July 19, 2009 - Overtraining
In an unending quest to improve race performances runners have to be careful about becoming obsessive.   Increased mileage, lengthening long runs and adding various forms of intense training sessions can help.   But there is a fine line we must be careful we don’t cross or we will end up constantly exhausted, racing poorly and apathetic about running.   These are all signs of overtraining.
It’s easy to see how we can fall into the overtraining trap.   As our training program adds volume and intensity we reap the rewards of faster race performances.   This excites us and we train even harder which results in even better race results.   Pretty soon we are going fast on what are supposed to be easy days and running on what were once off days.   We expect to continue on the road to running nirvana but instead feel sluggish, race slower and wonder what is wrong.   More often than not, overtraining has us in its grip.
But don’t automatically think overtraining is the cause of your malaise.   Exclude other items such as inadequate sleep, low iron levels, not enough protein in the diet and insufficient total calories.   If none of these conditions are present, then overtraining may be the culprit.   Note subtle changes in your body.   If your pulse is higher than usual after easy or moderate runs, your resting pulse is elevated, your strength has decreased or your coordination seems poorer, it could be a sign that you have been overtraining.

If you do find yourself in a state where you are over trained, the remedy could be more than you can stomach.   Instead of taking a one or two week break, you may have to stop running for a month or two.    This is very drastic and nearly all dedicated runners would find it impossible to do.   So it is very difficult to recover from overtraining.

Since bouncing back from overtraining is so challenging, you must take care to avoid getting in that state.   There are several things you can do.   First, ensure that there are easy days in your training schedule.   Use the ‘hard, easy’ approach of a hard day of training followed by one or two easy days.   Second, don’t be afraid to take a day off occasionally or to run with friends who run a minute or two per mile slower than you do even on your easiest runs.   And finally, as you build or maintain your mileage base, use a three week cycle of two higher mileage weeks and one week with at least 20% less volume.
The road to better racing is one where we push our bodies to higher limits.   This puts us close to crossing the line and doing too much.  But if we are aware of the possibility of overtraining we can minimize its chance of occurring with a balanced training plan that gives us consistent incremental gains in fitness and race outcomes.
