The Marathon Long Run

If there is one element of training that stirs the most discussion among those who train for a marathon, it is the marathon long run.   For how many miles or how long of a time period should it be?   How many long runs should be done?   What pace is the best to use?   How close to the marathon should the final long run be undertaken?   What nutrition and hydration should be utilized?  Should the long runs be solo or with a group?   On what surface should you run?   I’ll do my best to answer these questions based on my experience from training for and racing dozens of marathons, coaching others and discussions with marathon runners of all abilities.
The Length of Your Long Run
Many runners believe there is something magical about running 20 miles in preparation for a marathon.   It is just a round number, so don’t get too hung up on it.   Many factors play into the length of your long run including total mileage, pace, prior marathon experience and length of secondary run during the week.   Your long run should be about 20 to 25 per cent of your weekly mileage, so 20-milers are best for those running 80 or more miles per week.   If you run 50 or more miles per week and have prior marathon experience, you can usually run as long as 20 miles in training, particularly if your weekly schedule also includes a 10 to 12 mile run.   For those running less than 50 miles per week and novices, 16 miles is about as long as you should attempt.   Longer training runs sap so much energy that they can leave little for your race.

Your Pacing Strategies

You should stay in the zone where your pulse rate stays below 75% of maximum which yields a heart rate of 130 to 150 for most runners.   This will be anywhere from 45 seconds to 90 seconds per mile slower than your marathon goal pace.   Use this pacing strategy on every other long run.   On the remaining long runs run a few less miles and start at this pace, increase to your marathon goal pace for five miles and then go faster than marathon goal pace for the last two miles.   This will help you to get use to running at your marathon pace when tired.

Timing Your Final Pre-Marathon Long Run

This is another area that depends on experience and training volume.   Seasoned marathon veterans typically do their last long run which is often 20 to 22 miles in length two or three weeks before their marathon race.   Novices and lightly-trained runners usually should do their final long run four weeks before their marathon.   As you taper off your overall volume in the final weeks leading up to your race, you will still do a long run, but not as far as usual.   For example, if you run a 20-miler three weeks out, you may follow with a 17-miler two weeks out and 13-miler the week before your race.

Nutrition and Hydration Strategies

There are nutrition thought processes that include from taking zero calories on your long runs so that your body learns to switch to fat-burning, proceeding as you would during your marathon race and somewhere in between.   I recommend a middle approach.  Practice what you plan to do in your marathon and decrease it a bit.   Get your calories from the same food and drink sources you will use during your race so you can determine if your digestive system is receptive.   Weigh yourself before and after your long runs and keep track of how much you drink.  If you lose more than two per cent of your weight you will need to increase the amount you drink to avoid dehydration and its consequences.

Solo or Group Running

You have a choice between running alone, with a group or using both for part of your long run.  Since in a marathon you will be mentally alone during the final miles I recommend doing some long runs by yourself.   But I believe that mixing it up will allow for more joy in your training.   Sometimes I do the entire long run with a group.   Other times I plan to run two loops and have company for only one loop.   When you do the decreasing pace long run it is optimum to run with friends during the first easy segment and then on your own when you pick up your speed to marathon goal pace and faster.   This helps you to focus as you will need to do on race day.

Your Running Surface

Most marathons are held on roads, but excessive training on roads can result in higher incidence of injuries.   In my younger days I did most of my long runs on the roads though now I mainly stick to trails.   What I have found to be an effective plan on some long runs is to use a combination of surfaces.  On a 15 to 20 mile run do the ten miles in the middle on trails with the beginning and end of your run on the roads.   This starts you out as you will race and you won’t believe how your pace increases when you get back on the roads for the last few miles of your run.   This provides a great psychological and physical boost.

Bringing It All Together

The concept of the marathon long run has many factors that must be considered when integrating it into your training program.   Length, pacing, timing, nutrition, hydration, groups and surfaces all play a role in ensuring that this vital element of marathon training is successful for you.   So give it some thought, ask yourself if you are incorporating these factors and then use this tool to increase the likelihood of a successful outcome in your next marathon race.
