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FOREWORD


BY STEPHEN SEILER, PHD


My indoor cycling adventure began three years ago in a hospital waiting room. I sat there with a swollen, painful leg waiting to start blood tests and diagnostic imagery. The testing revealed a large blood clot in my thigh, which explained why walking to the mailbox made my blood- and oxygen-starved lower leg feel like I was running repeat 400m sprints. The blood tests also revealed that I had a genetic disorder that made me very vulnerable, when I acted like my years of training had made me impregnable. Years of sitting in meetings at a university, not having time to exercise the way I was used to, and lots of birthdays under my belt had conspired against me. So, as I waited for the nurse, I opened Google and plotted a revolution. The furniture of an upstairs TV room would be thrown out and training equipment would be brought in. Daily doses of efficient exercise were needed, and I began searching for the right training tools.


Today, I have a small home training room equipped with kettlebells, a barbell wedged into a corner with weights on one end, elastic bands, weight vests, a ski-poling ergometer, and a bicycle trainer. I use them all to varying degrees, but my bicycle trainer is the most important investment I have made. It’s the most-used training device I own and by far the most fun! I designed my home gym to be efficient. What I did not expect was how exciting and enjoyable training and sweating all alone in that room would become. Turns out that I am not alone at all. No matter what day of the week or time of day I ride, I am always connected to cyclists all over the world!


Since you are reading this, you must be planning on joining me and millions of other indoor cycling enthusiasts. Like everything else, there is a learning curve when it comes to indoor cycling. Those old rickety bicycle trainers you may have imagined are a thing of the past. Modern indoor trainers are high tech and well engineered. They are also more complicated than those old spin bikes! What are the right settings? What the heck is a “PowerUp”? Where does my ride data go? What is “erg-mode”? Is a one-hour ride inside the same as a one-hour ride outside? Why am I sweating so much?


In the last 18 months, I have logged over 500 hours on my indoor trainer. It took me quite a long time to figure out the rules and the tools of riding inside, making the connections easier, the training more effective, and the group rides and races even more motivating and fun. Thanks to Joe Friel and Ride Inside, your learning curve will be much faster than mine.


Pardon the pun, but Joe Friel knows endurance training inside and out. He has been teaching smart endurance training for decades through his books and coaching services. Now he has written the go-to companion for anyone who is new to riding inside. Whether you’re young or old, out of shape or age-group champion, he will guide you through all the technology choices and issues, the differences between cycling indoors and outdoors, and how to design a training plan that works within your time and life constraints.


I am a sports scientist, so I try to understand how the body works. Despite 30 years of active research and a competitive background in numerous sports, I have never felt more in tune with my own body and how it responds to training than I do now because of the effectiveness and control I have when I train indoors. Turn the pages of Ride Inside and I am confident that you will not only unlock a fantastic tool for fitness, but also open a window into your own body and how it works. Good luck!









INTRODUCTION


I never thought I would choose to ride inside on a sunny spring morning, but there I was, swinging my leg over the top tube to ride for an hour in front of a computer monitor. I still love to ride outside, and that’s where you’ll find nearly all the cycling events and triathlons we train for, but recent improvements in the technology, community, and convenience of indoor cycling have made riding inside more appealing than ever. I had a great indoor ride on that day, and many since, to the point that riding inside is a regular component of my training, regardless of the weather outside.


I’m certainly not the only one who feels more drawn to riding inside than I used to be. Truth be told, I’m not what you would call an “early adopter” in the indoor cycling scene. I’ve been a cyclist and triathlete for decades, and now that I’m in my 70s I have more free time to schedule my day around the best time to ride outside. As a coach, however, it is clear to me that over the past 10 years, technological advances in indoor cycling have elevated a frankly second-rate training alternative to an essential tool that can offer significant advantages over training outdoors. These days, riding inside isn’t what you do when the weather is too miserable to ride outside; it’s what you do when you want a great workout.


Although indoor trainers and studio-based cycling classes have been around for decades, the new indoor cycling revolution started with the development of electronic “smart” trainers. The clunky “dumb” trainers of the past were replaced by devices that could monitor and control the resistance the rider feels. Apps like Zwift, TrainerRoad, The Sufferfest, Rouvy, and FulGaz then threw gas on the fire by streaming training content, connecting riders across town and around the world, and allowing cyclists to ride together in virtual worlds. For many athletes, the days of grinding out a ride alone on a noisy “dumb” trainer are just a distant memory.


Given how competitive cyclists and triathletes are, it didn’t take long for riders to start organizing their own virtual races on Zwift and similar apps. By 2018, local clubs were hosting online race series, and pro teams started realizing that virtual group rides and e-races were an opportunity for fans to interact with their favorite pros and for the team to provide value to sponsors. Today, well over half a million riders from all over the globe have raced virtually since virtual racing was introduced. Riding inside, you can test your fitness against a group of your athletic peers—from anywhere in the world—any time of day or night, all without the worries of flatting, crashing, or getting run over.


Interest in indoor cycling and e-racing surged in early 2020 when a global pandemic forced people around the world to stay at home to slow the spread of a highly contagious virus. Everything outside, from local group rides to professional bike races, was cancelled. In some areas of Europe, even recreational cycling was prohibited. During March and April 2020, a time of year when file uploads from virtual training platforms normally declines, the online coaching service provider TrainingPeaks experienced a 500 percent increase in the number of Zwift file uploads compared to the same period in 2019.


Virtual racing seems likely to have an ongoing presence in the future of professional cycling. Grand tour organizers have considered running their prologues on smart trainers, as have organizers of some spring classics road races. Pros raced each other in the Zwift Tour for All “stage race” during the COVID-19 pandemic. There’s even been talk of establishing e-racing as an Olympic sport. In professional cycling, races are struggling largely because they must compete with other sports for sponsorship. And the costs of putting on a pro race are exorbitant and continue to increase. Compared with coordinating road closures, police assistance, barricades, portable toilet rentals, and everything that goes into putting on a live event, the production costs for e-races are quite low. Granted, it’s not quite the same as having fans along the road cheering on their favorite riders, but that isn’t stopping those who see a future for online racing.


In the not-too-distant future, I foresee a computer app that will put you virtually on the start line during a livestream of the real outdoor Tour de France—or any other race. You may not be able to literally compete as part of the Tour de France peloton, but you could see how you stack up against some of the best riders in the world in the most famous bike races on the planet. Even if you don’t last long, virtually rolling with the pros would be an experience fans of stick-and-ball sports could never replicate.


Well, enough daydreaming about racing the Tour de France from your living room. You don’t have to race to reap the benefits of riding inside. When it comes to fitness, riding indoor smart trainers actually works better than being on the road for some rides. You can do preprogrammed workouts uploaded to your trainer without traffic, stoplights, or dogs chasing you. Want to ride flat terrain or a series of mountain climbs? Go ahead. Just select your course. Short days and icy roads in the winter? No problem. Limited time for a ride? You can wedge in a quick workout between other activities without having a long haul to a suitable course. And if you’re training while recovering from injury, you can ride inside without the risk of crashing again. Some apps now even allow you to talk with your coach or other riders during the workout. Riding inside has become so convenient and appealing that some athletes have become inside-only cyclists who only ride outdoors on special occasions.


There’s never been a better time to start riding inside or to use indoor cycling to augment your outdoor training. And there’s so much more coming in terms of technology, connectivity, community, and competition. But I won’t get into more pie-in-the-sky daydreams in this book. Instead, I’ll lead you through what you need to know to get the most out of riding inside—and to enjoy it. Along the way, I hope to answer many of your questions about indoor cycling, including:


•How do you blend indoor and outdoor fitness?


•Are there any physiological differences between riding inside and outside?


•What equipment and technology do you need to get started riding inside?


•How should you set up your indoor training space?


•How do you make your inside training purposefully mesh with your outside races or other events?


•Should your training be planned any differently for inside versus outside riding?


•How do you get started in virtual group rides or e-racing?


•What workouts can you do indoors to make the best use of your training time?


So, are you ready to ride inside? Let’s get started.
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WHY RIDE A BIKE INDOORS?


More athletes than ever are joining the indoor cycling movement. Experienced outdoor cyclists are moving indoors, new cyclists are gaining the fitness and confidence to participate in outdoor events and group rides, and busy cyclists who had given up on the idea of being fit and powerful are discovering the pathway back to the athletes they want to be. This book is for all of you, including indoor cyclists who want to perform at your best and have no intention or desire to ride outside.


There was a time, not long ago, when I would do just about anything to avoid riding inside. My strong aversion stemmed from decades in the Dark Ages of Indoor Cycling, winters spent staring at the wall or Tour de France replays in a damp basement or freezing garage. The equipment seemed equally medieval—either a rack of cold rollers strapped together with a rubber hose, or a contraption somewhere between a vice and thumbscrew mercilessly squeezing the rear axle. Indoor cycling was a last resort, not a first choice.


Plenty has changed since then, and we have now entered the Golden Era of Indoor Cycling. The whole ecosystem for riding inside has shifted. Where there was once isolation, there is now a worldwide community. Where there was once boredom, there is now engagement and excitement. And perhaps most important for performance-oriented cyclists, ambiguity about the physical work being performed has been replaced by data-driven certainty.


In early 2020, the appeal of indoor cycling also got a massive boost from a most unfortunate set of circumstances. As a novel coronavirus (COVID-19) swept across the world, societies everywhere realized isolation and “flattening the curve” were the best ways to slow the virus’s transmission and prevent health-care systems from being overwhelmed. Entire countries enacted “stay at home” orders that shut down all but essential businesses, closed schools and universities, and restricted nonessential travel. In Italy and Spain, outdoor cycling for anything more than transportation was prohibited for a time. In the United States, group rides and all endurance sports events were prohibited.


People in the US were encouraged to get outside for walks, hikes, runs, and bike rides, and many people dusted off old bikes in their garages and rode for the first time in years. Some bike shops experienced an increase in business, and companies selling indoor trainers and indoor cycling apps saw tremendous growth. A lot of cyclists and triathletes turned to Zwift, The Sufferfest, TrainerRoad, Road Grand Tours (RGT Cycling), Rouvy, Bkool, and other indoor cycling apps to continue training with power, take advantage of the benefits of smart trainers, and stay engaged with other athletes in their communities.


In the chapters to come, I will show you how to integrate proven sports science, the latest indoor cycling equipment, cutting-edge technologies, and your athletic goals and identity to help you become a faster and stronger cyclist. My aim is not to take you off the road, track, or trail, but rather to improve your performance everywhere you ride. Likewise, it is important to recognize indoor cycling as its own discipline and not always an alternative or prelude to riding outside.


A good portion of this book will teach you how to plan a period or season of indoor cycling to meet your athletic goals. To effectively improve your cycling performance or overall fitness, you need a plan that moves you to new performance peaks. A well-designed training plan and library of workouts are tools to help you get there.


WHY RIDE INSIDE?


There are so many good reasons to ride inside today. In fact, the wide variety of athletes doing indoor cycling bring an equally diverse set of reasons to participate. People new to cycling are discovering interactive bikes and programs like Peloton® or rigorous indoor group classes such as SoulCycle. Amateur cyclists and triathletes are incorporating structured indoor workouts into their annual training plans—not just when the weather is uncooperative. Elite and professional athletes are relying on the predictability, control, and safety of indoor cycling to prepare for events worldwide. An increasing number of athletes are competing indoors in e-racing, using smart trainers and internet-connected apps to race virtually against real competitors from all over this world in whole new worlds created by software engineers. All of these riders have their own motivations or circumstances that led them indoors. In many cases, riding inside isn’t just an alternative to riding outside, but a better choice.


TIME MANAGEMENT


If it seems like the world is moving faster and there are more demands on your time than ever before, welcome to being an adult in the 21st century. Time is a limiting factor for almost every amateur cyclist or triathlete I work with. Unless you are making a living as a professional athlete, you have to make time for your career and sport.


In addition to work and sport, there are relationships you need to stay engaged with. Your spouse or partner, your kids, and your friends are important for your long-term health and happiness, and they are also integral parts of your athletic support system. Just as training stress needs to be balanced with adequate rest, the time and dedication you commit to training needs to be balanced with attention to the relationships that help make that training time available.


Room for Your Priorities


With all the competing priorities in our lives, time is a precious resource. Training indoors can be advantageous because it is so time-efficient. You don’t have to spend time doing the mental gymnastics of figuring out which layers you need to wear for the weather. You don’t have to hunt for your one missing arm warmer (there’s always one . . . ). There’s no reason to think about choosing a ride route that will fit with the goals of your workout. Depending on your indoor setup, the equipment can be left ready to go day after day. All you need to do is step into a chamois, slip on your cycling shoes, and clip in.


A Focus on Workout Execution


Competitive cyclists and triathletes race outdoors (although e-sports are creating opportunities to compete indoors), and the workouts required to build fitness require focus. When training outdoors, can you give everything you have for a high-intensity interval, or do you have to hold something back and reserve some focus for watching out for cars, kids, dogs, curves, and stop signs? Indoors, you are guaranteed to have the control to execute long intervals uninterrupted. You can stay in an aerodynamic position for long period of time, which is key for adapting to the position so you can be both aero and powerful. And you can ride yourself cross-eyed and heaving, if you want to, without losing your balance and drifting into traffic or off the road. Generally speaking, the more focus your workout requires, the better it is to do indoors. You can build the engine indoors, and then go outdoors and develop the skills to use it.


Proximity to Terrain


Perhaps the biggest time saver is the fact that you don’t have to ride to a location where you can start your workout. For many urban and suburban athletes, that can take 30 minutes or more of riding roads and paths dotted with stop signs, traffic lights, congested traffic, hostile drivers, and road infrastructure which was not designed with bicycles in mind.


If you have an interval set that lasts 40 minutes, but it takes 30 minutes each way to get to a road, bike path, or trail safe enough to execute it, your ride has to be a minimum of 100 minutes. Add in the time to get dressed and get the gear ready, plus the time at the end to reverse the process, and you have to budget at least 2 hours to accomplish a 40-minute interval set. Of course, that’s not all time wasted, as there is certainly a benefit to those 60 minutes of riding to and from the location for your interval set. But when you only have 60–90 minutes available that day, you need an alternative. When you ride indoors, you are on course immediately, ready for the interval after just a quick warm-up.


Convenience for Workday Training


As much as I love lunch rides, they can be a logistical headache. In comparison, going out for a run in the middle of a workday is pretty easy: You need a bag with your running shoes and a change of clothes, and a towel for your shower. To go on a lunch ride, you have to get the bike to the office, along with your helmet and shoes and associated gear, and you have to have a secure place to keep the bike. If you’re lucky, you work in an organization that supports bike commuting and has secure, indoor bike storage and shower facilities (whether you ride in or bring the bike on your car). Unfortunately, many workplaces are not so bike friendly.


An increasing number of workplaces have indoor workout facilities on-site or a cycling studio nearby. By eliminating the hassle and time to schlep a bike and bulky gear to and from the office (assuming you’re not commuting by bike already), indoor cycling makes a lunch ride as gear-intensive as a midday run.


READY 24 HOURS A DAY


Riding inside liberates cyclists from being confined to the hours between sunrise and sunset. The freedom to get on the trainer at any time of day or night is the only thing that makes endurance training possible for some people. Oftentimes, the early morning is the only part of the day that an athlete can really control. Once the day gets started, other priorities may take precedence, like taking kids to school, getting to work on time, and shuffling around to meetings, pickups, and appointments. And that’s when the day goes as planned, which is . . . never. More likely, there’s a project that needs to be finished, a deadline that must be met, a kid with a fever who needs to be taken out of school, or even an opportunity to catch up with an old friend you haven’t seen for a long time.


The early morning, before dawn and before everyone else gets up and gets in the way, is your time. This has been the secret to success for thousands of high-performance cyclists, runners, and triathletes who also happen to be executives and working parents.


Maybe mornings aren’t your thing or they just don’t fit into your schedule. The indoor trainer will be there in the evenings too. There are even training strategies that may make evening workouts particularly beneficial by taking advantage of certain aspects of nutrition. For instance, training when you have low carbohydrate availability is a strategy some athletes use to improve fat oxidation. But to do it, you have to deplete muscle glycogen stores. One way to accomplish that is to do a hard ride with high-carbohydrate availability in the evening, consume adequate total calories but little carbohydrate before bed, and then complete an endurance or moderate-intensity ride in the morning. You’ll start the morning workout without replenishing muscle glycogen stores, which means training with low carbohydrate availability.


CHILDCARE


One of the hardest times to be an athlete is when your children are too young to be left alone. Depending on the kid(s), that can be well into the teenage years. In many two-parent households, one parent can sneak out for a ride while the other is at home. But as life gets busier, both parents have things to do, and the tag-team strategy breaks down. For single-parent households, the challenge can be exponentially greater. In both scenarios, hiring babysitters is an option, albeit an expensive one. Pulling small children in a trailer is an option too, but it comes with a whole raft of additional considerations.


Indoor cycling can be a training savior for parents. With babies and toddlers in the house, naptime can be an opportunity to jump on the trainer (if you’re not taking a nap yourself, or doing any of the other thousand things on your list). Early mornings can be a good option when you have school-aged kids in the house. Regardless of where you squeeze in the time, riding inside while your kids are home has the secondary benefit of modeling healthy exercise habits and showing your children that exercise can be a lifelong activity. You could even make the argument that riding inside works better for this purpose because children actually observe you performing the activity, rather than just seeing you leave for extended periods of time and come back sweaty.


SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT


In the Dark Ages of Indoor Cycling, we were confined to basements, garages, and laundry rooms, with no way to connect to our friends and training partners who were doing the same thing in their basements, garages, and laundry rooms. Training with a partner or in a group increases accountability, which reduces the likelihood that you’ll skip a ride. Many athletes also find they can push themselves harder or complete more total work if they are with someone else. Group rides, indoor cycling classes, and rides with a couple of friends are also large components of an athlete’s social group. Now, with smart trainers and stationary bikes connected to interactive training platforms, you can reap the social and performance benefits of group training without leaving the basement.


ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS


Fresh air and sunlight on your face are two of life’s greatest joys, but sometimes the air isn’t so fresh and the sunlight is too harsh. It is sad to have to say this, but in some environmental conditions, riding inside is better for your health.


Air Quality


Particulate pollution (chemicals released from many human activities) is a problem for any creature with lungs, and the amount of air you’re pulling into your lungs per hour has an impact on the amount of pollution you’re inhaling. Compared to a sedentary population that spends less than an hour a day outdoors breathing unfiltered air, endurance athletes spend hundreds more hours each year outdoors breathing at least 10 times the volume of air. Perhaps worse than the duration and volume, you breathe far deeper during exercise, exposing more lung tissue to pollutants.


As a matter of perspective, the positive cardiovascular health benefits of aerobic exercise far outweigh any potential risk of lung disease from rapid breathing during exercise. However, when air quality is particularly bad and levels of particulate pollution are high, athletes need to recognize that strenuous exercise exposes them to exponentially more pollution. Athletes with lung disease or asthma will be even more affected as air quality deteriorates. The lesson here is to take smog alerts and air thick with forest fire smoke seriously, and ride inside when air quality is poor. For athletes living in densely populated urban areas, this can represent a significant number of days per year.


Sun Exposure


Some sun exposure is important for athletes—and everyone, in fact—because sunlight helps our bodies manufacture vitamin D, and it’s much easier to make the vitamin D you need than it is to consume it through food. On the other hand, a lifetime of long days outside under the blazing sun can lead to skin damage and increase the risk of developing skin cancer. Many of us who have been endurance athletes for many decades started training well before the long-term risks of sun exposure were well-known, and we have already accumulated quite a lot of damage. Some athletes with sensitive skin, athletes who already have skin conditions related to sun exposure, and athletes taking medications (including some antibiotics, antihistamines, and even NSAID painkillers) that can cause sun sensitivity for some people, may benefit from spending more time riding indoors.


SAFETY


More than any of the factors above, safety is the biggest reason a growing number of cyclists prefer to ride inside. The number of automobile-crash fatalities has been declining for 40 years, but the number of pedestrian and cyclist deaths from traffic collisions has been increasing in recent years. According to a 2019 report from the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), 857 cyclists were killed in 2018, the most since 1990. From 2017 to 2018, there was a 6.3 percent increase in the number of cyclists killed, despite a decrease of 2.4 percent in the total number of traffic deaths in the US during the same period.


Depending on where you live, these trends bring either good news or bad news. Urban cycling, on the one hand, is getting more dangerous. According to the same report, from 2009 to 2018 there has been a 48 percent increase in cyclist fatalities in urban areas. But rural areas have seen a decrease of 8.9 percent. This trend holds true for pedestrians and all vehicle types, although urban pedestrians and cyclists were most affected. As many US cities have grown and become more auto-centric, getting around in them has become more dangerous.


Distracted driving is epidemic, with drivers looking down at their phones and navigating dashboard touch screens, but it’s not the only reason cyclists are dying outdoors. As cars and trucks get bigger, particularly in terms of the height of the hood, collisions with “non-occupants” get more deadly. Instead of potentially rolling up onto the hood, you’re more likely to be run over. The combination of an increased number of urban cyclists and an increase in truck and delivery vehicle traffic is proving deadly in big cities. In New York City, 29 cyclists were killed in traffic collisions in 2019 (more than double the number in 2018), and 25 of them were killed by drivers of large trucks, buses, SUVs, or vans.


Overall, I remain hopeful about the safety of outdoor cycling. I understand why cyclists are afraid, especially because media and social media make us more aware of collisions and fatalities around the country and the world. Statistics don’t mean a whole lot when it’s someone you know who gets hit, and the statistics don’t include all the close calls, harassing maneuvers, and hostile drivers that cyclists encounter on a regular basis. Nonetheless, I believe e-bikes and other micromobility technologies (electric scooters, etc.), along with increased congestion and reduced parking, will encourage more people to ride bicycles and get out of cars, and that there will be more pressure on communities to create and upgrade infrastructure to make “non-occupants” safer. For performance cyclists who ride out into more rural areas, I’m hopeful that automotive technology eventually overcomes our human flaws of inattention and distractibility.


BENEFITS TO YOUR HEALTH, FITNESS, AND COMPETITIVE EDGE


When you really stop and think about it, there are lot of advantages to riding inside, but most of them fall into the category of “avoiding a negative.” Indoors, you won’t get hit by a car, get lost, get home late, get caught in a thunderstorm, run out of daylight, run out of water, or mess up an interval workout because you reached the top of the hill too soon. But riding inside isn’t about what won’t happen; it’s about what can happen.


YOU GET FASTER


There is perhaps no greater proof that riding inside can prepare you for winning performances outdoors than Mathew Hayman’s victory at the 2016 Paris–Roubaix. For those less familiar with European cycling, Paris–Roubaix is one of professional cycling’s five Monuments, prestigious one-day races that are very long (150–165 miles) and exquisitely brutal. Paris–Roubaix’s vicious reputation stems from more than two dozen stretches of rough Napoleonic-era cobblestone roads, which gradually rattle, bounce, and batter riders into submission, with crash wounds to prove it.


To even be in contention to win Paris–Roubaix, a rider first needs to be strong enough and lucky enough to last through the battle of attrition and reach the final 40 miles with the front group. Your ability to succeed from there forward, however, depends a lot on how much the preceding hours took out of you. When you’re more fit, you don’t have to dig as deep into your reserves as often or as much as the other riders, so you have something left to give when it matters most.


Australian Mathew Hayman was a journeyman professional cyclist. He was strong and smart, and he was one of the best teammates a leader could have. He didn’t win many races and wasn’t the most famous rider, but his work as a teammate put a lot of champions atop podiums around the world. Going into 2016, he had ridden Paris–Roubaix 15 times and finished them all. It was his favorite race, and because it’s such a battle of attrition, it is one of the races where journeyman team players can ride themselves into the leadership role if they’re the rider who makes it into the front group.


In a race called Omloop Het Nieuwsblad in late February, Hayman broke his arm in a crash. He had been training for months with the plan to be in top shape for Paris–Roubaix on April 11, but with a broken arm, he couldn’t train outdoors and certainly couldn’t compete in other spring races that are both goal events and major training stimuli. In his 17th year as a professional cyclist, it looked like his spring classics season was finished before it started.


Determined not to lose the fitness he had worked so hard to gain, Hayman rode more than 1,000 kilometers (624 miles) on an indoor trainer in his garage while his broken arm healed. Just like he would have outdoors, he rode a lot of hours at a moderate pace and completed focused interval workouts prescribed by his coach to keep and develop the power required to ride Paris–Roubaix.


On the day of the race, Hayman wasn’t designated as the leader, the rider the team was going to work for and hopefully put in a position to win. That was normal, as was his role as “road captain,” the rider charged with adjusting the team’s tactics on the fly. As the race unfolded, his experience and tactical prowess helped him make all the right decisions about when to go hard, when to chase, and whom to follow, and he made it into the final 20 miles as the last team rider in the lead group.


After nearly six hours of racing, Hayman and Tom Boonen, already a four-time winner of Paris–Roubaix, rode onto the velodrome in Roubaix with a lap and a half to go and a chase group of three close behind. In the final 500 meters, the group of five were all together, and Hayman was at the front, with his face in the wind rather than in the slipstream behind. Starting the sprint from the front with Tom Boonen, Edvald Boasson Hagen, Sep Vanmarcke, and Ian Stannard in your draft would normally be the worst possible choice, but this time it worked, and Hayman had enough left in the tank to capture the biggest win of his career.


Though Hayman’s path to Paris–Roubaix victory was an anomaly, there is an argument to be made that the advantages of indoor cycling I mentioned earlier actually enhanced his preparation. Compared to other riders who were traveling and training and getting battered in other brutal races, Hayman was at home training when and how he wanted to, eating the food he chose, sleeping in his own bed, and spending time with his family. Precise training, great recovery, and a low-stress environment. Beat that.


YOU GET HEALTHIER


If you are an experienced cycling or triathlon competitor, you are already experiencing the health benefits associated with improved cardiorespiratory fitness. For those who are newer to endurance training, and as a review for everyone, it is important to understand the relationship between exercise and health.


I have spent my career helping endurance athletes improve performance, which is not necessarily synonymous with improving health. At the elite end of the spectrum, athletes are pushing themselves to the point where their immune systems can be compromised and where they risk various musculoskeletal injuries. Certainly, one of my goals as a coach is to help them optimize performance without those negative outcomes, but in principle it’s important to recognize that athletes focused primarily on competitive performance may willingly accept some increased health risks.


For most amateur athletes, the net benefits of exercise for improving long-term health far outweigh the risks associated with being sedentary. Here are just a few of the health benefits of exercise.


Reduced Risk of Cardiovascular Disease


Exercise—both aerobic exercise and resistance training—is unquestionably effective for reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease. Compared to sedentary populations, people who exercise regularly (at least 150 minutes a week) have substantially lower risks for developing high blood pressure or suffering a stroke or heart attack.


For some athletes, though, too much of a good thing may be harmful. As a large generation reaches the 50+ age group, more people are experiencing cardiac arrythmia, particularly various types of tachycardia characterized by rapid heart rates. Decades of high-intensity exercise may be a contributing factor for developing tachycardia, particularly atrial fibrillation, in some athletes.


Stronger Immune System


Exercise causes inflammation and also raises your body’s anti-inflammatory response. Acute (temporary) inflammation caused by exercise is a necessary part of the process that leads to greater fitness. It is also the immune system’s healthy response to allergens and infections. With a healthy immune system, your body’s anti-inflammatory mechanisms restore homeostasis once the threat has passed. On the other hand, chronic inflammation is thought to play a role in the development of cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, arthritis, and even dementia. But people who exercise regularly and have greater aerobic fitness are less likely to experience chronic inflammation.


During the COVID-19 public health crisis, the interaction between training and immunity became a hot topic for coaches and athletes. It is well established that exercise supports a healthy and functional immune system better than being sedentary, but athletes wondered whether high-volume or high-intensity exercise potentially suppressed immune function and increased susceptibility to infection. The short answer is that individual bouts of exercise are unlikely to increase infection risk, but dramatic and sustained increases in training workload can be a contributing factor, along with disturbed or insufficient sleep, insufficient energy intake, elevated lifestyle stress, and more (see Chapter 9).


Reduced Risk of Type 2 Diabetes


According to the most recent National Diabetes Statistics Report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), more than 34.2 million Americans (10.5 percent of the population) had diabetes in 2018. Of them, about 90–95 percent had type 2 diabetes, where the pancreas produces insufficient insulin to adequately control blood sugar levels. The causes of type 2 diabetes are largely associated with lifestyle, in contrast to type 1 diabetes, which is an autoimmune reaction that destroys some or all of the insulin-producing cells in the pancreas. Exercise reduces the risk of developing type 2 diabetes by increasing insulin sensitivity and increasing your capacity to store ingested carbohydrates as muscle glycogen.


Improved Cognitive Function


You can view this benefit as “exercise makes you smarter” or “exercise prevents cognitive decline.” Both are likely true. Exercise improves circulation and oxygen delivery to the brain, which promotes neurogenesis. It also improves neuroplasticity, or the ability to learn and retain new skills. Two types of exercise are important for cognitive function: Aerobic exercise improves global cognition and executive functioning via cardiovascular benefits. Exercises that challenge your motor skills (complex tasks, balance, coordination) and require keeping track of information (interval training) are also important because they directly improve task-specific neuroplasticity. In another case of “use it or lose it,” exercise has also been shown to protect against cognitive decline associated with aging.


YOU LOSE WEIGHT


In endurance sports that involve hills and mountains, body weight plays a significant role in performance. Being lighter means you don’t have as much mass to move against gravity. That doesn’t mean being as lean as possible is automatically the best option for endurance athletes. When athletes become too lean, physical capacity to perform work can start to decrease, and athletes become more susceptible to illness and injury. If you are looking to lose weight, the goal is to reach a sustainable body weight that doesn’t compromise your power output or immune system.


There are far more amateur athletes who have weight they can lose than there are athletes who are at risk of becoming dangerously lean. Indoor cycling can contribute to the energy expenditure side of the “calories in versus calories out” equation, particularly because you can expend upward of 1,000 calories during 60 minutes of high-intensity indoor cycling, whereas you’re more likely to expend 500–600 calories at a less intense, endurance pace outdoors.


Truth be told, however, nutrition plays a more significant role than exercise when it comes to weight loss. It takes an hour of strenuous exercise to expend 1,000 calories, but you can consume a 2,000-calorie meal in 10 minutes. The old adage “you can’t outrun a bad diet” is true. Where indoor cycling creates an advantage is the increased opportunity to exercise consistently.


YOU IMPROVE ENDURANCE PERFORMANCE EVERYWHERE


Just as Mathew Hayman used indoor cycling to maintain and improve his fitness for bike racing, athletes in other endurance sports can use indoor cycling to supplement their sport-specific training. This strategy can offer a way to increase an athlete’s aerobic workload with less muscle damage (as cycling is low-impact and not weight-bearing). Similarly, it can be used to maintain aerobic fitness while a non-cyclist is recovering from a sport-specific injury, depending on the injury. Sport-specific training is essential for meeting the demands of your competition, but generalized aerobic training stress improves cardiorespiratory fitness that can be applied to any endurance activity.


YOU ADAPT TO HEAT


Heat acclimatization is essential for athletes training to compete in a hot or humid environment. When you live in Boulder, Colorado, through the winter and need to be ready for an early season goal race in Arizona or Southern California, it is a good idea to take proactive steps to adapt to exercising in the heat before you go. Triathletes often use heat acclimation strategies to prepare for the intense heat during the Ironman® World Championship in Kona, Hawaii, and ultrarunners use it to get ready for events like Western States and the Badwater 135, which goes through Death Valley in July.


There are specific heat acclimation protocols, typically incorporating both passive exposure to heat and training in a heated environment. Indoor cycling is one of the more convenient ways for athletes to exercise in a climate-controlled room. The outcomes athletes are looking for include lower resting core temperature, increased plasma volume, more rapid onset of sweating, increased sweat rate, decreased electrolyte concentration in sweat, and reduced sensations of thermal strain.


THE PROMISE OF RIDING INSIDE


There’s no doubt that indoor cycling is an effective way to create, maintain, and improve cardiorespiratory fitness, cycling-specific power output, and long-term markers for physical and mental health. And there is no question that riding inside is more convenient, more time efficient, and safer than riding outside.


The only remaining question is: How do you get the most out of riding inside? In the coming chapters I will show you the science behind and the steps to building high-performance fitness, starting with the essential issue of how indoor and outdoor riding compare. You will learn how to structure workouts, training intensities, and training plans that specifically leverage the advantages of indoor cycling. In Chapter 5, you can explore the four different ways you can ride inside and the pros and cons of each. And finally, we’ll bring it all together with guidance for getting the most out of the fitness gains from indoor cycling, whether you’re competing inside or outside.


I’ve spent most of my life engaged in endurance training and coaching. I have witnessed a handful of game-changing training innovations in that time, and I am grateful I had the opportunity to play a role in some of them, such as sports drinks and sports nutrition products, heart rate monitors, power meters, training analysis software, and the professionalization of endurance coaching. Riding inside has been an integral part of cycling for more than a century, but only recently have the tools and technology existed to make indoor cycling so much more than a rainy day alternative to training outdoors. Riding inside is quickly becoming a substantial component of competitive cyclists’ annual training plans, bringing busy cyclists back to the sport, inspiring new cyclists to start pedaling, and becoming a competitive discipline of its own. In the long run, I believe the developments we are living through now will be viewed as another game-changing step forward in endurance training and competition. So, let’s get started and show you how to take advantage of this new landscape to improve your fitness and get an edge on your competition.
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