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  THE A-HA MOMENT . . .

  IT HAS BEEN THREE YEARS NOW. I had just completed a crash course in yoga to do something about the tightness and back pain that usually came after running. A few days later, I ran for the first time in a few weeks. Right at the beginning, on a whim I tried to run with the body posture I learned from yoga—with elongated back, low shoulders, and a lifted chest. I thought that it would be better for my back if I ran that way instead of maintaining a high speed.

  It felt like I was running without effort, and therefore I assumed I was going very slowly. After completing half of the 8 km run, I glanced at my watch. It must have shown the wrong time; given that I wasn’t pushing myself, the time ought to have been several minutes later. But I let go of any thoughts about the time and refocused on my posture. It was easier than I thought to run with my shoulders relaxed and with a more upright upper body.

  At the finish line my watch showed at least five minutes faster than I had expected. The kilometer time was more than half a minute better than it ought to have been. Something wasn’t right. At such a pace, I should have been exhausted by the end. Instead, I felt light and relaxed. And my back wasn’t stiff or sore at all.

  Slowly, it dawned on me that there was nothing wrong with the watch. The fact that the run went easily didn’t necessarily mean I was running slowly. Something happened when I ran with a more upright posture—something that made the run much more efficient.

  In the weeks following, I made it a point to focus on my posture. I discovered that by lowering my shoulders I ran faster without getting as tired as before. Later it became clear to me that the rapid improvement was due to the fact that I had corrected my running stride, and it immediately gave me a richer running economy—suddenly, each stride I took spent considerably less energy.
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  Everything starts with running technique

  In recent years, a huge amount of research has shown just how important running economy is to our running capacity. When it comes to who is fastest at the elite level, the ability to run economically is more important than physical fitness. To use the analogy of a car, in long distance running it’s just as important to have low fuel consumption as it is to have a large tank.

  The way to a richer running economy is via a more efficient running technique, in which you take advantage of the laws of gravity instead of fighting against them. In my case, more relaxed shoulders lengthened my arm swing and gave me a more upright posture. Both factors will allow for a longer running stride without the expenditure of more energy.

  To run more efficiently, you must learn to take it easy. When you want to speed up your pace or when fatigue hits you, it’s relaxation that you should think of, rather than dwelling on how to push yourself harder. It may seem incongruous—we’re accustomed to using maximum effort when we’re performing—but when running it’s more important to do it properly than to rely on maximum effort (remember to work smarter, not harder).

  When it comes to running, there is a wide chasm between what the research shows and how the vast majority of us are training. Many runners are not aware that running technique decides how economic the run is and that running economy is crucial for your performance capability. This is a shame because it’s not very difficult to improve your running technique.

  The understanding of running needs to be updated. In sports like golf and tennis, people take lessons to improve their technique, but for running, many people believe that how they move doesn’t matter. It’s paradoxical, given the large enthusiasm for running. Many runners would get so much more out of their workouts—become both faster and healthier—if they just learned to run properly.

  Still, there’s a wide-spread belief that long distance running is only about fitness. Running magazines, books on running, and running blogs are flooded with tips on intervals, threshold workouts, and which pulse watch is the best. Few realize that it’s running technique—not oxygen intake—that’s the deciding factor in the African runners’ dominance of the athletic track since the 1980s.

  But a change may be coming. One indicator is the attention that’s being paid to barefoot running, another is Christopher McDougall’s international best-seller Born to Run, which speaks to what running is actually about—moving smoothly. Millions of people have been inspired by Born to Run, but what the book is missing is a description of that smooth and efficient way to run. What does it look like? And above all: How do you learn to run like that?

  That was how this book was born. After reflecting on my thoughts with Johan Wettergren and Jacob Lindh, I grew convinced that there was a great need for a book for runners of all levels who wanted to learn how to run smarter. Johan is responsible for developing middle and long distance running at the Swedish athletic association SFIF and Jacob works as a sports physiologist at the Center for Health and Performance Development at Gothenburg University, where he leads an advanced project on running technique.

  “From the fifth chapter onward, there are practical exercise programs that will forever change the way you run.”

  Shortly into the writing process, Anders Palmqvist, development manager for sprinter running at SFIF and who, like Johan, is training several elite level runners, joined the team. These three individuals have contributed their knowledge and experience and have made the book possible. Johan, who coaches at an international level in middle and long distance running, knows everything about the subject. Jacob has been invaluable for research. He has recommended a variety of surveys and examined the science in the book. Anders’ role has been to convert research into practice when it comes to running economy and technology. All three have also been involved in developing the training program, which is the first of its kind.

  Train holistically to become a better runner

  With The Perfect Stride, I want to show that with only small changes to your training, you can gain a new dimension to your running and run much faster:

  » Alter your training. Today, most amateur runners and many elite level runners’ training programs are way too one-dimensional, focusing on their fitness at the expense of their technical training.

  » The potential for improvement is huge. Technical training adds a new dimension, because running technique should not be limited to fitness. You’ll learn how to run more efficiently and get more out of your fitness. A better running economy improves the performance ability more than several years of hard cardio training.

  » It is surprisingly simple. Anyone, regardless of training background and age, can learn how to run smarter. Detect which items are crucial for your running economy and practice them.

  The Perfect Stride is the first book that takes a holistic approach to running and communicates it to all ambitious amateur runners. It gives the whole picture of what running is about beyond the usual (cardio) frames, and it teaches how to run more efficiently. This is a handbook for those who want something more from running—to be faster, avoid injuries, and feel better.

  In the book’s practical section are numerous exercises that will make you a better runner. With a new dimension to your running, you can redesign the map of what is possible. For me, as a middle-aged runner, my new stride means that I achieve running times I have not been able to run for many years. In addition, running feels more beautiful than ever.

  This book starts with theory, with a description of running economy and why running technique is so crucial to how far and fast you are able to run. In the second chapter, we look at the big picture in terms of running training: endurance, strength, and technique. After this, in chapter three, you can deepen your understanding of technical training and what is required of you for it to work. The theoretical part ends with a detailed explanation of the running stride, because, if you change your running technique, you’ll need to understand what makes it more effective. From the fifth chapter onward, there are exercise programs that will forever change the way you run.

  GOOD LUCK!
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    PART 1:

    CHAPTER 1.

    FASTER, SMOOTHER, MORE EFFICIENT!

  


  1.

  INTEREST IN RUNNING HAS NEVER BEEN AS GREAT AS RIGHT NOW. Millions of people run each week and in my home country of Sweden, participation in races has increased by more than 50 percent since 2004. We run because it’s healthy, to become better runners, or just to get out into nature.

  Another aspect of the running boom that continues to grow is the gadget industry. Every year, Swedish runners spend around 150 million dollars on running gear. Nothing is left to chance: we buy custom shoes, functional and sweat-absorbent clothes, and compression clothing that is supposed to increase blood circulation and improve performance. Around our wrists, we strap pulse monitors and GPS watches. But maybe this is just the beginning of something even bigger . . .

  For most people, running is still just cardio training, but this understanding is changing as more and more people discover what happens when they train to their entire running capacity. You don’t run faster if you simply put in more effort—faster running is the result of moving correctly. Everything starts with the running stride; with a better technique, you will not only run faster, but you will reduce the risk of injury and have a much nicer running experience.

  Many runners would gain so much more if they would be as particular with their training schedules as they are with their products. Shoes and other running gear, which have little effect on how fast you run, can never compensate for an inefficient running style. If you want to become a better runner then it’s all about the workout, and yet there are very few runners who have embraced the available research. Therefore very few people train to their entire running capacity. Most runners practice just like they did 20–30 years ago. Or like your parents did in the 1970s—with too much emphasis on fitness.

  Running is a skill that can be taught just like any other. Playing tennis is much more fun if you have first learned how to hit the ball properly. It’s the same with running—when you learn effective technique, the run gives you so much more. You get a completely different experience. Of course, fitness does play an important role in determining how good of a runner you are, but it only tells you about your oxygen uptake. Equally important to your capacity is how much oxygen you consume—your running economy. You cannot improve that ability by one-dimensional cardio.
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  “Even among elite level runners the ability to run energy-smart is more decisive than oxygen uptake.”

  Among elite level runners, the ability to run energy-efficiently is actually more decisive than fitness. Numerous studies show that Kenyan runners do not have a higher oxygen uptake (VO2 max) than competitors from other parts of the world. They do, however, have a much better running economy, and that is where the difference lies for the East African runners—and especially those from Kenya—who have dominated long distance running since the 1980s.

  Thanks to a more economical running stride, they run just as fast as other runners but with lower oxygen consumption, which is crucial for endurance. This means that Kenyan runners do not incur the same amount of lactic acid, and therefore they can maintain a higher pace for a longer time.

  Running economy can vary up to 30 percent for runners with equally good fitness, and with that in mind, it is easy to understand the tremendous benefits it has for performance. This corresponds to a difference of at least 60–90 seconds in kilometer-time or 25–30 minutes in a half-marathon. At the elite level, the variation is lower, 10–15 percent. Why there is a lesser difference in that group is because everyone there already runs fairly energy-efficiently—otherwise they wouldn’t be elite runners.

  Running technique paves the way to speed

  You can improve your running economy just like you can your fitness levels. The reason why more people are not engaging in improving their running economy is probably because they don’t know just what a major role energy consumption plays and how easy it actually is to boost it. Research shows that good running economy is characterized by

  » the body’s center of gravity moving up and down minimally

  » the knee pointed forward when the leg swings forward

  » landing on the ground on the front part of the foot

  » the runner pushing forward instead of pulling forward

  » good flexibility in the hips

  » elastic muscles

  » upright posture

  » strong stabilizing muscles in the torso

  What everything on this list has in common is that you can improve on it through practice. It is no more complicated than that. If you want to improve your running economy, then you need to practice your running technique. Your running technique is the stepping-stone, and better running economy is the goal.

  The definition of technically good running is that it requires the lowest possible consumption of energy. Haile Gebrselassie, considered by many to be the best long distance runner of our time, is famous for his efficient technique and his running stride, which naturally meets all the above criteria. In this book we focus primarily on three factors: the hip work, posture, and the landing of the foot. If you learn those aspects, then you’ll get the others into the bargain, but it’s actually enough to improve only one of them—either the hips, posture, or the way the foot lands—to become a much better runner.

  The perfect running stride is unattainable for most people, but the closer you get to Gebrselassie’s way of running, the more economic running you’ll be able to achieve. You lower the energy consumption and run faster.

  Later, we’ll return to the African runners and look at what we can learn from them in order to run more efficiently. But we can already state that running economy combined with fitness determines how fast and how far you are able to run. Physical fitness helps you maximize oxygen intake from the air inhaled, and running economy allows you to get as much as possible from the oxygen you inhale.

  Running training is all about becoming as good as you can. But if you opt out of technical running and instead train cardio alone, this is about as poorly planned as a race car built with a strong engine but with no thought for the design of the body.

  A car is fast not just because it has a powerful engine, but because it has a streamlined design that reduces air resistance. Running works in a similar way; even though it’s gravity that has to be overcome rather than air resistance, the running stride is just as important as a strong engine (the heart).

  A new dimension

  Back in the 1930s, physicists discovered that different runners consumed different amounts of oxygen even though they ran at the same pace. This is the origin of research on running economy. Running economy is measured by how much oxygen a person consumes in one minute divided by body weight. In practice, this works by measuring the exhaled air of a person running on a treadmill. The less oxygen you consume at a given speed, the more energy-efficient your run will be. A common speed when studying runners’ efficiency is 268 meter/minute, equivalent to a kilometer time of 3.44 minutes. At this speed the average oxygen consum-ption is 50.3 ml oxygen/minute/kg. The lowest measured value is 39 ml, which was found in an African runner. This is 22 percent better than average and shows how vastly running economy can vary between individuals.

  “The definition of good technical running is that energy consumption is the lowest possible.”

  Although running economy is decisive, so few of the world’s presumably half a billion runners train to improve it. Great care is given to the engine, but the body is forgotten. Many are practicing intervals, threshold training, fast distance, long distance, and they believe this is varied training when really they’re just different variations of cardio training.

  The problem with unilateral training is that the effects of the training level out much quicker, and you’ll simply stop developing. Studies of elite athletes show that even after one year of intense cardio training, the oxygen uptake will only marginally improve. Running economy, however, is a quality that can, with practice, be developed for at least 6–8 years before it starts to reach a plateau. Commonly elite level runners who practice versatile training reach their fitness peak in their 20s, but by running more economically they will continue to improve their running ability for another ten years.
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