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Tapering, what’s the point?

Sometimes it just clicks! In some races, you just feel great and everything works. Other times you feel heavy or lethargic and lack the zip in your legs. For a long time, athlete’s have been trying to determine exactly what preparation results in a good race and what goes wrong in the bad race. I am certain that there are many factors that contribute to a great race and it is not just the alignment of the planets that makes the difference. A good preparation of consistent, structured training is important. Sensible diet and recovery and mental preparation are also contributing factors. The final, training in the lead up to the race is also a factor worth considering. This “tapering” and “sharpening” phase is important in exploiting an athlete’s potential. Just as with all other aspects of training, the taper into a race is a very individual thing – what works for one athlete may not work for another. I would like to discuss the reasoning behind tapering and sharpening and explore some different tapering options.

As an athlete completes the various phases of training they are seeking adaptation of their body to overload. Obviously overload is going to result in at least some level of fatigue. A sensible program will allow for recovery from the training load. As an athlete overloads their muscles, either by volume or intensity of training, the muscles are damaged. Small tears develop in the muscles and then, given the opportunity, the body heals the tears forming a stronger bond in the muscle. Training “damages the body at other levels to, not the least of which is the mental aspect of training. The mind can be “hurt” by training. An athlete can finish a session and think? “That was tough, I wouldn’t want to do that again”. Asking the athlete to repeat the session too soon may result in the athlete not completing the session as well as previously due to mental scarring. However, given enough time to recover, the athlete can be strengthened by the knowledge that they survived the session and can then be motivated to try and better their last performance. What is the point of all this? If you front up to a race either physically or mentally fatigued, then there is little chance that the race will be one of your races that “click”.

To ensure that an athlete has the best opportunity to race to their potential, a taper is indicated. This is a gradual reduction in training load in the lead up to the race. The length of a taper depends on the distance that the athlete intends to race and the individual needs of each athlete. As the training volume and intensity are reduced below the levels that an athlete has adapted to, the athlete’s body and mind cope with each session more easily and do not require as much recovery time. This allows the athlete to arrive at the race well-rested with their muscles and psyche in good working order. The trade-off here is that, as an athlete reduces their training load, the body starts to “de-train”. This is the principle of reversibility – the idea of “use it or lose it”. If an athlete does not train, then their state of fitness does not remain static, they will lose some condition. This trade-off, however, is generally acknowledged as acceptable in view of the benefits of being fresh come race day. 

A taper for a Triathlon distance event would range from a couple of days to a week, depending on an athlete’s background and preference. For longer distance races, the taper may range from four days to three weeks. During this time, the volume of sessions and the intensity in the sessions would be reduced. Intensity would also be reduced; however, some intensity would still remain to allow an athlete to get the cardio-vascular system working without causing muscle damage. So, for example, if an athlete had been completing 10 x 400m in training, the week of the race they may do only 4x400m with longer recovery between repetitions. This will get the heart-rate up and maintain the adaptation that has been developed in the circulatory system without causing much physical (or mental) discomfort. It is difficult to prescribe a general taper that will work for everybody. One approach is to reduce training to 70% of the previous week’s training over a 2-3 week period for longer races, or 1 week for shorter races, leading up to an important race. Obviously this is only for goal races, otherwise an athlete would spend their whole season tapering.

In the lead  up to races, some athletes like to fully rest the day before competition. I am not a big fan of this approach. I believe that an athlete’s body needs to do something the day before a race so that, come race day, the request to suddenly change gear from “stop” to “go” is not too shocking to the body. I like to have athlete’s take a complete day of rest two days out from competition and then, the day before the event, go through some light training to “wake the body up” from the previous day off. I will discuss some ideas for these sessions below. Obviously, this must be supplemented by a good warm-up on the day of competition.

I remember discussing with an elite swimmer the fact that they would have a goal race for which they would taper. Having competed at this race, usually with reasonable success, they would have a week of really light, low intensity training (if any training at all). The following weekend they might compete at another swim meet and suddenly pull out personal best times. I thought that it might be worth looking at a taper schedule that went along the lines of: 3 weeks from race - normal training; 2 weeks from race – taper week; weekend before event – solid hit-out; last week into race – easy training. I have had some success with such an approach,; however, I now think that the race success comes more from being mentally prepared rather than getting any physical advantage from the training procedure.

Some athlete’s are now advocating the “non-taper” taper. This theory is based on empirical evidence that some athlete’s tend to race better if they train solidly right up to a race. How does such a theory eventuate? An athlete may have a goal race later in the season and so decides to race at an earlier event for race practice. So as not to compromise their training, the athlete decides to “train through” the event – completing their normal training regime and just breaking routine for the race on race day. Athlete’s are often surprised by their performance in this race and then hypothesise that they may perform better without a taper. I would suggest that the unexpected performance when racing in a fatigued state and the performance in the post goal race event (mentioned above) are a result of reduced mental pressure to perform. Mental pressure can have a significant negative effect on performance. I would suggest that, irrespective of whether an athlete is slightly fatigued from training or is under-trained as a result of a significantly reduced training load, an athlete is still capable of a strong performance as a result of feeling that there is no pressure to perform. As fatigue at one end, and significant under-training at the other end of the spectrum, are going to be conditions that will compromise performance, an athlete should be able to achieve optimal performance if they compete in a non-fatigued but well trained state and can best handle the psychological factors. There is not space here to address mastering the mind before racing; however, following are some suggestions for “finishing off “ training in the lead up to an event.

In the swim, as it is non-weight bearing, an athlete can afford to maintain a slightly higher level of intensity coming into a competition. This provides a good opportunity to have a few hit-outs that will get the heart-rate up without causing muscle damage. Consequently, in the week before a race an athlete may include a session of 25 or 50 metre repetitions with moderate rest (10-15seconds), completing the interval at race pace or better. A longer session with a couple of longer (400m) intervals at your race pace for the event is another useful session. The day before the event a short swim with a few of 10-60second surges is a good way to “remind” the body of the physical requirements of the race the next day.

On the bike, some shorter intervals (1-5min) during the week of the race with full recovery gives the body an opportunity to function at race intensity and forces the cardio-vascular system to operate at a high level. Shortening the length of the efforts means that the athlete’s body will not be as fatigued from the session and, if the athlete is sensible, will not result in serious muscle damage. The day before competition I like to have athletes do an essentially easy ride with some short (45seconds to 3minute) surges at race pace or better, again with full recovery. The idea is again to get the body functioning at race intensity without causing muscle damage.

The run follows a similar formula; however, due to the weight bearing nature of running, it is essential that athlete’s are more conservative with their training in the few days before competition. While, as an athlete tapers, they start to feel fresh and fast, the temptation to “see what you can do” should be resisted. Short efforts at reduced volume are useful here. As mentioned above, 40-50% of a speed or track session is sufficient to get the athlete going without causing damage. Another useful approach is to run some intervals on a slight downhill to allow the athlete to generate some leg speed without too much effort. So the 400m repetitions, for example, could be run on a gradual downhill (a grass hill is ideal) and then jog back slowly between repetitions. The day before racing, an easy run with a couple of light surges is plenty to put the finishing touches on an athlete’s preparation.

On race day it is important to do a good warm-up. This has been discussed in a previous article. Suffice to say here that, as the bike is usually “locked” away in the transition area, a light jog and a swim are a good idea to warm-up prior to race start.

So the idea behind tapering is to give an athlete’s body the opportunity to absorb their recent training load and ensure that they arrive at the race feeling fresh mentally with muscles fully recovered. The sharpening portion of the preparation involves the shorter, reasonably intense intervals in the few days before competition to ensure that an athlete’s body is “firing” for race day. In all this, the part of the body that has the most control over performance is the mind. Consequently, an athlete will perform best if they truly believe that they are in the best possible condition to race. That said, each athlete has to determine the taper that will allow them to toe the line with this mentality. For some athletes this will mean a very easy lead up to the race. For others it will mean a more solid training schedule leading into the event. You will need to experiment to find which works best for you and then trust that approach implicitly.

