BEACON HILL STRIDERS: RESOURCE CENTRE


HOW ELITE ATHLETES TRAIN: THE 80/20 APPROACH 
The following paper is based upon an “Academy Newsletter” forwarded to the leading members of our training group in November 2014:
BHS Academy Newsletter (No.39): 09/11/14

'Balanced Training' Revisited: the 80/20 "Rule"

Early on in these series of Newsletters (Newsletter no. 7 / 23/02) I introduced the concept of "balanced training" ... my contention being that most coaches/runners do too much higher intensity running, too often ... & that "pushing the pace" just twice a week was more than adequate, in terms of training intensity ... 
My conclusions were drawn from my extensive reading of training theory/practice and, in particular, the real-life training logs of elite athletes (e.g. Dave Moorcroft, whose training log I used as an example in that original posting). ... 

So, I was more than a little intrigued to recently come across the following article that supported this viewpoint ...

http://www.runnersworld.com/race-training/train-at-the-right-intensity-ratio

A couple of paragraphs from the above article summarises very well the argument for "balanced" training ...

"In the early 2000s, Stephen Seiler, (see further notes below) an American exercise scientist based in Norway, embarked on a mission to determine how elite endurance athletes really train. He found a remarkably consistent pattern: World-class cyclists, Nordic skiers, rowers, runners, swimmers and triathletes all did approximately 80 percent of their training at low intensity." ... &

"A 1999 study by Veronique Billat, a professor of Sport Sciences at the University of Lille, France, found that middle-distance runners who did three easy runs and three interval runs per week for four weeks exhibited higher levels of stress hormones and a decline in VO2 max compared to when they did five easy runs and one interval run per week for four weeks."

So, if we accept this argument that 80% of training should be @ low intensity (basically, easy/relaxed/steady pace) ... the question that then arises (& is not addressed in the above article) is: What proportion of the remaining 20% should be @ moderate intensity (Tempo Running pace ... just below lactate threshold) compared to higher intensity (faster than lactate threshold ... basically, faster, interval-type running)?

Training the 20%: 2 Different Approaches

The answer to this may well depend on the type of "distance" runner that you are (more specifically, the type of muscle fibers that you have) ... Are you the classic 'long-distance' runner, the "slow-twitch" muscle type (ST)? ... OR ... Are you someone more inclined to middle-distance events, a "fast-twitch" muscle type (FT)?  ... Please note that this distinction here is in relation to "distance runners"! ... ST denoting a runner with say 80% ST muscle fibers, compared to FT, denoting 60% ST (& 40% FT) ... a true FT type (like Usain Bolt) would probably be around 80% FT. 

I've not found an article that addresses this specifically, but the following forum thread/discussion explores this issue (amongst others) in considerable depth ... If you're a 'training theory nerd' like me, you'll want to read the whole thread ... If not, focus on the contributions of Portuguese coach & training theory expert, 'Antonio Cabral', on pages 3 & 4, where he discusses the contrast in the training of 2 of the greatest runners of the 1980s ... Carlos Lopes (a ST type distance runner) & Fernando Mamede (a FT type distance runner) ...

http://www.letsrun.com/forum/flat_read.php?thread=2375989&page=0

The general conclusions to be drawn from this discussion, & the examples of Lopez & Mamede explored, are ...

For the 20% of running done at moderate/higher intensity that ... 
* ST type distance runners should focus more on running @ "moderate" intensity / paces (i.e. Tempo Runs), with only small doses of higher intensity / paces (e.g. Interval-type / Anaerobic) work done, whilst ... 
* FT type distance runners should focus more on higher intensity paces, with only a little moderate intensity work thrown in.

In short, for the 20% of training done over and above the 80% @ low intensity ... the training must be individualised ... i.e. different athletes need different training approaches depending on their individual characteristics. 
………………………………………………………………………………….

Further Notes:

Stephen Seiler (& others) use the term “Polarised Training” to describe this 80/20 split between low & high intensity training. Seiler's findings are based on what elite athletes do ... a much better way (in my opinion) of approaching the designing and planning of training than looking at research that isolates specific qualities/characteristics (e.g. VO2Max / Lactate Threshold etc.) ... 
For those of you anxious to investigate this further, the following video presentation by Seiler will be of interest. Look out for some very impressive data on elite endurance athletes, & please note that Seiler uses the term "polarised" training, whereas I use the term "balanced training" to mean effectively the same thing ... 

http://vimeo.com/98353863

& the KEY message from all this? ...
 
Elite athletes do LOTS of Training @ LOW intensity.
Finally, this excellent article … from ‘Canute’s Efficient Running Site’ … delves further into this notion of polarised/balanced training … by examining closely the training programmes of (Ethiopian running legend) Haile Gebrselassie & (New Zealand’s Commonwealth Silver medallist) Jack Foster … & please do follow the “On the Run” link for a classic short 20 minute film featuring (Coaching legend) Arthur Lydiard, Jack Foster, & (former World Mile Record holder) John Walker, amongst others …
https://canute1.wordpress.com/2014/07/23/the-training-of-haile-gebreselassie-and-jack-foster/
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