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Slow Down To Speed Up: Base Training to Build Endurance and Boost Speed
Part One

© Paul Carmona 2007

Everybody trains for a reason: to lose weight; to improve overall health; to set a new personal
record at a given distance; to qualify for The Boston Marathon.  Whatever drives people to run, a
common goal among runners is to run faster.  Likewise, a common mistake that runners make is
to run most - if not all - of their workouts harder and faster in an effort to gain speed and increase
endurance.

Consider the beginner who, living up to a New Year’s resolution to “do more cardio,” goes out
and runs a “hard” 3 miles five or six days a week.  After a few weeks, he sees some improvement
in conditioning and pace.  But then he hits a plateau, and never seems to be able to run faster or
longer.

Also consider the veteran runner who goes season-to-season doing group speed workouts, hill
runs, and weekend runs - sometimes at “tempo” pace - all year long.  She, too, never seems to
gain speed or improve her ability to run longer at a higher pace.

Both of these runners need to slow down to speed up.  Several weeks of aerobic base work (i.e.,
slow, slow running) will produce notable improvement in their endurance and speed.

Yes, there is a place for speed work, hard running, and high intensity workouts.  Without those
training components, all of your long, slow running will train you to run long, slow races. 
However, the key to cranking up the speed is to slow down for a meaningful period of aerobic
base work.  To most runners, this is totally counterintuitive - “slow down to speed up.”  But the
experts will tell you: good, solid aerobic base work will make you faster.

“How does running slower make me faster?” is a common question that runners ask.  Another is
“How slowly do I need to run, and for how long?”

The answer to the first question requires a long, technical explanation involving terms that many
of us have not thought about since high school biology classes.  Those terms are introduced
below, in this first part of a two-part series.

The second question, which is addressed in the next issue of “Running Austin,” does not have a
one-size-fits-all answer.  There are guidelines to help runners determine proper speed and
duration for aerobic base work, and simple tools and methods that will aid runners who struggle
with finding the “right” pace for their “slow, slow running.”  Most notable of those tools is the
heart rate monitor (“HRM”).  When used properly for biofeedback, the HRM will help any
runner who wants to maximize the benefits of aerobic training.
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What Makes Fast Distance Runners Fast?

Some of the physiological attributes that are common to successful distance runners are:

• the ability to store and conserve glycogen and use fats for fuel
• high lactate threshold (sometimes referred to as the “anaerobic threshold”)
• high maximal oxygen uptake (VO2max)

There are other factors, but the focus of aerobic base work for most runners is to improve the
three factors listed above, all of which relate to each other in the complex world aerobic and
anaerobic respiration.

Not to be confused with “breathing,” respiration refers to the process in which fuels, such as
carbohydrates and fats, are converted into energy by the production of ATP (adenosine
triphosphate).  The most efficient way to create ATP is through aerobic respiration, which
means “in the presence of oxygen.”  The byproducts of aerobic respiration are carbon dioxide
(which is exhaled), water (which is excreted through sweat and urine), and ATP.

Aerobic respiration converts carbohydrates and fats into energy, which is extremely efficient.  An
average person can sustain moderate physical activity on stored carbohydrates (in the form of
glycogen or glucose) for two hours or so, at most.  Meanwhile, the supply of fats is almost
unlimited in most people, and can sustain activity for days, in theory.

Anaerobic respiration, the process where fuel is converted into energy in the absence of
oxygen, is much less efficient than aerobic respiration.  It metabolizes only carbohydrates - not
fats - and the number of ATP produced is a fraction of what is generated aerobically.  Also, a
byproduct of anaerobic respiration is lactic acid (more on that later).

This is not to say that anaerobic respiration must be avoided at all costs.  Indeed, when you run at
a comfortable pace, both systems are in use - aerobic and anaerobic.  But while exertion is low,
the supply of oxygen to the muscles is sufficient to maintain aerobic respiration as the primary
mechanism for the production of ATP.   Even better, the slower pace means that the body is more
able to use the abundant supply of fat for fuel.

As you begin to exercise harder, the supply of available oxygen is unable to meet the demand for
harder-working muscles.  The body recruits anaerobic respiration for the production of ATP, and
the end result is a lower ATP yield, higher levels of lactic acid, and faster usage of carbohydrates
instead of fats.

And so, our runner who covers 3 miles “hard” nearly every day is running almost entirely on
stored carbohydrates - never fats for fuel - because his level of effort taxes his supply of oxygen,
which is needed for aerobic respiration.  He, like our veteran runner who tends to run too fast all
the time, needs to slow down to increase his body’s ability to rely on fat for fuel - and less on
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stored glycogen.

Up next: How slow running will raise the lactate threshold and improve VO2max, and how to
use a heart rate monitor to gauge effort.
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