September 6, 2008 - Racing Too Much
Most of us who run regularly also participate in races.   For those who do not train to race their fastest, but who enjoy racing for camaraderie, to get cool finisher’s medals or for a goal such as running a marathon a month, the concept of “racing too much” doesn’t come into play.   But for runners who are training to improve, hit goal times and reach their potential the idea is real.   Other variables like race distances, racing schedule and mental toughness also factor into the equation.

High school and collegiate runners typically race very often.   During track season this can help as athletes get used to the mental and physical demands of intense efforts.   Conversely, at some point in cross country season runners often crash and burn due to weekly racing at longer distances.   From my own experience and watching my teammates and opponents throughout high school and college, most runners can race very regularly on the track at distances up to two miles without serious negative consequences.   However, in cross country season high school many runners need a week without a race after racing three or four weekends in a row.   Collegiate runners, especially the young men racing at distances ranging from 8k to 10k, perform much better if they don’t race more then two out of every three weeks.
Adults who race at distances from 5k up to marathons typically have a lighter racing schedule and control over which races they run.   Some may sign up for a racing series, but these rarely include more than two races per month.   Of course if other races are added then one’s racing plan could get quite busy.   If you find that you are racing three out of every four weeks, you will probably notice that you can’t adequately train for and mentally concentrate on optimum performances.
So what is the perfect number of races to mix into your training schedule that allows you to train well, race strong and get ready for a peak race that is several months in the future?   While it can vary from person to person, for runners I coach, others I observe and for me it seems to be about every three weeks.   This allows for two weeks of training followed by a week with a mini-taper and a race.   Especially in a buildup phase of many months before a full or half marathon it is a nice mental and physical break to take it easy for a few days and then to test your fitness level at shorter distances.
There is also an easy way to know if you are racing too much.   If your training is going well, but your race performances are mediocre, you may be racing too much.   If you show up at the starting line and continually wish you weren’t there, you may be racing too much.   If nagging injuries start appearing frequently, you may be racing too much.   So, train well, race sparingly and reach your potential.
