How Rugby Players Maintain Power Output Across 80 Minutes
The physical demands of rugby are unlike almost any other sport, and the fuelling strategy has to match.
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There is a particular moment in the second half of a rugby match, somewhere around the 55th minute, when the game begins to separate players from each other. Not by skill, not by size, but by what is still available in the tank.
The demands of rugby are unlike most team sports in one specific way: the collisions never stop. A prop might engage in 30 or more scrums and carries across 80 minutes. A flanker covers ground comparable to a football midfielder but punctuates that distance with repeated high-force contacts. A winger who looks relatively quiet for long stretches still faces explosive sprint demands that arrive without warning. Each position tells a different metabolic story, but they share a common problem, the game is long, the intensity is non-negotiable, and the body's ability to sustain power output is finite.
What Actually Depletes
Muscle glycogen is the primary fuel for high-intensity efforts. Every scrum, every tackle, every 20-metre burst draws on those stores. Research in rugby union has consistently shown that players enter the second half with meaningfully reduced glycogen levels, and that the quality of explosive efforts, sprint speed, tackle force, jump height, declines as those stores fall. This is not a matter of fitness. Even well-conditioned players experience this. The physiology is the same regardless of how many sessions you've done in pre-season.
What makes rugby particularly demanding is the combination of aerobic and anaerobic work happening simultaneously. The aerobic system is working continuously to recover between efforts. The anaerobic system is being called upon for the contacts and accelerations. Both systems compete for substrate. Both need to be supported.
Fuelling Before the Whistle
The foundation is built in the 24 to 48 hours before kick-off. Carbohydrate loading, not in the extreme sense, but in the practical sense of ensuring muscle glycogen is fully stocked, is the single most impactful nutritional lever a rugby player can pull. This means prioritising rice, pasta, bread, and potatoes across pre-match meals, not just the night before but across the preceding day.
On match day, a meal three to four hours before kick-off should be carbohydrate-dense and relatively low in fat and fibre to support digestion. Something in the range of 2–3g of carbohydrate per kilogram of bodyweight is a reasonable target for most players. A 100kg forward eating 250g of carbohydrate before a match is not overeating, they are preparing.
Maintaining Output During Play
Half-time is a window that most players underuse. Fifteen minutes is enough time to meaningfully restore blood glucose and begin supporting the second half. A fast-digesting carbohydrate source, a gel, a sports drink, a banana, consumed within the first few minutes of the break gives the body time to absorb and mobilise before the second half begins. Players who skip this step are starting the second half already behind.
Hydration intersects with this directly. Even modest dehydration impairs cognitive function and decision-making, which in rugby translates to missed reads, poor line choices, and slower reaction times. Drinking to thirst is a reasonable guide during play, but at half-time, active rehydration should be deliberate.
What Separates the 80th Minute
The players who maintain power output late in matches are not simply fitter. They are better fuelled. They arrived at kick-off with full glycogen stores. They used half-time intelligently. They managed hydration across the game. These are not marginal gains, they are the difference between a player who is still making ground in the final quarter and one who is surviving it.
The 80th minute does not reward talent alone. It rewards preparation.
Frequently Asked Questions
What Actually Depletes?
Muscle glycogen is the primary fuel for high-intensity efforts. Every scrum, every tackle, every 20-metre burst draws on those stores.
What does this mean: Fuelling Before the Whistle?
The foundation is built in the 24 to 48 hours before kick-off. Carbohydrate loading, not in the extreme sense, but in the practical sense of ensuring muscle glycogen is fully stocked, is the single most impactful nutritional lever a rugby player can pull.
What does this mean: Maintaining Output During Play?
Half-time is a window that most players underuse. Fifteen minutes is enough time to meaningfully restore blood glucose and begin supporting the second half.
What Separates the 80th Minute?
The players who maintain power output late in matches are not simply fitter. They are better fuelled.
How can I put this into practice for better rugby player endurance nutrition?
Treat fuelling as part of your preparation, not an afterthought. The science only helps when it is applied consistently: plan around your training and competition, fuel before you feel you need to, and review what works for you over time. Science in Sport products are designed to make evidence-based fuelling simple to get right, so you arrive prepared and perform with confidence.
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