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The end of the UK tri season is nigh, but what now? 
Should you hit the tarmac, turbo or sofa? We provide 
the answers you need to start 2014 on a flyer…

RecoveR 
FasteR
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t
riathlon’s multi-discipline and 
challenging nature means 
high-achievers gravitate 
towards it, lured by adrenaline 
hits, featherweight aero tubing 
and routine. And, in many 

triathletes’ minds, the equation is simple: 
increasing workload + repetition = speed. But 
neglect the transition period and you’ll spiral 
into a pit of irritation and fatigue. 

“The body adapts and grows fitter through 
recovery,” says head coach at votwo, Eliot 
Challifour. “Without recovery, it won’t adapt or 
improve. Many who train all-year-round 
plateau because they never recover enough 
to push harder in the next phase. Train, rest, 

train harder, rest… That should be the model.”
The phase that Challifour refers to 

emanates from a periodisation system of 
training. That’s a whole feature in itself, but 
essentially it’s the year ahead broken down. 
Here you work on different parameters of 
fitness, one laying the foundation to build on 
during the next until you reach the end point 
and begin all over again. 

the tRansitional phase
It’s this that we’re concerned with as we move 
into autumn – the phase between race 
(peaking and high-intensity sessions) and 
base (high-volume, low-intensity training, 
focusing on aerobic conditioning and 

technique), known as the transitional phase. 
This is when you wind down and recharge 
your mitochondria, motivation and synapses. 
All of the coaches and athletes we spoke to 
agreed that four weeks is the optimum R&R 
(transitional) period and should follow your 
final race of 2013. Of course, many triathletes 
have selective deafness.

“I say to many of my athletes, especially the 
accomplished ones, have three or four weeks 
off. And it never happens,” sighs coaching 
outfit RG Active’s John Brame. “It’s different 
for the city boys I coach. They’re happy to kick 
off again in January.”

Now, if you’re truly motivated to progress 
through the field in 2014, a three-month 

It’s that tricky tri time between the race and base phase. So what comes before the 
serious business begins? Omit the transition period at your peril, says James Witts

Race, Rest, RecoveR



ReCoveRy 
speCial ReCoveR to adapt

OCTOBER 2013  I  www.220triathlon.com  I  41

sabbatical will leave you playing catch-up, so 
ignore the Citi Bankers and aim for that 
golden four-week break from rigid training. 
How you fill that period depends on your 
personality type.

“There are two types of athlete,” explains 
former GB elite coach Joel Filliol. “The first 
understand that they must recover from a 
long season, but still want to maintain a level 
of structure during that time. The second 
group are those who really need to take time 
off completely and hopefully return refreshed 
for the new season.” 

Recognising which category you fall into will 
guide your next step. Let’s take the group who 
simply can’t go four weeks without swim/
bike/run: “Reduce your training to about 25% 
of normal but at the same frequency, though 
very easy,” says Mark Kleanthous. 

Trust his words: as a coach, author (of The 
Complete Book Of Triathlon Training) and 
triathlete of 30 years, this is a man who’s 
experimented with every post-season 
connotation. If you normally train 6-8hrs per 
week, you’d now be looking at 90-120mins. 

“FouR weeks is 
the optimum R&R 
peRiod and 
should Follow 
youR Final Race 
oF the season”

Swimming should include technique work and 
you should cycle with a faster cadence or 
harder resistance. Running emphasis should 
be on faster-than-normal leg turnover. 

the beneFits oF R&R
7Oaks Tri Club’s Jane Wiley follows this diluted 
transitional training plan annually, and it 
clearly pays off as Jane’s 2013 R&R doesn’t 
start until 13 October – the day after she’s 
competed in this year’s Ironman Hawaii. “I just 
can’t stop training completely,” says Jane, 
with the air of someone attending their first 
AA meeting. “But in this period it’s much 
more about new routes and less about 
mileage. Running and swimming is similarly 

informal – no doubt I’ll be told off for yakking 
at the end of the swim lane.”

It’s a sentiment echoed by fellow age-
grouper Michael Rix. In the past he’s raced the 
70.3 World Champs and the European 
Duathlon Champs. But it’s 5km park runs that 
dominate his transition period. The 42-year-
old and his brethren hold their own in-house 
park competition, before hopping onto their 
bikes over a pre-determined course. “The 
winner’s usually the guy who can remove their 
bike lock the quickest!” he says.

For those who don’t want to swim or bike 
and run on the road, there are two main 
options. The first is a complete rest where you 
go on holiday, play a different sport, hit 

Whether to lock the tri-bike 
away is the question many 

triathletes face at this time

Running emphasis should 
be on faster-than-normal leg 
turnover during this period
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the cinema… Basically, a restraining order is 
applied to anything tri-related or anything 
mimicking tri. This is of huge benefit, but may 
be too much for tri-aholics. A more probable 
and common method of rejuvenation is by 
undertaking activities that stimulate similar 
muscle groups as triathlon but that don’t 
demand a wetsuit, tri bike or road shoes.

Kayaking, bouldering, climbing, yoga and 
pilates all fill an aero-shaped hole without 
losing significant multisport fitness. Or you 
could adopt the strategy favoured by 2012 
Wildflower winner Jesse Thomas. “As soon as 
the season’s done, Jesse will mountain bike, 
trail run and snow shoe,” says US coach Matt 
Dixon, who lists Luke Bell and Emma-Kate 
Lidbury among his disciples. “He won’t touch 
a TT bike for months. On his return, he’ll focus 
on his weakness – swimming. For several 
weeks, he’ll swim eight to 12 times a week, 
getting beaten up by 13-year-old swimmers, 
but all in the pursuit of improvement.”

ReFlect to peRFect
This period is also a prime time to reflect on 
the season just past, to identify areas of 
improvement – with a coach, tri friend or by 
being brutally honest on your own – and to 
begin setting out goals for 2014. But as Dixon 
and Xterra World Champ Lesley Paterson are 
both at pains to stress, leave this to the final 
fortnight of your four-week break. “The first 
two weeks I delve into other interests in my life 
like film, acting, arts and coaching,” says 
Paterson. “The final two weeks I plan for the 
following year. In the past I didn’t rest enough 
and it left me disillusioned with the sport – 
hence my tri retirement for five years.”

As for signs your tri mojo is returning – and 
despite a number of app-based recovery tools 
hitting the market like Omegawave and 
Restwise (see p47) – subjectivity should rule. 
Only you know exactly how you feel, so don’t 
rely on numbers or textbooks. Simply assess 
if you’d trample over your own family for a 

spin on your Pinarello or you’re still happy to 
have that Sunday lie-in.

Of course – and this should resonate with 
the top 15% of age-groupers – veering too far 
from racing weight is often cited as the 
stumbling block to many athletes having a 
clean break. But maintaining a year-round 
Wiggins-esque physique (the lean 2012 Tour 
version rather than the bulked-up 2013 World 
Champs Time Trial incarnation) is not realistic 
or even healthy. “My athletes who’ve put on a 
few extra pounds over this period tend to 
remain strong,” says Kleanthous. “The ones 
who don’t have more colds and sniffles.”

Clearly this isn’t the green light to audition 
for Man vs Food, as coach Gav Rogers warns 
after taking six months to drop from 90kg to 
Ironman racing weight of 78kg. But be able to 
look yourself in the mirror if you have that 
extra bar of Green & Blacks. If you’re worried 
about extra poundage in a period of (relative) 
inactivity, though, ingest 500 fewer calories 
per hour of exercise. So if you train for three 
hours instead of six, that’s 1,500 calories a 
week you no longer need, meaning a 
reduction of about 215 per day.

The transition period through to the base is 
vital to regenerate tired limbs and minds. Even 
if your enthusiasm to train hasn’t waned, fight 
the instinct and take a break. your 2014 
performance depends on it.

Want to come back stronger, faster 
and fitter? We’ve asked the experts 
to share the latest thinking on 
recovery strategies. Turn the page  
to read more…

“undeRtaking activities that 
stimulate similaR muscle gRoups as 
tRiathlon is a common method oF 
Rejuvenation FoR tRi-aholics”

Kayaking can fill the 
multisport-shaped hole 
without losing fitness

Wildflower winner Jesse 
Thomas won’t touch a TT bike 
as soon as the season finishes

Maintaining a year-round 
lean and lithe physique isn’t 
realistic, or even healthy
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you cross the line or finish an 
intense training session and 
– as has been the case since 
time immemorial – you’re told 
to plunder those carbs to 
maximise that magical 
20-minute window. But does it 

SLEEP = SPEED
Determined to shave those few minutes off your 
PB? Getting some quality shut-eye could be the key

REFUEL INTELLIgENTLY
Following a tough race or training session, time is of the essence if you’re going to refuel sufficiently

In Adharanand Finn’s fine book 
Running With The Kenyans, the 
author spends six months in the 
Rift valley trying to unlock the 
secrets of why the Kenyans are 
such extraordinary endurance 
athletes. While altitude and 
culture were typically part of the 
mix, rest and sleep were cited as 
key to their continued success. 
Lornah Kiplagat, for instance, 
who’s held several world records 
over the years, is famous for 
sleeping up to 16 hours a day in 
pursuit of peak performance.

“Whatever time of year it is, 
sleep is your best recovery 
strategy,” says Dr Shona Halson 
from the Performance Recovery 
Centre at the Australia Institute 
of Sport. (yes, recovery has its 
own department.) “Getting 
quality sleep – around eight 
hours but different for all – is 
vital for physiological and 
psychological recovery.”

Dr Halson feels sleep is one of 
the most neglected areas – both 
practically and research-wise 
– for competitive athletes, 
whether that’s age-grouper or 
elites. This is why, during this 
Olympic cycle, much of Dr 
Halson’s focus centres on 
helping athletes sleep.

Important questions she’s 
looking to answer include 
whether the brain can be 
manipulated to encourage sleep 
and which recovery strategies 
might alter brain state to 
improve sleep. “The brain 
controls everything and we now 
have better technology to 
understand what’s happening  
at a neural level,” she explains. 
“We’re currently examining 
non-pharmacological means  
of assisting athletes to sleep. 
This includes sleep hygiene 
education, biofeedback and 
neurofeedback.”

really exist or is it simply a 
nutritional myth?

“While the 20-minute window 
is overly prescriptive, nutrition 
recovery should begin ASAP,” 
declares Dr James Carter, head 
of the Gatorade Sports Science 

Institute. “Protein synthesis 
rates are elevated following both 
resistance and endurance 
exercise, while muscle glycogen 
has the potential to be 
optimised 1-2hrs following 
exercise due to improved 
glucose entry into the muscle.”

Timing the intake of those 
carbs is crucial to a swift 
recovery and should feature a 
drink (sports drink, diluted fruit 
juice, milk) and food (bananas, 
flapjack, pasta, cereals). Aim for 
1-1.2g carbs per kg bodyweight, 
so a svelte 60kg racer should 
consume 60-70g, which 
equates to a large banana and  
a flapjack, ideally spaced 
throughout the hour. Follow  
this strategy until you enjoy a 
regular meal.

During that first hour, 20g of 
protein is the aim. This equates 
to two large eggs, though milk, a 
protein bar or yogurt might be 
more practical so close to 
crossing that finishing line. 

Clearly the Australian 
Institute of Sport doesn’t want 
the world to know what methods 
it’s employing, but current 
biofeedback methods 
elsewhere include placing 
sensors on your skin to track 
muscle tension or brain 
rhythms. you can then gauge 
the level of tension and develop 

RecoveRy StRategy  1

RecoveRy StRategy  2

strategies to reduce it, including 
slow breathing and relaxing of 
the muscles.

The importance of sleep can’t 
be underestimated and, just as 
with rest, every single expert we 
spoke to revealed their charges 
just didn’t get enough. Time to 
dig out that album of wind 
chimes and bird sounds…

Interestingly, recent research by 
Professor Luc van Loon of 
Maastricht University suggests 
that protein synthesis rates 
remain elevated even into sleep.

As for fluid intake, Dr Carter 
also adds that, “This should be 
slow but steady to prevent 
excessive urine output and 
helps to maintain euhydration 
[the normal state of body  
water content]. The amount  
of fluid to replace will depend  
on the athlete’s sweat loss  
and their fluid replacement 
during exercise. 

“It’s beneficial for the athlete 
to monitor their losses during 
exercise, with the post-exercise 
aim being to replace, gradually 
during the hours after exercise, 
125-150% of this loss [to 
compensate for additional 
sweating and urine loss].” 

Drinks should contain sodium 
in order to replace what’s been 
lost in sweat, but also to help 
drive fluid uptake and retention.

getting quality sleep is 
vital for physiological and 

psychological recovery

The 20min window is overly 
prescriptive but nutrition 
recovery should begin ASAP
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Elites and age-groupers walk a 
fine line between optimum 
performance and overtraining, 
with symptoms including altered 
mood, sore muscles, disrupted 
sleep and an increased sense of 
effort during exercise. But are 
there any biological 
measurements – oxidative 
stress, variability in heart rate, 
lactate measurements – that 
you can monitor to prevent you 
from overstepping the mark in 
the first place? 

“Unfortunately, a gold-
standard marker of overtraining 
doesn’t exist,” says Gatorade’s 
Dr James Carter. “And many 
such markers require invasive 
techniques, sophisticated 
equipment and/or skilled 
interpretation, all of which count 
against them being used by the 
athlete on a day-to-day basis.”

The complexity of identifying 
a single overtraining marker was 
highlighted in a recent review by 

Which is more effective at 
maximising workout gains – 
active or passive recovery? It’s a 
debate that transcends all sports. 
Passive means no training at all. 
By ceasing activity, your muscle 
glycogen stores can return to 
pre-workout levels. 

Active refers to a session 
signed off at a reduced intensity 
and volume. So a triathlete might 
cycle for 45mins at a heart rate 
that barely rises above 70% of 
their max. Its advocates argue 
that it stimulates the metabolism, 
flushing out free radicals and 
accelerating muscle recovery. 

votwo’s Eliot Challifour believes 
“it keeps the blood flowing, and I 
find it particularly useful after a 
race. On the Monday, I’ll swim 
1km in the pool before really 
working on my lower limbs with a 
foam roller.” Team Sky clearly see 
the benefits of going active, with 
ITv’s Ned Boulting regularly 
interviewing Chris Froome 

post-stage while he pedalled 
away on a turbo. 

“More football and rugby 
teams are adopting that same 
warm-down strategy,” says 
coach Mark Kleanthous. “For 
me, active is better than 
passive, but must be done 
correctly. you must never go 
above 75% of your max. For 
triathletes, you also need to 
listen to your body. If your legs 
are burning from an intense run 
session, using fins in a recovery 
swim set can really help.”

Despite anecdotal evidence 
supporting active recovery, the 
majority of studies show no 
major performance benefit over 
passive, supporting the notion 
that you, the athlete, must take 
responsibility. “The brain is an 
excellent monitor of recovery,” 
says coach Joel Filliol. “It’s more 
sophisticated than any training 
tool, so you must trust yourself 
to which form of rest you take.”

the American College of Sports 
Medicine, led by Belgium’s 
Romain Meeusen. Their 
exhaustive assessment of global 
research on the topic focused 
on several elements: heart rate 
(sub-maximal, maximal and 
heart-rate variability), 
biochemistry (glutamine, 
lactate...), psychology (mood 
states and psychometric tests), 
performance tests, hormones 
(cortisol, growth hormone) and 
immune function. 

They concluded that “the 
mechanism of overtraining is 
difficult to examine in detail 
because stress caused by 
excessive training load, in 
combination with other 
stressors, might trigger defence 
mechanisms such as the 
immunological, neuroendocrine 
and other physiological systems 
that all interact”.

As Meeusen states, currently 
monitoring the range of 

different markers relevant to 
(over) training isn’t practical. 
“Instead, I’d suggest the athlete 
meets the following criteria,” 
says Dr Carter. “Ensure quality 
sleep via a cool, dark and quiet 
bedroom; at least one passive 
rest day per week; good 

nutrition; avoid training 
monotony and keep logs of 
performance in training and 
competition to help you to 
adjust volume and intensity 
accordingly; use a good coach 
who’ll also monitor emotional 
and psychological state.”

PREVENT OVERTRAININg
Training = Good, so  More Training = Better? Not always. Know when to spot the signs that you’re overdoing it

CHOOSE YOUR REST
The debate rages over active vs passive recovery – know 
how to choose the strategy that works best for you

RecoveRy StRategy  3

RecoveRy StRategy  4

Keep logs of training and 
racing to help you adjust 

volume and intensity

Active recovery advocates say 
it flushes out free radicals and 
accelerates muscle recovery
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RECOVERY BY NUMBERS
Xxxxxxxx xxxx xxxx xxx xx
gO, gADgET, gO…
Not sure whether to train or not? There are now plenty of 
monitoring tools available to help you make the decision

to data and numbers. But unlike 
the professional version, it 
measures cardiac state only 
rather than feedback on the 
central nervous system. 
Because of this, though your 
legs may feel shot to pieces, if 
your cardiovascular system’s 
recovered, it’ll instruct you to 
train hard. Once the CNS 
feature is available to all, it could 
be a market-changing tool.

Restwise (£119.88 for 12 
months at www.restwise.co.uk) 
is an online-based recovery tool 
where you input a daily 
assessment of your well being. 
Factors include resting heart 
rate, weight, hours slept and 
quality of sleep, and oxygen 
saturation level. (The latter is 
optional if you purchase 
Restwise’s pulse oximeter.)

Restwise then rates your  
level of recovery, which again 
determines the level of your 
subsequent workout. The  
input of data seems a touch 
laboured compared to the 
Omegawave but we know it’s  
an integral part of their 
programmes for many of Matt 
Dixon’s athletes, suggesting the 
daily questionnaire is easily 
worth the effort.

RecoveRy StRategy  5

Commercialism of sport in the 
21st Century has seen elite 
athletes embrace technology; 
from altitude tents to 
compression socks, seemingly 
anything goes in search of that 
competitive advantage. And 
once they’ve given it the top-end 
seal of approval, inevitably it 
seeps down to the masses. That 
top-down template’s replicated 
with recovery tools, Omegawave 
and Restwise being two of the 
most recent to become 
available to age-groupers.

We tested the Omegawave 
(£79 for belt and 60 days’ 
subscription, £7.90 per month 
thereafter; omegawave.com) 
training tool back in issue 286. 
It’s an electrocardiograph belt 
that measures the heart’s 
electrical activity and relays that 
information back to a mobile 
app to determine your readiness 
to train. Simply strap on the 
belt, lie down and await the belt 
to sync to the app. 

Based on the state of your 
cardiac system, Omegawave 
calculates how ‘recovered’ you 
are, and so guides the intensity 
of your upcoming set. It’s of 
particular worth to athletes who 
refuse to rest and only answer 

The tech from top-end 
recovery tools is now trickling 
down to affordable options


