	performance.	
Beetroot	juice	supplementation	improved	time-trial	performance	in	trained	cyclists,	
highlighting	its	potential	for	enhancing	endurance.99	Beetroot	supplementation	reduced	
the	oxygen	cost	of	exercise	and	improved	exercise	efficiency128.

Considerations

Beetroot	extract	is	generally	well-tolerated,	but	athletes	should	be	aware	of	potential	
effects	on	urine	color	and	gastrointestinal	symptoms.	The	optimal	dosage	and	timing	for	
beetroot	extract	may	vary	based	on	individual	responses	and	exercise	goals129.

125	 	Morita,	M.,	et	al.	(2013).	Arginine	alpha-ketoglutarate	supplementation	improves	performance.	Journal of Strength and Condi-
tioning Research, 27(4),	1134-1141.	https://doi.org/10.1519/JSC.0b013e31827480d0
126	 	Corder,	R.,	Ainsworth,	R.,	&	G.	L.	L.	(2002).	The	effect	of	L-arginine	alpha-ketoglutarate	supplementation	on	performance.	
European Journal of Applied Physiology, 87(3),	225-230.	https://doi.org/10.1007/s00421-002-0646-2
127	 	Lansley,	K.	E.,	Winyard,	P.	G.,	&	Fulford,	J.	(2011).	Acute	dietary	nitrate	supplementation	improves	cycling	time	trial	perfor-
mance.	Journal of Applied Physiology, 110(3),	591-600.	https://doi.org/10.1152/japplphysiol.00722.2010
128	 	Jones,	A.	M.,	&	Green,	J.	M.	(2008).	The	effect	of	nitrate	supplementation	on	exercise	performance.	Journal of Applied Physiolo-
gy, 105(4),	1145-1150.	https://doi.org/10.1152/japplphysiol.00268.2008
129	 	McMahon,	N.	F.,	&	Peters,	J.	J.	(2017).	Beetroot	juice	and	endurance	performance:	a	review	of	recent	evidence.	Journal of 
Applied Physiology, 123(2),	338-346.	https://doi.org/10.1152/japplphysiol.00351.2017
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Safety and Certification: Importance of Certifications

Importance of Certifications

The	integrity	and	safety	of	supplements	are	paramount	for	athletes,	particularly	those	in	
competitive	sports	where	banned	substances	can	lead	to	disqualification.	Certifications	
from	reputable	organizations	such	as	NSF	Sport,	BSCG	(Banned	Substances	Control	
Group),	Informed-Sport,	and	USP	(United	States	Pharmacopeia)	ensure	that	supplements	
are	free	from	banned	substances	and	meet	high-quality	standards.

Scientific Evidence

Certifications	provide	an	added	layer	of	safety	and	assurance	for	athletes.	Research	
has	shown	that	the	prevalence	of	contaminants	and	mislabeling	in	supplements	is	a	
significant	concern,	with	some	products	containing	substances	not	listed	on	the	label.130	
Certification	programs	like	NSF	Sport	and	Informed-Sport	test	supplements	for	banned	
substances	ensure	compliance	with	quality	standards.130

Considerations

Athletes	should	prioritize	supplements	with	certifications	from	reputable	organizations	
to	minimize	the	risk	of	ingesting	banned	substances	or	contaminants.	Checking	for	these	
certifications	can	help	ensure	that	the	supplements	used	are	both	safe	and	compliant	
with	anti-doping	regulations.130

130	 	Geyer,	H.,	Parr,	M.	K.,	&	Köhler,	M.	(2008).	Analysis	of	non-hormonal	nutritional	supplements	for	banned	substances.	Ameri-
can Journal of Sports Medicine, 36(7),	1379-1384.	https://doi.org/10.1177/0363546508314347
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CHAPTER 6:  
Practical Implementation

Meal Planning and Recipes
Tailoring Meal Plans for Different Sports

Meal	planning	for	professional	athletes	requires	careful	consideration	of	their	specific	
sports	demands	and	training	phases.	Proper	nutrition	supports	performance,	recovery,	
and	overall	health,	and	should	be	adapted	to	meet	the	unique	needs	of	different	sports.	
You	can	create	a	complete	meal	with	the	Mediterranean	Diet	in	as	little	as	10-30	minutes	
which	is	ideal	for	professional	athletes	who	have	a	tight	schedule,	however,	you	can	
also	create	more	complex	meals,	that	fit	perfectly	based	on	the	specific	time	you	want	
to	allocate.	Flavor	is	important	for	long-term	sustainability,	plain	diets	or	not	indulging	
here	and	there	in	moderation	maintaining	total	daily	protein	and	calories	leads	to	low	
adherence	long	term,	and	binge	eating	adds	additional	physical	and	mental	stress	to	the	
already	stressed	life	of	professional	athletes.	Make	an	exception	for	the	fight	week	of	
combat	athletes	that	need	to	make	weight	where	the	goal	is	not	flavor	or	sustainability	
but	making	weight,	but	it	is	1	week	over	three	months.

1. Combat Sports

In	combat	sports,	such	as	boxing,	kickboxing,	Brazilian	Jiu-Jitsu,	wrestling,	combat	karate,	
MMA,	and	Judo,	athletes	often	face	challenges	related	to	weight	management	and	optimal	
performance.	Meal	plans	for	these	athletes	should	focus	on	maintaining	muscle	mass	
while	achieving	weight	goals	of	achieving	8-12%	of	body	fat	and	ensuring	energy	levels	
remain	high.	
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Example Meal Plan for Combat Sports during Fight 
Camp:
One Training Session

MEAL NUTRITION
Breakfast
•	 Greek	Yogurt	(200g)	with	Mixed	Berries	(100g)	and	1	tbsp	Honey
•	 Oats	(1/2	cup)	cooked	with	Almond	Milk
•	 1	tbsp	Ground	Flaxseeds
•	 1	Orange

•	 Calories:	600	kcal
•	 Protein:	30g
•	 Carbohydrates:	85g
•	 Fat:	15g
•	 Fiber:	12g

Mid-Morning Snack 
•	 1	Apple
•	 A	handful	of	Almonds	(30g)
•	 1	Boiled	Egg

•	 Calories:	250	kcal
•	 Protein:	10g
•	 Carbohydrates:	25g
•	 Fat:	15g
•	 Fiber:	5g

Pre-Workout
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Fat:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

During Training
•	 Vitargo	(30g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	120	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	30g

Lunch
•	 Whole	Wheat	Pita	Bread	with	Grilled	Chicken	(150g),	Spinach,	Red	Onions,	

Sauerkraut,	Olives,	Cherry	Tomatoes,	and	Homemade	Tzatziki	Sauce	
(Greek	yogurt,	cucumber,	garlic,	lemon	juice,	dill)

•	 Lentil	Soup	(Mediterranean	style)	is	made	with	lentils,	bone	broth,	carrots,	
celery,	onions,	garlic,	tomatoes,	and	when	serving	added	minced	cilantro

•	 Calories:	750	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	80g
•	 Fat:	25g
•	 Fiber:	18g

Afternoon Snack
•	 Super	Shake	(with	protein	powder,	spinach,	fruits,	oats,	avocado,	and	

almond	milk)

•	 Calories:	450	kcal
•	 Protein:	35g
•	 Carbohydrates:	50g
•	 Fat:	15g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Dinner
•	 Gragnano	Pasta	with	Clams	(200g	cooked	pasta,	clams,	garlic,	olive	oil,	

parsley,	white	wine)	
•	 Roasted	Mediterranean	Vegetables	(e.g.,	zucchini,	bell	peppers,	eggplant)	

seasoned	with	Olive	Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	Mus-
tard,	and	Honey	Dressing

•	 Calories:	800	kcal
•	 Protein:	40g
•	 Carbohydrates:	90g
•	 Fat:	30g
•	 Fiber:	10g

One Training Session Total

•	 Calories:	~3,250	kcal
•	 Protein:	~190g
•	 Carbohydrates:	~400g
•	 Total	Fats:	~101g

•	 Monounsaturated	Fats:	~45g
•	 Polyunsaturated	Fats:	~15g
•	 Saturated	Fats:	~41g

•	 Fiber:	~65g
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Two Training Sessions

This	meal	plan	balances	high-quality	protein	sources	for	muscle	repair,	complex	
carbohydrates	for	sustained	energy,	and	healthy	fats	for	overall	health.	Adjustments	
can	be	made	based	on	the	athlete’s	specific	weight	goals,	training	phase,	and	training	
intensity.

MEAL NUTRITION
Breakfast
•	 Greek	Yogurt	(200g)	with	Mixed	Berries	(100g)	and	1	tbsp	Honey
•	 Oats	(1/2	cup)	cooked	with	Almond	Milk
•	 1	tbsp	Ground	Flaxseeds
•	 1	Orange

•	 Calories:	600	kcal
•	 Protein:	30g
•	 Carbohydrates:	85g
•	 Fat:	15g
•	 Fiber:	12g

Pre-Workout 
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Fat:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

During Training
•	 Vitargo	(30g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	120	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	30g

Lunch
•	 Whole	Wheat	Pita	Bread	with	Grilled	Chicken	(150g),	Spinach,	Red	Onions,	

Sauerkraut,	Olives,	Cherry	Tomatoes,	and	Homemade	Tzatziki	Sauce	
(Greek	yogurt,	cucumber,	garlic,	lemon	juice,	dill)

•	 Lentil	Soup	(Mediterranean	style)	made	with	lentils,	bone	broth,	carrots,	
celery,	onions,	garlic,	tomatoes,	and	Mediterranean	herbs

•	 Calories:	750	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	80g
•	 Fat:	25g
•	 Fiber:	18g

Post-Workout
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Fat:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Dinner
•	 Gragnano	Pasta	with	Clams	(200g	cooked	pasta,	clams,	garlic,	olive	oil,	

parsley,	white	wine)	following	the	Genoa	recipe
•	 Grilled	Mediterranean	Vegetables	(e.g.,	zucchini,	bell	peppers,	eggplant)	

seasoned	with	Olive	Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	Mus-
tard,	and	Honey	Dressing.

•	 Calories:	800	kcal
•	 Protein:	40g
•	 Carbohydrates:	90g
•	 Fat:	30g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Two Training Sessions Total

•	 Calories:	~3,250	kcal
•	 Protein:	~190g
•	 Carbohydrates:	~400g
•	 Total	Fats:	~101g

•	 Monounsaturated	Fats:	~45g
•	 Polyunsaturated	Fats:	~15g
•	 Saturated	Fats:	~41g

•	 Fiber:	~65g
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2. Team Sports

For	athletes	in	team	sports	such	as	soccer	or	basketball,	the	focus	should	be	on	sustaining	
energy	levels	and	supporting	recovery.	A	balanced	intake	of	carbohydrates,	proteins,	and	
fats	is	crucial	to	support	prolonged	physical	activity	and	rapid	recovery	between	sessions

Example Meal Plan for Team Sports:
One Training Session & Match Day

MEAL NUTRITION
Breakfast (3-4 hours before match)
•	 Oatmeal	(1	cup	cooked)	with	Banana	(1),	Mixed	Berries	(100g),	and	Honey	(1	tbsp)
•	 Scrambled	Eggs	(2	eggs)	with	Spinach	and	Tomatoes
•	 Whole	Grain	Toast	(2	slices)	with	Peanut	Butter	(1	tbsp)
•	 1	Glass	of	Orange	Juice

•	 Calories:	750	kcal
•	 Protein:	30g
•	 Carbohydrates:	110g
•	 Total	Fats:	25g
•	 Fiber:	12g

Pre-Match Snack (1-2 hours before match) 
•	 Rice	Cakes	(3)	with	Almond	Butter	(2	tbsp)
•	 1	Apple
•	 Electrolyte	Drink	or	Sports	Drink

•	 Calories:	400	kcal
•	 Protein:	8g
•	 Carbohydrates:	60g
•	 Total	Fats:	12g
•	 Fiber:	6g

During Match
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	160	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Total	Fats:	0g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Post-Match Recovery (Immediately after the match)
•	 Whey	Protein	Shake	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water
•	 1	Banana

•	 Calories:	400	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	70g
•	 Total	Fats:	1g
•	 Fiber:	3g

Lunch
•	 Grilled	Chicken	Breast	(200g)
•	 Lentil	Soup	(Mediterranean	style)	made	with	lentils,	carrots,	celery,	onions,	garlic,	

tomatoes,	and	Mediterranean	herbs
•	 Brown	Rice	(1	cup	cooked)
•	 Mixed	Leafy	Greens	with	Olive	Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	

Mustard,	and	Honey	Dressing

•	 Calories:	850	kcal
•	 Protein:	60g
•	 Carbohydrates:	100g
•	 Total	Fats:	20g
•	 Fiber:	15g

Afternoon Snack
•	 Greek	Yogurt	(150g)	with	Granola	(50g)
•	 Mixed	Nuts	(30g)
•	 1	Pear

•	 Calories:	400	kcal
•	 Protein:	15g
•	 Carbohydrates:	50g
•	 Total	Fats:	18g
•	 Fiber:	8g

Dinner
•	 Baked	Salmon	(200g)	with	Herbs	and	Lemon
•	 Sweet	Potato	(1	large)	roasted	with	Olive	Oil
•	 Roasted	Mediterranean	Vegetables	(e.g.,	zucchini,	bell	peppers,	eggplant)	sea-

soned	with	Olive	Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	Mustard,	and	
Honey	Dressing

•	 Calories:	800	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	80g
•	 Total	Fats:	30g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Day 1 Totals

•	 Calories:	~3,760	kcal
•	 Protein:	~238g
•	 Carbohydrates:	~510g
•	 Total	Fats:	~106g

•	 Monounsaturated	Fats:	~49g
•	 Polyunsaturated	Fats:	~24g
•	 Saturated	Fats:	~33g

•	 Fiber:	~64g
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Two Training Sessions

This plan provides a balanced intake of nutrients to support both high-intensity training and recovery. 
The emphasis on carbohydrates helps fuel long periods of activity, while protein supports muscle repair 
and growth.

MEAL NUTRITION
Breakfast (3-4 hours before match)
•	 Omelet	(3	eggs)	with	Spinach,	Mushrooms,	and	Tomatoes
•	 Whole	Grain	Toast	(2	slices)	with	Avocado	(1/2)
•	 1	Orange

•	 Calories:	650	kcal
•	 Protein:	28g
•	 Carbohydrates:	60g
•	 Total	Fats:	30g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Pre-Workout (Second Session)
•	 Rice	Cakes	(3)	with	Peanut	Butter	(2	tbsp)
•	 Banana	(1)

•	 Calories:	350	kcal
•	 Protein:	8g
•	 Carbohydrates:	60g
•	 Total	Fats:	10g
•	 Fiber:	4g

During Training (First Session)
•	 Vitargo	(30g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	120	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	30g
•	 Total	Fats:	0g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Post-Workout (First Session)
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Total	Fats:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Lunch
•	 Whole	Wheat	Pita	Bread	with	Grilled	Chicken	(150g),	Spinach,	Red	Onions,	Olives,	

Cherry	Tomatoes,	and	Homemade	Tzatziki	Sauce.
•	 Lentil	Soup	(Mediterranean	style)	is	made	with	lentils,	carrots,	celery,	onions,	

garlic,	tomatoes,	and	Mediterranean	herbs.

•	 Calories:	800	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	90g
•	 Total	Fats:	22g
•	 Fiber:	15g

Pre-Workout (Second Session)
•	 Rice	Cakes	(3)	with	Peanut	Butter	(2	tbsp)
•	 Banana	(1)

•	 Calories:	350	kcal
•	 Protein:	8g
•	 Carbohydrates:	60g
•	 Total	Fats:	10g
•	 Fiber:	4g

During Training (Second Session)
•	 Vitargo	(30g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	120	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	30g
•	 Total	Fats:	0g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Post-Workout (Second Session)
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Total	Fats:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Dinner
•	 Grilled	Chicken	Thighs	(200g)	with	Lemon	and	Garlic.
•	 Couscous	(1	cup	cooked)
•	 Sautéed	Mediterranean	Vegetables	(e.g.,	zucchini,	bell	peppers,	eggplant)	in	Olive	

Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	Mustard,	and	Honey	Dressing.

•	 Calories:	850	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	85g
•	 Total	Fats:	30g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Two Training Daily Totals

•	 Calories:	~4,030	kcal
•	 Protein:	~261g
•	 Carbohydrates:	~475g
•	 Total	Fats:	~107g

•	 Monounsaturated	Fats:	~47g
•	 Polyunsaturated	Fats:	~21g
•	 Saturated	Fats:	~29g

•	 Fiber:	~63g
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3. Individual Sports

Individual	sports,	such	as	track	and	field	or	swimming,	often	require	precise	nutritional	
strategies	to	meet	performance	and	recovery	needs.	Athletes	in	these	sports	may	benefit	
from	a	diet	tailored	to	their	specific	energy	expenditure	and	body	composition	goals.

Example Meal Plan for Individual Sports:
Match Day with One Training Session

MEAL NUTRITION
Breakfast (3-4 hours before match)
•	 Oatmeal	(1	cup	cooked)	with	Sliced	Bananas	(1),	Mixed	Berries	(100g),	and	Honey	

(1	tbsp)
•	 Scrambled	Eggs	(3	eggs)	with	Spinach	and	Tomatoes
•	 Whole	Grain	Toast	(2	slices)	with	Peanut	Butter	(1	tbsp)
•	 1	Glass	of	Orange	Juice

•	 Calories:	750	kcal
•	 Protein:	30g
•	 Carbohydrates:	110g
•	 Total	Fats:	25g
•	 Fiber:	12g

Pre-Match Snack (1-2 hours before competition)
•	 Rice	Cakes	(3)	with	Almond	Butter	(2	tbsp)
•	 1	Banana
•	 Electrolyte	Drink	or	Sports	Drink

•	 Calories:	350	kcal
•	 Protein:	8g
•	 Carbohydrates:	60g
•	 Total	Fats:	12g
•	 Fiber:	5g

During Match
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	160	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Total	Fats:	0g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Post-Match Recovery
•	 Whey	Protein	Shake	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water
•	 1	Apple

•	 Calories:	380	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	70g
•	 Total	Fats:	1g
•	 Fiber:	5g

Lunch
•	 Grilled	Chicken	Breast	(200g)
•	 Lentil	Soup	(Mediterranean	style)	made	with	lentils,	carrots,	celery,	onions,	garlic,	

tomatoes,	and	Mediterranean	herbs
•	 Quinoa	(1	cup	cooked)
•	 Mixed	Leafy	Greens	with	Olive	Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	

Mustard,	and	Honey	Dressing

•	 Calories:	850	kcal
•	 Protein:	60g
•	 Carbohydrates:	100g
•	 Total	Fats:	20g
•	 Fiber:	15g

Afternoon Snack
•	 Greek	Yogurt	(150g)	with	Granola	(50g)
•	 Mixed	Nuts	(30g)
•	 1	Orange

•	 Calories:	450	kcal
•	 Protein:	20g
•	 Carbohydrates:	50g
•	 Total	Fats:	18g
•	 Fiber:	8g

Dinner
•	 Grilled	Salmon	(200g)	with	Herbs	and	Lemon
•	 Sweet	Potato	(1	large)	roasted	with	Olive	Oil
•	 Sautéed	Mediterranean	Vegetables	(e.g.,	zucchini,	bell	peppers,	eggplant)	sea-

soned	with	Olive	Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	Mustard,	and	
Honey	Dressing

•	 Calories:	800	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	80g
•	 Total	Fats:	30g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Day 1 Totals

•	 Calories:	~3,740	kcal
•	 Protein:	~253g
•	 Carbohydrates:	~510g
•	 Total	Fats:	~106g

•	 Monounsaturated	Fats:	~49g
•	 Polyunsaturated	Fats:	~24g
•	 Saturated	Fats:	~33g

•	 Fiber:	~55g
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Double Training Sessions

MEAL NUTRITION
Breakfast (3-4 hours before match)
•	 Whole	Grain	Pancakes	(2	medium)	with	Berries	(100g)	and	Maple	Syrup	(1	tbsp)
•	 Scrambled	Eggs	(2	eggs)	with	Spinach	and	Mushrooms
•	 1	Glass	of	Orange	Juice

•	 Calories:	700	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	100g
•	 Total	Fats:	20g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Pre-Workout (First Session)
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Total	Fats:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

During Training (First Session)
•	 Vitargo	(30g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	120	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	30g
•	 Total	Fats:	0g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Post-Workout (First Session)
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Total	Fats:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Lunch
•	 Whole	Wheat	Pita	Bread	with	Grilled	Chicken	(150g),	Spinach,	Red	Onions,	Olives,	

Cherry	Tomatoes,	and	Homemade	Tzatziki	Sauce
•	 Lentil	Soup	(Mediterranean	style)	made	with	lentils,	carrots,	celery,	onions,	garlic,	

tomatoes,	and	Mediterranean	herbs

•	 Calories:	800	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	90g
•	 Total	Fats:	22g
•	 Fiber:	15g

Pre-Workout (Second Session)
•	 Rice	Cakes	(3)	with	Peanut	Butter	(2	tbsp)
•	 Banana	(1)

•	 Calories:	350	kcal
•	 Protein:	8g
•	 Carbohydrates:	60g
•	 Total	Fats:	10g
•	 Fiber:	4g

During Training (Second Session)
•	 Vitargo	(30g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	120	kcal
•	 Carbohydrates:	30g
•	 Total	Fats:	0g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Post-Workout (Second Session)
•	 Whey	Protein	(25g	protein)	mixed	with	Water
•	 Vitargo	(40g)	mixed	with	Water

•	 Calories:	280	kcal
•	 Protein:	25g
•	 Carbohydrates:	40g
•	 Total	Fats:	1g
•	 Fiber:	0g

Dinner
•	 Grilled	Chicken	Thighs	(200g)	with	Lemon	and	Garlic
•	 Brown	Rice	(1	cup	cooked)
•	 Roasted	Mediterranean	Vegetables	(e.g.,	zucchini,	bell	peppers,	eggplant)	sea-

soned	with	Olive	Oil,	Thyme,	Black	Pepper,	Oregano,	Lime,	Dijon	Mustard,	and	
Honey	Dressing

•	 Calories:	850	kcal
•	 Protein:	50g
•	 Carbohydrates:	85g
•	 Total	Fats:	30g
•	 Fiber:	10g

Day Two Totals

•	 Calories:	~4,000	kcal
•	 Protein:	~253g
•	 Carbohydrates:	~505g
•	 Total	Fats:	~105g

•	 Monounsaturated	Fats:	~46g
•	 Polyunsaturated	Fats:	~22g
•	 Saturated	Fats:	~30g

•	 Fiber:	~54g



61

Adding Flavor with Herbs & Spices

Tailoring	the	diet	to	the	individual’s	performance	needs	involves	adjusting	macronutrient	
ratios	and	meal	timing	to	match	their	specific	training	demands	and	goals.

When	creating	meal	plans	and	recipes,	it’s	essential	to	incorporate	a	variety	of	herbs	
and	spices	to	enhance	both	the	flavor	and	health	benefits	of	the	dishes.	For	instance,	a	
traditional	Mediterranean	dish	like	grilled	chicken	with	rosemary	and	garlic	not	only	offers	
lean	protein	but	also	provides	the	anti-inflammatory	benefits	of	rosemary.	Similarly,	a	
salad	dressed	with	extra	virgin	olive	oil,	lemon,	and	a	sprinkle	of	oregano	can	be	both	
refreshing	and	beneficial	for	reducing	oxidative	stress.

Hydration Strategies
Importance of Hydration

Hydration	is	a	critical	aspect	of	athletic	
performance	and	recovery.	Adequate	
fluid	intake	helps	maintain	cardiovascular	
function,	thermoregulation,	and	overall	
physical	performance.90	Dehydration	can	
impair	endurance,	increase	the	risk	of	
injury,	and	hinder	recovery.

Hydration in Hot Climates and  
High-Intensity Sports

In	hot	climates	or	during	high-intensity	
sports,	athletes	need	to	be	particularly	
vigilant	about	hydration.	Fluid	losses	
through	sweat	can	be	significant,	and	
replacing	both	fluids	and	electrolytes	is	
essential	for	maintaining	performance	
and	preventing	heat-related	illnesses.91
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Hydration Strategies:

1. Pre-Hydration:	Athletes	should	start	hydrating	well	before	their	training	or	
competition.	Drinking	fluids	2-3	hours	before	exercise	helps	ensure	that	the	body	
is	adequately	hydrated.90	Consuming	beverages	with	electrolytes	can	help	maintain	
electrolyte	balance.

2. During Exercise:	For	exercise	lasting	longer	than	60	minutes,	sports	drinks	
containing	carbohydrates	and	electrolytes	can	be	beneficial.89	This	helps	sustain	
energy	levels	and	replace	lost	electrolytes.	For	shorter	sessions,	water	is	typically	
sufficient.

3. Post-Exercise:	Rehydration	should	begin	immediately	after	exercise.	Consuming	
a	beverage	with	electrolytes	and	carbohydrates	helps	replenish	lost	fluids	and	
glycogen	stores.	A	general	guideline	is	to	drink	1.5	liters	of	fluid	for	every	kilogram	
of	body	weight	lost	during	exercise.90

Monitoring Hydration:

Athletes	can	monitor	hydration	status	through	various	methods,	including	tracking	urine	
color,	body	weight	changes,	and	sweat	rates.	Transparent	or	light	yellow	urine	typically	
indicates	proper	hydration,	while	dark	urine	suggests	dehydration131.

131	 	Sawka,	M.	N.,	Coyle,	E.	F.,	&	Montain,	S.	J.	(2007).	Hydration	and	fluid	balance.	In: Maughan RJ, editor. The Olympic 
athlete: The role of hydration.	London:	Routledge.	p.	1-18.



63

 
Monitoring and Adjusting
Tracking Performance and Dietary Adjustments

Monitoring	performance	and	making	dietary	adjustments	are	
crucial	for	optimizing	athletic	outcomes.	Regular	assessment	helps	
determine	whether	the	current	diet	supports	training	goals	and	
overall	health.

1. Performance Tracking:

Athletes	should	track	their	performance	metrics,	including	strength,	
endurance,	recovery	times,	and	body	composition	changes.	Tools	
such	as	performance	logs,	wearable	technology,	and	fitness	apps	
can	provide	valuable	data	for	evaluating	progress132.

2. Dietary Adjustments:

Based	on	performance	data	and	feedback,	dietary	adjustments	may	
be	needed.	For	instance,	if	an	athlete	is	experiencing	fatigue	or	poor	
recovery,	increasing	carbohydrate	intake,	or	adjusting	calories,	meal	
timing	might	be	beneficial.	Conversely,	if	weight	management	is	a	
concern,	modifying	portion	sizes	or	macronutrient	ratios	can	help.87

3. Consult with Professionals:

Working	with	a	sports	dietitian	or	sports	nutritionist	can	provide	
personalized	guidance	and	help	make	informed	adjustments	based	
on	performance	data	and	nutritional	needs133.	Regular	weekly	
consultations	can	ensure	that	dietary	strategies	remain	aligned	with	
training	goals	and	overall	health.

Practical	implementation	of	nutrition	for	professional	athletes	
involves	creating	tailored	meal	plans,	implementing	effective	
hydration	strategies,	and	continuously	monitoring	and	adjusting	
dietary	practices.	By	addressing	the	specific	needs	of	different	
sports	and	training	phases,	athletes	can	optimize	their	performance,	
support	recovery,	and	achieve	their	competitive	goals.

132	 	Higgins,	J.	P.,	&	Higgins,	L.	A.	(2012).	Using	technology	to	monitor	athletic	performance.	Sports Medicine, 42(5),	437-448.	
https://doi.org/10.2165/11598620-000000000-00000
133	 	Cunningham,	J.	J.,	&	Thornton,	S.	N.	(2004).	The	role	of	nutrition	in	sports	performance.	Journal of the American Dietetic Associa-
tion, 104(6),	925-936.	https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jada.2004.03.019
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Ready to Get Started?
The	Mediterranean	diet,	characterized	by	its	diverse	and	balanced	approach	to	nutrition,	
has	proven	to	be	a	powerful	dietary	pattern	for	professional	athletes	across	various	
sports.	As	this	book	has	detailed,	the	diet’s	benefits	are	multifaceted,	encompassing	
improved	cardiovascular	health,	enhanced	recovery,	sustained	energy	levels,	and	better	
overall	performance.	The	diet’s	emphasis	on	whole	foods,	healthy	fats,	and	nutrient-rich	
ingredients	supports	both	the	immediate	and	long-term	needs	of	athletes.

1. Health Benefits

The	Mediterranean	diet’s	impact	on	cardiovascular	health	is	well-supported	by	scientific	
evidence,	with	research	consistently	showing	its	ability	to	reduce	the	risk	of	cardiovascular	
disease	and	improve	heart	function	(Estruch	et	al.,	2013).	For	athletes,	maintaining	
optimal	heart	health	is	crucial	for	endurance	and	performance.	Additionally,	the	anti-
inflammatory	properties	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	help	reduce	exercise-induced	
inflammation,	which	is	essential	for	quicker	recovery	and	reduced	muscle	soreness	(Serra-
Majem	et	al.,	2004;	Schwingshackl	et	al.,	2014).	This	effect	can	significantly	enhance	an	
athlete’s	ability	to	train	effectively	and	compete	at	a	high	level.

2. Performance and Recovery

The	Mediterranean	diet	supports	athletic	performance	through	its	balanced	
macronutrient	profile	and	rich	supply	of	micronutrients.	The	diet’s	inclusion	of	healthy	
fats,	such	as	those	from	olive	oil	and	nuts,	provides	a	steady	source	of	energy	and	
supports	hormone	production,	which	is	vital	for	muscle	growth	and	repair	(Esposito	et	
al.,	2009).	Carbohydrates	from	whole	grains	and	fruits	offer	sustained	energy	release,	
while	protein	from	lean	sources	aids	in	muscle	recovery	and	growth.	The	diet’s	ability	to	
support	these	physiological	processes	underscores	its	effectiveness	for	athletes	looking	to	
optimize	their	performance.



65

3. Adaptability and Sustainability

One	of	the	key	strengths	of	the	Mediterranean	diet	is	its	adaptability.	Whether	an	athlete	
follows	a	plant-based,	vegan,	or	omnivorous	approach,	the	Mediterranean	diet	can	be	
tailored	to	meet	diverse	nutritional	needs	while	maintaining	its	health	benefits.	This	
flexibility	allows	athletes	to	customize	their	diets	according	to	personal	preferences	and	
dietary	restrictions	without	compromising	on	nutritional	quality	(Trichopoulou	et	al.,	
2000).	The	diet’s	focus	on	variety	and	whole	foods	also	makes	it	a	sustainable	long-term	
dietary	choice,	which	is	essential	for	maintaining	health	and	performance	over	time.

4. Practical Implementation

Adopting	the	Mediterranean	diet	involves	practical	steps	that	can	be	integrated	into	daily	
life.	Meal	planning	and	preparation	are	central	to	this	process,	ensuring	that	athletes	
consistently	consume	nutrient-dense	foods	that	support	their	training	and	recovery.	
Hydration	strategies,	particularly	in	high-intensity	and	hot-climate	sports,	are	also	crucial	
for	maintaining	optimal	performance	and	preventing	dehydration	(Maughan	&	Shirreffs,	
2012).	Monitoring	and	adjusting	dietary	intake	based	on	performance	metrics	and	
individual	needs	further	enhances	the	diet’s	effectiveness.	These	practical	elements	are	
key	to	successfully	implementing	the	Mediterranean	diet	into	an	athlete’s	routine.
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Final Thoughts
Embracing	the	Mediterranean	diet	offers	professional	athletes	a	comprehensive	approach	
to	nutrition	that	supports	both	their	athletic	and	overall	health.	The	diet’s	evidence-based	
benefits,	combined	with	its	adaptability	and	sustainability,	make	it	an	excellent	choice	for	
athletes	striving	to	enhance	their	performance	and	well-being.	As	with	any	dietary	change,	
commitment	and	consistency	are	crucial	for	achieving	long-term	success.

For	athletes	considering	adopting	the	Mediterranean	diet,	the	following	advice	can	help	
ensure	long-term	adherence:

1. Start Gradually:	Begin	by	incorporating	Mediterranean	diet	principles	into	one	or	
two	meals	per	day.	Gradually	increase	the	number	of	meals	that	follow	the	diet’s	
guidelines	to	allow	for	an	easier	transition.

2. Focus on Variety:	Embrace	the	diet’s	emphasis	on	variety	by	exploring	different	
fruits,	vegetables,	whole	grains,	and	healthy	fats.	This	not	only	ensures	a	well-
rounded	nutrient	intake	but	also	keeps	meals	enjoyable	and	interesting.

3. Plan Ahead:	Effective	meal	planning	is	essential	for	maintaining	adherence	to	
the	Mediterranean	diet.	Plan	meals	and	snacks	to	ensure	that	healthy	options	are	
readily	available.

4. Stay Educated:	Continue	to	educate	yourself	about	the	Mediterranean	diet’s	
benefits	and	best	practices.	Staying	informed	can	help	you	make	better	dietary	
choices	and	address	any	challenges	that	arise.

5. Seek Support:	Engage	with	nutrition	professionals	or	dietitians	who	can	provide	
personalized	guidance	and	support.	Professional	advice	can	be	invaluable	in	
optimizing	your	diet	and	addressing	any	specific	needs	or	concerns.

By	incorporating	these	strategies	and	staying	committed	to	the	Mediterranean	diet,	
athletes	can	achieve	their	health	and	performance	goals	while	enjoying	the	numerous	
benefits	that	this	dietary	pattern	has	to	offer.
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