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FOREWORD



by


 DR. STEPHEN SEILER
Professor in Sport Science
University of Agder,
Kristiansand, Norway


I love laboratories. When I was eleven years old, my parents gave me the small walk-in closet under the stairs to create my first laboratory. I had lots of chemistry equipment, a microscope, and other science gear to play with when I returned home from school, where, to be honest, sports were my favorite activity. Ever since then I have been consumed by two interests: sports and science. Lucky for me, my two passions came together in the form of sport science, and I have spent many, many hours in laboratories since those days under the stairs. The labs have grown, with room for students, treadmills, bicycle ergometers, and advanced measurement devices, all designed to help us study the physiology, biomechanics, and psychology of training and performance.


Yet the largest and most powerful sport science laboratory on the planet has no white lab coats hanging on the wall. It has no walls. This laboratory is on forest trails, in lakes and pools, and on the asphalt roads where tens of thousands of athletes labor daily with one goal in mind: to get from point A to point B as fast as possible. Training that works is retained and passed on to others, and training that does not is ultimately discarded.


My 80/20 intensity distribution model that I presented for the sport science community about 15 years ago was developed in that global laboratory by the best endurance athletes in the world over many decades. Since then, my lab and the labs of many others have carefully studied different aspects of training intensity distribution, creating a scientist laboratory/athlete laboratory feedback loop. I have spent my career attempting to operate at this intersection between science and practice. But translating science into practice remains hard, and we scientists are not often very good at it. I hate to admit it, but Matt Fitzgerald has translated my own research findings into daily practice guidelines far better than I could myself.


First with 80/20 Running and now with 80/20 Triathlon, Matt has used his experience as athlete, coach, and writer to merge all the findings from these two laboratory settings into a thoughtful, honest recipe book for triathletes of all levels. The science is here, embedded in every page. But it is the practical “nuts and bolts” aspect that makes the difference, offering sorely needed guidance in the challenging process of designing and executing a training plan that is understandable, flexible, and sustainable.


In no endurance sport is the training process more complex than in triathlon. My most challenging questions seem to come when I give lectures where triathlon coaches and athletes are in the audience. Long-term planning for a runner, a swimmer, or a cyclist is demanding enough. Putting all three together is a nightmare for scientists who like to focus on one variable at a time. Triathlon training and performance will continue to be a topic of research in the years to come. But we already know that the 80/20 method works in all endurance sports, including triathlon. And it works whether you train four times a week or fourteen. This book provides sensible plans for triathletes across this spectrum. These plans will reduce your uncertainty and greatly increase the likelihood that you will reach your goals. At the same time, each reader is a laboratory of one, experimenting, observing, and adjusting. I am convinced that 80/20 Triathlon will create a sound, sustainable platform for your own fascinating training adventure. You are all athlete scientists. Enjoy your countless hours in the greatest laboratory on the planet!
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The Most Effective Way to Train


Let’s begin with a thought experiment. Suppose you trained for your next triathlon (or your first triathlon, as the case may be) by chopping wood for 30 minutes every morning. Do you think you would perform better or worse on race day than you would if you trained the way you normally do? The answer is obvious: worse.


Now let’s suppose that you trained for your next triathlon (or your first) by reducing the amount of time you spend swimming, cycling, and running each week by 75 percent. How would this affect your performance? Again, negatively.


Finally, imagine training for a triathlon by doing all of your swimming, cycling, and running at top speed. Same question: Would this approach produce better or worse race results than the way you currently train? Same answer: worse.


The point we’re trying to make with these hypothetical scenarios is that some ways of training for triathlons are more effective than other ways. The first example concerns the principle of specificity. To be effective, the training you do must be specific to the thing you’re training for. It goes without saying (but we’ll say it anyway) that swimming, cycling, and running are considerably more triathlon-specific than chopping wood is.


The second example relates to training volume, or the amount of training you do. To get the best results from your training, you need to hit the sweet spot between too little and too much. Of course, the volume of training that is optimal for each individual triathlete depends on experience and other factors, but a sudden three-quarters reduction of training volume won’t help any triathlete except one who’s currently training way too much.


The last of the three hypothetical scenarios we offered concerns another important training variable: intensity, or how hard you swim, bike, and run relative to your personal limits. Whatever the most effective way of manipulating this variable may be (and we won’t leave this question unanswered for very long), it most certainly isn’t full speed all the time.


It follows from the fact that some ways of training are more effective than others that there must exist an optimal way to train: a set of methods encompassing specificity, volume, intensity, and other factors that is more effective than any alternative. While individual considerations, such as experience, certainly influence each athlete’s optimal way to train, to the extent that we’re all human, there has to be an overall approach to training that works best for everyone. So, then: What is the most effective way to train for the sport of triathlon?


The 80/20 Rule


Only recently has science made significant progress in identifying universal best practices in endurance training. The leading researcher in this area is Stephen Seiler, an American exercise physiologist based in Norway. In the early 2000s, Seiler made what is perhaps the most important discovery in the history of endurance sports science: the 80/20 Rule. Through rigorous analysis of the training methods used by elite endurance athletes in a variety of endurance disciplines, he found that world-class cyclists, runners, triathletes, and others do approximately 80 percent of their training at low intensity and the remaining 20 percent at moderate and high intensities. But they didn’t always. Historical records that Seiler reviewed indicate that elite endurance athletes of past generations trained very differently than today’s do. This fact, when considered alongside the fact that today’s top endurance athletes are much faster than their predecessors, led Seiler to conclude that a long-term process of trial and error had gradually exposed the training methods that produced the best results, and that the 80/20 Rule was the cornerstone of the optimal way to train for endurance performance.


The obvious next step was to determine whether the methods that appeared to work best for world-class athletes were optimal for recreational endurance athletes as well. Carefully designed studies have revealed that they are indeed. Everyday athletes who work out as little as 45 minutes a day have been shown to improve more when following the 80/20 Rule than when they train with greater intensity.


These findings would be scarcely worth a shrug if most nonelite athletes followed the 80/20 Rule already. But they don’t. The typical age-group triathlete does less than 70 percent of his or her training at low intensity, and many do a lot less. Instead of spending 48 minutes of every hour in their lower gears, as the pros do, most amateurs get caught in what we call the moderate-intensity rut, doing almost every workout in an intensity no-man’s-land between easy and hard.


It is very likely that you, too, are caught in the moderate-intensity rut. As coaches, we seldom encounter a nonelite triathlete who is already balancing his or her training intensities optimally. Even those who know they should do the lion’s share of their training at low intensity tend to do too much at moderate intensity, for the simple reason that they don’t really know the difference, a phenomenon we refer to as intensity blindness.


Exercise physiologists place the border between low and moderate intensity at the ventilatory threshold (VT), which is the level of exertion at which the breathing rate spikes. In a typical trained triathlete, this threshold falls somewhere around 78 percent of maximum heart rate. The significance of the ventilatory threshold is that exercising even slightly above it is far more taxing to the nervous system than is exercising below it. This does not mean that exercising at moderate or high intensity is “bad”; it just means that the benefits come at a cost, so these higher levels of exertion must be incorporated judiciously into the training process.


VT intensity is just a bit lower than the intensity most triathletes naturally select for their “easy” swims, rides, and runs. But this slight discrepancy between habitual intensity and optimal intensity is critical. The next time you work out, select a pace that places you around 75 percent of your maximum heart rate—that is, just under the ventilatory threshold. In all probability, it will feel a little slow compared to the pace you normally choose for the workouts you mean to do at low intensity.


There’s nothing wrong with doing a little moderate-intensity training. But when workouts that are supposed to be done at low intensity are routinely done above the VT, your body never fully recovers from them and fatigue accumulates, compromising workout performance and inhibiting fitness development. This chronic fatigue may be mild enough that you aren’t even aware of it, and you may get fitter in spite of it, but you won’t feel as good or get as fit as you would if you slowed down.


The good news is that any triathlete—including you—can break out of the moderate-intensity rut, begin to practice the same 80/20 intensity balance that the pros practice, and experience breakthroughs in fitness and performance as a result. We know this because we’ve seen it happen literally hundreds of times. Every triathlete we coach is placed on an 80/20 program, and every athlete who follows the program we provide (not all athletes are equally coachable, unfortunately) gets positive results.


Train Easier, Race Faster


A typical 80/20 success story is Billy Hafferty. Billy grew up on Cape Cod playing team sports: football, lacrosse, and rugby. As you’re probably aware, all of these sports favor size more than endurance, especially in the positions Billy played. On the gridiron, for example, he was an offensive lineman. When he graduated from the Maritime Academy in 2009, he weighed 250 pounds.


A couple of years later, Billy took up running as a way to lose weight. But as the pounds came off, he discovered that he was actually pretty good at it. He climbed the ladder from 5Ks to 10Ks to half marathons to marathons and then got into triathlon, where the same ascension was repeated.


In 2011, Billy did his first Ironman, finishing eleventh out of 118 competitors in his age group. Realizing that if he made a realistic amount of improvement he might eventually qualify for the Ironman World Championship, Billy set a goal to do just that. But he fell short in each of his next four attempts. Frustrated, he then joined Team Iron Cowboy, an online endurance community featuring 80/20 plans that we created.


We placed Billy on our Level 3 (advanced) Ironman plan, which, like all of our training plans, is based on the 80/20 principle. His next big race was the 2016 edition of Ironman Cozumel. Billy arrived there feeling unstoppable—and indeed he was. He scorched the course, taking second place in his age group with a personal-best time of 9:49:30 and qualifying for the world championship.


Afterward, we asked Billy what was different about the 80/20 training plan we gave him compared to how he trained before. He told us that the workouts in our plan were more structured, and that each one—including the easy ones—had a specific purpose. “Before, my easy days were just kind of whatever,” he explained. Interestingly, though, when we pressed Billy to tell us whether he felt he trained more or less intensely after joining Team Iron Cowboy, he had a hard time deciding. “About the same, I guess,” he answered after some thought.


When we went back and analyzed Billy’s training data, we got a different story. In 2014, he had done only 50 percent of his cycling at low intensity and 43 percent at moderate intensity. The following year, under the guidance of a coach, Billy did a little better, but only a little, increasing his cycling time at low intensity to 61 percent. That number leaped to 78 percent in the lead-up to his breakthrough at Cozumel, indicating flawless execution of his 80/20 training plan.


This example demonstrates not just the cost of getting caught in the moderate-intensity rut but also its insidiousness. Billy had no idea that he was doing so much of his training at moderate intensity and no clue how much it was holding him back before he came to us. In fact, even after he came to us he was not conscious of training easier than he had in the past, but he was, and it made all the difference.


The Way Forward


Now it’s your turn. The purpose of this book is to give every triathlete the opportunity to benefit from 80/20 training as Billy and the other athletes we’ve coached have already done. In the pages ahead you will find everything you need to achieve your own breakthroughs with the 80/20 method. We’ll start by identifying the common barriers that prevent triathletes from training in the most effective way and show you how to get around them. One of these barriers is the buy-in factor—many triathletes have a hard time believing that they can get faster by training slower. In Chapter 3 we will tackle this barrier, sharing the compelling science that proves the 80/20 approach works better than other ways of training.


In Chapters 4 through 7 we will explain how to apply the 80/20 system to swimming, cycling, and running and how to incorporate strength and mobility training into an 80/20 triathlon program. Next, we will show you how to put it all together and design your own custom 80/20 training plan. If you’re not quite ready for this, never fear: Chapters 9 through 14 supply ready-made plans for every race distance and for triathletes of all ability and experience levels. The concluding chapter of the book offers guidelines and tips for race day.


You are about to embark on an exciting and rewarding journey. The most effective way to train for triathlon has been discovered and it’s now in your hands. Learning and practicing 80/20 training will transform your triathlon experience, making your workouts more comfortable and enjoyable, enhancing your postworkout recovery, reducing your injury risk, accelerating your fitness development, and taking your performance in races to a whole new level. You may never be a professional triathlete, but there’s no reason you can’t train like one.
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Going Slower to Get Faster


In 2012, Spanish exercise physiologist Iñigo Mujika conducted the most rigorous case study ever done on the training practices of a world-class triathlete. His subject was Ainhoa Murúa, a fellow Spaniard and Olympic hopeful. Over a period of fifty weeks, Mujika used heart rate and pace data to determine the relative amounts of workout time Murúa spent at different intensities. When it was all said and done, he found that she did 83 percent of her combined swim, bike, and run training below the lactate threshold (the intensity at which lactate, an intermediate product of aerobic metabolism in the muscles, begins to accumulate in the bloodstream; in practical terms, it’s the highest exercise intensity that can be sustained for up to 60 minutes). The lactate threshold sits slightly above the ventilatory threshold (VT) that separates low intensity from moderate, which means that slightly less than 83 percent of Murúa’s training was done below the VT, making her a poster child for adherence to the 80/20 Rule of intensity balance.


The 2012 racing season was a good one for Murúa. She succeeded in qualifying for the London Games and placed seventh in the Women’s Olympic Triathlon. Having started the year ranked eleventh in the world, she finished at number eight. So, it’s safe to say that 80/20 training worked out well for her.


Although Mujika’s case study had only one subject, his findings have broad significance because Ainhoa Murúa’s 2012 training typified that of today’s elite triathletes. Indeed, most professional triathletes, Murúa included (prior to her 2017 retirement), train in groups, many of which have an international makeup. As a result, there are no secrets. Everyone at the sport’s highest level is doing pretty much the same thing—80/20—and it works.


The same cannot be said of recreational triathletes, who make up well over 99 percent of the total triathlete population. Just a few months before Iñigo Mujika began his case study, Stuart Galloway and colleagues at Stirling University in Scotland published a very similar study concerning the training methods of recreational triathletes. The subjects were ten members of the Stirling Triathlon Club with an average age of forty-three. Galloway’s team used heart rate and perceived effort data to determine how these athletes apportioned their training across three intensity zones (low, moderate, and high) over a period of six months as they prepared for an Ironman triathlon.


Before the study period began and at various points throughout it, the researchers put the subjects through comprehensive physiological testing to measure changes in fitness. Remarkably, the subjects showed little improvement in swimming, cycling, or running performance. Their peak power output in a cycling test increased by just 0.8 percent, for example. Galloway and his collaborators did not have to look far for an explanation. As a group, the subjects spent less than 70 percent of their total training time below the ventilatory threshold and more than 25 percent at moderate intensity. In short, they had gotten caught in the moderate-intensity rut, unwittingly sabotaging their own fitness development by training in a constant state of fatigue.


Why do most recreational triathletes get caught in the moderate-intensity rut? Answering this question represents an important first step toward breaking out of the rut and reaping the benefits of 80/20 training.


The Evolution of 80/20 Training


The reason virtually all of today’s elite triathletes maintain an 80/20 intensity balance in their training is simple: competition. In a major international triathlon, the fittest athlete usually wins. Fitness comes partly from natural talent, which can’t be controlled, and partly from preparation, which can be. In a race where all of the participants are equally talented, the winner is very likely to be the athlete who is best prepared, which is to say, the athlete who employed the most effective training methods.


Knowing this, elite triathletes who lose to a particular rival who prepared with different methods are prone to copy those methods in preparing for the next race. Over time, this dynamic causes an evolutionary process to unfold. In the beginning, when nobody yet knows which training techniques work best, all kinds of different methods are tried. Those that produce winning performances are emulated and begin to spread throughout the population of elite athletes, whereas those that produce losing performances are weeded out. Step by step, over the course of many years, the sport’s top athletes gradually identify and adopt a set of training methods that cannot be improved upon and the evolutionary process ceases, or at least slows down considerably, with further improvements coming from ancillary innovations.


A look back at the history of triathlon provides a clear example of this evolutionary process playing out. The original triathletes were 1970s endorphin junkies who were bored with marathons and other familiar race formats and sought more extreme ways to test the limits of human endurance. This ethos of pushing the envelope not only shaped the novel events that the first triathletes came up with—such as the inaugural Ironman, held on Oahu in 1978—but also spilled over to their training. The pioneering generation of elite triathletes assumed that the best way to prepare for extremely long races was to spend extreme amounts of time training.


“There are days I’ll get up and start training at seven [in the morning] and won’t finish until seven or eight that night,” said Scott Tinley, winner of the February 1982 and 1985 Ironmans, in a 1984 interview for Triathlete. And he wasn’t alone. Tinley and his contemporaries were as concerned about out-training their rivals as they were with outracing them. “It seems every year the ante goes up,” Tinley lamented in that same interview. “A few years ago we did 300 miles [a week] on the bike and that was plenty. Last year it was 400. Now it seems like 500 is the magic mark.… Each of us feels we have to do more than the next guy. I’m not so sure that’s the right way to train, to improve. No one really knows.”


Making matters worse was the fact that most of the top triathletes of the time trained together in San Diego, so many of their workouts became de facto races. This combination of high volume and high intensity was not the right way to train, and it was only a matter of time before someone with as much talent as Scott Tinley and his peers found a better way and left them behind.


The first generation of elite triathletes did at least have the advantage of coming along after training methods in the three individual sports that triathlon brought together—swimming, cycling, and running—were already highly evolved. By the 1970s, elite swimmers, cyclists, and runners had already learned the most effective ways to train for their specific events, which is to say that top performers in all three of these individual sports (athletes like four-time Boston Marathon winner Bill Rodgers, whose meticulously kept training logs from this era show perfect obedience to the 80/20 Rule long before it had a name) did about 80 percent of their training at low intensity and 20 percent at moderate to high intensity.


Most of the early triathletes hailed from a background in either swimming, cycling, or running and were familiar with the latest methods, including that of spending most of their training time at low intensity. Scott Tinley, for example, was a seasoned competitive runner when he discovered triathlon. Figuring out the most effective way to train for this new sport wasn’t quite as easy as taking advantage of the evolutionary process that had already played out in its constituent disciplines, however. That’s because triathlon’s pioneers had more of an adventure-seeking mind-set than a competitive one, and for a while this attitude impeded the evolution of better training methods.


This state of affairs changed quickly when Mark Allen, a former college swimmer, joined Tinley’s training clique in 1983. Allen soon discovered that his body couldn’t tolerate the punishing combination of high volume and high intensity that the others subjected themselves to day in and day out. After a spate of injuries, he received a fortuitous telephone call from a New York–based chiropractor named Phil Maffetone, who persuaded Allen to try the mostly low-intensity training approach that he advocated. For the next fourteen years, Allen was the best triathlete on the planet, and by the time he retired in 1997, his way of training was everyone’s way of training—that is, every elite triathlete’s way of training.


Overcoming Barriers to 80/20 Training


The competitive stakes are lower for recreational triathletes. Unlike the pros, you won’t lose your very livelihood if you train with inferior methods. Less competitive pressure is not the only reason most recreational triathletes don’t follow the 80/20 Rule, however. We have identified eight other barriers that commonly keep triathletes like you stuck in the moderate-intensity rut:




1. Smaller low-intensity range


2. Lower volume


3. Lack of good coaching


4. Lack of buy-in


5. Ego


6. The natural-pace compromise


7. Intensity blindness


8. Habit inertia




Understanding these barriers will help you overcome them and begin to train like the pros. Let’s take a close look at each of them.


Smaller Low-Intensity Range


As we mentioned in the preceding chapter, exercise physiologists place the dividing line between low and moderate intensity at the ventilatory threshold, which is the exercise intensity at which the breathing rate spikes. In the average trained athlete, this threshold falls around 78 percent of maximum heart rate. By definition, any exercise effort that falls below this level is low intensity.


There is a difference, however, between low intensity and slow. Consider an elite male triathlete who is capable of running 10 kilometers in 30 minutes on fresh legs. This athlete’s ventilatory threshold running pace is likely to be close to 5:25 per mile. (Laboratory testing would be required to determine it exactly.) When this gifted athlete runs at, say, 5:30 per mile, therefore, he is at low intensity. But 5:30 per mile is not slow by anyone’s definition.


Now consider a recreational triathlete who runs a 10K race in 60 minutes. This athlete’s ventilatory threshold pace is likely to be close to 10:49 per mile. The problem here is that, for reasons having to do with biomechanical efficiency, virtually no adult human can run slower than around 13 minutes per mile without feeling that it would be more comfortable to walk. What this means for recreational runners with a 60-minute 10K time is that as soon as they transition from a walk to a run, they are already fairly close to the upper limit of their low-intensity range. In other words, the low-intensity range is much narrower for the slower recreational triathlete than it is for the faster professional triathlete, so it’s more difficult to stay within it.


The same issue occurs in swimming and cycling. Slower swimmers tend to be less efficient than faster ones, and the less efficient athletes are in the water, the higher their intensity is at any pace. In this way, inefficient swim technique narrows the low-intensity range for slower swimmers and makes it harder for them to stay within it. Hills have a similar effect in cycling. Most triathletes have no trouble staying at low intensity on flat roads, but many struggle to do so when working against gravity’s resistance.


Nevertheless, even the least fit triathletes have some room to work with at low intensity. Overcoming this barrier is just a matter of knowing where your individual ventilatory threshold lies and going as slowly as necessary to stay below the VT 80 percent of the time. The good news is that the fitter you get through 80/20 training, the faster you can go at low intensity.


Lower Volume


Elite triathletes train a lot: upward of three hours a day, typically. One reason is that training a lot increases fitness independent of intensity. Another reason is that obeying the 80/20 Rule allows elite triathletes to train a lot because low-intensity training is very gentle. But it also works the other way around: Elite triathletes do most of their training at low intensity because it allows them to train a lot.


What would happen if elite triathletes who trained, say, four hours a day attempted to do significantly more than 20 percent of their training at moderate to high intensity? They would either get injured or develop overtraining syndrome, a serious neuroendocrine disorder with symptoms ranging from sleep disruption to decreased performance that takes months to recover from. The consequences of combining high-volume training with too much work above the ventilatory threshold are so severe that elite triathletes treat it as a third rail—they just don’t go there. In this sense, training a lot protects elite triathletes from getting caught in the moderate-intensity rut.


Recreational triathletes also suffer consequences when they break the 80/20 Rule, but because they don’t train as much, these consequences are generally not as severe. Instead of developing a full-blown case of overtraining syndrome, they are more likely to just not improve as much as they would if they did the same amount of training with an 80/20 intensity balance. Training less allows nonelite triathletes to “get away with” training too intensely to a degree that the pros can’t. But they’re still not really getting away with it.


The way to overcome this barrier to effective 80/20 training is not necessarily to train three or four hours a day like the pros. Not everyone can do that. The important thing to understand is that following the 80/20 Rule will give you better results even if you train less than one hour a day on average.


Lack of Good Coaching


Some triathlon coaches work exclusively with professional triathletes. Other coaches work exclusively with recreational triathletes. And still others work with a mix of both. All triathlon coaches who work with elite triathletes subscribe to the 80/20 philosophy, whether they call it that or not. The reason is simple: If they subscribed to any other training philosophy, their athletes would get their butts kicked in races, and new clients would stop coming to them!


Unfortunately, some coaches who work only with recreational triathletes peddle training philosophies that contradict the 80/20 approach. Worse, a majority of recreational triathletes lack the knowledge and experience to recognize that these philosophies are not scientifically supported. Many of our new clients come to us after working with a coach who prescribes programs that overuse high-intensity intervals. The story is almost always the same: An initial period of improvement is quickly followed by stagnation or injury.


Crashing and burning on a high-intensity training program is the hard way to overcome the barrier of bad coaching. An easier way is to trust that the coaches who train world-class triathletes actually know what they’re doing and to embrace the same 80/20 approach they use with the pros.


Lack of Buy-In


We mentioned above that past generations of endurance athletes tried all kinds of different training methods before settling on the 80/20 method as the most effective. A good example is the legendary Olympic runner Emil Zátopek, who took high-intensity interval training to an extreme in the 1940s and ’50s, logging upward of 150 miles per week at race speeds. His rationale for doing so was intuitive. “Why should I practice running slow?” he once said. “I must learn to run fast by practicing to run fast.”


In Zátopek’s mind, training slowly so as to race fast was counterintuitive. Eventually, however, elite endurance athletes figured out that, counterintuitive or not, a mostly low-intensity approach to training is most effective. How did they know? Because it made them faster. A lot faster. Zátopek’s best time for 10,000 meters was 28:54.2, a world record when he ran it. The world record for the same distance now stands at 26:17.53.


Training slowly so as to race fast remains as counterintuitive for many recreational triathletes today as it was for Zátopek seventy years ago. They feel that if a workout is comfortable, it can’t possibly do them any good, so they seldom train at an intensity that is low enough to be truly comfortable. For many skeptics of the 80/20 method, overcoming the obstacle of buy-in requires solid scientific proof that it is more effective. We will share this science in the next chapter. For others, it’s just a matter of sticking with the program long enough to prove itself.


This was the case with Fernanda Nunez, whom Matt coached to her first marathon when she was eighteen years old. Just two weeks into the process, Fernanda e-mailed Matt with a concern. “Sometimes it feels like I’m just doing TOO MUCH slow stuff,” she wrote. “Is that normal?” Matt assured Fernanda it was normal to doubt the 80/20 method initially and counseled patience. Sixteen weeks later, Fernanda completed her marathon in 3:44, well below her goal time of four hours. In a thank-you message to Matt, she wrote, “It was the first time in my life I trained for a race without getting a serious injury and I’m just so thankful!”


Ego


Triathletes are naturally competitive, not only in races but in training too. Their ego doesn’t like being in the slowest lane at Masters swim practices or being passed by strangers on bike rides or falling behind in group runs or posting really slow times on Strava. This natural pridefulness is another factor that impels recreational triathletes to push too hard on “easy” days.


Indeed, for some athletes, ego is the single biggest obstacle to 80/20 training. One such athlete is David’s client John Callos from Santa Barbara. John hired David to coach him in 2008, following a series of overuse injuries. After reviewing his training records, David told John he needed to slow down. This message did not go over well initially.


“I was the type of person who, if you passed me on a bike ride, I would pass you back,” he says. “I didn’t care if it was [four-time Tour de France champion] Chris Froome. I couldn’t handle it.”


After a disastrous performance at Ultraman Canada in 2010, where John achieved the dubious distinction of posting the slowest official time in the history of the event (athletes who fail to make a time cutoff are disqualified and don’t get an official time), John finally decided to check his ego and heed David’s advice. At the Ultraman World Championship in Hawaii the following year, John covered the same distance nearly five hours faster than he had in Canada. John is living proof that even the most prideful athlete can overcome the ego barrier to effective 80/20 training by just giving it a chance.


The Natural-Pace Compromise


Every swimmer has a preferred swimming pace, every cyclist a preferred cycling pace, and every runner a preferred running pace. And every triathlete has all three. A preferred pace is simply the pace an athlete naturally adopts when completing a predetermined distance or duration without a specific goal in mind. Research has shown that most people, athletes and nonathletes alike, automatically adopt a preferred pace that places them at or slightly above the ventilatory threshold—in other words, at moderate intensity.


In a 1994 study, for example, scientists at the University of Georgia asked a group of fit young men and a group of unfit young men to ride bikes for 20 minutes at their preferred pace. Members of the unfit group spent the entire 20 minutes above the ventilatory threshold, while the fit group started slightly below it but soon drifted above it and completed the session at moderate intensity.


Interestingly, whereas the unfit men rode at a slightly higher physiological intensity than the fit men, both groups gave the same subjective ratings of perceived effort (RPE) throughout the 20-minute ride. The commonly used Borg Scale of perceived effort ranges from 6 (“This is so easy, I feel I could go all day”) to 20 (“I’m working as hard as I possibly can and I need to stop immediately”). Fit and unfit subjects alike reported an average RPE of 12.5 during the self-paced bike ride.


These findings suggest it is not physiology that determines an individual’s preferred pace but perceived effort. In other words, people pace themselves by feel in unstructured workouts of a predetermined distance or duration. And the specific effort they choose is one that feels neither easy nor hard but in between. Numerous experiments similar to the University of Georgia study just described have found that people gravitate to an RPE of around 12.5, which falls smack in the middle of the Borg Scale.


But why? Our theory is that when athletes do an unstructured workout of a predetermined distance or duration, there are two competing instincts at play. On the one hand, the athletes want to get the workout over with. This instinct pushes them to go faster. On the other hand, the athletes don’t want to suffer. This instinct puts the brakes on them. When the athletes compromise between these competing instincts, they choose a moderate intensity.


Whether this theory is correct or not, it is a certainty that athletes cannot achieve the optimal 80/20 intensity balance by routinely doing their ostensibly low-intensity workouts at their preferred pace. (The only exceptions are elite athletes, who remain below the ventilatory threshold at their preferred pace, perhaps because their superior fitness level does not require them to compromise between speed and comfort. They can truly have both simultaneously.)


Overcoming this obstacle to effective 80/20 training requires that you identify your personal intensity zones and monitor them throughout every workout to ensure you spend 80 percent of your total training time at low intensity. We will show you how to do this in the coming chapters.


Intensity Blindness


The most insidious obstacle preventing recreational triathletes from balancing their training intensities optimally is what we call intensity blindness. Remember, any exercise effort that exceeds the ventilatory threshold is by definition moderate or high intensity. But most recreational endurance athletes, when told to do a low-intensity workout, will do the workout at their preferred pace, which, again, is slightly above the ventilatory threshold. It’s not that they are being willfully disobedient; they just don’t know how a true low-intensity effort is supposed to feel.


The pervasiveness of intensity blindness was demonstrated in a 1993 study by scientists at Arizona State University. Recreationally competitive female runners were asked to describe the intensity balance of their training. On average, the runners claimed to do three low-intensity runs, one moderate-intensity run, and one and a half high-intensity runs per week. But heart rate data revealed that they actually spent only 46 percent of their training time at low intensity, another 46 percent at moderate intensity, and 8 percent at high intensity.


Overcoming intensity blindness also requires that you use objective measures, such as heart rate, to monitor and control your intensity in workouts.


Habit Inertia


Not long ago, Matt received an e-mail from Julia Russell, a triathlete from Washington State whom he coaches. She informed him that her pace in running workouts had slipped lately from 8:15 per mile to 8:45 per mile and that she was concerned she might be training too much. Matt checked his records and found that Julia’s best time for a 10K race was 50 minutes, which is 8:03 per mile. This meant her running pace at the ventilatory threshold was about 8:25 per mile, or 10 seconds per mile slower than the pace she’d been trying to sustain in her “easy” runs.


Matt explained to Julia that the reason she was getting slower was not that she was training too much but that she was training too hard. A 50-minute 10K runner has no business doing “easy” runs at 8:15 per mile! Overburdened by the stress of pushing too hard so often, Julia’s body was failing to adapt to her training and becoming increasingly fatigued.


What was most interesting about Julia’s setback was that she knew better. She had read Matt’s previous book on 80/20 training and had hired Matt to create a custom 80/20 training plan for her to follow. She even used our online 80/20 Zone Calculator to determine heart rate and pace zones that were appropriate for her. Despite all of this, however, Julia reverted back to what she was used to, which was pushing the pace in every run. Happily, she heeded Matt’s advice to slow down, and in her next Olympic-distance triathlon, she ran her fastest 10K run leg ever.


Bad habits are hard to break. The moderate-intensity rut is no exception. Even athletes who believe in 80/20 training, have an 80/20 training plan, and know their zones are liable to backslide if they get lazy about monitoring and controlling their intensity. Fortunately, 80/20 training itself can become habitual. This typically happens when the athlete experiences the benefits of slowing down, which we’ve described already but bear repeating: less fatigue both during and between workouts, greater enjoyment of training, faster recovery from workouts, fewer injuries, better performance in hard workouts, improved fitness, and better performance in races.


The Week of Slow


While the barriers standing in the way of successful 80/20 triathlon training are numerous, the fundamental key to success is basic and singular. It’s a matter of accepting and becoming comfortable with going a little slower than you are naturally inclined to do in those workouts and workout segments that are intended to be done at low intensity. In other words, it’s about embracing the perceptual experience of swimming, cycling, and running at an intensity that is below the ventilatory threshold. An effective means of initiating this process is something we call the week of slow.
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