September 9, 2009 – Racing Personal Bests
Some runners started running as teenagers while others pick up running in their thirties, forties or even later in life.   Inevitably as racing and competing follows, setting personal best times at various distances becomes a goal for most runners.   This begs the question – for how long can someone keep establishing new personal bests?
Nancy Stedman-Laux, Tallahassee Marathon Co-Race Director, asked me this exact question.   She has been running for about five years and this year set new personal bests at distances from the 5k to the marathon.   She noted that she has increased mileage, done some cross training and stayed injury free lately.   But she is wondering how long she can continue improving her times.   This got my mental faculties in high gear and neural synapses cranking!    The more I thought about it, the more it became clear that it isn’t how long you have been running, but what you have been doing during your ‘running years.’
There are several major stages of improvement where runners can set personal bests no matter what age they start:

1) Initial running - You may have exercised, participated in other sports or done little physically.   Personal bests are set as you gain the initial benefits of aerobic conditioning.   This continues as you get a feel for training and racing.
2) Variety - You start talking to other runners and reading a bit and realize that by varying distance and pace that you can reap benefits and race faster.   This is exciting and you wonder what else you can do to race faster.
3) Volume - Slowly increasing overall mileage improves your endurance and you have the strength and aerobic capacity to race faster.   Based on what distances you race this can be a huge factor in dropping your times.
4) Intensity - As your knowledge grows you add tempo runs, stamina training and speed sessions which moves you to another level of racing faster.   Your VO2 max goes up and your times go down.
5) Periodization - You break down a long training period, such as a year into periods where you emphasize endurance, stamina, speed or racing while still including some of the other elements of training in each period.   The changing focus helps you to improve your race performances.
6) Progression - Your training schedule becomes more refined as you challenge yourself with carefully planned training that yields incremental improvements.    Tempo runs are faster, track sessions are speedier and long runs are longer.   Personal best times continue to be challenged.
7) Review, Evaluation and Accountability - You have a coach who directs your training, helps you review and evaluate what you have done and where you are going and keeps you accountable.   Sometimes we are so close to the situation that an experienced voice and mind is needed to keep us moving in the right direction.   It isn’t a coincidence that Olympic and National class runners all have coaches.
So for Nancy and everyone else, it’s what you are doing that is the best predictor of the possibility of future personal best times.    Items #'s 1-3 above are done by most runners, #4 by some (but not in a manner that always yields the best results) and #'s 5-7 are done by few runners.   So, figure out where you are and what you can do in the future.   Most runners do have the ability to train better and smarter with resulting faster personal bests or, for those who have been running for a long time, better age group PRs.

