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Overtraining – Causes, Symptoms, and How to Dig Yourself Out












Overtraining. It’s a word that strikes fear into the hearts of runners everywhere. Researchers estimate that 61% of all serious runners will go through a period of overtraining at least once in their running career. That’s not an encouraging statistic when you’re pushing the limits to reach your goals.













What makes overtraining scary is that runners have very few tangible ways to identify and measure whether they are overtraining. Overtraining isn’t like a stress fracture, which elicits pretty distinct pain, or as clear cut as running out of energy during a long run. Researchers can measure advanced physiological factors such as catecholamine excretion and neuromuscular patterns to determine if a runner is overtraining, but us runners on the road have little conclusive evidence to determine if we’re just tired from training or going over the edge.













While the signs and symptoms of overtraining aren’t overt, it is possible to identify which activities present the greatest danger to overtraining, recognize subtle signs that suggest you’re approaching the precipice, and discuss how to come back if you believe you are overtrained.













Causes of Overtraining













Overtraining is a result of not properly recovering between workouts on a repeated basis. Some types of workouts and training will make you more susceptible to overtraining, but the underlying cause is always a lack of recovery. While all driven athletes are prone to pushing too hard without properly recovering, researchers have identified a few training situations that make runners more vulnerable to overtraining.













Reaching too far in one training cycle













Perhaps the most common cause of overtraining we encounter at RunnersConnect is by athletes who attempt to break their personal bests by too much in one training segment. While it can be especially difficult for a beginner runner or someone who is rapidly improving to asses what their potential might be, it’s important that every runner approach improving on a step-by-step basis. Skipping a step or trying to make the jump from a 3:20 marathon to a 3:05 to qualify for Boston in one fell swoop will often lead to overtraining.













Jack Daniels has been a pioneer on appropriate training levels and progression thanks to his VDOT tables, which give runners the opportunity to measure their training and racing performance. In his best-selling book Daniels’ Running Formula, Jack insists that runners train at their current race fitness until they record a new personal best that proves they have taken the next step in their fitness.













This is the same philosophy we use in our training plans at RunnersConnect. For athletes on the personal coaching plan, your coach assigns you your specific paces based on your current ability level. For the athletes using our basic membership plans, training at your current fitness level, indicated by your most recent PR, is the safest and most consistent way to improve and avoid overtraining. If you have any questions or concerns about the level you should be training at, don’t hesitate to let us know in the activity stream or the coach chat.













Not taking a break between training segments













Another common cause of overtraining is not giving your body enough rest between training cycles. We work with many runners who want to jump from one training cycle to the next with little or no rest between. Many runners tend to finish a tough training segment where they pushed their bodies to new limits and raced well and immediately jump back into hard training for the next goal. In doing so, these runners never give their bodies a chance to fully recover and absorb all the training from the last segment. They carry the fatigue with them and drastically increase the chance of overtraining.













need for downtimeTo improve long-term, it is absolutely critically that you give your body a substantial rest period after long training segments and big races. I suggest one week off for a 5k training cycle, 1-2 weeks off for a 10k or half marathon, and a full 2 weeks off after a marathon. It might sound like you would be holding yourself back by being so cautious, but your long-term progression will actually benefit. You can look at examples from elite athletes in our sport to realize how important a break between training cycles is. Dathan Ritzehein blogged about the  after a long training stint and Alberto Salazar confirmed that star pupils Galen Rupp and Mo Farah would be taking two weeks off from running after their successful track seasons.














Too many intense speed workouts













Finally, performing too many speed workouts or VO2max training sessions in one training cycle has been proven to increase the risk of overtraining symptoms. From a physiological perspective, researchers have hypothesized that the increase in overtraining symptoms by runners who performed 8 weeks or more of speed work is the result of a rise in pH levels (too be effective, speed work should actually bring your pH levels down) and a stagnation in blood lactate levels.













To buffer yourself against the possibility of overtraining from too much speed work, our coaching and basic membership plans are focused on building your aerobic endurance and lactate threshold and then using speed work as the icing on the cake.













Symptoms of Overtraining













As I mentioned previously, it can be difficult to accurately determine if you are overtrained without a lab coat and fancy equipment. However, you can use some clues to help you determine if you’re recovering properly.













Heart rate













During overtraining, you may have a higher than normal heart rate while resting and while sleeping. Record your heart rate each morning as soon as you wake-up and before you get out of bed. Keep a small notebook by your night stand where you can record the data each day. If you find an extended period of time where your heart rate increases in the morning, you could be suffering the effects of overtraining.













Caveat – Heart rate can be effected my numerous factors outside running fitness or your training state. Stress, hydration, caffeine, hours of sleep are just some of the variables than can effect heart rate. Don’t get too worried about small fluctuations, instead look for ongoing trends.













Moodiness













Overtraining can lead to a decrease in hormone production, specifically the hormone catecholamine, which can influence the sympathetic nervous system. This can lead to increased feelings of stress and moodiness. If you’re feeling increasingly irritable or stressed, it might be a sign that you’re training too hard.













Susceptibility to sickness













Overtraining impairs the immune system, which leaves you more susceptible to contracting colds, the flu, and other viruses. If you find yourself getting sick more than usual, especially repeated bouts of the same virus, it could be a sign of overtraining.













Disturbed sleeping patterns













Finally, overtraining interferes with the bodies circadian rhythms, which can cause you to have trouble sleeping. Symptoms include waking up much earlier than normal or trouble getting or staying asleep.













Caveat – circadian rhythms are also effected by seasonal changes in the amount of daylight available. If you’re having trouble sleeping during a change in seasons, it could be a natural reaction to when the sun rises and sets.













While non of these symptoms should be taken as a clear indication of overtraining on their own, if you find that you’re experiencing three to four of these indicators, it could be time to take a little rest. Let your coach know or post your concern on the activity stream and we’ll help you determine what the best course of action may be.













Digging Yourself Out













While I’ve spent a good amount of time discussing the causes and symptoms of overtraining, the treatment will be much shorter. You’ve probably even guessed it already – rest. If you’re overtrained, you need to focus on rest and recovery.













How long to rest













Researchers and coaches vary on the exact amount of time you’ll need to fully recover from a bout of overtraining. Primarily, the rest period will depend on how severe your symptoms are and how quickly your body responds. We suggest taking at least three weeks before you even think about running again. More than likely, you’ll need at least 6-8 weeks of complete rest before you’re full recovered. It’s critical that you listen to your body and be patient or you’ll find yourself right back in an overtrained state within a matter of weeks.













Speeding things up













recovery protocols To speed the recovery process up, you should continue to focus on maintaining a healthy diet – eating nutritious food and eating plenty of them, as well as the typical such as stretching, massages, and getting plenty of sleep.














By educating yourself about the most common causes of overtraining and recognizing the symptoms early, you can prevent yourself from stagnating in training and setting yourself back weeks, if not months. It’s also why you have the trusted coaches here at RunnersConnect to help keep you on the right path. Don’t hesitate to let us know your concerns or if you’re experiencing any of the overtraining symptoms – we’re here to help.













Eating yourself out of overtraining













trap of training too hardIf you’re a fairly serious runner, you’re bound to go through periods in your training cycle that you over do it. Even elite runners – who have coaches literally monitoring almost every step they take – fall into the  and pushing their body beyond its limits. After years of studying competitive athletes, I am pretty sure this desire to continuously push the limits is genetically embedded in all runners.














While finding the perfect balance between putting in the necessary miles and allowing for proper recovery is the Holy Grail for all runners, the reality is that runners often over step the tight rope that is optimal training and find themselves desperate to recover and bordering on overtrained.













If you ever find yourself in this dreaded position here are three easy nutrition changes you can make to help dig yourself out of that ovetraining hole.













Increase your caloric intake













The first thing a runner has to look at when they’re overly tired or possibly overtained is the amount of calories they’re taking in on a daily basis. The reality is, most runners do not eat enough calories to fuel their calorie expenditure. This lack of calories means the muscles aren’t getting the nutrients and fuel they need to recover.













wanting to lose weight to hit their “racing weight”Usually, this caloric deficit is a result of runners  or to be healthier in general.  Unfortunately, trying to lose weight and training hard are two diametrically opposite goals; you need to restrict calories to lose weight and you need to consume calories to train hard.














So, if you find yourself feeling lethargic or riding that line between overtraining and optimal training, it’s important that put your weight loss goals on hiatus for a few weeks and give your body the fuel it needs to recover.













How to intelligently increase calorie intake













runner’s calorie calculatorThe first step is to determine how many calories you’re burning per day. This number includes your basal metabolic rate (how many calories you burn without exercise) plus the number of calories you burned on your run. For a simple way to way to determine this number, you can use this handy .














Next, since you’re focused on optimal recovery, add an extra 300-500 calories to your total calorie expenditure to guarantee you’re getting the calories and nutrients you need. While it may feel like you’re cheating your weight-loss goals in the short-term, calorie cycling (a short period of eating more calories) can actually help dieters breakthrough weight-loss plateaus by resetting the metabolism (but that’s an article in itself).













adding a protein supplement to your morning or nighttime routineIt’s also important that you increase your calorie intake at the right times and with the right foods. Simply eating an extra helping at dinner or having a handful of junk food at work isn’t going to help you recover. Instead, focus on adding nutrient-dense and protein-rich foods immediately before or after your workouts or . By eating the right foods at the right time, you can increase the speed at which your body recovers.














Eat healthy, lean sources of protein













Protein is the main muscle building nutrient required to repair the small micro-tears runners inflict on their muscles with every hard workout they run. Therefore, it is critical that runners who are in danger of overtraining consume ample amounts of lean protein. This extra protein consumption will provide the essential nutrients and amino acids needed for muscle repair.













How to incorporate extra protein in your diet













The most complete proteins come from animal sources such as fish, poultry and limited amounts of red meat. If you think you’re slightly overtrained or you’re riding that fine line, consider adding salmon, tuna and chicken to your everyday menu. These protein sources also have other important nutrients, such as omega-3 fatty acids and iron.













Don’t add artificial animal protein sources like cold cuts or processed meats. Simply add grilled chicken breast to your lunch – on a salad or in a sandwich – and include salmon or an occasional red meat for dinner.













If you’re a vegetarian, you’ll need to combine protein sources to ensure you’re getting the full range of essential amino acids. For example, you can combine grains with legumes or dairy, vegetables with soy or dairy, or legumes with nuts. Whatever your favorite combination, make sure you’re eating extra protein if you believe you may be overtrained.














How much protein













runners need 1.2 to 1.7 grams of protein per kilogram of bodyweightAs a general rule, . However, because you want to ensure recovery and you’re trying to consume extra calories, you should aim for 2 grams of protein per kilogram of your bodyweight. For example, a 160lb runner (72.7kg) would plan to consume 144 grams or protein per day.














Nutrient-dense fruits and vegetables













The second important power food you’ll want to eat if you believe you are overtrained are fruits and vegetables. Most fruits and vegetables are superfoods for runners who need to focus on recovery because they are nutrient-dense and contain high quantities of essential vitamin and minerals necessary for muscle repair.













How to easily incorporate nutrient-dense fruits and vegetables in your diet













If you’re feeling sluggish and trying to dig yourself out of that ovetraining hole, focus on adding at least one fruit or vegetable to each meal you eat. This will ensure you consume all the vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants you need to optimally fuel and repair your muscles.













If you’re looking for the most nutrient-dense fruit, vegetable and legume options, here is a list of the top 30 super foods based on the ANDI (Aggregate Nutrient Density Index) scoring system:













1. Collard, mustard, & turnip greens
2. Kale
3. Watercress
4. Bok choy
5. Spinach
6. Brussels sprouts
7. Swiss chard
8. Arugula
9. Radish
10. Cabbage
11. Bean sprouts
12. Red peppers
13. Romaine lettuce
14. Broccoli
15. Carrot juice
16. Tomatoes & tomato products
17. Cauliflower
18. Strawberries
19. Pomegranate juice
20. Blackberries
21. Plums
22. Raspberries
23. Blueberries
24. Papaya
25. Brazil nuts
26. Oranges
27. Tofu
28. Beans (all varieties)
29. Seeds: flaxseed, sunflower, sesame
30. Walnuts













Sample diet for the overtrained runner













Reading general nutritional advice can often be a little confusing, at least it is for me. You’ve now got three very helpful tips to help eat yourself out of being overtrained, but how does it all come together in a daily diet?













calorie calculator for runnersTo help you out, here is a sample diet for the average runner fighting overtraining. Note, you won’t see serving sizes because each persons caloric needs may be different. However, you can use the  and nutrition labels or nutrition tracking websites to tailor this diet specifically for you.














Sample meal for the overtrained runner













Wake-up: Whey protein shake (to stop nightime anabolic process)













Breakfast 1: Oatmeal with berries (raspberry, blueberry, or blackberries) and wheat germ. Honey for taste.













Breakfast 2:  Reduced fat Greek yogurt with fruit













Lunch: Grilled chicken sandwhich and small spinach salad with peppers, broccoli, carrots, tomatoes, tuna, and sunflower seeds. Use a small amount of olive oil or mandarin oranges for dressing if needed.













Midday snack: Oranges or handful of nuts (Brazilian, walnut, pistachio)













Dinner: Salmon with brown rice and asparagus













Nightime snack: Cottage cheese with strawberries.













Post workout nutrition: Recovery drink or Gatorade and Powerbar.













Feel free to mix and match some of your favorite fruits and vegetables with this generalized diet and make sure to consume an extra 300-500 calories per day. Within a few days you’ll eat yourself right back on track and be feeling fresh, recovered, and ready to train hard.













