         CONSIDER THE RUNNING/WALKING 

METHOD FOR A SUCCESSFUL RACE  #2

BY Dave Thomas, Exercise Specialist, CSCS

    There are many reasons for wanting to participate in a long endurance race, including the following:

1) To win the race, try to win an age /gender category, qualify for a bigger race like the Boston Marathon. 

2) To improve on your own personal record (PR) from a previous race time

            3)   To take on a personal health challenge and complete the distance of a long 

                       race.

4)   To finish the race and receive a finishers medal to show off to family and friends

5)   To honor someone or participate in a fund raising campaign for a charitable organization

       or cause (such as the TEAM IN TRAINING PROGRAM). 

     It is safe to say that the vast majority of you who this article is targeted to will know going into the program will not be participating in a half or full marathon for #1 and #2 but are more likely to answer one or all of #3,4,5 as your reasons. Many times the elite or more competitive runners would not include the goal and demands of completing the race if it becomes clear during the competition that they will not achieve goal #1, #2 .  They would rather drop out of the race  than put their bodies through the demands of running the entire distance of the 26.2/13.1 miles if “it is not their day”.  They would justify this by stating they would rather save their effort in another race in the near future when the conditions were better for them .  The elite/competitive runner is coming to the race with many years of training and know
they can finish the distance and are there to race the distance and not there to finish the distance as their accomplishment.

  On the other hand, the majority of runners in the half/marathon are in the race for other goals and are more likely to answer #3-5 as the reason for participating in the long race.  The challenge for most of the participants (especially with charity teams) is to train their bodies specific to the race distance and their victory is overcoming the length of the race and the struggle of the body to finish the long distance. Runners with the goal of #3-5 have no intention of dropping out of the race.  The motivation is there to finish the race no matter how tough it is and no matter how they are feeling. Basically, you want to do your best, which also means that you would rather finish in the least possible time, for someone of your ability and training time devoted to the event. After all, it is a race and the purpose of any race is to perform as well as you can but, you want to perform the race with the least possible stress on your mind and body.   This said, I would like to explain the reasons why most of the runners who are attempting to participate in the long race will benefit with a run / walk approach to training and racing and attempting to build up their capacity to increase their endurance.   I sincerely believe that many beginner runners to endurance training would benefit from increasing their ability to cover longer distance at a reasonable speed with a run/walk approach as opposed to trying to run the entire way non stop.

Intermittent work is the best approach to accomplishing a great deal of work.

   When building up your stamina to accomplishing the ability to do more steady work for a longer amount of time, it is best to take an intermittent approach to achieving it.  By intermittent work I mean alternately running and resting, with “rest” defined as a walking recovery in between running bouts.

Numerous research studies have been conducted which look at this work/rest method of accomplishing 

Covering more miles in comfort and more efficiently.  The studies used novice runners and had them trying to accomplish covering various distances and comparing the speeds of the runners of trying to run straight as opposed to runners who used a run/walk method.  Amazingly, the runners who used the run/walk method were able to cover more distance(10-15% faster) in a shorter amount of time and described the stress on their body being less than when they tried to cover the whole distance with running.  In most cases, the novice runners who pushed themselves to the limit had to stop, walk slow to recover and felt miserable at the end of the run.   The more trained the runner (more years of running and building up their endurance base) the less of a need to use the run/walk method to cover the longer distances.  By having set intervals of intermittent rest along the long run it allows the body to perform at a much better overall pace for the entire distance than if that distance was tried to be covered non-stop.

The Following table shows some possible marathon times using different run/walk rations:

Marathon                    Min/Mile pace                Min/Mile pace       Run/Walk

Finish Time                While Running               While Walking       Ratio of

4 HR  34 min                   10:00                              20:00                   10 to 1

4HR 46 min                     10:00                              20:00                    5 to 1

5HR 00 min                     10:00                              20:00                    3 to 1

5HR 15 min                     10:00                              20:00                    2 to 1

5HR 26 min                     12:00                              20:00                   10 to 1                     

5HR 37 min                     12:00                              20:00                    5 to 1

5HR 50 min                     10:00                              20:00                    1 to 1

5HR 50 min                     12:00                              20:00                    3 to 1

6HR 3 min                       12:00                              20:00                    2 to 1

  By looking at the above table , you can see the results of different run/walk ratios and how it looks for your overall finishing time of the marathon. (It works just the same for half marathon except the overall time would be half the time)  The 3:1 run/walk ratio doesn’t necessarily mean running 3 minutes and walking for 1 minute out of every 4 minutes of total time; it could be 9 minutes running and 3 minutes walking out of every 12 minutes of total time frame, or 15 minutes of running and 5 minutes of walking out of each 20 minutes.  Still, a 3:1 ratio is maintained and the same overall rest effect and time is achieved.  The point being , intermittent rest periods can be used for all different types of beginner runners trying to improve their ability to cover more overall distance in the most comfortable and efficient manner.                                                                                                                                                                  The key to picking the best run/walk ratio is to practice different ratios during your long training runs on the weekends.  To find out how well your body reacts to any particular run/walk ratio, the chosen method must be practiced and engaged in right from the start of the run.  For example, if a 3:1 ratio is to be considered (using 6 min. of run to 2 min of walk) and the scheduled distance for the long run is 12 miles, then right from the start, no run should be longer than 6 min .  It is tempting to run steadily for a fairly long period of time--say an hour—then, once you are starting to feel pretty tired (heavy legs, winded and drained), switch to the run/walk method.  If you try to cover the distance this way, most likely it is too 

late, your body is drained of a lot of energy and is too far into “oxygen dept” (not enough oxygen getting to working leg muscles) and your method will now be WALK/JOG as opposed to run/walk.  Even

though going farther without a rest may seem easy at the beginning, it will eventually not be as comfortable, and waiting until you feel you must start alternating running and walking will not result in holding the same overall pace as could be achieved by starting right out with an organized, thought out, run/walk approach to finishing a long training run and carrying this method over to your chosen race.  In relative terms, it is the same as a fairly fit runner  starting out the first 10 miles of the marathon faster than they should for such a long race and “hitting the wall” at 18 miles and having to walk or slow down to a very slow jog the last 8 miles of the race.  It is tempting to go out way to fast and gaining time but, in the end if your pace is drastically slowing the last part of the race , your overall performance in the race will be worse and the last miles will be a horrible experience. 

   The pace of your run while you are in the running period will be at a comfort/conversational speed which you can hold for at least 10 minutes straight and carrying good running mechanics.  Your walk pace would be at a speed which is fast enough that you are moving forward well (not mall walking pace) but slow enough that you are giving your cardiovascular system and running muscles a break(usually between 15-20 min/mile pace).   During the race, there are usually water stops every 2-3 miles and these stops are a good chance too grab a cup, drink while you are walking without loosing any time in your overall performance.

Additional advantages of using the walk/run approach for long endurance training/racing

1) Many runners find it easier to stop and walk during periods when thy are taking in fluid. Using a run/walk approach automatically provides for periods of walking, which can be timed to coincide with water stops, when walking may be planned anyway. Walking through water stops besides giving you a break also ensures all of the drink gets in you and not on you.

2) It is usually easier to remain more enthusiastic about the running portion of the run/walk phase during the long run, keeping your running stride more fluid and biomechanically correct decreasing chances of extreme muscle fatigue and less chance of injury to muscles/tendon/bone.

3) Participants who use run/walk approach to training/racing on long runs often feel better for a longer amount of time often passing other beginner runners in the last few miles of the race who opted to run until they were forced to slow their pace way down or walk slow from fatigue.

4) By using the run/walk approach , recovery is often faster after a long run from less overall tissue breakdown during training thereby decreasing chances of overall “accumulative stress” to the body in the 20 weeks of training. 

5) Shorter runs during the week will get easier as your overall endurance improves over time as a result of the long run/walk on the weekend.

6) Using the run/walk approach to training the long run will lead to a more optimistic attitude about taking on another long race in the future where you can build onto your fitness you gained from your first run/walk training race. On your second long race ,you can then experiment with less walking and more running until you build up to being able to hold a steady run the whole distance of the race with an efficient and economical stride.

   Finally, it is important not to worry about being passed in the beginning early in training and in the race by using the run/walk approach by those runners choosing a steady run.  If they end up finishing ahead of you, they probably were going to finish ahead of you anyway.  For those runners who you eventually end up passing, and are possibly getting injured and beat up,  maybe they will re evaluate their present approach and consider adding some fast walking intervals into their long runs and long races.  Be patient with your pace.  The marathon/half marathon is a long time on your feet and often the race goes not to the swifter runner in the beginning of the race but the one who is slower, steady and mechanically efficient over the entire distance.   Start using it in training on the long weekend runs, so that by race day the run/walk approach will be part of your overall game plan come race day.

