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If you’re targeting a specific
running goal you tend to
spend considerable time in
training testing yourself and
pushing your limits with hard
and frequent training. So it’s
little wonder that an ‘easy
recovery run’ is sometimes
forgotten or replaced by

yet another hard effort.

urning down the pace on a training
run, in concept, seems logical, yet in
practice can be extremely difficult.
Many great coaches have said, “not
running slow enough on easy days
is one of the most common mistakes made
by runners”. Alarmingly rest is perhaps the
most underestimated and often times sadly
ignored concept when it comes to running
training. The power of ‘rest’ is little appreciated
by many athletes; from the recreational
runner through to the ranks of the elite.
Improvements in performance are routinely
sought by hard work-outs, and normally the
more hard workouts, the better. Yet if these hard
workouts are not interspersed with adequate rest,
then continuing with a string of hard workouts in
training will become unachievable and prove very
difficult. If rest is either ignored for long enough,
or even worse, rest is completely omitted from a
training program, the body will eventually reach

either a state of overtraining or develop an injury.
There are scores of athlete examples where
the temptation of training harder instead of rest-
ing has resulted in injury development and the
associated feelings of frustration and at times
devastation that comes with not being able to
compete or train. Given that this is an Olympic

year, we are bound to be exposed to media reports

of high profile athletes developing injuries in the
lead-up to the London Olympic Games as they
strive to obtain their ‘ultimate’ fitness. In most of
these cases there will be some contribution of a
failure to adequately rest in the development of
their injury. In fact, most lower limb-related inju-
ries have a failure to incorporate rest effectively
into a training program, as one of the contribut-
ing factors of the injury development process.

To truly understand the power of rest we
need to first understand the relationship between
rest and the ‘stress effect’ caused by training.
Getting this rest and work ratio correct is largely
the ‘art’ part of the ‘science and art’ of training,

The rest and work balancing act can go one
of two ways: when a runner tapers for an event
the rare situation develops when rest exceeds
stress and we become ‘race ready’ or ‘tapered.
Conversely when the stress from the training
load exceeds rest for several consecutive days,
the body adapts and becomes fitter. It is this
continual cycle of overloading the body with the
stress of training, followed by rest, which over
time leads to improved fitness and concomitant
performance gains. If however, an athlete ignores
rest and continues with consecutive hard train-
ing sessions; then fatigue and eventually a state
of overtraining may result. When this occurs, the
body’s capacity to adapt to the stressors of training
become impaired and the defence mechanisms
for maintaining homeostasis are initiated.

Overtraining usually results from over-
zealous training and there are two common
pathways. The first is a sudden increase in the
stress placed upon the body by either increas-
ing the volume or the intensity of training, or
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at times even both, without increasing rest.
The second mistake involves reducing the
recovery or replacing it with more training.
Athletes are known to regularly make both
mistakes: suddenly increasing the workload
intensity, and eliminating rest and recovery
days. Given a runner’s inherent work ethic, their
motivation, and is some cases their obsession;
many runners assume that pushing harder is a
sure-fire route to success. But unfortunately the
aforementioned balancing act of training is not
that simple. Continuing to push hard in training is
likely to lead to failure, by way of injury develop-
ment or the development of an overtrained state.
The signs of overtraining are many and
include physiological, psychological, immunologi-
cal, and biochemical changes. There has been a
significant amount of research conducted over
the decades that highlights the link between hard
training/racing and the negative effects this can
have on various bodily systems when adequate
rest is not incorporated into training. For example
several studies have reported an increased inci-
dence of upper respiratory illnesses with intense
exercise. Niemann and co-workers (1990) found
an increased incidence of upper respiratory infec-
tions in runners who ran a marathon. At the same
time several markers of immune function were

found to be depressed due to the heavy training™.

The same delicate interplay that exists in
terms of the physiological training adaptations
is also at play with our musculoskeletal system.
That is, as runners, our musculoskeletal system
(muscles, tendons, ligaments and bones) are all
undergoing a cycle of strain due to training, fol-
lowed by repair induced by rest. Just as with the
development of overtraining whereby an incorrect
ratio of rest to effort results in negative physiologi-
cal effects, when tissue strain and repair becomes
imbalanced and tissue strain exceeds tissue repair,
then it is a certainty that if this imbalance exists for

disrupt muscle protein structures), insufficient
mitochondrial respiration in cells (the energy
unit of the muscle cell), lowered pH due to an:
increase in lactic acid, and free radical produc—
tion (which may initiate muscle injury)®.

Although this damage is apparent immedi-
ately after exercise, changes continue to happen
during the post-exercise period. MRI studies have
even shown that marked swelling of injured mus-
cles can last up to 10 days. The take home message
is that the tissues are experiencing disruption for
many days following a hard training session.

It isn't all doom and gloom though and our

Many injuries may have been prevented if the
training program of the injured runner incorporated
adequate rest between hard sessions.

long enough, then an overuse injury will result.
Amongst the high incidence of running
injuries many of these injuries may have been
prevented if the training program of the injured
runner incorporated adequate rest between
hard sessions. In simple terms, every time we
run our tissues (bones, ligaments, tendons,
muscles and connective tissues) succumb to
micro-trauma from the stresses of exercise.
Exercise has also been found to initiate both
metabolic and mechanical events that dam-
age muscle and lead to soreness. The metabolic
factors include: high temperature (which may

Alarmingly, rest is perhaps

. the most underestimated

and often times sadly

bodies have an innate healing ability to repair
the micro-trauma incurred by our musculo-
skeletal tissues as a result of training. When

the repair of the tissues keeps pace with the
breakdown of the tissues we can experience
pain-free and injury-free running. Further to
this, the repair process may be accompanied by
new adaptations which in addition to repairing
the damage can increase its function, and one
study has shown that a single bout of eccentric
exercise was is able to prevent muscle dama age
from subsequent exercise for up to 6 weeks®.

So when the musculoskeletal tissue damage
begins to outpace our body’s tissue repair mecha-
nisms, then we are on the way to developing an
overuse injury. In runners, this often occurs to
the bones of the lower limbs with injuries such
as shin pain (splints), stress fractures of the
foot bones and stress reactions, to name
just a few. Other common overuse
running injuries where a lack of
rest may result in the above- )
mentioned mismatch of tissue
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repair and strain include; ITB friction syndrome,
Achilles tendon injuries and patella-femoral
(knee cap) pain. However, it should be noted that
an inability to schedule and take rest in train-

ing is not the sole factor for the aforementioned
injuries. Many other injury risk factors can play

a part in the development of injuries. Other
injury risk factors may include: poor biome-
chanics, inadequate core stability, inappropriate
footwear and inappropriate running surfaces.

In summary, leading American endurance
coach, Joe Friel, says that, “if we wish to improve
then we must regularly flirt with overtraining
but by paying close attention to the elements of
recovery (especially rest and nutrition), and by fol-
lowing a structured training program, athletes can
avoid overtraining”. If a runner schedules adequate
rest sessions, takes appropriate recovery days,
and looks after their nutrition, then the negative
effects of overtraining can be warded off and the
likelihood of developing injuries will be lessened.

The best way to avoid this pitfall is to a fol-
low a long-term periodised training program that
schedules weekly rest and recovery days, monthly
rest and recovery weeks, and yearly rest and
recovery months. Such a plan can also provide for
a gradual progression in the training workload
and fit your unique characteristics, such as your
running experience, age, susceptibility to illness

injury and overall goals
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