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Train Your Brain

Knowing how you think on the run can improve your workouts—and your mood.

By Gigi Douban; 

Running is the ultimate power vacation—no BlackBerrys, no kids, no bosses. But all's not quiet in the brain while you're pounding the pavement. In fact, you're performing mind acrobatics: problem-solving, making your to-do list, even drifting to a calm state. "Running gives you the freedom to access those inner processes that the busy outer world often robs you of," says James P. Brennan, Ph.D., an adjunct professor of human behavior at Muhlenberg College in Allentown, Pennsylvania.

Studies show that elite runners tend to stay focused on the run—on things like form, pace, and the way their bodies feel. The rest of us flit around four major thought bubbles: organizing, problem-solving, wandering, and pondering. "A lot of people will shift back and forth during a run, or depending on the day," says Michael Sachs, Ph.D., professor of kinesiology at Temple University in Philadelphia. Each thought pattern has its pros and cons. Recognizing them will help you get the most out of your workouts.

Think About It: Organizing
Most days, Lindsay Decken, 24, a buyer for an engineering firm in Greenville, South Carolina, wakes up at 5 a.m. to run five to eight miles. By the time she's through, she has a pretty clear idea what she'll be doing the rest of the day. Between 10-hour days at work and evenings and weekends packed with volunteering gigs and a home remodeling project, her runs provide a much-needed chance to see the big picture. "It's just a time to get away from everything," she says. "I have complete solitude."

It's great when the organizing leaves you with a sense of accomplishment. But experts say that if taking inventory starts to be a source of tension, then you've taken it too far. Set a time limit, maybe 15 minutes, to think about all the tasks that are piling up. "You don't want to shackle yourself when one of the things that you get out of running is a great release," Brennan says.

Think About It: Problem-Solving
Jim Mallory, a 42-year-old network technician in Denver, often spends several frustrated hours at his desk trying to figure out what's tripping up a customer's data network. Then he'll put in a 10-miler at lunch. "While running, or shortly afterward, I'll think of some new angle and end up fixing it right away," he says.

Running has a way of untying some huge brain knots. Because we're stepping out of our task-oriented days during a run, we're subconsciously turning off creativity-killers like distractions, rationalization, and blame. Add in feel-good brain chemicals triggered by running, and your brain is at its best.

What's more, experts say, running is a right-brain activity. Most of the day, whether we're poring over documents at work or shopping lists at home, we're in left-brain territory. "If you're working your left side really hard, you might not give the right side a chance to come up with something," Sachs says.

Think About It: Wandering
If you were to listen in on Aaron Cunningham's thoughts during his five-mile loops through Seattle, you might hear this: Oh, there's the China Harbor Restaurant. I wonder if it's good. That runner looks fast. There's the Northwest Outdoor Center. I haven't been kayaking in a long time.

Cunningham, a 36-year-old software engineer, says letting his mind roam keeps him relaxed when he wants to maintain a moderate pace. "If I start thinking fast thoughts, I'll run too fast and start pushing harder than I should," he says. Plus, a wandering mind helps him pass the time. "Part of it is just being in the moment," Cunningham says.

Sachs says that letting your mind go loosey-goosey offers a tremendous release—part of the reason many of us run. Rather than taxing your brain by focusing on work stress or the kids' busy schedule, "you're giving it a chance to meditate or float," Sachs says. "It's rejuvenating."

That's not a pass to stay in la-la land for the duration of your run. Doing so can detract from your performance, Sachs says, so check in with your body every few minutes. Otherwise, you risk blowing your workout—failing to maintain a certain pace for tempo runs, for example, or not feeling pain from an injury.

Think About It: Pondering
When she's facing a packed day at work, Lindsay Decken postpones her morning run until afternoon. By then, the day, with all its stresses, is well under way. And rather than building a to-do list, she spends a lot of her quiet time with raging thoughts about work pressures. "I'll get frustrated, go for a run, and talk myself down," she says. "You don't necessarily solve anything, but everything that bothered me at work is erased from my memory, at least until the next day."

Experts say it's okay to feel anxious or angry during a run, but if it consumes you, set it aside. "Put your life in compartments," Sachs suggests. "Say to yourself, 'I'm going to take this stuff that happened at work, put it in a drawer, and I'm not going to think about it.'" After all, ruminating endlessly won't just suck the fun out of your run. Those negative vibes can also compromise your performance.

Wrong Headed
How to figure out—and avoid—mind problems

Letting your thoughts turn a stellar run into a drag? Human performance consultant James Brennan gives three signs it's time to switch head gears.

You're Not Happy: We run to feel good. So if you notice your thoughts bringing you down, give yourself permission to leave your woes behind until after your run. "If our thoughts are negative, we're going to be in a poorer physiological state," Brennan says. That means you're more likely to huff up that hill or putter out early on a long run.

You're Tense: Running provides a release, but over-thinking a problem can start to show in your form—shoulders up to your ears or shallow breathing, for example. Brennan recommends taking a mental inventory of your body, starting at your head and working down.

You're Slower: Who doesn't love a little daydream on a run? That's fine, but if you have goals, don't stay on autopilot the entire time. Check in every few minutes, or tell yourself you'll let your mind go after this split. Until then, stay focused on your pace, Brennan says.

Runs of the Mill
Whatever your goal, there’s an effective and fun (really!) treadmill workout just for you

By Lisa Jhung Published January 29, 2013
If Your Goal Is To: Make the Most of 20 Minutes
Try This: Warm up at a slow to moderate pace for five minutes, then increase the speed to race pace and hold it for 10 minutes for a hard tempo. Cool down for five minutes.

If Your Goal Is To: Beat Boredom (and Get Wicked Fast)  
Try This: Watch TV. During the show, run at an easy-moderate pace, then punch up the speed to run hard for the duration of the commercial break. Return to your moderate pace when the show resumes. If no TV is available, listen to music, varying your pace or effort by song.

If Your Goal Is To: Improve Speed at Any Distance  
Try This: Set the treadmill to a two percent incline. After warming up, match speedy segments with equal recovery (e.g., one minute hard, one minute recovery) for 1-2-3-2-1-2-3-2-1 minutes, then cool down. “The idea is to run your 10-K pace in a broken tempo format,” says coach Brad Hudson of Hudson Training Systems in Boulder, Colorado.

If Your Goal Is To: Return from Injury or Illness  
Try This: Alternate jogging and walking—two minutes jogging, two minutes walking—for a total of 20 to 30 minutes. If your injury or illness doesn’t flare up, increase the run interval during subsequent workouts to three minutes, then four, then five (and so on), and bring the walking segment down to one minute in between.

If Your Goal Is To: Introduce Your Legs to the Treadmill  
Try This: Start at an easy pace. After five minutes, crank up the speed by .5 mph for one minute, then back down to your easy pace for two minutes. Crank up the incline by .5 percent for one minute, then back down for two minutes. Continue alternating, experimenting with pace and incline.

If Your Goal Is To: Finish Your Marathon Strong  
Try This: Run four miles at 30 seconds slower than your marathon pace; then four miles at 15 seconds slower than race pace; then four miles at race pace; then four miles at 15 seconds faster than race pace. “This trains your body to go fast when you’re tired, but is best done in the last phase of training,” says coach Dan Guillory of West Coast Road Runners. 

If Your Goal Is To: Chew Up Hills and Spit ’Em Out  
Try This: After warming up, increase the incline to four to five percent and run at an effort between your marathon and half-marathon pace for 20 to 30 minutes. Cool down. “This workout will get you really strong while increasing overall endurance,” says Hudson.
Three Reasons to Rethink the Marathon













MarathonGuide.comMarathon participation around the world is booming. According to the most recent data from , participation in marathons grew nearly 10% from 2008 to 2009, which resulted in a record 468,000 finishers in 2009. Given the numbers, it’s obvious that running the vaunted 26.2 mile distance is quickly becoming the de facto goal for many beginner runners. Likewise, experienced runners are increasingly magnetized to the popular distance as an opportunity to compare PR’s with their running buddies. When it seems like everyone is training for a marathon these days, the pressure to run one yourself can seem daunting. However, is it possible that training for and racing a marathon might not be in your best interest?














Let’s take a look at why temporarily reconsidering your marathon racing plans might pay off for you in the long run.













Not enough training background













The first and perhaps most obvious reason you might not want to run a marathon is a lack of training or experienced running background. The marathon is an arduous event and requires a dedicated training block of at least 2 months for serious runners and 4 months for beginner runners. Remember, these are the minimal numbers needed to train correctly, the more time you give yourself, the better your chances of success.













More importantly, training for a marathon when you don’t have the requisite running background is a sure fire way to get injured or to find yourself disenchanted with running if you’re new to the sport. In my experience, beginners need to be able to average at least 40 miles per week for 5-6 weeks to increase the chance that they will have a good race experience. This means that you need to be able to comfortable run 30-35 miles per week before you begin training for a marathon. If you’re not at this number, it doesn’t mean you can never train for a marathon. Rather, you should focus on slowly building your training tolerance and mileage background. Otherwise, you’re probably going to struggle to increase the weekly mileage and long runs enough to be prepared on race day













When runners neglect this advice, they often find themselves in a viscous injury cycle that is tough to break out of. First, the sharp initial increase in training results in a small injury that sets them back a week. To make up for missed time, they push the envelope to get back on track and develop another small injury. The cycle repeats itself throughout the entire training segment until race week when a runner realizes they haven’t put together a solid month of training since they started.













The last thing anyone wants on marathon race day is to have a bad experience and to suffer through the course. Even if your goal is only to finish, make sure you have the necessary running background to start marathon training on the right foot to stay injury-free and to have a good race.













Too many other racing commitments or other race goals













To run to your potential in the marathon, the required training is drastically different than any other commonly run distance. Training for the marathon requires a very specific 8-12 week training block, which necessitates a singular focus that is often detrimental to your short-term performance at shorter races like the 10k and half marathon.













The mistake of trying to accomplish too many secondary goals while training for a marathon is one of the biggest mistakes I encounter when working with veteran runners. Here’s a typical conversation I’ve had during a first consultation.













Joe Runner: “I want more than anything to qualify for Boston at my next marathon. I am only 8 minutes away from the qualifying time”.













Me: “Great. We have four months to train and looking at the weaknesses in your prior training plan, I can definitely see 8 minutes improvement.”













Joe: “Wow, I am excited! I also want to do two half marathons and shoot for a PR, two local 5k’s to beat my local rival, a 48 hour relay race, and pace my friend through his first marathon”













Me: “Whoa, wait, what? To drop 8 minutes from your marathon PR, we need to do everything right in this training block. Where are the long runs supposed to go? When can we do any marathon specific workouts if you’re always racing?”













While my example sounds extreme, think of how your last marathon training segments have looked – I bet you’ll see a similarity. Unfortunately, more often than not, a runner that attempts to accomplish too many secondary goals when training for the marathon realizes poor performances, both at the shorter distance and the marathon itself thanks to unspecific training.













Why marathon training is different













Unlike other events like the 10k, or even the half marathon, training for the marathon necessitates a specific focus on physiological adaptations that aren’t of great importance to shorter races. In the marathon, the primary focus of training is developing your aerobic threshold (the fastest pace you can run while staying aerobic), increasing muscular endurance (how long you can run without your legs falling apart), and fuel efficiency (how efficient you can be at burning fat instead of carbohydrates while running at goal marathon pace). In no other race distance are these three training adaptations so important. Therefore, to train for the marathon correctly, you temporarily neglect the specific training demands of shorter events.













Furthermore, to accomplish many of the aforementioned training adaptations, you need to practice running on tired legs or with low energy levels. This philosophy is often called “accumulated fatigue”. Basically, this means that the fatigue from one workout accumulates and transfers to the next so that you’re always starting a workout or a long run a little tired from your previous training. This type of training helps your body adapt to performing better during the last half of the marathon race. Consequently, it’s very difficult to race well at other distances when training appropriately for the marathon because your legs should often be in a state of accumulated fatigue. More often than not, strong performances at 5k or 10k races during marathon training can indicate that your marathon training isn’t specific enough.













If you’re training for the marathon, you have to realize that your performance at shorter distances will suffer in the short-term. If you’re an experienced runner and still want to run well at other distances, perhaps a marathon isn’t the best goal for you this training segment.













Too many marathons in a row is detrimental to long-term development













While there is no doubt training for the marathon helps you improve your aerobic development, increases your mileage tolerance, and can be great for building endurance, training for multiple marathons in a row isn’t the best option for your long-term development. In fact, racing marathon after marathon often leads to stagnant results and a lack of progression.













VO2maxAs covered earlier, training correctly for the marathon requires an intense focus on the on the specific demands of the marathon race. Very rarely in marathon training should you be doing , high anaerobic threshold runs, or pure speed workouts (notice I said rarely, not never). These are training adaptations that are important for success at shorter distances, but don’t translate well to good marathon racing.














Unfortunately, if you neglect certain energy systems or physiological elements for a long period of time, you start to lose overall fitness. To continually improve, the body needs a change of stimulus – a new type of demand for the muscles and body.













Desi Davilla of the Hansons-Brooks distance project is a perfect example of how marathoners need to break from the marathon cycle to consistently improve. After a great performance at the 2009 World Championships, Desi took a break from the roads and focused on hitting the track to improve her speed. The result was a jaw-dropping performance at the 2011 Boston Marathon.














If you’ve done more than 3 marathons in a row without dedicating a specific training block to 5k or 10k training, running another marathon might not be the best choice if you want to record a new PR.













With the extreme popularity and accessibility of marathons these days, it can be hard to forgo the temptation to race one every season. However, if you’re a new runner or a veteran looking to breakthrough to the next level, perhaps you should look closely at your training and goals to determine if running another marathon is the right choice for you.













As always, if you have questions or want to understand how this fits into your own training, please leave a comment.
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