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Ultra Running Technique 

For Triathletes and Ultra Runners
By Stephen Taylor, MA, USAT Level 1 Coach, ACE Certified
Differences between Ultra Running and Normal Running

Most athletes who attempt an ultra distance event have a substantial history of training and racing.  In fact, you probably have been significantly successful hitting some times and results of which you are proud.  The main idea of this article is that ultra running is significantly different than running at any shorter distance.  Now this is relative.  If you have run a “fast” marathon (again, however subjectively defined) then you still need to make a paradigm shift in your running before you will reach your potential in ultra running.  

By ultra running I am definitely referring to the Ironman marathon and ultra marathons, although for less experienced athletes, this advice can apply to marathons and half ironmans.  Again, it is subjective.  If you are moving up in distance the most important thing is to understand this paradigm shift.  Then you will take the next step to mastering the ultra run. 

Different Mentality: The War of Attrition 
In a “normal” race, the fastest runner wins.  Sometimes the fastest runner comes from behind and other times he or she just takes the lead from the start and holds it to the finish, but it all boils down to speed.  In ultra running it is more like the last person to die, wins. It is a war of attrition, and the bottom line is you have to have good judgment to go slow enough in the easy early stages.  Put another way, the quickest pace at which you can avoid the “meltdown” will be your fastest speed for the race.  It does not matter if this speed is way slower than what you want to run, or what you think you can run.  The thing that kills people in an ultra is bonking, blowing up, getting dehydrated or beating their muscles to a pulp.  All kinds of nastiness can occur but the result is the same: you walk.  A lot.  

When you melt down and start walking in an ultra, you cannot simply make a short recovery and resume running again as you were before the melt down.  You are spent.  This is when you hemorrhage time, losing minutes per mile.  This is the price you can pay from pushing just a few seconds per mile too fast, or a heart rate just a few BPM too high. 
So in ultra running, it is accepted as a given that you will be running “slow.”  But if you can find the right “slow” pace, that is, the fastest “slow” pace that you can sustain for the whole distance—then you have a fighting chance at busting out a time that you will be really proud of.  Let’s look at some strategies to do that.  

Energy Systems, Pacing, and Training

In endurance activities, there are 2 primary sources of energy; fat and glycogen.  Fat is slow-burning and can only provide a minimal-to-moderate level of energy.  At slow speeds (Zone 1-2), you are burning mostly fat.  At this slow, steady pace you are burning a small amount of glycogen, but not much.  As your pace increases through the moderate range (Zone 3), your body gradually burns more and more glycogen along with the fat.  At a high run intensity (Zone 4; sprint tri, Olympic tri, 10k), you are really tearing through that glycogen and it won’t last long.  

Even novice ultra athletes understand that they shouldn’t be at that Zone 4 intensity.  But the mistake they very commonly make is that even though they are in the moderate intensity Zone 3, they are still burning too much glycogen.  Thus the “bonk” comes on fiercely in the late stages of the race.  The key is to learn to keep your intensity level in Zone 2.  

Training.  Zone 2 involves keeping the HR down.  You can train yourself to become quite fast in this intensity range, but it takes some strategy.  The first thing you need to do is get a HR monitor on, because your “perceived exertion” is often wrong.  What feels “easy” is way too fast.  So first and foremost, wear that HR monitor and start thinking about keeping your HR down.  A very precise way to assess your energy system is to do a physiological test such as a V02 max test or a lactate test.  You can also just get a “baseline” by looking at your HR at different perceived effort levels such as “easy” vs. “medium” vs. “hard”.

Next, the thing to do is to train at that zone 2 HR.  It will be difficult at first.  Maybe even infuriating.  But you will be training the body to burn fat, conserve glycogen, and improve your ultra endurance.  Another benefit of training at zone 2 intensity is that you can make gains in your economy and run faster even at that lower HR.  

Nutrition

As the scientists at Hammer Nutrition like to say, the goal is to replenish as much as possible of what you are burning during exercise.  In ultra running we are trying to minimize glycogen expenditures as much as possible.  At the same time we are trying to cram sufficient calories into the body, so that you can really conserve and even add a little to your glycogen stores. (note: you have to be careful not to cram as many calories as possible because the body cannot absorb at an infinite rate and you can make yourself puke big-time if you eat/drink too much) Again, at this pace you are mostly burning fat but we are trying to sustain as much glycogen as possible. Hydration is also super important, as is electrolyte mineral supplementation.  Finally, recent research is demonstrating the benefits of small amounts of protein in the race nutrition.  

During the race your stomach will be working as hard as your legs.  In training you need to practice getting the above nutrients into your system during your workouts. Remember, do this at low intensity to simulate the speed you will be competing on race day.   

Injury Prevention.  Low intensity training does more than just simulate your race day speed and improve economy.  It is much easier on the joints and requires less recovery.  The running form that I teach during this clinic is much easier on the joints, connective tissue, and muscle.  

Ultra Running Form

Relaxation: The overall most important thing for running efficiently is that you should not strain.  Rather, try to find the way to run that expends the least amount of energy.  You really want to find that running form where it feels like you are not working AT ALL.  That is probably the speed that will get you through the Ironman the fastest.  And make no mistake. Speeds that feel relatively “easy” in practice can kill in the race.    

Cadence: Possibly the very most important aspect of running is the foot turnover, or cadence.  This has been described as the “golden thread that goes through running.”  The idea here is that your feet should move quickly with steps that are of small or medium reach.  Especially practice high cadence at slower speeds, even if it feels harder at first.  You need to train your neuromuscular system to fire quickly for long periods of time.  Once you master this, your running will be at a new level.   

Arms: Arms should be bent at 90 degrees or less, preferably less.  Keep thumbs close to armpits. Swing the arms from front to back, not across the body.   “Shake it out” if the arms and shoulders get tight.  Drive the elbows back behind the body and set a high turnover with the elbows – your legs will naturally “follow” the arm cadence.    

Posture: Posture should remain upright, with a slight whole-body forward lean from the ankles.  Imagine being pulled along by a rope attached to the top of your head. Avoid the common mistakes of stooped shoulders, head tilted forward of the body, or sway back.  Driving the elbows back will press the chest forward.  

Walk Breaks: Many competitive, “type A” personalities balk at the notion of planned walk-breaks, but they really work!  And the walk-break strategy is not just for Galloway marathoners.  For one thing, a walk-break allows you time to take in nutrition and hydration at aid stations.  But perhaps more importantly it allows you to switch muscle groups and keep your HR down.  The few seconds per mile that you may loose during the walk-break are more than made up for by avoiding the big melt down.  

Summary

In this handout I have touched on a few items related to the mindset, energy systems, nutrition, and proper form of ultra running.  You will get something additional by having a running coach improve your technique.  Videotaping also helps you see stuff you would never notice otherwise, so you can modify what you are doing.  Finally, practice!  It should feel weird or awkward at first.  But stick with it and it will soon become easier, and your running will improve.  

