Rest and Recovery in Training
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Training Recovery

Learning how to recover from training and racing is the key to remaining healthy and being ready for your next competition. Adventure racing is a demanding sport, especially for those competing in a mix of long and short races. For those entering the sport for the first season, a sensible approach to nutrition, training, recovery and sleep, should all help in reaching and sustaining good performance levels. Recovery should not be treated as rest when the body has reached a level of extreme tiredness or fatigue. Rather, it should be something that is incorporated into your weekly training and annual periodisation schedule. The following article may give you tips on how to gauge recovery for your own needs. 

Since adventure races come in all guises, from 6 hour sprint races to 12 day endurance events, planning recovery between the events can be particularly challenging. However, no matter what the duration, frequency, and intensity of training and racing, it is important to recover fully before the next session, especially since endurance exercise places a high demand upon the body physiologically, bio-mechanically and psychologically. Being able to recover properly will enhance your - and ultimately your team’s - performance. 

Staying Healthy 

Athletes often give little thought to recovery or why they may feel run-down, full of aches and pains and generally de-motivated. They treat recovery as either an after-thought to exercise, or something they have to endure once injured. However, a significant amount of research has identified the link between training and stress on the body's immune system. Hence, although exercise can clearly promote fitness, it can also have a negative effect on the body and athletes have to pay attention to the balance. As the demands of racing and training mount to match performance expectations, the reasons to incorporate recovery into the training programme become ever more important. 

This article tries to provide some advice upon balance and continued awareness of performance indicators. The focus is upon two main areas. The first concerns nutrition and the importance of maintaining equilibrium prior to, during and after an event. The second is in terms of the physical approach to training and racing, i.e. effort output, tapering etc. 

Fuelling Your Way to Recovery 

All too often we hear or read about athletes who train hard for the season ahead only to drop in form near to, or soon after, a race. For many individuals this drop in form spirals towards sickness or injury. Many ailing athletes wonder if vitamins, minerals or protein supplements will help and begin the search for the illusive remedy. 

However, although nutrition does play a crucial part in enabling the body to remain healthy and to stave off illness and disease, research has yet to confirm how much vitamins and minerals can help in recovery. Studies have shown that blood glutamine levels (a form of protein) do not significantly drop during endurance exercise and that there is little evidence to suggest a need for glutamine to be used as a supplement (Pyne, et al, 2000). Nancy Clark, nutritional expert and author of several sports nutritional guidebooks, emphasises prevention as the best strategy to enhance recovery. Hence, it seems that maintenance of a suitable training diet providing sufficient nutrients and calories is key to quick recovery. 

One nutritional practice that does enhance performance, however, is maintaining a steady state of blood glucose, water and body salts during and between exercise sessions. This is especially important for adventure racers since the exercise period is so sustained. Hence, AR athletes should be replenishing their energy levels frequently by constantly scoffing jelly babies and sipping litres of sport drink. But how do they know they are eating and drinking enough of the right things both when training and racing? 

Tips on Nutrition & Hydration

· Pre-exercise hydration is very important since the body relies upon optimal fluid levels to perform many tasks, including temperature regulation.

· A good balanced meal prior exercise is very important, as is timing. The basic concept is to allow enough time for digestion and uptake of nutrients into the blood. The aim is not to eat too close to exercise or the battle between digestion and working muscle groups will result in cramps. 

· During exercise, drinking regular and large levels of water is not enough, in part because of the extensive loss of body salts through sweating. Drinking plain water leads to further dilution of sodium levels within the body which in turn triggers a reaction to rid the body of water, since the brain then believes that a sufficient level of hydration has been reached, even though this is rarely true. Hence, the best way to maintain adequate hydration levels is by drinking a mix of electrolyte drinks containing salts including, sodium and potassium and normal water. 

· Although some top fell runners in areas like the English Lake District, train their bodies to accept a great deal of water in one sitting, so as to avoid carrying any with them for specific legs, this is not generally good practise since we weren’t designed to function like camels! 

· If the simple sugars from all the carbs you are consuming leave you flatulent, try peppermint tea in transition areas – it has a calming effect on the stomach! 

· You basically need to eat regularly to consume enough energy and nutrients. The amount of calories required depends on factors like; power output, duration, body mass etc. It is always hard to determine how much you will need for your first expedition length race so you need to balance your knowledge of your own body’s requirements with advice from experienced racers. (See chart for guide to calories per hour for various activities) 

· You should source energy from a mix of food, drinks and gels. Fats provide a higher yield of calories per gram than carbohydrate. However, it is harder for the body to use fat as the source of energy under certain intensity levels, so its usefulness is limited more to slower events in which individuals are working at a lower rate of VO2max (Bjorntorp, P. 1990). 

· Post-exercise re-hydration is vital. The aim is to replenish the body with electrolytes lost while sweating, and you may even need to consider a dioralyte-type solution to increase the rate of sodium replacement. 

· A post race carbohydrate / protein mix will stimulate muscle glycogen replacement. Due to the changed state of membranes at the site of glucose absorption immediately following exercise, it is important to eat as soon after racing as possible and then to continue to ingest carbohydrates for the following six or so hours


Recovery as an Approach to Training 

Traditional methods of training revolve around some form of periodisation, rotating small training cycles within a larger plan to work towards peak performance. Training programmes often focus on the work completed, and use intensity and duration as indications of progress, e.g. 

· Train to improve 

· Train harder to improve more. 

· Train even harder to improve even more. 

· Train even harder again to improve further. 

And so it goes on 

Although most individuals include rest days and light sessions in their schedules, many pay little attention to whether these have really helped them to recover or not. 

The most important thing to realize at the start of any training plan, is that you are an individual and progress is purely associated to your body, its genetic make-up and your approach to exercise. 

To try and solve performance challenges by simply doing more training does not make sense. Working hard is crucial to achieving success, but so is the ability to maintain technical skill as well as the many other aspects that contribute to adventure racing. 

Extended active recovery should be included as a form of light activity for the sole purpose of assisting recovery. It is performed at a low intensity - just enough to raise the heart rate somewhat and increase circulation without creating any undue stress on muscle tissues, joints, tendons and ligaments, and, importantly, not using up important energy stores. Although not confirmed, it is generally understood that increasing circulation improves tissue healing and general recovery. 

Training with Recovery in Mind 

Rigid training plans based on heart rate intensity alone can sometimes ignore issues like overtraining, fatigue, illness, psychological influences, etc. It is a good idea to pay attention to the way you feel even in very simple ways. For instance, use a very simple monitoring tool as a daily check on how you are feeling and how rested / recovered you are from your previous racing and training. e.g. 

1. Cheery Faces 
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  I feel great. 
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 All is fine I feel just average.
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 I feel low and fatigued. 

2. Take your basal heart rate (BHR) 

This is a good indicator of how well the body is recovering from hard training and a tough competition schedule. It is typically taken when waking in the morning, as the body is calm and comfortable lying in a prone relaxed position. However, if athletes are training too hard and not getting enough rest, their resting heart rate will show an increase. 

Sleep 

Sleep will be a premium during those demanding races. Becoming used to ‘power-naps’ will prove a useful technique in training and racing. However try to also get good quality sleep during training periods as it is the best opportunity your body gets to rest, repair and ready itself for further work. 

Weight 

Daily weight checks can be a good indicator of hydration. Any sudden changes could indicate some health problems so this is a simple way of keeping an eye on the body’s recovery. 

NB: It is important to note that one of these signs may not mean anything at all. For example, their morning heart rate can be higher than usual if athletes have drunk a little too much caffeine the night before, gone to bed dehydrated or had a scary dream. However, two or three of the warning signs happening at the same time may mean athletes have a problem on the way. 

When your training plan is built around your body’s ability to recover, there are many advantages, including: 

· Individuals do as much training (volume) as they are able on that particular day 

· Tired, unfit or injured individuals do as much training as it is safe to do 

· Fitter individuals can do a greater volume of training and can vary the intensity within set parameters 

· Individuals can note monitoring techniques e.g. time of repetition, heart rate or general ability to think as indicators of how tired they are becoming

· Individuals can alter aerobic intensity to allow lactate to be cleared from the body 

The advice is to gauge rest on the ability to complete exercise workloads and the capacity to repeat further bouts, whether within the same or following sessions. The aim is to develop the ability to cope with work volumes that correspond with the typical competition environment. 

Such training can also include preparing for those activities performed in an event. This is particularly important when it comes to recovering during exercise from very intense efforts that occur over a reasonably lengthy period. Hill climbs come to mind. In this situation the body is often working very hard to manage a higher level of lactate that, when too high, will limit aerobic capacity. By altering efforts and taking brief rests, the body is able to quickly reduce lactate levels within the blood, thus allowing the body to continue working. Regularly training under such conditions will help the recovery process, thus helping the body become more efficient (McCardle, 1999). 

NB: The key focus for competitive athletes is to find ways of measuring their ability and capacity to perform training activities in each training session. The following factors are important to consider during the training cycle. 

· Individuals should develop a substantial baseline fitness to provide the underlying ability for recovery from session to session 

· Regular training in all disciplines should occur to develop such baseline fitness 

· Individuals should test themselves under competitive circumstances to gauge the performance level in response to training. Adaptations to the following phase can be made from performance indicators taken from this 

· Adaptations to training should take place as racing approaches. Care should be placed upon frequency and duration of sessions, as it would be detrimental to lower the body’s reserves of glycogen as an event of expected higher intensity approaches. 

· Training should have a mix of intensities. It is important not to approach any event feeling too tired. Tapering might not have any real effect by this time if your body has reached an exhausted state beforehand 

· Tapering, a drop in training intensity and volume should occur prior an event. The level and extent of this should reflect the reasoning to race. For example, light training may be advised leading to a high importance race . 

Overtraining 

Overtraining syndrome is a state of prolonged fatigue and underperformance caused by hard training and competition. The athlete will experience an objective loss of form that will have lasted at least two weeks despite adequate rest and will have no identifiable medical cause. Symptoms of a minor infection, typically an infection of the upper respiratory tract, may recur each time the athlete returns to training after an inadequate rest. There is a gradual transition from overreaching to overtraining syndrome. 

How do you know when you are training enough or overtraining? The guide, as discussed earlier should be how you are managing to perform for the volume of work expected to achieve for the respective event. Noticing a drop in form over several sessions may not be a worry but what if this continues to successive weeks or you find you cannot recover from a demanding race although you have already rested? 

I knew I was suffering from overtraining when, four weeks before an expedition length race, I hit the wall, metaphorically speaking! My capacity to maintain the workload had pretty much hit the limit and although I could still train and compete in small events, my ability to recover felt almost non-existent. I became injured and needed treatment for a knee complaint, I developed a stomach infection that never seemed to go away and I was always lethargic, missing the enthusiasm for life I had four months earlier. Doctors and therapists tried to help put me back on the road to health in time for the approaching race. 

The race itself was a difficult experience and I felt ill before, during and after it. However, I had really lost the battle on the day I started to prepare. I had set out paying no attention to the need for recovery. I had simply set out to complete the workload I had assigned myself without understanding how much or when I would need to reduce things. The fact that I tapered before the event had little or no affect.
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Unusual fatigue is not always to do with over-training though – hence why it is particularly important not to just try to push through diminished performance. Ongoing fatigue may signify heart problems, exercise-induced asthma, Lyme disease, diabetes, chronic fatigue syndrome or any number of other maladies. Hence, if your normal training suddenly becomes much tougher, cut your mileage by 50 percent for a week, and don't do any hard workouts during that time. If you still feel fatigue at the end of a week or two, make an appointment to see your doctor since there may be more wrong than simple overtraining. 

Additional Advice 

‘Power naps’

Naps of 20 – 30 minutes during expedition races allow our overused local [brain] network to enjoy the restorative benefits of sleep while the aspect of resting provides tired body some opportunity of restoring its’ energy levels. 

Lightheadedness

This is often a sign of dehydration, a shortfall in carbohydrates or oncoming heat illness. It happens frequently in hot adventure races in which athletes are exerting themselves to the maximum for long periods of time. The only remedy is to sit in the shade and take in fluids. Beware that lightheadedness is very occasionally a sign of over-hydration but this is more common amongst the inexperienced! 

Side Stitches

These are most common among new runners or those who are pushing themselves to run farther-or faster-than usual. They often occur when food or drink in your stomach pulls down on the ligaments that attach your stomach to your diaphragm. This causes your diaphragm, which controls your breathing, to go into spasm. When a stitch strikes, concentrate on breathing from your belly on every exhale, then pull your abdomen and chest in on every inhale. After four full breaths, visualize the cramp and try to direct your breath to it, as if you were massaging it away. If this doesn't work after a minute or so, slow to a walk (or stop) and raise your arms over your head for several seconds. This should help the muscle to relax. 

Localized bone pain 

While shin splints result in pain over a broad surface area, pinpointed pain may mean a stress fracture. With a stress fracture, you can put your thumb on the spot and identify where it hurts. If you ignore this, the stress fracture can become a complete break, meaning more time healing and no time training. 

Lumps and bumps on the lower leg 

Runners suffer from two common types of lumpy masses: small nodules on the Achilles tendon where scar tissue forms and lumps on the side of the knee. Treatment for tendonitis usually involves physical therapy and rest; surgery is rarely necessary. Lumps or cysts on the side of the knee normally form in association with meniscus tears. In these cases, treatment consists of repairing the meniscus and letting the cyst dissolve on its own. In each case, seek professional help or you may be looking at a long term injury layoff. 

