How to Adjust Your Workouts for an Off-Day

Learn to make appropriate changes to workouts as needed
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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.

Heart Rate 101

by Garth Fox
It's a twee Valentine's card marketing slogan, but the saying 'Listen to your heart' is also useful advice for runners. Here are some Q&As explaining why.

What does my heart rate tell me?
With each beat, the heart pumps blood-borne oxygen molecules out to working muscles. The harder a run, the more oxygen muscles need, so the quicker the heart beats. This makes heart rate a useful measure of physical exertion, helping you avoid the most common training mistake of all - going too fast during long, slow runs.
How do I work out the stats?
First, work out your maximum heart rate (HR max) using a heart rate monitor. Run easy for 15 minutes, hard for five, then as hard as possible for another minute. The highest number your monitor records is your maximum heart rate. Now use this figure to calculate your three basic training zones:
Low Intensity 60-70% of max
This zone encompasses recovery and steady runs and should feel fairly easy. It encourages fat burning and a strong cardiovascular system. New runners should spend 90 per cent of their overall training time in this zone to keep their enthusiasm in check and help build time on their feet. More advanced runners should aim for 70-80 per cent. 

Moderate Intensity 70-80% of max
This zone includes faster steady runs and marathon pace runs for more experienced runners. Spend 10-25 per cent of your training time here. 
High Intensity 80-95% of max
The lower end (80-85 per cent) of this zone encompasses tempo (or lactate threshold) runs - a 'comfortably hard' intensity that can be sustained for a few miles, but isn't all-out. Running at this intensity burns more stored carbohydrate (glycogen), rather than fat.
The higher end of the zone (85-95 per cent) includes speedwork reps. These develop speed and improve VO2 max, but can only be maintained for a few minutes at a time.

Heart rate tends to lag behind effort, so most runners prefer to look over heart rate data after high-intensity sessions. Once you reach a good level of conditioning, spend five to 10 per cent of training here.

What else should I know?
Over time you'll run faster at the same heart rate. Let the monitor be your guide, not your taskmaster: don't slow to a crawl when running uphill just because the monitor tells you to. Just aim to stay within the zone most of the time. 
Also, research has shown that dehydration, heat, altitude, time of day and natural variation between individuals can all influence heart rate by up to 20 per cent.

Dehydration in particular can lead to 'cardiac drift', when your heart rate increases during a session even when you're holding a constant pace. It happens because the volume of blood in your system drops if fluid lost in sweat isn't replaced. 

Denser blood means more work for the heart, hence a gradually rising heart rate for the same level of exertion. It's not a cause for concern, but if it happens, up your fluid intake and perhaps slow down.

Invest Wisely
Take the following into account before buying a heart rate monitor, says Fox
· Ideally you want an alarm to alert you when you stray into a different heart rate zone. 

· A lap counter helps when sessions involve training in two or more zones, such as in an out-and-back run.

· It's useful to be able to download data after your workout to computer software that helps you analyse and track your progress. 

· GPS-enabled devices provide a sophisticated way to analyse training as they can also record pace, routes and gradient, using satellites.
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