Why Should Long Runs Be Slower?

Each run in a training schedule serves a specific purpose.
By Susan Paul Published September 20, 2013
I'm considering training for my first marathon. I have run several 5k's and one 10k and now I think I want to train for a longer race. My question involves the long runs. I've read that I need to slow down on long runs, but how much do I need to slow down? And why?
Thanks for your help,
Debbie
Dear Debbie

This is a great question and one of the most frequently asked questions about marathon training.

First, it's to your advantage that you have already been running and have done some shorter distance races prior to tackling the marathon distance. This conditioning will help set you up for success and reduce your risk of injury because it has given you a base upon which to build for the longer distance. Your body is better prepared to meet the demands of increased mileage. 

Also, since you have run some shorter races, you can use these race times to help predict your time at longer distances. Predictions charts are only a prediction, but they can provide some helpful information for a starting point. Plug in your most recent 5K and/or 10K time to the race times predictor and it will calculate your predicted marathon time.

This predicted marathon time will help give you an idea of a goal time and help establish some run paces for your training runs. For a runner brand new to distance, long runs are typically run 45 seconds to as much as 90 seconds per mile slower than the goal marathon pace to reduce wear and tear on your body. Reducing the impact on the body means you can recover quicker from training runs and can continue progressing with your training. 

Since you are new to distance training, many of your training runs are going to take you into new mileage territory. When running a new distance, it should be considered a "long" run, regardless of the actual mileage. For example, if you have never run 10 miles before, then your first 10 mile run should be considered a long run; whereas, a veteran marathoner would not consider a 10 mile run to be a long run. For experienced marathoners, long runs are typically those runs of 18 miles and above. Just think, you may get to that point some day too! 

There are many, many physiological adaptations the body makes in order to meet the physical demands of distance running, especially for the marathon distance, and this why slowing down is recommended. These physical adaptations do not simply happen overnight. The adaptation process is stimulated when the demands of training are greater than what the body is prepared to meet. This physical overload triggers the adaptation process. Each time we go above and beyond, which is known as progressive overload, we stimulate this adaptation process. When we overload the body in gradual, incremental increases, it responds positively by becoming stronger. If we overload the body too rapidly or too heavily too soon, it doesn't have time to adapt and we risk poor performances, injury, illness, and/or mental burnout. 

The physiological adaptations the body makes are impressive. Here are just a few of them:

1. New capillary beds are built, which is akin to building new highways. These beds allow for greater efficiency of blood flow to diffuse oxygen and nutrients to working muscles and increase the capacity for waste removal.

2. Heart muscle becomes stronger which lowers our resting heart rate.

3. Stroke volume, which is the amount of blood your heart can pump per beat, improves by as much as 2.5 times over normal levels, allowing your body to move more blood with each heart beat.

4. Training improves the endurance capabilities of your muscle fibers by increasing the number of mitochondria within your muscle cells. Mitochondria are the "powerhouse" of the cell because they are responsible for producing the energy required for muscle contraction. 

These are just some of the many physical changes that are occurring within your body during training. It is important to keep them in mind as you train because training plans recommend mileage, run paces, and recovery days based on this process.
As you progress in your training, you will find you are able to run closer to your goal marathon pace on shorter runs after your body has made some of these adaptations. For example, the first time you run 10 miles, take it easy. The next time you run 10 miles, it will probably feel easier after completing longer runs and you may find you are able to run it closer to your goal marathon race pace.

For your first marathon, I suggest using a training plan that uses 3 or 4 days of running. Running every other day provides automatic recovery time between workouts, which helps reduce the risk of injury, fatigue, and burn out. Look for a gradual incremental increase in weekly mileage, preferably one that follows a 10% increase in weekly mileage. In addition, every three or four weeks, your training plan should drop back in mileage, giving you an active recovery week, before building again. Your training plan should also give you some guidelines for run paces based on the distance of the run. Some of your shorter weekday runs can be run at your predicted goal marathon race pace, while the longer weekend runs should be run slower than this goal pace. Varying run pace also helps reduce the risk of injury too. Allow 4 to 6 months of training for your first marathon to give yourself time to use a gradual, incremental build. Consider this time frame when selecting your first marathon.

All the best to you!

Susan Paul, MS

How to Adjust Your Workouts for an Off-Day

Learn to make appropriate changes to workouts as needed

By Greg McMillan
Published August 9, 2011

Every runner goes into every workout hoping for the best. We all want to feel great and hit or even surpass our planned paces. The reality, however, is that you're likely to have a few workouts where you just don't feel good. Or you may show up to the track for your workout and find that the wind is howling. Or maybe the heat index is so high that your body can't cope with both the external heat load from the environment and the heat load you develop when running fast. What's a runner to do?

One difference between pro runners and us amateurs is that pro runners are able to manage their workouts in these situations. They're comfortable with adjusting their expectations for the workout. This openness to adjusting a workout when things aren't going well allows pro runners to make the otherwise compromised workout a positive training session. Where many recreational runners will throw in the towel and begin a slippery slope of frustration because they "failed" in the workout, pro runners have the ability to turn a lemon workout into lemonade.

HOW TO ADAPT YOUR WORKOUTS

For example, let's say you have a workout of six 1-mile repeats at 10K pace with a 3-minute recovery jog. Let's also say that you find you're just "off" that day or that the weather isn't cooperating. The best option, if available, is to delay the workout to another day, one where you hopefully feel better or the weather is more cooperative. Let's say, however, that you can't move the workout or the weather pattern won't change. If you're following the example of pro runners, you'll adjust the workout in one of three ways.

First, and the best option for 10K runners to marathoners, is to slow the goal time for each repeat. If your ideal training pace for this workout is 6:30 per mile, shoot instead for around 6:40 per mile (a 2.5 percent adjustment using the chart below). Then you can settle in and complete the workout, feeling good that you salvaged what could have been a disastrous day. In such a situation, pro runners see no need to push so hard to hit the prescribed times that they overtrain. They would rather adjust the workout and get the work in.

A second option is to adjust the number of repeats. So instead of doing six repeats, which would require too much effort in tough circumstances, run three to four repeats and call it a day. This is the best option if you're concentrating on shorter distances, from 800m to 5K, because practicing race pace is of critical importance.

The third option can help with both of the first two options: Increase the recovery time between repeats. Instead of taking 3 minutes between each repeat, take 4 or 5 minutes.

Again, pro runners are comfortable making these adjustments to ensure a positive workout. We amateurs should get more comfortable making these "compromises" as well. Doing so leads to more positive training results, which always builds our confidence for racing.

McMillan's Guide to Perceived Fatigue and Compromising Conditions

I put this chart together as a guideline for when you aren't feeling well or the weather won't cooperate. There are four levels listed and you can adjust your workout or race by these levels depending on how you're feeling or the weather conditions. This is just a guide; with a little experimentation, you'll find how best to adjust your expectations.

	LEVEL 1
You feel a little off but not too bad; there's a slight headwind; or the heat index is above 80. Adjustment: 2.5 percent reduction in performance.

	LEVEL 2
Your legs are heavy and lack the snap you wish they had; there's a moderate headwind; or the heat index is above 90. Adjustment: 4 percent reduction in performance.

	LEVEL 3
You can run but your body (and mind) aren't cooperating; you feel slow and tired and your legs are dead; there's a strong headwind; or the heat index is above 100. Adjustment: 6 percent reduction in performance.

	LEVEL 4
You're sick or on the verge of injury; your body and mind are elsewhere and you have no energy to run hard; the wind is so strong that you have to lean into it just to make forward progress; the heat index is above 105. Adjustment: Don't bother. Take the day off or jog easy. Nothing positive will come from the day.



Greg McMillan is an exercise physiologist and USATF-certified coach who helps runners through his website mcmillanrunning.com.
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