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Key Workouts for Time-strapped Runners
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The human body is, if nothing else, remarkably adaptable to change.  Whatever we throw at it, it works to accommodate. Anyone who has ever trained or worked out for any length of time can tell you about the “plateau”.  This occurs at various times depending on type of training, intensity, volume, individual physiology, etc. It is where we get the classic phrase:


“If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get


what you’ve always got.”

I have one word to solve this conundrum: VARIETY. Change it up. Do different exercises, change the number of sets and reps, change resistance and tempo…Shake it up a little! Never have I seen this to be a bigger issue than in “cardio” exercise.

There is a woman in my subdivision who power walks 2 miles every day and has been doing so ever since I have lived there which is over ten years. She is still shaped like a pear. The problem for her is that her body has adapted to this consistent energy burn and has budgeted for it. The only way to gain improvement, whether this means lowering body fat percentage, getting faster or being able to go farther, is to change it up. Throw your body something unexpected and force it to reach a little deeper.

A marathon runner came to me to help him qualify for the Boston Marathon. He needed to run a time of 3:20 in a certified marathon to qualify for his age group. In his previous 4 years he had run times of 3:28, 3:24 and 3:31. His per mile pace in these marathons was hovering right around 8 minutes per mile. While reviewing his past training, it became apparent that even though he had increased his average weekly mileage from 25 to 40 miles, he never ran faster than 7:50 per mile. His body had adapted to being a good 8-minute miler. By lowering his weekly mileage and focusing on the following four weekly workouts, he broke through his previous barrier and ran a 3:16 to qualify for Boston. 

The Big Four:

Once a base of consistent running has been established (this will vary from person to person), the following four types of workouts should be included almost every week. I say almost because when we periodize a training schedule, we allow for a recovery week approximately every four weeks. Periodization is a important and somewhat complex topic for another time. For now, let’s look at just one week.

The one workout most runners are familiar with is the Long Run. The only problem is that a lot of runners don’t use it to its full advantage. A long run serves several purposes. First of all, it conditions the body to take the stress of running for long periods of time. This stress can be mental as well as physical. On the physical side, the joints and connective tissues adapt to stress during these runs while the muscles develop additional capillary networks to produce energy more efficiently. This is also when the athlete can experiment with fueling needs. Hydration and carbohydrate replacement are the most important needs and research is showing that proteins and fats can also play a role in keeping you going past the proverbial wall.

Going back to our discussion on variety, the Long Run needs to also get shaken up a bit. To do this, add in strides: short (100-200yd.) stretches that are at slightly above race pace with full recoveries back to your original pace before starting the next one. You only need to add 4-8 of these mixed throughout your Long Run to remind your body what it is like to run fast.

The overall intensity of a long run should be around a 6 on a scale of 1 to 10; 1 equal to being asleep on the couch and 10 running from an approaching train down a subway tunnel.  We refer to the levels of intensity as RPE, rate of perceived exertion. For several reasons, this is a very good way to gauge effort and I’ve attached a chart showing this scale to the end of this article.

In regards to recovery, I have found that taking a day off or cross training the day after a long run is a good idea. This allows the body to rebuild damaged tissue and restore energy supplies.

The second workout is the Tempo Run. The tempo is basically a race pace run either done all at once or broken into a few sections. This is a good way to get a feel for where your Threshold is. The Threshold is basically the point where if you push any harder you’ll go anaerobic or into oxygen debt (RPE of 7.5-8.5). This point is referred to in various texts as the anaerobic threshold, the lactate threshold, maximum sustainable power, onset of blood lactate accumulation (OBLA), etc.

For our purposes, we’ll just stick with “threshold”.

An endurance athlete’s ability to gauge the threshold point allows them to push their pace to the max. The Tempo run also helps the body become more efficient at this pace.

Run number three is the one that will make you faster: Intervals.  Intervals come in various shapes and sizes, so naturally we mix them up to add….you guessed it! Variety. Intervals can be based on either speed or power and be either structured or unstructured. Unstructured intervals became popular several decades ago in Sweden where they are called Fartlek meaning “speed play”. Fartlek runs are the easiest intervals to do, but you need some self-discipline to keep at them when you are tired. Once you are good and warmed up, you run intervals of various distances, terrains and intensities. 

Structured intervals tend to be more focused with the distance, incline and intensity set ahead of time. These can be adapted to focus on an individual’s limiters (p.c. way of saying weaknesses).

Structured speed intervals involve running a set number of repeats over a given distance at a certain intensity. For distance runners this intensity is usually at or slightly above threshold (RPE 7-9). These are great for pushing up the threshold as well as building foot speed and muscle memory (occasionally these are done on a slight downhill for this very reason).

Power intervals, also known as hill repeats, use incline to increase the intensity of the interval. These are great for building overall leg strength. I include these in an athlete’s schedule more frequently early in the season and then at least bi-weekly for the rest of the year.

The final run is the one everyone is already doing, the Moderate/Recovery Run. This is at an easy pace (RPE of 5-6) and can very greatly in length. This run allows increased blood flow and muscular action at a pace where the circulatory system can easily keep the muscles from loading up and which doesn’t tax you mentally. I often refer to these as sanity runs.

Start by adding a Tempo run into your training week followed by a Long run with strides. Alternate shorter and longer weeks for the Long run and on a long, Long run week, make your Tempo run a little shorter. Finally, add in an Interval workout once a week and round out your schedule with a Moderate/Recovery run. If your one of those dedicated runners that need to go out more than 4 times a week, fill in the other days with the Moderate/Recovery runs, but always allow at least one day a week for full recovery.

Combining these 4 workouts with strength and flexibility training will have you running faster, more efficiently and with less chance of injury than ever before.

Train safe and if you ever have any questions feel free to give me a call at The Elite Athletic Development Performance Center, 847-394-8110 or reach me by email at: jim@eadperformancecenter.com
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