November 19, 2008 - Rest and Recovery
Runners tend be a very motivated once they get in the habit of training consistently to improve race performances.   If training 30 miles each week is good, then 50 or 60 or 70 miles per week must be better.   If three repeat miles are good to build stamina, then four or five repeats will do more.   If an eight mile tempo run helps in marathon preparation, then a 12-mile tempo run has to be superior.   If 18-20 mile long runs build great endurance, then 22-24 mile runs will take you to an even higher level.   This is the thought process that is easy to proceed with.   Runners keep adding more distance, making track sessions tougher, working harder on tempo runs and increasing long runs with certainty that their upcoming races will be correspondingly faster.   However, what often happens is that fatigue, staleness and general malaise sets in.   An important part of any training program has been omitted – rest and recovery.
Physical Rest and Recovery
When we exercise we work our muscles and push them a bit past their current limits when the training session is more than we are accustomed to.   When we run longer or faster as our training program progresses our muscles incur microscopic tears as extraordinary stresses are placed on them.   This is good as the muscles will rebuild and be stronger in the future so that exercise that was tough now becomes the norm.   In order for our muscles to undergo this transformation they need adequate protein and proper rest and recovery.   So when you do anything that is a step up from your recent training you must go relatively easy for one or two days.   Don’t get caught up in the “mileage trap” that many runners fall into.   You don’t need to achieve a certain weekly mileage goal by piling on miles on your scheduled easy days.

Mental Rest and Recovery

Our minds also need some time to relax in the midst of a structured training plan.   It isn’t easy to endure race preparation for weeks and months on end.   Each time we do a tempo run, fartlek session, track workout or long run we expend mental energy concentrating on keeping our pace and accepting increasing levels of discomfort (some people call this pain.)   Just as important as it is for our bodies to “take a day off” from intense running, our minds need to relax.   These days are perfect for running with friends at a conversational pace and enjoying the outdoors as the miles go by.   Running on a golf course, in the woods or at the beach enhances our relaxation and helps our minds recover from the focus necessary on the intense training days.
The Joy of Sleeping
One area that most of us don’t pay enough attention to is our need for sleep.   Most adults need seven to eight hours of sleep while teenagers require a couple more hours.   Runners who are training seriously may need even more sleep or an afternoon nap to have enough energy to stay on their training program without feeling fatigued regularly or getting sick.   Remember that the body’s response to lack of rest is often “coming down with a cold.”   So before you are forced to take days off from running and to sleep more, take care to add sleep to your day.   It is difficult in modern society as we tend to go to sleep when we want to and awaken when we have to.   Make a plan to turn off your television, radio and computer at a specific time each evening and experience the joy of sleeping.
Alternating Hard and Easy Days

General training protocols have included some version of the “hard, easy” approach since I started running as a teenager back in the 1970s.   After many years of observing other runners’ successes and failures and noting my own ups and downs I have developed some thoughts on variations of this methodology.   First, I believe there are differences based on age.   Teenage runners and those in their twenties can usually alternate hard and easy days much more easily than older runners.   As we age it seems that most of us need two easy days after every hard day.   The Hansons-Brooks team’s approach with many of their athletes uses an “S.O.S.” thought process where every third day is “something of substance.”   This is another way of saying to run “hard, easy, easy,” but reminds us that a long run is considered “hard” even though it may not be fast.   Whatever the terminology, the hard days help us to increase our fitness when our bodies consolidate the benefits on our easy days.
Bringing it All Together

Rest and recovery is a necessity in a challenging training program.   If we wish to race our best we need to let our bodies repair and our minds relax after intense training sessions.   Don’t be a slave to your training log and add pointless miles on your easy days.   Get your sleep and be strong for the next day that awaits you.   Don’t spend so much time and effort training to race fast, improve your times or to step up to a new distance such as your first marathon without incorporating rest and recovery into your training plan.   Remember the old saying - “Don’t train harder; train smarter.”
