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PRAISE FOR JOE FRIEL AND THE TRIATHLETE’S TRAINING BIBLE



“One of the most trusted coaches in triathlon.”

—LAVA MAGAZINE

“Joe Friel is one of the world’s foremost experts on endurance sports.”

—OUTSIDE MAGAZINE

“Joe Friel’s wealth of knowledge in triathlon is astounding, and he has a wonderful way of sharing that knowledge with all athletes from beginners to elite professionals.”

—SIRI LINDLEY, TRIATHLON WORLD CHAMPION

“As a multiple triathlon world champion, I would consider Joe one of the leading figures in triathlon coaching today. Joe’s professional approach and practical understanding of sports physiology has helped many endurance athletes of all abilities reach their full athletic potential.”

—SIMON LESSING, FIVE-TIME TRIATHLON WORLD CHAMPION

“The Triathlete’s Training Bible is a fantastic guide. You can’t go wrong using the advice in this book.”

—SCOTT “THE TERMINATOR” MOLINA, TRIATHLON WORLD CHAMPION

“Joe Friel has spent most of his life in devotion to the understanding and teaching of sport. Joe has managed to focus on the key components to athletic success while weeding out the noise. This book will play a substantial role in helping you take the next step as a triathlete.”

—JUSTIN DAERR, PROFESSIONAL TRIATHLETE

“As a triathlon coach, 2004 Olympian, and former top-ranked triathlete in the world, I’ve used The Triathlete’s Training Bible as one of my key references. Joe Friel’s training books have made the once ‘crazy’ sport of triathlon accessible to the public while also guiding seasoned athletes to their full potential. Joe does the hard work for the beginning triathlete by condensing, prioritizing, and simplifying all the science and practical experience, which he has mastered over decades of coaching.”

—BARB LINDQUIST, 2004 OLYMPIAN

“The Triathlete’s Training Bible combines scientific research with the experience of a top endurance coach to provide the best training resource book available.”

—GALE BERNHARDT, 2004 TEAM USA OLYMPIC TRIATHLON HEAD COACH

“The Triathlete’s Training Bible can help you train for any distance and is most useful to newbies and self-trained athletes who want traditional training advice.”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL

“As an athlete with the unique ability to race multiple Ironman races every season, I have always been trouble for any triathlon coach. To coach myself successfully, I needed a reliable and strong tool. I searched all sources carefully until I found the one—The Triathlete’s Training Bible by Joe Friel. Whatever my problem, there is always a solution in this book. This book makes my understanding of training, racing, and recovering more complete with every page.”

—PETR VABROUSEK, PROFESSIONAL TRIATHLETE

“The Triathlete’s Training Bible is an invaluable tool for every triathlete looking to improve.”

—CLAS BJÖRLING, PROFESSIONAL TRIATHLETE

“The Triathlete’s Training Bible is a ‘must read’ for both athletes and coaches.… It captures the essence of multisport training by outlining both the science and the art of the sport in a detailed, yet practical format. It is one of the most valuable resources I have on my bookshelf.”

—LIBBY BURRELL, FORMER USA TRIATHLON NATIONAL PROGRAM DIRECTOR

“Any author who includes the word ‘bible’ in the title risks comparison to a very high standard. The original was divinely inspired, after all. Those with some tri experience who lack the time or the budget to hire a coach should find this book just what is needed to improve performance. Do I hear a chorus of hallelujahs?”

—IMPACT MAGAZINE

“Friel has combined scientific and technical information with his considerable experience as an athlete and coach of novices, elite amateurs, and professionals, to create this very useful reference for triathletes of all types. It would be very surprising if you did not find something useful in The Triathlete’s Training Bible.”

—TRIATHLON MAGAZINE CANADA

“Friel explains the science of training in a language you can understand.”

—AMATEURENDURANCE.COM

“What Friel is best at is reverse engineering how top athletes perform and then explaining it to the reader in simple, easy-to-use terms.”

—BREAKINGMUSCLE.COM
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PREFACE

I wrote the first edition of this book 26 years ago. A lot has happened in training for triathlon since then, as reflected in each of the four previous editions. This latest version is an update from the fourth edition, which I wrote in 2016. In only 8 years the best practices in training for triathlon and endurance sports in general have changed considerably. You will, of course, read here about my interpretation of how you should train. There are as many ways as there are coaches—and advanced triathletes. As you read the following pages, you must always keep one thought uppermost in your mind: There are many ways to train for a triathlon, and you are reading only one person’s views. I encourage you to consider if what I suggest here is right for you. And during training, experiment a bit to see if you can improve your results by tweaking what I or others suggest.

Twenty-six years certainly seems like a long time. But when we look at the endurance sports that preceded triathlon, such as swimming, cycling, and running, whose histories go back more than a century, it puts triathlon in perspective. It is still a new sport in many ways. As such, we can expect to see many other “new” ways to train evolve in the coming years. While it may seem that we’ve been doing this for a long time, what you’re reading here represents the “early days” of training for triathlon.

So that you have a better grasp of where I’m coming from in suggesting how you should train, let me take you back to the earliest days of our sport as seen through my eyes. Let’s start in 1980.

In that year I owned a running store—Foot of the Rockies—in Fort Collins, a small town in northern Colorado. It opened in 1978, making it one of, probably, the first five running stores in the U.S. Prior to running stores, runners went to “general” sporting goods stores that sold running shoes along with basketball and football stuff. The staff at those stores typically knew very little about running. In that year, with the running boom in its early stages, there was a growing demand for reliable information on how to train for running events. It was hard to find such info. Runner’s World magazine was about the only source. That’s when I decided to step in to provide not only running gear but also information on how to train. This was right up my alley. I was a runner who had a master’s degree in exercise science. I loved to study and talk about this stuff. I had a staff of young runners working for me who were also mostly graduate students at Colorado State University, which was just across the street from my store. We put on free monthly clinics for runners and were always available to answer questions and offer advice on how to train. Local runners would come to the store just to talk with us about training.

Two of my employees had taken up triathlon. They were always after me to do one. I finally relented in 1983 and did a short-course race in Longmont, Colorado, just to give it a try. Wow! I came away fully in love with this sport. I now considered myself a tri-athlete (that’s how we spelled it back then). I became so crazy about the sport that in 1984 I bought the bike shop next to my running store, took down the wall that separated them, and had what was probably the first triathlon store in the world. In the short term, it wasn’t a good idea. The world—and especially Fort Collins—was not ready for a triathlon store. There were probably only 20 or so triathletes in the whole region. That was certainly not enough to support the business. But I didn’t care—I was madly in love with triathlon.

Up to this point I had been coaching a few runners on the side. But now I began to add some triathletes and even cyclists (I also started doing bike races about this same time). By 1987 I was making a better income from coaching than I was from the store (which isn’t saying a whole lot). And I was certainly enjoying the coaching more than the endless headaches of retail. So that year I sold the store (by the way, it’s still in Fort Collins).

I didn’t have enough coaching clients to pay the bills, so I took on a couple of part-time jobs until I had sufficient clients to make coaching profitable. That finally happened in 1993. Of course, there’s a lot more to the story than just this, but I won’t weigh you down with all the details on how I came to write books and helped start TrainingPeaks.com. That could make for a book in itself. Let’s get back to training for triathlon.



This book is about high performance. It is not for novices. If you’re new to triathlon, I encourage you to read an introductory book, such as another of my books—Your First Triathlon. Once you’ve learned firsthand, through your training and racing, what the sport is about, come back to this book. That should take about three years. It will help you produce better race results once you start thinking of yourself as a high-performance triathlete.

High-performance training means becoming the best triathlete possible. But that isn’t revealed only in race results. High performance is more than simply where you finish in your races. It’s also an attitude grounded in the belief that you can always get better. I’ve never coached an athlete who couldn’t perform at a higher level. Not one. Each of us has plenty of room for improvement between our current level of performance and our potential.

You are fully capable of racing faster and of achieving higher goals as a triathlete. I have no doubt about it. What I want to teach you in this book is how to go about achieving high-performance racing. You may learn only one thing from this book, but that one thing will make a difference. On the other hand, the book may cause you to rethink your training, racing, and athletic lifestyle completely. I’ve seen such things happen with athletes I’ve coached over the years, and it led them to better results.

Obviously, I’m not going to be there to make daily training decisions for you, as I did for my clients for nearly four decades. You’re going to be your own coach. If you don’t think you’re up to that, I strongly suggest that you hire a smart coach and trust him or her to guide your training. There are thousands of coaches around the world today. And they are much smarter now than when I started.

One of the biggest changes in coaching since the early 2000s is the advent of coaching websites, such as TrainingPeaks (www.trainingpeaks.com). Virtual face-to-face meetings have also made long-distance coaching much more personal. With one of these services, it really doesn’t matter where you and your coach live. You can be on opposite sides of the world. If you are in your first three years of the sport, however, I strongly suggest that you hire a local coach. Some things, such as learning new skills, are best done in a hands-on coaching relationship. But if you’re an advanced triathlete—the athlete for whom this book is intended—there is much less reason to meet face-to-face with your coach.

So what’s an “advanced” triathlete? We could probably come up with a long list of defining characteristics. But for now, let’s just say that an advanced triathlete is someone who’s been in the sport for at least three years. That’s long enough to understand the sport, one’s body, and training quite well. You’ll continue to grow a lot, especially if you have a coach.

This book, therefore, is intended for the advanced athlete who strives for high-performance racing. It is divided into six parts. Part I examines both mental and physical fitness. Part II is about the fundamentals of training, with an emphasis on basic concepts and on a critical element of physical training for the advanced, high-performance athlete: intensity. Part III lays the groundwork for purposeful training. This is perhaps the most important topic for the self-coached athlete. In Part IV, we finally get into preparing to race by looking at the details of how to plan your season and drill all the way down to planning a workout. I consider this the core of the book. Having a solid plan is essential for high performance. Part V examines what is perhaps the most neglected aspect of training for serious triathletes: balancing stress and rest. Many self-coached triathletes get this wrong and, as a result, never experience anything even close to their potential in the sport. And finally, in Part VI, I introduce topics that are often overlooked by athletes that can have a big impact on their triathlon performance—improving skills, becoming stronger, effectively using a training diary, and blending your training with your lifestyle.



Why do you do triathlons? What got you started? If you are like most in the sport, you took up triathlon because it looked like fun, or perhaps as a way to get in shape, or maybe for the challenge of competing against others or yourself. Or possibly you came to it as I did, from another sport, such as swimming, cycling, or running, and saw triathlon as a way to break the monotony of single-sport training and try your hand at something different. These are some common reasons I’ve heard from triathletes over the years, and I suppose that there are many other possibilities. Whatever your reason, you must remind yourself of it frequently as you read this book. Why you are doing this is an important question.

In the coming chapters, we will take a serious look at what it takes to become a high-performance triathlete. And I do mean serious. You will read about stuff that only coaches usually think about. This book is essentially an advanced course in the philosophy and methodology of training for triathlon. It will get pretty deep at times. You may need to ground yourself occasionally by considering the answer to the question above: Why do you do triathlons? Some of what you will read in this book works best for athletes who are driven to compete at a high level. That may not be your thing. You may be reading this book just to get an idea of what you might do to improve your training a bit. You may not be looking to win your age group, make a national team, or qualify for the Ironman® World Championship. Nevertheless, most triathletes still want to race faster than they’ve done before, even if it only means shaving a few minutes off a personal best at a local race. Whatever your goals, stay grounded throughout your reading by reminding yourself of why you do triathlons.

If you have an earlier edition of The Triathlete’s Training Bible, you’ll find some differences. The world of training for triathlon is never stagnant. The biggest changes have to do with intensity. While I’ve tried to simplify the topic, it is by no means simple to do. There’s a lot in Chapter 4 that is completely new, and which I think will improve your training and racing.

And one more thing before you get started. I strongly suggest getting a medical checkup by your doctor to confirm that you are ready to train hard and long. That will put your mind at ease at times when you wonder about the effect of training on your health. This is something that should be done annually regardless of your age and current state of health.

Be prepared to be the best triathlete you can be. If you absorb and apply the principles in this book, you will find yourself on the path to high-performance training and racing. Let’s get started.

—Joe Friel

Boulder, Colorado







PART I MIND AND BODY


In Part I, you will learn about the underlying foundations of fitness for your mind and your body as we examine the mental and physical components of triathlon training. These basics will ultimately determine how well your training and racing go.

Chapter 1 starts by examining what I have found to be the three most important mental skills for success in endurance sports: commitment, confidence, and patience. Taken together, they form what we typically call mental toughness. Mentally tough athletes are hard to beat. They usually find a way, even when things are not going right.

In Chapter 2, you’ll read about the most basic elements of physical training for endurance sports. Here, you will learn of the philosophy of training I’ve used with athletes—at all levels of performance—for more than 30 years. We will also examine the three pillars of endurance fitness: aerobic capacity, lactate threshold, and economy. All your workouts are intended to help you become better prepared in these areas. We will also delve into the technology you may already have and how it can be used to improve your training. And finally, we’ll take a look at what successful triathletes do in training.








1 MENTAL READINESS


TRAINING BOOKS commonly begin with an overview of the fitness program and lay out a few rules for how the program is to be followed. There’s often a discussion of equipment, and usually a brief review of training principles. But I am not going to start that way. Instead, I want to begin with what I consider the most important talent every athlete must develop and nurture before embarking on a serious training program. That talent is mental fitness. No athlete will ever reach his or her goals without sound mental traits and a commitment to success. So before we talk about anything else, let’s look at why you want to take on the challenge of triathlon and how you can develop a commitment to training. Master the principles in this chapter, and you will be on the path to a triathlon season marked by high achievement.

The common denominator for all the high-performance triathletes I have known is a “can-do” attitude. They are confident they can succeed. They’re convinced of it. This leads me to believe that mental readiness is at least as important as physical readiness—perhaps even more so.

A mentally fit athlete will figure out a way.

High achievement always starts with a dream. And triathletes are big dreamers. They dream of what may be achieved in the coming season—finishing an Ironman, taking a podium place at a favorite race, achieving a top-10 national ranking, qualifying for a world championship, or some other big dream.

I really don’t know which comes first for the high-performance athlete—the big dream or the will to achieve. I suspect it’s the latter. But they go hand in hand. Because of this, I believe that it is imperative for triathletes to become mentally ready before they become physically ready to race. And just like physical fitness, mental fitness can be trained. In fact, physical fitness and mental fitness are similar in that both must be trained consistently with a purpose and outcome in mind.

Training, both mental and physical, is a task you must take on every day. There are hard training days and easy training days for both. On some days your mind says, “I don’t want to do this.” That’s a mental-training day. Unless there is a physical reason, such as injury or fatigue, you must cope with your mental resistance to get through this. Your mental readiness to train when there is not a solid reason to skip the workout is what ultimately determines your success as a triathlete.

Athletic success is not instantaneous or guaranteed. Achieving big dreams demands the best of you. Excellence isn’t easy. If it were, everyone would be excellent. Most people do not dream big. For them, ordinary is okay. Some talk about dreams. Excellence sounds nice. But few have the will to achieve their dreams.

What is your dream?


DREAMS, GOALS, AND MISSIONS

Excellence is rare. It involves having big dreams. But that’s the easy part. Unfortunately, most people have dreams that seldom become goals. Their dreams are actually wishes. Someone who really has a dream, a goal, along with a plan (more on this later), and the will to pursue it is on a mission. That person has a purpose. If that person is an athlete, he or she will find a way to overcome obstacles and setbacks, as most of these are mental.


Excellence involves having big dreams.




Ryan’s Dream

In December 1997, a young triathlete called me. His name was Ryan Bolton. He was new to the sport. But he had a dream—a big one. The International Olympic Committee (IOC) had recently announced that triathlon would be a sport at the 2000 Games in Sydney, Australia. The inclusion of triathlon as an Olympic event was something all of us in the sport had wanted for years. Ryan’s dream was to qualify for the Olympics and represent the United States. There would be only three American men on the team. He needed a coach to help make it happen. Would I coach him?

Right after the IOC announcement, I received several such contacts from athletes looking for a coach to help them make the team. Most were just wishing and knew little about what it would take. Most also had a limited background in the sport. Ryan was different. He not only had been an All-American distance runner in college but also had done some triathlons after graduation and understood what it would take to achieve his dream. He was very businesslike during our phone chat. Could I help him? I don’t usually make snap decisions, but his tremendous desire and will to succeed convinced me that he could pull it off. I agreed to coach him.

To be eligible for the U.S. Olympic triathlon qualifying trials in the spring of 2000, Ryan would have to be ranked in the top 125 in the world. He made steady progress throughout the first two years we worked together, moving up to 25th place in the world rankings. Things were going great. But in the spring of 1999, we started encountering setbacks that continued into the winter of 2000. Ryan had frequent upper respiratory infections that often interrupted training. His doctors could not determine the cause. We kept cutting back on his training to allow his body to fight the infections. His world ranking gradually slipped. By the fall of 1999, with only a few months remaining until the U.S. Olympic Team Trials qualifying race, he was ranked 75th in the world. Things only got worse that winter. We never did determine why he had so much illness, but we had to reduce his training considerably for most of the year. By the following spring, however, he was healthy again and ready for the trials.

Throughout all those pivotal months, when he was sick and the dream seemed to be slipping through his fingers, Ryan remained patient and confident. He never expressed any doubt that he’d make the team. He was always determined and optimistic. I had never coached anyone who was so committed to a goal and so mentally focused on working to achieve it. Finally, at the Olympic Trials race in May, in an amazing come-from-behind effort on a hot and steamy day in Dallas, Texas, he pulled it off. He qualified for the Olympics. The dream he had held for three years became a reality. He was a member of TeamUSA for the very first Olympic triathlon.

Ryan is a rare athlete who went on to have more big dreams, goals, and missions, including winning an Ironman triathlon. He did so in 2002, capturing the Ironman U.S. Championship in Lake Placid, New York.

Very few people allow themselves to do what Ryan did—dream big. Even fewer have the will to do what it takes to achieve big goals. They seldom make it a mission. At the first sign of a setback, they are likely to throw in the towel.

Ryan continues to have an impact on triathlon. He’s now a coach who shares his wealth of knowledge about training and racing, as well as his drive for accomplishing high goals, with athletes from around the world.

Allow yourself to dream. What would you like to accomplish as a triathlete? Take your dream to the next level by setting a goal. (We’ll take an in-depth look at goal setting in Chapter 5.) Once you have a goal, it must become your mission. The more challenging the goal, the more your life must be focused on it. It must be your mission every day. For the mission to become a reality in the face of setbacks, it takes one more thing—total commitment.




Commitment

Accomplishing big goals requires unwavering commitment. Commitment is simply doing what you said you’d do well after the mood you were in when you said it has passed. Carrying on with your goal for weeks and months—perhaps years—demands unwavering dedication and discipline. Total commitment to your goal, which is what a mission is, eventually produces passion. But dedication and discipline precede passion. In other words, you may not be passionate about your goal initially, but the more dedicated you become to it and the more disciplined you are in working toward it, the greater your passion will become. Passion for his goal is what kept Ryan going when reaching it seemed hopeless.


You are capable of achieving much more than you think you can.



When it comes to achieving high goals, the greatest limiter you face is not the many miles you train but the few inches between your ears. You are fully capable of achieving much more than you think you can. You must have commitment, dedication, and discipline. Is training for the goal hard? Is the commitment difficult? The best athletes I’ve coached for more than 30 years were dedicated and disciplined, and they thrived on focused training. Will you experience setbacks along the way? Most certainly. It’s never easy when you are training near your physical and mental limits.

Success starts with a commitment that requires the dedication and discipline of a mission before your commitment eventually becomes your passion. Once passion sets in, goal attainment in the face of setbacks becomes easier. But there is an uneasy period when the passion isn’t quite great enough, and only dedication and discipline keep the mission going. During this time, you must remain fully committed.

Are you fully committed to your goal? What does that mean? It obviously means focused training. Wishing won’t make you more fit. It takes consistent training. Blue-collar labor. Every day. Week after week.

You must also be smart about training. The hard days must be balanced with easy ones if you are to be successful. Athletes are more likely to mess up the easy days than the hard ones. We’ll get into this very important point later.


Athletic success requires confidence, mental toughness, and patience.



The more challenging the mission, the more your life must be focused on it. That means not only your training but also your eating and sleeping, the support of your family and friends, and much more. It’s 24 hours each day for 365 days a year. Total commitment. This book will help you get the physical training part right. The mental part is every bit as important.






TRAINING YOUR HEAD

Preparing to achieve a high goal goes well beyond training your body to swim, bike, and run fast. There is also a crucial mental-training component. This is where many athletes fall short in their race preparation. They are physically ready, but not mentally ready. Athletic success requires confidence, mental toughness, and patience. These three mental skills are every bit as important as your physical skills, perhaps even more so. What can you do to improve your mental skills? This is often more of a challenge than the physical training. Let’s take a look at what mental training requires.


Believe to Achieve

There are bound to be setbacks in your race preparation, but they must be taken as stepping-stones on the path to success. All successful athletes at every level experience setbacks. When they occur, you must remain confident, be patient, and continue to be mentally tough. Anything less leads to failure.

At the start of training, before the passion is realized, the key to commitment when setbacks occur is self-confidence. You won’t achieve your goal if you don’t believe that you can. You must believe to achieve. Can you do it? Do you really believe in yourself? Are you confident even when things aren’t going well? Self-confidence is that voice in the back of your head that says, “I can do this.” Unfortunately, that positive voice isn’t always there when you need it. You’re more likely to hear a negative voice in your head that always speaks to you in an angry, authoritarian way, saying loudly, “You can’t do it!” That stern voice will be heard often in the preparation for your race, especially on race day, when everything is on the line. You need confidence at these times to remain focused and determined.

You were born to be confident. As a child, you did lots of risky things because you were sure you could do them. Why would you think otherwise? In fact, risk was fun. Unfortunately, along the road of life, most people lose their self-confidence. Early failures, magnified by especially negative people, drain it out of them. The good news is that you can overcome a lack of confidence about your goal. Here are two easy things you can do to build confidence. You must do these daily, without exception.

Saving successes. To promote self-confidence, open a success savings account. It’s easy. Every night, after you’ve gone to bed and turned out the lights, you have the only time in the day when there are no external interruptions. This is a good time to run a quick check of how training went that day. Review your workouts. Find one thing you did well. It does not need to be a big deal. Maybe you climbed one hill well, or had one good interval. Or you finished a hard workout. Or maybe you had one of the best workouts of the season. Relive today’s successful moment repeatedly until you fall asleep. You just made a deposit into your success savings account.

Some of the deposits will be big, and some will be small. But your account needs to grow every day. You can make a withdrawal whenever the negative, angry voice speaks to you. The week of a race is an especially good time to make withdrawals, as you may begin to question your readiness. Whenever you feel a bit of anxiety about the upcoming race, go back and pull up one of those success memories from your savings account. Relive it vividly. When the authoritarian voice in your head says, “You can’t,” make another withdrawal immediately. Drown out the voice with a success. When someone casually expresses doubt about your chances of success, make a withdrawal. When you step to the starting line, make a withdrawal. At these critical times, pull up the biggest successes in your account. Say to yourself, “Remember that time when I…”

Never deposit the bad experiences or unwelcome moments in training. Never. Let them go. They’re rubbish. Don’t relive them. Stay focused on the positive experiences. Deposit only the positive experiences in your account. Withdraw only them. It works. But it’s got to be done every day.

Fake it till you make it. The second thing you can do to boost confidence is to “act as if.” That means always assuming the posture and disposition of a confident athlete. Always. Act with confidence even if you don’t feel that way. You’ll be amazed at what that does for your self-perception.

How should you express your confidence? Look around at a race or group workout and find athletes who exude confidence. How do they act? Study them. What you will probably find is that they stand tall and proud. Their heads are up. They look people in the eyes when talking. They don’t denigrate others in order to elevate their own self-esteem. They move adeptly and fluidly—as good athletes always do. They don’t look anxious or nervous. They’re calm. They make it obvious they are confident by their demeanor.


The posture of confidence breeds confidence, even when you’re not feeling that way inside.



Now you may not feel that way all the time, especially on race day, but act confident anyway. Fake it till you make it. It’s remarkable how taking on the posture and demeanor of confidence breeds confidence even when you’re not feeling that way inside. It’s not possible to be confident with a slumping posture and defeated demeanor. It’s like saying no while nodding yes. The two don’t go together. Simply acting confident will get you through those moments when your confidence is waning. Try it.




Mental Toughness

There comes a time in every race when success and failure are on the line. You sense that you are at your limit. Fatigue is setting in. Your mind is beginning to accept compromises—perhaps the goal that you’ve worked toward for so long isn’t really that important. This is the key moment of the entire race. The mentally tough athlete will get through it. Others will let go of their dreams and settle for something less. They lack the race-day passion for their goals, and their efforts will fade.


There comes a time in every race when success and failure are on the line.



What are the details? What is it that mentally tough athletes have that the others don’t have?

A few years ago, Graham Jones, a professor of elite performance psychology, published a paper in the Harvard Business Review. He studied Olympic athletes in order to learn what psychologically set those who medaled apart from those who didn’t medal. Dr. Jones discovered that unlike the nonmedalists, the Olympic podium-placers did these things:


It takes supreme patience to be a good triathlete.




	Paid meticulous attention to their goals

	Had a strong inner drive to stay ahead of the competition

	Concentrated on excellence

	Were not distracted by other people or athletes

	Shrugged off their own failures

	Rebounded from defeat easily

	Never self-flagellated

	Celebrated their wins

	Analyzed the reasons for their success

	Were very confident of their abilities



There were other findings in Dr. Jones’s study, but these give us a good idea of what it takes to be mentally tough. These are some of the same things we’ve been discussing throughout this chapter: excellence, big dreams, goals, a mission, commitment, dedication, discipline, and confidence.

As you can tell from the list, mental toughness isn’t just something that mysteriously appears on race day in the lucky few. It’s an everyday state of mind in the preparation for your race. It’s every thought you have; it’s everything you do day in and day out. Mental toughness just happens to show up during hard races.

To be mentally tough, you need one more thing that Dr. Jones alluded to in his paper, but didn’t precisely address—patience.




Patience

Success does not come quickly. Just because you have a dream, a goal, and a commitment doesn’t mean that success is imminent. Triathlon is a patience sport. And the longer your race, the more patience it takes. An Ironman triathlon, for example, is not so much a race as a test of your patience. I go to several Ironman races every year. It never ceases to amaze me that there are always athletes who are obviously anaerobic—they’re breathing hard—only 1 mile into the bike leg. And they still have 111 miles to go! What are they thinking?

It takes supreme patience to be a good triathlete, not only in races but also in your approach to training. A true peak performance requires months and years, not hours and days. Patience is necessary. You must be ready for a long and often uphill battle.

How patient you are is evident even in your workouts. An impatient athlete starts a workout or a set of intervals much too fast, then fades during the session and finishes weakly. In a race, the impatient athlete does the same thing—starts much too fast and then limps to a whimpering finish. This is often the result of being on a passionate mission—the very thing you must do to succeed. Only now, your dedication and determination are working against you.

Commitment must be held in check by patience if you are to succeed. Your high goal won’t be accomplished in the first few minutes of a key workout session or race. The first interval won’t achieve your goal. It’s what happens late in the workout, interval set, and race that makes the difference. This is when success occurs. It takes patience to hold yourself in check and save your energy for when it really matters later on. We usually call this asset pacing, but it’s actually emotion control. Patience means controlling your emotions in the early stages of anything you do.

How do you become patient? There is no easy fix. It’s just something you must do every day with everything in your life. When I coach athletes who show signs of impatience, such as doing the first interval too fast, I have them repeat the workout again and again until they get it right. If they start a race too fast and then fade, we have a long conversation afterward about the reason they didn’t achieve what they are capable of accomplishing. Helping athletes learn patience is the hardest thing I have to do as a coach.

As you learn to be your own coach, be aware of your impatience. Keep it in check. Remind yourself before a hard workout or race that you must contain your emotions early on in order to finish strongly. Remind yourself at the start of the season that patience means making small, unmeasurable gains toward your goal every day for months, not forcing it to happen immediately in a single workout. If you can learn to do all of this, you can become patient. Patience is a mental key to success in triathlon. If you can’t train patiently, then you are doomed to struggle and will fail to achieve your goals. It’s that simple.






YOUR TEAM

Let’s shift gears. I want to propose something that is related to the above discussion but that is not a mental quality. It’s something else in your program that will certainly add confidence that you can achieve your goal while increasing your commitment.

Early in my career, I learned that building a “team” for the athletes I coached increased their chances of achieving their goals while elevating their motivation. I suggest that you do this also. It’s a big step toward making your goal more achievable.


Building a team will make your goal more achievable.



The purpose of your team is to provide professional and other sports-related assistance to help you train. Of course, a very important part of that team is already assembled—your family and friends. I strongly suggest adding training partners—a coach or knowledgeable training mentor, a physical therapist, a sports medicine doctor, a masseuse, and a bike fitter—to your team. Additional professionals to consider are a personal trainer for gym workouts, a swim instructor, a nutritionist, a chiropractor, and a sports psychologist. The higher your triathlon goal, the greater the benefit of having such a team behind you. Because of their individual ways of assisting, each will help you successfully navigate the many challenges you’ll face in the coming season.

Describe your goal to each member of your team and then discuss how he or she can help you achieve it. You may never actually use some of your team members; for example, you may not need a doctor if you don’t have any breakdowns throughout the season. But knowing that they are ready to help will boost your confidence and get you through rough patches when something isn’t going right.

In addition to their contributions to your success as an athlete, the members of your team must be happy, positive, and successful people who are fully aware and supportive of your goal. If any of them don’t fit that description, then replace them with people who do. Surround yourself only with positive people who believe in you. Avoid those who don’t.

SIDEBAR 1.1 Evaluating Mental Toughness


Learn about your mental toughness by frankly answering the following questions:


	Why do you do triathlon?

	Why not do something else instead?

	Do you have other important hobbies or activities in your life besides triathlon?

	What would you most like to achieve in the sport this season?

	What is the most important thing you must accomplish to achieve that goal?

	What stands between you and success this season?

	How confident are you that you can achieve your goal?

	What was your biggest goal last season? Did you achieve it?

	What obstacles did you overcome to achieve last year’s goal? Or why did you not achieve it?

	If you don’t achieve your goal this season, will you try again in the future?

	Were there other people who were supportive of your goal last year? If so, who were they?

	Do you commonly start workouts and races too fast and then fade later?

	How often do you miss workouts, and for what reasons?

	Do you prefer to train with others or alone?

	How often do you train with other athletes?

	How supportive of your triathlon goal are your family and friends?








SUMMARY: MENTAL PREPARATION

We have talked about several mental characteristics that I strive to develop in every athlete I coach. They are critical to success at the highest level. These include commitment to a high goal, the confidence that it can be achieved, and the patience to view the goal as a long-term project. Lumped together, these make up a big chunk of what may be called mental toughness. Athletes with these qualities have already taken a big step toward achieving their goals before the serious physical training even begins.

Just as I need to know the current level of physical fitness of the athletes I train, I also need to know their current level of mental fitness as we start working together. To discover these mental fitness markers, I ask lots of questions.

A starting point is how they became triathletes and why they continue to do it. Are the words fun or enjoyment ever used? They should be. Do they talk about the challenge of the sport? That evolves into telling me about their season’s biggest goal and how it came to be. We talk about the goals of previous seasons and how well they did in working toward them. Did the goals seem easy to accomplish, or were they difficult? This discussion reveals something about their patience and persistence. I ask what it will take to achieve the new goal and how that matches with their current physical abilities. This is an opportunity to find out their level of confidence.

I also ask about their training. Do they ever miss workouts? Is this common? What sorts of situations interfere with workouts? Training consistency is an indicator of commitment. Does the athlete train with other athletes? How often? I’ve learned that athletes who have a training partner for nearly all workouts—they seldom do one solo—often have a low commitment to their goals. External motivation for such an athlete is necessary to get out the door. As you can imagine, this is a long and in-depth conversation.

From such a discussion I get a good sense of an athlete’s potential for goal achievement and what mental skills need further development. The blueprint for a training season starts to take shape before I’ve even seen the athlete swim, bike, or run.

How goal-committed, confident, and patient are you? Sidebar 1.1, “Evaluating Mental Toughness,” lists the questions I use to learn what makes an athlete tick. Read those questions and think your way through the answers. Be honest and sincere. There is no one here to impress. It’s just you. If you determine there’s a chink in your mental toughness armor, go back to the pertinent section above and reread it to learn what you can do to strengthen it. Or read a book on mental toughness in sports. Better yet, if you have a coach, wise training mentor, or sports psychologist on your team, arrange a meeting to discuss the mental aspects of training and racing.

There’s no denying that mental fitness is necessary for success in sports. It’s at least as important as anything you do in workouts, if not more so. The rest of this book is about physical training. But that doesn’t mean that you should consider mental training done. It never is. You must work at it daily, as suggested earlier in this chapter. Your physical fitness will never allow you to realize your potential as a triathlete without sound mental fitness.








2 PHYSICAL PREPARATION


In Chapter 1, you read about dreaming big and believing in yourself. That culminates with setting a challenging goal. We’ll come back to goal setting in Chapter 5. It will give a focus to your training and help determine what types of workouts you should do. Even though you may have high aspirations for triathlon, your goal can’t be so great that you must change your entire life for it. After all, you do have a lot going on aside from triathlon. Most of your day is undoubtedly spent focused on stuff other than swimming, biking, and running, such as your family, friends, home, and career. All of these and more have to be balanced along with training.

What does balanced mean? It has to do with your priorities, so only you can answer that question. But I can tell you this: The more challenging your triathlon goal becomes, the more all the stuff in your life needs to center on it—within reason. For most triathletes, a goal of finishing a sprint-distance triathlon doesn’t require much lifestyle focus to achieve. But qualifying for the Ironman® World Championship in Kona, Hawai‘i, is a huge goal and will demand that nearly everything in your life be aimed at this achievement.

Even a huge goal such as racing in Kona must still be reasonable, however. You aren’t going to abandon your family and quit your job to accomplish it (although I’ve known that to happen). But within obvious boundaries, such a high goal will still test your limits.

In this chapter, we will explore what it will take physically to realize your triathlon goal. I’ll describe a philosophy of training that will make your goal highly achievable. We’ll also examine how to train to get the most out of your workouts and the equipment that will help you pull it off. The starting point for all of this is something you’ve probably pondered many times before: What are you capable of achieving in triathlon?



YOUR TRIATHLON POTENTIAL

So far, we’ve explored only the mental determiners of triathlon success, such as commitment, confidence, and mental toughness. The remainder of this book, starting now, is about your physical determiners of success. In this and the next three chapters, we’ll lay the groundwork for understanding how to train. Then we’ll examine the critical topic of your physical limiters in great detail in Chapter 6. They will become a central focus of your training throughout the season as you work toward your goal. Limiters, and how you go about training them, have a lot to do with what you can hope to accomplish.


Being purposeful starts with your philosophy of training.



That brings us back to the key matter at hand—your potential. Setting a reasonable triathlon goal for the season always raises the issue of what you are capable of achieving. When an athlete considers this matter, what is really being asked is, Given my core lifestyle, which isn’t going to change, what is my physical potential for performing at a high level? Am I capable of achieving more than what I’ve done in past seasons? These are tough questions for anyone to answer short of using a crystal ball. Even if you were tested in a sports science lab with the best equipment by the most experienced scientific minds available, you really couldn’t get a definitive answer. There simply are far too many variables—mental as well as physical—that can’t be measured. But you can probably resolve such questions about yourself better than any scientist. Instead of by gazing into the future with lab testing, the answer can be found by looking backward in time.


You still have room to grow as a triathlete.



If your training routine for the past few years has been physically challenging and highly structured while based on the best sports science methods available, and if you’ve also been fully dedicated to following it without missing workouts, then you likely have little room for improvement. The same goes if you’ve had a smart coach and followed his or her schedule religiously. You’re at or very near your potential. But if your recent training hasn’t been well structured or very purposeful, if you’ve missed a lot of workouts, or if the training hasn’t been all that challenging, then you have a lot of potential left to realize.

You likely are somewhere between these two extremes. That means you still have room to grow as a triathlete. Most do. How much room separates you from your top-end potential we simply don’t know with any degree of certainty. We do know for certain, however, that growing toward your potential in the sport will demand the most of you. The two keys that are necessary to do this are mental toughness and training with a purpose. Being purposeful starts with your philosophy of training.




PHILOSOPHY OF TRAINING

Whether you know it or not, you have a philosophy of training. You just may never have thought about it. But everyone has one. Based on what they do, rather than what they say, the training philosophy of many triathletes is “never enough” or “more is always better.” The sport attracts many type A overachievers who often take their training to the absolute limits. As a coach, I’ve come across many such athletes who pushed themselves to the point of collapse. They are often tired and sometimes become completely burned out. Overtraining is not a pretty sight. (We’ll return to the topic of overtraining in Chapter 10.) Massive amounts of physical exercise are not necessary to achieve high goals. Don’t get me wrong; your training won’t be easy if you follow the guidelines in this book. It will require mental as well as physical toughness. But it can be accomplished without overtraining to the point of breakdown if you simply think the right way about training. This is where a training philosophy can pay off.

I propose a way to think about your training that is probably very different and also much more effective when it comes to race performance than what you’ve done in the past. It has to do with training consistently. I know that sounds overly simple. Training consistently doesn’t sound like a big deal. But if you accept and follow the philosophy I’m about to describe here, I can assure you that your triathlon performance will improve if there is still unclaimed potential. If you have room to grow, you will definitely get better by training consistently. I’ve seen it happen many, many times with athletes I’ve coached over the years.


Consistent Training

Highly motivated athletes often train too frequently, too long, and too intensely. “Never enough. More is always better.” Such thinking inevitably leads to overtraining, burnout, illness, and injury. Over the last 30 years, I’ve helped many athletes get out of these training ruts they’ve dug for themselves by teaching them to train consistently. What does consistent mean? “Relentless, regular, and resolute” is the best catchphrase for success at the highest level in sport. This comes down to doing the least amount of training that still achieves your goal—the least, not the most, training. Doing more than is necessary is just another way to say “overtraining.” That will ultimately lead to a setback. It’s only a matter of when, not if.

If your race performance is spotty and you’re unable to perform at what you believe your potential is at A-priority races, then inconsistent training is possibly the cause. In fact, I’ve found this usually to be the reason for lackluster performance among otherwise serious athletes. If you are frequently tired when it’s time to do a long or high-intensity session, then inconsistent training is certainly the cause. If illness, injury, or burnout is common, then you are not training consistently. You must learn to harness and direct your desire to succeed. That’s mental toughness. How can you do that? Being relentless, regular, and resolute starts with something that may seem out of place in training for triathlon—moderation.

Moderation in training means that you seldom explore your physical limits. Athletes often attempt the hardest workouts they can do. Long workouts are much too long, and intensity is often way too high. Most seem to believe that peak fitness comes from pushing their limits several times each week, and rest is viewed as something for sissies. That way of thinking is a sure way to derail your training frequency. Moderation in workout duration and intensity is what you should seek.


Being relentless, regular, and resolute starts with moderation.



Figure 2.1 shows how inconsistent and consistent training look for a real athlete. In the first 22 weeks of the season illustrated in this figure, the athlete had several high-training-load weeks that were the result of workouts that were frequently too intense and too long. As a result, she often experienced extreme fatigue, developed a nagging knee injury, and had a couple of head colds. These were enough to derail her weekly workout plan repeatedly, resulting in little progress in performance to show for nearly six months of training. That’s what zeroes in your training log do. They set you back. When this athlete realized that she wasn’t making progress toward her race goal, she hired a coach. Smart move. For the next 10 weeks, the coach had her doing workouts at a more moderate level of intensity and duration. This resulted in much more consistent training and a marked improvement in her fitness and race performances. Sometimes you have to hold back to move ahead.
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FIGURE 2.1 Inconsistent training for 22 weeks, followed by 10 weeks of consistent training with a more moderate approach




Sometimes you have to hold back to move ahead.



The strange thing is, though, that while moderation produces steady improvement, it’s also a moving target. Fortunately, it moves in a good way. As your fitness improves, what a few weeks ago would have been a hard workout becomes moderate. So within the same season, your definition of moderation rises relative to how long and hard your workouts are. You’re becoming more fit and capable of training at a higher level.

The same sort of thing is going on from season to season. If you are training moderately, your capacity to handle a high training load gradually increases over the long term. What was a hard workout last month is a moderate workout this month; what was hard last year is moderate this year. All of this has to do with a critical mental toughness skill you read about in Chapter 1—patience. You must be patient to train consistently.

Consistent training is a result of moderation. Consistent training means that you never miss workouts. Well, hardly ever. Let’s face it: Everyone misses a session now and then. That can’t be avoided. You’ve got a lot of stuff in your life. But frequent zeroes in your training log are a huge problem for high goals. Missing scheduled workouts is often the result of too much: too much intensity, too much duration, too much working out, and too much to do in your life. If you train (and live) moderately, you will be consistent. If you are consistent, you will race faster. It’s not how hard the workouts are. It’s how consistently you train. Consistent trumps difficult every time. In fact, you are better off doing the wrong things in training consistently than the right stuff inconsistently. In other words, consistent training is the key to success.

A couple of weeks after I start coaching an athlete, I ask whether the training is harder or easier than it was when the athlete was self-coached. The answer is usually that it’s easier.

I almost always have athletes do less than they did before, and guess what happens? They become fitter and faster. I focus attention on their weaknesses that must be improved for success in the next A-priority race.

If you want to improve as an athlete, you must know your race-specific weaknesses, and then you must train moderately and consistently with your focus primarily on them. That is where success starts—not from doing lots and lots of random, hard training. The path to success involves a patient commitment to relentless, regular, and resolute training in moderation.




What Is Moderate Training?

So what is moderate training? First of all, moderate means doing a workout that you know you can complete because you’ve done it recently (or something very close to it). By “close to it,” I mean it’s well within about 10 percent of the duration or intensity of a workout you’ve done previously. Avoid big increases in workout difficulty.


If you want to improve as an athlete, you must know your race-specific weaknesses.



Second, a moderate workout is one that you know you can bounce back from quickly in time to do the next scheduled and demanding workout. If you can’t, it was too hard.

Third, if you aren’t fully recovered in 48 hours, then the workout was probably too hard. It wasn’t moderate. You weren’t ready for it—yet. You will be, but you have to get there gradually. Patience.

This doesn’t mean that you should never do workouts beyond the 10 percent limit. I’ll propose some to you in later chapters, but they will be rare. They will certainly test your limits, but they must be done at just the right times. They aren’t something you will do frequently. That will certainly result in inconsistent training.


Moderation involves paying close attention to your body.



Moderation also involves paying close attention to your body. It can’t be forced to adapt and become more fit on some artificial schedule just because you have a race coming up. Your body has its own natural schedule that you must follow if you are to make progress toward your race goal. The body’s schedule is slow, or at least it seems that way to most athletes. It’s best to do harder-than-usual workouts when your body says it’s time, and that’s not necessarily when you’d like it to be. But your body will always tell you when the time is right. In later chapters, we’ll look at some of those biological “messages” you should watch for when specific workouts are described.
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FIGURE 2.2 The process of purposeful training




Purposeful training starts with having a clear goal for the season.








PURPOSEFUL TRAINING

After you have given thought to your training philosophy, the next step in becoming good at coaching yourself is establishing a methodology for training. Your workouts must follow a proven process with structure and purpose if you are to succeed at the highest level. Haphazard sessions may work when your goals are not very challenging, but not when you are focused on high performance. There are four steps I want you to follow in your daily training process to help make your training more purposeful and effective. The steps are illustrated in Figure 2.2.


Step 1: Clear Goal

Purposeful training starts with having a clear goal for the season. That defines the principal outcome you are seeking—the reason you train. If the goal is vague, then the entire process of purposeful training collapses. For the goal to be clear, it must meet several criteria. We’re not going to get into those now, but we’ll return to them in Chapter 5. By then, you should be ready to determine your season’s goal exactly.

Every workout should also have a goal. I call the workout goal a purpose so that the two types of goals don’t become confused. The workout purpose can be something such as this: Run 20 minutes at zone 4 for muscular endurance. Or: Ride easy in zone 1 for 1 hour to recover. (We’ll get into specific workout types in Chapter 6.) The purpose doesn’t always have to be hard-core training. On occasion, it could even be something such as riding with friends just to have a good time. After all, fun is probably why you started doing triathlon in the first place.

The primary reason for the workout purpose is to avoid haphazard training. Frequently heading out the door with no idea of what you will do is a sure way to accomplish little and show up at races unprepared. Training without purpose ultimately means poor performance. Before starting any training session, always ask yourself the key question: What is the purpose of this workout?




Step 2: Expert Instruction

Your workout purpose should ultimately point at your season’s goal. In fact, your goal is nothing more than the accumulation of daily purposes achieved over the course of several weeks. The purposes should follow a pattern that leads from where you physically are at the start of the season to your goal. This can be rather complex because it involves understanding a lot about focused training (which we will get into in the next chapter). At this point, it helps to have someone who is an expert give you clear directions on what you should do. That person could be a coach or trusted mentor who designs a training plan for you. Most triathletes improve exponentially by having such a person in their corner. At the other extreme, you could simply purchase a training plan online and follow it. Realize, however, that such generic plans are not designed specifically for you but for a rather large category of athletes who have similar characteristics. If those characteristics happen to match yours, then the purchased training plan may be your “expert.”

The expert could even be you, if you’re a knowledgeable student of training. Unfortunately, most athletes aren’t, and they don’t have the time or inclination to study sports science the way coaches do. Self-coached athletes typically make a lot of mistakes; the learning curve for them is quite steep, while the goal-progression curve is shallow because of frequent interruptions and setbacks. That’s not to say you can’t be your own coach. You can. I’ve known many good self-coached athletes. This book will give you a lot of guidance in becoming one.

Without some sort of expert instruction, however, your chances for success in achieving your challenging goal are greatly decreased. The expert should have a good understanding of what you want to achieve and then provide instructions for getting there. The type of instructions you need on a daily basis are such things as how long the intervals should be; how to vary the intensities within a workout to develop the various energy systems; how to move to improve skills; when to schedule strength workouts relative to swim, bike, and run sessions; and on and on.

If you’re new to the sport, almost anything you do will bring rapid improvement. But for advanced athletes preparing for high performance, training requires more than simply raising your heart rate and breathing hard during workouts.

Who is the expert you will rely on?




Step 3: Specific Practice

Once you know the workout purpose and supporting details provided by the expert for a given session, everything you do must be specific to them. You must stay focused on doing the workout as planned. An exception is made when you decide to make the session easier because you discover you aren’t ready for it; you need more recovery time, for example, or the timing may not be right for some other reason. That’s okay. Going the other way—making the workout harder than its intended purpose—first requires consulting with the expert who designed it. There could be a good reason for its seemingly low level of difficulty. I tell the athletes I coach that if they feel the need to make the workout easier, they can always make that decision and tell me about it later. But I discourage them from making the session more challenging without talking with me beforehand.


It’s important that you know exactly what is to be accomplished in every workout.



It’s important that you know exactly what is to be accomplished in every workout. If the workout is fairly complex, write it down and take your notes to the pool, road, track, or indoor trainer so that you can check from time to time to make sure you’re doing things right. Or upload the workout to your training device.


You are generally better off doing bike and run workouts by yourself.



Perhaps the greatest impairment of purposeful practice comes from other athletes. For most workouts, it’s very difficult to follow the session purpose and details specifically if your training partner wants to do something different. When you train with others, it’s a good idea to start by talking about the purpose of your session for that day. If the other athlete is unwilling to follow it, you are better off training on your own. With the possible exception of swim workouts, triathlon is largely a solo sport anyway. You are generally better off doing bike and run workouts by yourself.


If you are self-coached, you must stay mentally engaged with your body during workouts.



The bottom line is that what you do in any given workout must be specific to the intended purpose of that workout if you are to reap the planned benefits.




Step 4: Immediate Feedback

The most effective way to make progress is to have your coach (the expert) with you throughout your workout. That way, you can get immediate feedback on what adjustments need to be made if things are not going as they should. A perfect example of this is refining your swim skills. Having someone on deck to tell you how to adjust your “catch” when it’s done incorrectly will bring about much greater progress than if the coach views a video and tells you a day later. But even a day later is better than never at all. The same goes for doing an interval session. Reviewing workout data immediately after a workout is much more effective than reviewing the data several hours later. Immediate pointers from the coach are vital to your progress. The sooner you get feedback, the better.

It’s unlikely, however, that a coach will be able to attend all your workouts. The most common exceptions for triathletes are masters swim sessions with a coach on deck or a weekly group track workout led by the coach. These are perfect for getting expert feedback. But usually the coach’s feedback will be delayed. The sooner you can get it, the faster your progress will be. The feedback can be hands-on by the attending coach, or it can come through apps, e-mails, or text messages. A weekly telephone call, or better yet a virtual face-to-face meeting, to discuss how training is going is a perfect opportunity to ask questions of the coach to make sure that you are achieving the intended purposes of your workouts. If you are self-coached, you must stay mentally engaged with what your body is doing during workouts. If your mind drifts while you are working on swim skills or doing intervals on the track, then it’s the same as if the coach were to leave. The self-coached athlete must always be analyzing what is happening. And that continues into the post-workout analysis. Data files from whatever devices you are using should be analyzed as soon as possible after each session. Video recordings of a skills session should also be viewed as soon as possible, but preferably immediately after the drill is done. The key question you should always be seeking the answer to is, Did I accomplish the purpose of the workout?

When you’ve followed all four steps in the training process for each workout, you’ve come full circle back to step 1 for the next workout. But before finalizing the purpose for the next workout, you need to assess your progress to date relative to your seasonal goal. If you’re coming along as planned, then continue to the next workout. Otherwise, if you’re seeing a trend where things aren’t going as planned, you may need to reconsider your goal and adjust your training strategy appropriately.







TRAINING TECHNOLOGY

Step 4 in purposeful training calls for analysis. Many athletes don’t like doing analysis. That’s understandable because it’s tedious work. This is where having an expert working with you can make a big difference. A coach knows what to look for and can explain it to you. But if you enjoy crunching data after a workout, then you just need to know what to look for.

The first objective is to determine if the workout accomplished its purpose, and secondarily to see how it contributed to your goal. So what are you going to measure and how can you do it? This brings us to training technology, the equipment commonly used for analysis.

There are only three things to measure in your training: frequency, duration, and intensity. In the next chapter, we’ll take an in-depth look at all three. For now, though, we need only to take a brief look at two aspects of your workouts: duration and intensity.

It’s helpful to have some sort of technology to measure the duration and intensity of your workouts. Duration is easy. A clock or stopwatch will do. But measuring workout intensity is quite difficult. This is where advanced technology can help make your workouts more productive, not only in terms of getting the intensity right during the session but also in getting immediate feedback in the form of workout analysis afterward.

The mention of technology often ruffles feathers. There have always been athletes who are adamantly opposed to technology in sports, no matter what it is. When rear derailleurs were invented for bicycles in the early 1900s, there were athletes who refused to use them. When bicycle speedometers came into use in the 1930s, many were opposed to them. When heart rate monitors were introduced in the 1980s, they were adamantly opposed by many. All were too “techie” for some. No matter what the technology is, some people will always be opposed. They think of themselves as “purists” who maintain the spirit of competitive sports. They dislike numbers.

And, to be honest, advanced, high-tech equipment is not necessary for everyone. Some experienced athletes are good at sensing how hard they are working. In fact, there are runners who can tell you their running pace to within a handful of seconds based on nothing more than experience and how they feel. They do indeed have a great sense of what they are doing. And if they are self-coached, not having any intensity-measuring technology seldom presents a problem. But if the athlete has a coach or mentor, that person can’t know what happened in the workout. Not having data also means that the athlete must accurately remember the sensations of each workout for weeks at a time in order to compare them, gauge progress, and determine how best to train. It’s not very precise, but some can manage it, I’ve found.


Accurate measurements give you a competitive advantage.



However, intensity-measuring equipment will definitely help feel-based athletes analyze, gauge progress, and design future training, even if they never look at the device during a workout or race. Am I improving or not? How am I doing compared with this time last year? Am I getting enough race-like intensity in my training? How could I better pace my race? How did I pace the race the last time I did it? How did I manage the hills and wind? Technology will help you answer such questions by eliminating your reliance on memory and guesswork.

There are three intensity-measuring devices that I require the triathletes I coach to have: a heart rate monitor, a speed-and-distance device for running (usually a global positioning system, or GPS), and a power meter for the bike.

Why do I require these devices? Because the athlete and I will have much better data with which to make decisions. Not having accurate measurements puts the competitive athlete at quite a disadvantage. If you have a high-performance goal, you should have the technology to help realize it. Training and racing without these devices greatly limits the athlete’s development.


I often have athletes put tape over the display and train based only on feel.



I understand that triathlon is an expensive sport and that having such devices adds to the cost. But prices are coming down for each of the devices I suggest that you get. Sure, you can still buy top-of-the-line technology and spend a small fortune. But even the least expensive of these products are accurate at providing what you most need—a repeatable measurement of how hard you are working. Any money you spend beyond that basic information is for bells and whistles you don’t really need, but perhaps want. If you’re on a tight budget, check around with sporting goods shops and clubs for used equipment for sale. Athletes often upgrade to new technology and want to sell their old stuff.


For best results, your program should be based on purposeful training.



Heart rate monitors, GPS devices, and power meters are not perfect. You need to learn how to use them, and that can take some dedicated study time. This, again, is where working with an expert makes life easier. Of course, it’s also possible to become too focused on device numbers, especially when the equipment is brand new and you’re still learning how to use it. For example, there is a safety issue. Riding in traffic while focusing intently on the numbers displayed on your power monitoring device is not wise.

There can also be a loss of “feel” for the athlete who becomes overly dedicated to numbers. From what I said above, it may seem that I’m opposed to training and racing based on the sensations you are experiencing in your body, but that’s not the case at all. I often have athletes put a piece of tape over the display on their device and train based only on feel. It’s a good way to learn the art of training and racing. If you had a bad race because the battery on your device died, then you haven’t learned the art of endurance sport. This “art” has to do with something called the rating of perceived exertion (RPE). We’ll get into the details of how to use the high-tech equipment in Chapter 4. I will boil down all the information there on how to use the equipment, as well as on how to use RPE.

The intensity for the workouts in this book is described in terms of RPE (all three sports), pace (swim and run), heart rate (run and bike), and power (bike). A few of the workouts require comparing different measures of intensity, such as heart rate and pace, or heart rate and power. You can do the workouts without one of the devices, but the feedback is greatly lacking without both.




SUMMARY: PHYSICAL PREPARATION

You should now have the basic concepts necessary to organize a training program for high-performance triathlon. The starting place is determining your triathlon racing potential by looking back at how you’ve trained in the past. The less structured your training has been and the more inconsistently you’ve trained, the greater your potential for performing at a high level. That can be good news. Of course, to make that happen, we have to assume that going forward you will give greater structure to your exercise program and do your best to complete every workout. For best results, the structure of your program should be based on purposeful training. That starts with having a goal-oriented purpose for every workout, having the workout expertly designed, paying close attention to carrying out the details of the session, and getting feedback on how it went as soon as possible after the session is over.

Your ultimate success as a triathlete depends on incorporating all these purposeful training steps and then evaluating how you’re doing on a frequent (at least weekly, although more often is even better) schedule.

To get the details of the workout right while you’re doing it and to get feedback afterward require measuring both the duration and the intensity of the session. While duration is easy to measure, intensity is much more complex and at least as important as duration—perhaps more so. (We’ll get into this issue in the next chapter.) Intensity is best measured with devices that keep the workout on track in real time and provide feedback after it’s over. The most common intensity-measuring devices are heart rate monitors, GPS devices, and power meters. To truly perform at the highest level possible, given your potential, all three of these devices are beneficial, depending on the workout’s sport. Some unique athletes can get by without them, but such athletes are rare. Most of us will improve much more rapidly with this technology. I think you’ll see why in Part II.









PART II TRAINING FUNDAMENTALS


When it comes to triathlon, what is fitness? That seems like a simple question that’s easy to answer. After all, you and your training partners use that word a lot. How about fatigue? I’m sure you’ve been there, but what is it really? Then there’s form. That’s a bit vaguer than the others, although serious athletes seem to understand the concept.

Are you familiar with aerobic and anaerobic thresholds? Do you have a sense of when you are experiencing these levels of intensity and how they can be used to optimize your training?

Fitness, fatigue, form, thresholds, and intensity are all fundamental training concepts that are drawn from the science behind training. They are more complicated than they may first appear to be. But don’t worry—I’m not going to try to make you into a sports scientist in this part of the book. There’s a lot that we can learn from science, however, about how and why we should train in certain ways. That’s what I want to introduce to you in the next two chapters.

We’ll start in Chapter 3 by digging, although not too deeply, into the science of training. By the time you’ve finished this chapter, you’ll have a well-grounded understanding of how training works. Then, in Chapter 4, we’ll delve into what is perhaps the most critical aspect of training for the high-performance athlete—intensity.

Let’s get started learning about the fundamentals of training.








3 BASIC TRAINING CONCEPTS


This chapter introduces concepts that are fundamental to training for high performance. Each of the topics that we will explore has grown from an understanding of how the human body operates, especially for endurance sports. Most of what you read here will probably make a lot of sense. You may already understand many of these concepts, but you’ve probably never given them much thought because they seem so basic. They are critical to your success, however, and we need to ensure that you have a handle on each and every one of them. You’ll learn here what they are about, and in later chapters I’ll show you how to apply them so that your training produces the desired results. Once you understand how to use these concepts in the real world of triathlon training, you will greatly improve your race performance.


TRAINING PRINCIPLES

Preparing for an important race involves getting many different things right in your training. But the starting point is developing a thorough understanding of four bedrock principles of training: overload, specificity, reversibility, and individuality. You must adhere closely to these principles to prepare effectively. While these principles are the products of academia and science, they are superficially obvious to most serious athletes, and I’m sure you’ll be nodding your head in agreement throughout this part of the chapter. Occasionally, however, we make a mistake in training because we do not fully understand these principles. Yet everything in training boils down to them, and much of what you will read in the rest of this book is ultimately based on them. As you read this chapter, consider how you’ve trained in the past to see if you have always appropriately applied these principles in your workouts and planning. Later in the book, you’ll learn how to use them in order to improve your performance.


The Principle of Progressive Overload

Training load is a measure of how demanding your workouts are. If the training load stays the same week after week, your body will adapt to it and no longer grow stronger and more fit. That means your race performance will stabilize. There are times when that is a good thing, such as shortly before a race when you are tapering to get rid of fatigue. But most of the time, it’s good to see positive fitness changes taking place.

For your fitness to improve steadily over time, your training load must gradually increase. That’s where the word overload comes in. You make the workouts more challenging. You do that by training more frequently, by doing longer workouts, or by doing workouts with a higher intensity.


Training load is a measure of how demanding your workouts are.



Progressive is the other key word here. The increases you make in training difficulty can’t be overly great and rapid, or your body will soon break down, especially if you’ve also been limiting rest and recovery in order to train harder. To train progressively, the training increases should be small. Increases of less than 10 percent are managed quite well by the body. If the workouts are made a great deal harder than that—especially if you greatly increase the training load and continue that way for a few days—you greatly increase your risk for injury, illness, mental burnout, or overtraining. You’ll certainly stop making fitness gains and most likely will take a huge step backward.

The take-home message of the principle of progressive overload is that you should be quite conservative in how quickly you ramp up the difficulty of your training. Remember moderation from Chapter 2? If you pay close attention, your body will tell you when the time is right to turn up the difficulty knob by one small click. In later chapters, we’ll explore how to listen to your body effectively so that the overload is gradually progressive. This is when patience is important.




The Principle of Specificity

There are two broad, physiological categories of fitness changes that take place in your body when you exercise. Sports scientists refer to one category as central and the other as peripheral. Central changes are those that occur primarily in the heart, lungs, and blood. It doesn’t make much difference which endurance sport you participate in for these changes to happen. The heart, for example, doesn’t know the difference between running and biking. It simply pumps oxygen-rich blood to meet the demand regardless of what type of exercise is being done. So the cross-training benefits of triathlon workouts for the central systems are excellent.

Peripheral fitness has to do with the muscles. You can’t fool a calf muscle. It knows the difference between running and biking. Although it’s used in both, the ways in which it’s used in these two sports are completely different. So you can’t train your calf muscle to be fit for running by riding your bike. The same goes for all other muscles that are the primary movers in the three sports. They must be trained in a way that is very specific to the sport. The cross-training benefit is largely ineffective for the muscles. The possible exception is strength training with weights and doing other forms of gym exercises to increase the power of the muscles. But even here, the exercise movements in the gym must closely mimic the way that the muscle is used in the sport. It isn’t enough simply to load a working muscle with a lot of weight; you must move it under this load in a way that is very specific to the way that the muscle is used during swimming, biking, or running. You’ll see how this principle is applied to muscles in Chapter 13.

So which is more important, central fitness or peripheral fitness? As you’ve probably guessed, both are important. You’ll never be a high-performance triathlete without both systems being well trained. Generally, the training season starts with an emphasis on the central systems and then gradually moves toward an emphasis on the muscular system. So we might say that the closer in time that you get to your most important race, the more your training emphasis should be placed on muscle fitness, which therefore means increasing training specificity. The demands of your workouts become increasingly like those of the race.

I’ve noticed that when athletes talk about training their muscles, they sometimes consider only what they do in the weight room. While muscle fitness can certainly be developed there, training the muscles by doing each of the three sports is much more important. The muscles must be taught to contract effectively and efficiently by making the movements of the sport in the sport. In Chapter 6, we’ll get into swim, bike, and run workout categories called muscular force and muscular endurance. These have a lot to do with achieving your race potential through specific peripheral exercise.

Ultimately, your muscles are responsible for how fast you go in a race. They produce the power that propels you through the water, drives the pedals, and pushes you forward when running. The role of the heart, lungs, and blood is to respond to the demands of the muscles and supply what they need to contract forcefully. In that regard, we might conclude that the muscles are in charge, while the heart, lungs, and blood are only doing what is asked of them.


Ultimately, your muscles are responsible for how fast you go in a race.



Of course, the more powerful your endurance muscles become, the greater the demands they place on the central systems. The bottom line here is that one without the other won’t get the job done. You must have both operating at a high level to be a high-performance triathlete. But note that they can be trained differently. The central systems respond well no matter which sport is being done at the time. But the muscles, in some ways the most critical system—and often the most often overlooked by endurance athletes—demand specificity in training. As you get closer to race day, you must train them by doing the sport in which you want to improve at the time, not by cross-training or by doing any other activity that raises your heart rate but doesn’t stress the triathlon muscles in a specific way.

In Chapters 7 and 8, you will see how this principle of specificity plays out in the planning of your season and how the types of workouts you do change throughout the season as a result.




The Principle of Reversibility

Reversibility has to do with losing fitness. There will be many times during the season when that happens (some of them intentional, as you’ll see). Whenever your training load decreases, there will be negative consequences for your fitness. That’s why I emphasized consistent training in Chapter 2.

A zero in your training log means a loss of fitness. The loss from one missed workout is likely to be quite small, probably much less than 1 percent, but regaining it usually means doing two or more workouts for every one missed. This doesn’t mean that workouts should never be missed. There are often times when this is necessary.


A zero in your training log means a loss of fitness.



It can also be acceptable and even good to give up some fitness. One instance of this occurs in the days immediately after your most important and stressful race of the year. There aren’t too many of these post-race periods, and the reduced training load (typically not a bunch of zeroes) will last only a handful of days. The most significant loss of fitness, assuming you aren’t injured or sick for several days at a time, comes at the end of your season when you take a long—and necessary—break from focused training. We’ll get into that very important topic in greater detail in Chapter 7.

The basic idea here is that fitness is always changing—sometimes positively and sometimes negatively. You have complete control over the direction. Moderate workouts lead to consistent training that results in greater fitness.




The Principle of Individuality

You are unique. I’m sure that’s not a great revelation for you. Just as you’re taller than some athletes and shorter than others, how fast you can swim, bike, and run is also unique to you. You may be a great runner, a poor swimmer, and a mediocre cyclist—or some other combination. That helps define who you are as a triathlete. And just as your height and performance in each sport help define who you are, your physiology is also unique in many more ways. You may deal with the heat well or suffer more than most when it’s hot. You may be good at going up hills, but not so good when the course is flat. It could be that your body processes food well during a long race while others would become nauseous eating the same thing. Yes, you are certainly unique in many ways.


Because you are unique, your training must also be unique.



Because you are unique, it therefore follows that your training must also be unique. You can’t simply do what your training partner does and expect the same results. Even though your favorite pro triathlete does a certain workout, that doesn’t mean it’s a good one for you. The training program you follow must match your capabilities if you are to achieve your potential. Starting in Chapter 5, you will discover your unique characteristics, and in Chapters 7, 8, and 9, you’ll learn how to design a training plan that is effective for you.






FREQUENCY, DURATION, AND INTENSITY

Let’s take a look at another core concept you probably understand but may not have given much thought. This one has to do with what defines exercise. It is basic for understanding how to plan your training.

No matter how experienced you are as a triathlete, the only three things you can change in your training are frequency, duration, and intensity. Whether you are a seasoned triathlon veteran or a novice makes no difference. The three training variables you can change to improve your fitness are how often you work out, how long your workouts last, and how intense they are.

Actually, there is one more thing triathletes have to consider—the sport you do in the workout. But that’s sort of a given, so we’ll not consider it a variable here. We will, of course, get into which sports to do as workouts and when and how to do them in later chapters. For now, let’s get a deeper understanding of the three basic training variables: frequency, duration, and intensity.


Frequency

How often do you work out? It’s common for pro triathletes to do two or three workouts on most days, or about 18 to 20 sessions per week. Novice triathletes are more likely to do one workout per day—about seven in a week. There are obvious reasons for this. The pros must do a lot of frequent training to reap the small gains available because the pros are so near their fitness potential. For the novice triathlete, though, this certainly would be disastrous. Doing only a few workouts in a week will produce significant improvement for the athlete who is new to the sport.

How often do you train? How many workouts do you do in a week? For most of us, the answer depends on our lifestyles. While training to race is a pro’s “job,” it’s more than likely not yours. You undoubtedly have a career, a family, and lots of other important stuff going on in your life every day. Yet somehow, you manage to shoehorn a couple of workouts into your very busy day. It’s common for serious, age-group triathletes to do up to 2 workouts daily, fitting in 10 to 12 in a week. That isn’t easy by any means and places great physical and emotional demands on the athlete.

So the key for age-group triathletes is to make the best use of their quite limited and valuable “free” time. That implies doing the right workouts at the right times. There is no room for training mistakes. You can’t be sloppy. Every workout must count. That’s why I strongly suggest you have a detailed plan for your training. I know, planning doesn’t sound like fun. But it’s necessary if you want to reach your high-performance triathlon potential. Part IV will help you with planning.




Duration

Duration is a measure of the time length of a workout, not its distance. Athletes tend to think in terms of distance because races are designed that way. But a successful triathlete will prepare for a race by determining how much time it will take to complete. The point I want to make here is that it’s the race time, not the race distance, that is critical to your success. So you need to think in terms of duration, not distance, in training. I’ll explain that.


Duration is a measure of the time length of a workout, not its distance.



With few exceptions, the workouts you will read about in this book are based on duration, not distance. Swimming is the most common exception. The reason is that the intensity of a workout is specific to its length in time, but not necessarily to its distance. For example, if there are two runners in a 10 km race and one finishes in 30 minutes while the other, also working as hard as he can, finishes in 60 minutes, their intensities were not the same. The 30-minute finisher was working at a much higher intensity as a percentage of VO2max (more on VO2max in the next chapter). If they were both to run as hard as they could for 30 minutes, they would be at about the same intensity; one would simply cover more ground than the other. But races aren’t designed that way.

Here’s another example to help you understand why I suggest you use duration for your workouts. Let’s say you’re going to do a half-Ironman-distance race. The bike leg is a flat 90 km, so you’ve trained to do it at a given intensity. But it just so happens that on race day it’s extremely windy. The bike leg will probably take an additional 30 minutes to complete. What should you do about how intensely you’ll ride the bike? Should you keep it as planned? After all, the race is still 90 km. That hasn’t changed. Or should you reduce the intensity because the duration will be longer?

The answer is to reduce the intensity. Intensity is always directly related to duration, not distance. If you keep the intensity the same but the bike portion takes an additional 30 minutes, you will fade badly in the last few kilometers and have a terrible run as a result.


The underlying rule is that intensity is inversely related to time.



The underlying rule is that intensity is inversely related to time. This means that as one increases, the other decreases. As the time of a race or workout gets longer, the intensity you are capable of maintaining is reduced. It’s obvious. You can’t run a marathon at your 5 km pace. You run more slowly in the marathon because you have to run for a longer time. A 30-minute 10 km racer and a 60-minute 10 km racer are essentially not doing the same race, and they shouldn’t train the same way either. If the race will take longer than planned because of environmental conditions such as wind, then you need to reduce the intensity. This is a long way of simply saying that the intensity of your workouts and races is more closely tied to their durations than to their distances.

Now let’s take a closer look at the intensity of your training.




Intensity

Frequency and duration are easy to measure. All you need is a calendar and a clock. Intensity is much more complex and difficult to measure. In Chapter 2, I told you that I require the advanced triathletes I coach to have a heart rate monitor, a GPS device, and a power meter. Why? Because intensity becomes increasingly critical to race performance as an athlete becomes more experienced and fit. Novices need to focus only on the frequency of training by getting into the pool and onto the road often. If they do this with no concern for how long the workout is—short is fine—or how hard it should be—easy is best—they will make great improvement in their first year in the sport. The intermediate triathlete in the second and third years in the sport should focus on increasing the duration of swims, bike rides, and runs. Year 4 is the time when a triathlete should begin to give greater emphasis to workout intensity. By then, he or she has made most of the gains possible from frequency and duration. That doesn’t mean those two training components should be ignored. They’re still important. However, for someone to continue growing as a triathlete after the first few years, intensity becomes the training focus. Research has repeatedly shown this to be true.

Unfortunately, many fourth-year triathletes continue to believe that long-duration workouts remain the key to their success. That, in part, is because duration is easy and cheap to measure, and athletes became hooked on it early in their sports careers. Accurate intensity measurement is neither easy nor cheap. Study is required if you are to become good at using it. And such equipment is certainly more expensive than a stopwatch.

In Chapter 4, we’ll take an in-depth look at intensity and how it can help you become a high-performance triathlete once you know how to use it properly.






VOLUME

Volume is the combination of frequency and duration. Simply add up your hours for the week and you have volume. If you do 10 workouts in a week and each is 1 hour long, your weekly volume is 10 hours. Most triathletes think of their training progress in terms of volume. When asked how their training is going, most reply with how many weekly hours they are doing. Why? Because this number is easily measured and understood. And yet, as you read above, for the seasoned athlete intensity is the key to success. It’s very difficult to quantify intensity, however.

This does not mean that volume is unimportant to the advanced triathlete. It’s just less important than the proper intensity. Getting the mix of the two right is the challenge.

So it’s obvious that your focus should be on the intensity of your training. This doesn’t mean that your workouts must be at the highest possible intensity. There are varying degrees of intensity, called zones, that we’ll address in the next chapter. All the zones are used in your training. How much time in each depends on the event for which you are training, your unique needs, and the current seasonal period. We’ll come back to this concept several times in the remaining chapters because it’s so critical to your success.


The older or the less fit you are, the lower the density of your training.






DOSE AND DENSITY

To produce the best possible race performance, you must get the emphasis on volume and intensity right in your training. This brings us to the concepts of dose and density.

Dose has to do with how hard a workout is. A very hard workout is a high dose. This could be a long-duration workout, such as a very long swim, ride, or run. Or it could be a very high-intensity workout, such as intervals or hill repeats. It could also be a combination of duration and intensity—a long-duration workout with lots and lots of moderate intensity—such as training for an Ironman-distance triathlon. On the other hand, a low-dose workout is typically of short duration and low intensity.


Volume accounts for roughly 40 percent of fitness, intensity for 60 percent.



Density has to do with how closely spaced the high-dose workouts are. High-density training means that your hardest workouts are very close to each other—perhaps separated by only 1 day or even done on back-to-back days. In the same way, low-density training would mean there are several low-dose days between the hardest sessions. Most of your training should be low density to reduce the risks of injury, burnout, overtraining, and other things you don’t want to happen.

Dose and density aren’t the same for all athletes. Given the principle of individuality, they are unique to your specific needs and capabilities. The dose of each workout must be chosen based on your current needs. But all advanced athletes must do high-dose workouts specific to their goal race from time to time. The durations and intensities of those workouts will vary based on the type of race for which you are training. Long-course triathletes do high-duration, moderate-intensity workouts in the last few weeks before a race. For short-course triathletes, the workout durations are not as long, but the workout intensities are greater.

This concept of dose and density may be new to you, but if you’ve been around the sport and training seriously for a few years, you should readily understand it because you’ve undoubtedly trained that way—even if you never thought about it. Later on, when we get into training periodization, you’ll give dose and density a lot of thought because they ultimately have a lot to do with how fit you become.


When volume and intensity are combined, the result is called training load.






TRAINING LOAD

When volume (frequency and duration) and intensity are combined, the result is something called training load. Some triathletes can handle an extremely high training load. They may put in 20 hours in a week that includes high-intensity intervals and several other sessions that are equally challenging. Their dose and density are quite high. Others can manage only a handful of hours a week along with one or two high-dose sessions. The reason again often has to do with the individuality principle. But there are other factors that determine training load, the most common of which is available time.


Alternating stress and rest is necessary to become more fit.



If your career is demanding, especially with long work hours, then your training load is likely to be at the low end. In the same way, family and home responsibilities determine your available time and therefore training load. Such lifestyle factors have a lot to do with volume. Whenever workout duration is decreased below what you would be capable of handling were there no such time constraints, then training intensity must be increased to produce an adequate training load for achieving high-performance racing. That’s a conundrum many age-group triathletes must face. We’ll get into how all of this is done in Chapter 7 as we study periodization.
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