Recovery : why it is so vital .

“You can’t keep going to the well indefinitely”.

We will look at this topic under three headings :

1. Recovery as an intrinsic element of the training process .

2. Recovery post-workout.

3. Recovery post race .

1.The Basic Principle of Training : A coach I knew many years ago always used to say at the end of a workout “Remember : when the running stops , the training does not -  in fact it’s only starting”

How true his words were . Yet many athletes appear never to understand fully the fundamental principle of training which is : “If you apply a stress to an organism and then allow that organism a period to rest and restore itself , it will come back stronger than ever”. This principle was enunciated way back in the 1960s by Mel Stiff in his seminal work on training and recovery : “ Restoration is an integral part of the overall training process”.

Laro Byrne used to illustrate this basic fact by reminding us that if a person were to break his arm , after about six weeks ( if the break was clean ) the break would be healed . “ And”  , Laro would say, rather triumphantly, “ it will be healed so well and so strong , that it will be almost impossible to break the arm in that same spot again”.

Dr. David Martin , Professor of Sports Science in Atlanta University ( who advised Peter and Seb. Coe ) refers to the Yakolev  model of “supercompensation” and he basically says the same thing as Laro Byrne said many years before : “The supercompensation effect is similar to the adaptive response of bone following a fracture . The repair is so good at the fracture site that the recovered part of the bone is actually stronger than the part surrounding it”.

This example illustrates very succinctly the Principle of Super-Compensation . And it is this very principle which is the fundamental core of proper athletic training. You do a tough workout, your body is “broken down”, you allow it to rest and recover by just running easily for a number of days and , Hey , Presto ! you come back stronger and faster than ever . The training effect does NOT take place while you are doing the session :  on the contrary, it is during those easy days that the training effect takes place . While you rested , slept , ran easily and went about your daily routine the positive training effect in your body was taking place . Nature is a remarkable nurse – if only we would allow her to wield her magic !  And because Nature is so generous she over-compensates by making you stronger than you were originally While we rest and sleep the benefits of our training are slowly coming into effect . William Shakespeare extolled the benefits of sleep in “The Scottish Play” “Sleep that knits up the ravell’d sleave of care, sore labour’s bath, balm of hurt minds , great nature’s second course, chief nourisher in life’s feast” .  ( He’d have made a great coach ! )

While we sleep, our  bodies release natural HGH ( human growth hormone ) which repairs the wear and tear which has come about from hard training and the stresses of everyday life . The peak in growth hormone occurs during the first few hours of sleep. It has also been found that the hours of sleep before mid-night are more effective in the restorative process than those after 12 a.m. 

Athletes who take daily siestas have an advantage over athletes who spend from morning to night awake . Afternoon naps also shield the athlete from other stressors which may hinder recovery and adaptation. So athletes should , if possible , take regular siestas .

Of course , rest is equally as important as sleep . 

It is true , unfortunately , that many  athletes simply do not allow their bodies sufficient time to recover properly. The great Seb Coe admitted as much when he paid this tribute to his father (and coach) : “ The most important thing my coach did was stopping me from doing things that I would have instinctively done that would have led to over training and over-usage.” 

Once again , some seem to believe that if hard training is good, then constant harder training must be better .And so we see some athletes attempting to do hard workouts three or even more times per week . Their desire to improve is understandable and their work ethic is admirable but , sadly for them ,  it just doesn’t work that way . The principle of diminishing returns kicks in with a vengeance .While their intentions are  good, their efforts are only thwarting their own desires .Many such athletes are “self-frustrators” ; they are like a fly caught in a spider’s web: the harder they try  ,the 
more entangled and frustrated they become as , instead of improving, they see their performance getting steadily worse. As well as training hard , athletes must learn to train smart .At times the best form of training is just easy running or , indeed , complete rest .  

“Rest is a form of training” is an old adage which is not always welcomed or appreciated by many runners. 

In the documentary on Mo Farah , referred to earlier , we see  Mo talking to his coach Alberto Salazar minutes after he had won the 10000m. in the Pre Classic in May 2016. Even though he had won , Mo complained of being “sluggish” . Salazar asked him how many miles he had run in the week prior to the race ( I’m sure he already knew the answer ) . “ 120” , said Mo . “Well , there you go” , said Salazar “your legs are dead. Take a week off”. You could see from the look on Farah’s face that he didn’t like to hear this but , because he implicitly trusts his coach , he did as he was advised.   

Young runners , of course , are impatient . They want it all – and they want it now. They are not always amenable to the concept  that sometimes  Less is More . That last phrase has become a bit of a cliché by now – but it is still true . 

Our Olympic rowing Silver medallists , the O’Donovan brothers , talked recently about how they monitor each other. One brother will notice if the other one is getting cranky and irritable and will advise him to ease off or rest completely for  a day or two .”And that usually does the trick” , they said , “the rest brings us back recharged”. ( Irritability is one of the sure signs of over-training ).

The principle of training , as outlined above does not change and , instead of doing 

more , sometimes the athlete needs to do less or even take a complete rest.

“ Festina lente”  , ( hasten slowly ) was the motto of a Roman general , called Quintus Maximus ,who was Consul five times and appointed dictator twice .He got the nickname  “ Fabius Cunctator ( Fabius the Delayer )  from his tactics in the Second Punic War when he refused to meet Hannibal in direct combat , instead opting to delay in the hope that he would exhaust the Carthaginians in a long war of attrition. This policy eventually led to the defeat of Hannibal .And so the epithet  “Cunctator” , which originally was intended as an insult, now became a title of honour . 

And what has all this got to do with running and training ? It simply illustrates the need for patience and the fact that it takes time , quite a lot of time , to become a
really good runner .You can not cut corners or hasten the natural process ; if you do you will pay the price in either injury or burn-out. You need to play the Long Game.

The sport is littered with the names of young athletes who ,as the joker said , “ have a great future behind them”. We all have heard that it takes 10,000 hours of practice in order to become really proficient  in any skill ,sport or art . (David Epstein discusses this concept in great detail in his fascinating book  The Sports Gene ).

The Hard Day / Easy Day  Principle became popular for a time and, while it was an improvement on the belief that you could or should train hard every day, it was still

quite unrealistic. If an athlete does a really hard work-out , I believe that he or she needs at least two- and possibly three- easy days to recover from it .

.I remember once asking Danny McDaid ,while we were warming up for a track session, should I train hard again the next day . Danny was quiet for a moment and then he  just smiled at me and said “ If you do this one hard enough you won’t be able to train hard again tomorrow” ! Words of wisdom indeed . 

 Mark Carroll ,speaking at a coaching seminar some years ago ,also said  pretty much the same thing :   “ Your easy days should be really easy  but when you come to do a session , then you should really f…ing hit it”. 

( Of course , we must also be careful about just how “hard we hit it”. Correct training paces will be discussed in a later article but, for the moment, suffice to say you must 

never race your training. Young athletes in the Club will be familiar with Joe Cooper’s voice ringing in their ears “ There are no medals for training lads”. )

Getting back to the subject of recovery , we can sum up by saying that there are three systems which require repair after a hard workout or race . These are :

* Structural

* Hormonal  

* Neurological 

Structural recovery is aimed at muscles , tendons, ligaments and bones . ( Muscles recover more quickly than tendons or ligaments due to a more direct blood flow to the muscles .)  Structural recovery involves body management incorporating passive and active rest .Active rest includes the whole gamut of  cool-down jogging, stretching , self-myofascial release ( foam rolling ), ice baths  and massage .

( these will all be discussed in more detail in later articles ) . We should also remember that posture is a factor in the recovery process . This is why physiotherapists recommend that athletes should not “slouch” on their chairs or couches after a workout as this leads to “pooling” of blood in the muscles , blood which is still infused with micro particles which have been broken down by the hard training . This will lead to a prolonged feeling of stiffness or even soreness. Passive rest ,of course, means sleeping ,resting , reading , listening to music ,etc.

Hormonal and neurological recovery are achieved by good nutrition and adequate rest and sleep .Refuel and rehydrate should be the mantra of all sportspeople after a hard workout .It is amazing to note how many athletes ( despite the advice of their coaches ) still turn up for a session without drinks and some form of carbohydrate and protein .( I will have more to say about all of this in the next two articles on recovery post workout and post race .)

Beware of fads which attain popularity for brief periods of time . As a result of Leicester winning the Premiership, some “experts” would suggest that their great achievement was due to their use of cryotherapy and beetroot juice in their recovery strategies .In response to this one wag said  

“Every man and his dog want to drink purple milk shakes while being slowly frozen”! 

While beetroot juice and cryotherapy* may ,indeed , have restorative and regenerative properties , athletes should stick to the basic strategies of  recovery which are nutrition , hydration , active and passive rest and sleep .

(* Cryotherapy is an ultra-cold treatment designed to shock the body into action by “reving up” blood circulation and boosting the immune and central nervous system.

( This can involve being subjected to temperatures as low as –135C.) This enhances the oxygen supply to the blood and removes toxins. It also releases endorphins, those same feel-good endorphins which produce “runner’s high”. HBOT ( Hyperbaric oxygen therapy) is another “cutting edge” form of therapy which aids recovery .  HBOT involves  bringing oxygen-rich plasma to tissue in order to speed up recovery .)

If the recovery process is managed properly a positive training effect will ensue .And , for those who are interested in the more scientific details of what exactly this positive training effect entails, here are some of the benefits of a proper recovery :

* Increase in skeletal muscle oxidative capacity. 

* Improvement in cardio-respiratory capacity.

* Increased resting glycogen content and a decrease in lactic production.

*Increase in mitochondrial capacity .

* Improvement in whole body lipid oxidation ( lipid oxidation is important in utilizing fatty acids for the production of energy).

In the next article we will look at recovery post workout or session .

