December 10, 2009 - Racing Strategy and Information

Whether we are taking a test in school, deciding where to invest our money (if we still have any) or preparing to run a race we need to develop a sound strategy.   This may seem basic but it is very important.   Even more paramount is to have and understand the many facets underlying our race plan.   If our thought process is flawed, then our approach is likely to fail.   Racing is about strategy… and strategy is about information.
The information we require when racing concerns our fitness, weather conditions, course features, experience and our opponents.   Runners tend to overestimate their ability to race at a certain pace.  Maybe its part of the ‘glass half full’ syndrome.   We get ready for a race, are excited about completing it in a personal best, age group personal record or faster than a month ago or a year ago.   We set out fast and ‘put time in the bank’ only to suffer the consequences in the latter part of the race.
On the opposite side of the spectrum we usually underestimate the effect of cold, heat, humidity or rain on our performances.   If it is colder than forty-five degrees our bodies expend excess energy trying to keep warm.  If it is hot and humid we get dehydrated and have to slow down as our circulatory system struggles to get needed oxygen to our muscles.   Rain may cool us down but water-logged shoes that feel like cement blocks can’t do anything but slow our pace.

Course features present many challenges.   Hills are best climbed by shortening our stride, slowing down and maintaining a constant effort.  But most runners work so hard running up the hills that they have no strength afterward to take advantage of flat stretches or down hills.   Flat courses are usually optimum for fast times, but we may start out too quickly.  Also, in longer races overuse soreness can accumulate so slightly varied paces can help reduce this factor.

Have you ever heard the adage, ‘Experience is the best teacher?’   A runner can not understand the levels of discomfort that increase in the later stages of a race.   The more you race at certain distances, the better you become.   Just because your training and race results at shorter distances projects a certain marathon time doesn’t mean you will race that fast.   You need to see how the final miles of a marathon feel several times to know how to push through the pain.
A final area that most runners don’t think about is our opponents.   Racers who are competing for race victories or age group awards need to assess their strengths and weaknesses and those of their competition.   We must race accordingly to maximize our strengths and to take advantage of our opponents’ weaknesses.

When I play poker I decide whether to call a bet, raise or fold my cards based on information including my cards, the size of my chip stack, my opponent’s chip stack and playing tendencies and the odds I may get the card I need or already have the best hand.   When we race we should use a similar analysis.   Conservatively evaluate your fitness, account for the weather, plan how to race differing sections of the race course, consider your experience at the race distance and your opponents’ strong points and limitations.   If your thought process includes this, you will have a much better chance of a successful racing experience.   Remember, one last time - Racing is about strategy… and strategy is about information.
