June 14, 2010 – Awareness versus Concern
Is there anyone reading this who has never been sore after running?   No – I didn’t think so.   Then is there a single person who has never had an injury that required rest or light running instead of your usual training plan?    No – I don’t believe so either.   The tricky part is to try and determine when we have soreness if it is just typical discomfort associated with a progressive training regimen or something worse that may lead to an injury.
When we increase mileage, add hill training, tempo runs, track sessions and other forms of intensity we put stress on our muscles.   The fibers are torn down and, when we get proper nutrition and fuel, they are replaced by stronger cells.  During this process we will experience soreness and need to be aware of this.   Elements of recovery including light running, stretching, ice baths and rest days are the recipe which allows us to get stronger and to slowly increase our capacity to do increasingly faster, longer and more strenuous training sessions.

But there are some times when the soreness we feel crosses over from awareness to a concern.   If we stress our bodies too much we may not have recovered two or three days later.  Then if we perform another intense training session, we may tear down the muscles before they have had a chance to rebuild.   One symptom is a pain that doesn’t decease or disappear during your warm up.  If you do a mile warm up, running drills and stride outs and are still experiencing acute pain, it may be a good idea to cancel your planned intense run and to run easy on a soft surface.

What I have seen happen way, way too often is that a runner has goal races approaching and doesn’t want to skip a ‘bread-and-butter’ hard training session that provides mental and physical strength to race well.   The runner warms up and feels the pain in a hamstring or glute or calf and is even forced to run off balance or with a slight limp.   But the runner does the session anyway causing the affected area to get worse.  Later that day or the next day it hurts so badly that several rest days are a necessity as the awareness is now a big concern as it has transitioned to a full-fledged injury.
So how do you try to prevent an area of awareness from turning into a concern?   First, jog an easy mile so loosen up your muscles.  Second, do some light stretching.   Then proceed with your planned training session – whether it is a long run, track session, hill repeats or tempo run.   But hold back a little bit more than usual.   If you planned an eight mile tempo run at 7:30 pace, dial it back to 7:45 pace.  If you were scheduled to do repeat 400 meters at 85 seconds, slow down and run at 90 seconds.   And most importantly, if the sore area gets worse as you get into the middle of your session – cut it short.  Don’t push through and hurt yourself so much that you end up with a troublesome injury.   Don’t let an awareness become a concern.
