Motivation Tips for Runners

A FRESH START 

Our ultimate guide to becoming a runner--whether you're new to the sport or returning after a layoff.
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Anybody can be a runner.That basic truth dawned on Rasoul Motavalli after repeatedly driving past runners late at night. "At first I thought, What is wrong with these people?" Motavalli says. "Ten yards later, I'd say, Can I be like that?" 

He could, of course--and so can you. The sport's inclusiveness is part of its appeal. But how do you become a runner? Tie your shoes and go? In essence, running is that simple. (That's also part of its appeal.) But as you get going, questions arise: Should I run 20 minutes or 30? Is walking okay? If I've run before, do I need to start at the beginning? On the following pages, you'll find the answers, a training plan, and everything else you need to get started, or restarted, on a running program. 

Who needs this story? 
The Newbie: Someone who has never run before. 
The Fit Beginner: A person who also hasn't run before, but has been exercising regularly for at least three months
The Returning Runner: A runner who hasn't run in a few months--or years

Before Your First Step

When Motavalli, who's a 40-year-old IT consultant in Baltimore, mentioned to his niece that he wanted to give the sport a try, she sent him to Fleet Feet Sports, a specialty running store. The co-owner, Karen Levin, watched him run, measured his feet, and pulled out a size 91/2. "I said, 'You don't understand. All my life I've been a 9.'" She insisted. He tried the 9 1/2s on and admitted they felt better. Levin had a new customer. And Motavalli had the right running foundation. 

Many new runners are reluctant to spend money or time on the sport before they get started. "They're hesitant because they don't know if they'll stick with it," says Kara Kelly, M.S., R.N., who coaches runners in the Cleveland area through the running store Second Sole Rocky River. But getting started will be easier if you commit some time and do some planning first.

Open your day planner Kelly asks new runners to bring their calendars to their first session. "I have them set a fairly regular running schedule," says Kelly. Having a run on the books makes it more likely that you'll do it. But use pencil; running has to adjust to life's inevitable complications, like your cousin Fred's bachelor party or an unexpected 12-hour shift. 

Get a checkup You may feel fine, but if you're a man over 45 or a woman over 55, and especially if you have risk factors for heart disease (obesity, family history, hypertension, high cholesterol), get your doctor's clearance to start exercising, says Kathleen Rokavec, M.D., a family physician in Damariscotta, Maine, and five-time marathoner. Starting to exercise if you have cardiovascular disease, which you may not know about, can put you at a greater risk for a heart attack. You should get an annual physical anyway; a plan to start running is a good excuse to get it scheduled.

Buy running shoes Cross-trainers, aerobics shoes, and other athletic foot--wear don't have enough cushioning to handle running's impact--nor does the pair of running shoes you wore two years ago. Buy new running shoes, or you risk getting injured. To find the right pair, check out our simple guide (right).

How to Start

Scot Sedley, 31, had had enough of the postwork bar scene. So one day, the museum administrator from Norwalk, Connecticut, set out on a two-mile run. "I did it," he says, "but I was out of breath and felt terrible." 

First-run horror stories are common but avoidable. "Starting or returning to a sport is going to be a little uncomfortable because you're not conditioned to it," says Greg McMillan, M.S., a running coach in Flagstaff, Arizona. Having been a runner before or being fit doesn't exempt you from this reality. Cleveland native Francesca Brunello, 28, who recently returned to running after a six-month absence, says that although she'd stayed in shape, "there were days when my lungs burned." 

The key to minimizing the discomfort is to take walk breaks and keep your pace slow. Use the following guidelines to make your first (and second and third) run a positive experience. 

Walk first If you haven't been doing any cardiovascular exercise, do three 30-minute walks a week for two to three weeks. 

Then run/walk Interspersing walk breaks into your runs lets you catch your breath and lessens the impact on your joints and muscles. "Even if you've run before, and especially if you're returning from an injury, walk breaks are smart," says Jeff Galloway, an Olympian and coach to thousands of beginning runners across the country. 

Go for time Runners love miles--but don't worry about them. Running by time is easier; it de-emphasizes pace, and allows you to adjust to how you feel that day.

Tap the power of three "People who do not run regularly are more likely to quit," says Galloway. So plan on running a minimum of three days a week. The reason is simple: You can only get into running shape if you do it consistently. 

Build slowly Denise Gross, 49, took up running by walking 300 meters and running 100 on a track in her hometown of Amherst, Ohio. A year later, she was running three continuous miles. Brunello, a fit returning runner, started with 30 minutes three days a week and took 10 months to reach 35 miles a week. That's how everyone should build up--slowly, consistently, in their own time. Rush the process and you could end up sore, frustrated, or injured. So increase your running time by about 10 to 20 percent a week. 

Get to the ninth run The end of the third week is the turning point for many new and returning runners. "You're not as out of breath, and things start clicking," says Kelly. Make it to that ninth run, and you'll likely begin to feel running's rewards--more energy, a stronger body, and a sense of accomplishment. 

Endurance first, speed second You need to be able to cover a distance before you can cover it fast. Plus, fast running puts a greater demand on your muscles, connective tissues, and cardiovascular system than jogging. So build to 30 minutes of continuous running before you work on speed. 

Making it Stick

Motavalli was having trouble getting out of bed for his weekday runs, so he created a system for motivating himself. He printed out a schedule with a box next to each day he was supposed to run and posted it on his refrigerator. Every time he ran, he put a check in the appropriate box. An empty space drove him crazy. "You feel incredibly guilty when you miss one," he says. Here are other ways to help get you out the door. 

Seek peer pressure Having a running date, with one person or a group, is a strong motivator. Motavalli says he never misses his Saturday runs simply because he knows his group is waiting for him. Ask about groups at your local running store, or check with the Road Runners Club of America (rrca.org). An online community can also be effective. "A friend and I e-mail several times a week about training, and we'll text each other before our various 5-Ks and 10-Ks," says Sedley. 

Race Deadlines work, says Adam Krajchir, founder and head coach of Race with Purpose in New York City. A race is a runner's deadline; it focuses your training and pushes you to do your workout. 

Reward yourself When you hit a milestone--that ninth run, running three days a week for a month--give yourself a treat: a new pair of running socks, say, or a 30-minute massage. "I have seen people plan it out," says Kelly. "At 5-K, they're getting a new watch, at 10-K, a new jacket." 

Enlist family Maybe your spouse can help roll you out of bed or watch the kids so you can run. If a faraway friend is training for a triathlon, arrange to take turns calling each other in the morning or after work to make sure you're headed out for your workouts. "Talk to your support system," says Krajchir. "A goal is great, but it's even better when it's shared." 

Add variety A new route can enliven your routine. Find a trail, a different neighborhood, or just try running your usual route in reverse. 

Accept bad runs If you acknowledge that every run is not going to feel great, you will reduce your frustration. On tough days, slow your pace, take walk breaks, or shorten your run. "Runners think that once they've built up, they can't go back," says Galloway. "Well, yes, you can." 

Accentuate the positive McMillan wishes all new and returning runners would stop comparing themselves to others and cut themselves a break. "Don't put added pressure on yourself," says McMillan. "Instead, focus on the accomplishment of every workout."
I Wish I'd Known...

"...that two days off now is better than two months off later due to injury." --Dathan Ritzenhein, second-place finisher in the 2008 U.S. Men's Olympic Marathon Trials and 2004 Olympian in the 10,000 meters

"...that you shouldn't eat four plates of spaghetti the night before a race." --Dick Beardsley, second-place finisher of the 1982 Boston Marathon and co-winner of the 1981 London Marathon

"...that coming back after a break wouldn't be easy. That you may not have any rhythm at first and that you'll be out of breath at paces that seem slow." --Jennifer Toomey, two-time U.S. Indoor 1500-meter champion

"...that you should spend the extra money for a running bra that doesn't ride up or chafe." --Gordon Bakoulis, running coach, five-time U.S. Women's Olympic Marathon Trials qualifier and two-time top-10 finisher in the New York City Marathon

"...the importance of sun protection. After 24 years of running, I've battled with various forms of skin cancer the past six years, and I wish I'd taken skin care more seriously. This includes wearing quality sunscreen and long sleeves, regularly visiting the dermatologist, and avoiding midday runs." --Deena Kastor, 2004 Olympic Marathon Bronze medalist and American record holder in the marathon, half-marathon, and 10,000 meters 




Q+A 

Q What do I do if I have to go to the bathroom? 

A Some new runners are nervous, so give it a minute; if the urge persists, take care of business. Duck into a gas station or any public rest room. If none is available, find a spot in the woods, in which case, check for poison ivy. 
-- Karen Levin, co-owner of Fleet Feet Sports Baltimore


Q Why do men wear Band-Aids on their nipples? 

A For self-defense. Without the protective layer of a sports bra, some men find their shirts chafe against their nipples to the point of bleeding. It hurts. Those little round Band-Aids are lifesavers. 
-- Greg McMillan, M.S., owner of McMillan Running in Flagstaff, Arizona 


Q Do I need to carbo-load before a 5-K? 

A No, the race is short enough that you don't need to. Glycogen (the form carbs become in the muscles) can be depleted, but only when exercising well beyond 60 minutes. 
-- Kristine Spence, M.S., nutritionist for elite athletes at the Orthopedic Specialty Hospital in Salt Lake City


Q I'm a runner now, so I can do a marathon, right? 

A Completing a marathon is a great goal, but it's better to wait until you've been running at least a year. Waiting--and building up to a 10-K and half-marathon first--lets your body and mind develop the strength they'll need to handle 26.2. It also reduces injury risk and sets you up for a positive training and racing experience. --Kara Kelly, M.S., R.N., founder and coach of Second Sole Training Group in Rocky River, Ohio
Stay on the Road

How to avoid, and get rid of, common new-runner injuries

Runner's Knee

What is it? Soreness in the front of the joint due to a mistracking kneecap
Prevent it Strengthen your quads. Do wall squats, which don't require equipment. Slide down a wall until your knees are roughly at a 60-degree angle (below). Hold for 30 seconds. Work up to two sets of 10 repetitions. 
Treat it Ice your knees after exercise, reduce your running, and avoid running downhill. If running is painful, swim, cycle or do some other activity. "Recovery is an active process," says Vonda Wright, M.D., an orthopedic surgeon at the UPMC Center for Sports Medicine in Pittsburgh.


Shinsplints 

What is it? Pain along the front of the lower leg, caused by an overload on the bone or muscle
Prevent it Build miles slowly, replace your shoes regularly, and stretch your calves. Tight calves make the front of the leg work harder to flex the foot with each step. This is especially true when the shin muscles are weak, so strengthen them: Sit on a chair, fill a sock with coins, put it on top of one foot and flex and lower that foot 20 times (below). Change feet. 
Treat it Cross-train for three days (no running) and ice daily. If your shins don't improve with rest, see a physical therapist.


Iliotibial (IT) Band Syndrome 

What is it? Sharp pain on the outside of the knee caused by inflammation of the IT band, a piece of fascia that connects the hip to the front of the tibia. 
Prevent it Keep the muscles that surround the IT band--the quads, hamstrings, and glutes--flexible. Better yet, get a foam roller--a foam cylinder that's great for massaging the muscles. Lie on your side with the roller under your knee; support yourself with your arms and roll up and down from the knee to the hip (below). A little pain means you're doing it right. 
Treat it Ice the area and cross-train a few days. 




Shoes Made Simple

Running shoes come in three main categories: motion-control, stability, and neutral-cushioned. Follow these three steps to the find the pair that's right for you. 

1) What's your arch type? LOW NORMAL HIGH

The height of your arch generally determines how much your foot rolls inward or pronates when you land. Pronation is one way the body absorbs shock, but too much or too little can lead to aches and pains. 

The Wet Test can help determine your arch type. Dip the bottom of your foot in water and step on a brown paper bag.

A LOW or FLAT arch results in excessive foot motion; a shoe can correct it. 
People with NORMAL or MEDIUM arches have the right amount of pronation needed for shock absorption.
A HIGH arch doesn't collapse enough to absorb shock; a cushioned shoe will help compensate for that.

2) How much do you weigh? _________

Heavier runners (women over 160 pounds, men over 185) usually need a neutral-cushioned or a motion-control shoe.

3) Pick your pair

100-130 lbs
Low Arch: Stability
Normal Arch: Neutral-cush./Stability
High Arch: Neutral-cush.

140-185 lbs
Low Arch: Motion-Control
Normal Arch: Stability
High Arch: Neutral-cush.

190-220+ lbs
Low Arch: Motion Control
Normal Arch: Stability/Motion-control
High Arch: Neutral-cush./Stability

Motion-control shoes offer firm support and maximum rearfoot control that heavy runners and those with flat arches need. Stability shoes provide moderate support and good midsole cushioning for runners with low to normal arches. Neutral-cushioned shoes have maximum midsole cushioning and minimal support for runners with high or normal arches. Take this information to a specialty running store; the sales staff can help you find the right brand and model. Or go to runnersworld.com/shoefinder.

Perfect Form 

It's true--you can learn to run right

Tim Hilden, a physical therapist at the Boulder Center for Sports Medicine, has analyzed the form of more than 1,700 runners. The bad news: Many of us have flaws that can slow us down or lead to injury. The good news: Some flaws are fixable. Get into the good habits Hilden details below. 

Swing Arms Forward and Back Moving your arms across your body can produce a similar torque in your legs, setting you up for injury. So think about elbowing someone behind you, says Hilden. And avoid moving your hands more than eight inches from your body. 

Relax Your Shoulders Hunching your shoulders up by your ears uses valuable energy and limits arm movement. Keep them down and relaxed. 

Run Tall Leaning too far forward puts pressure on the lower back and the front of the knees (potentially leading to runner's knee). Run upright, and if there's a slight lean in your stride, it should start from the ankle, not the waist.

Land Lightly If you can hear the slapping of your footfalls, you're landing with too much force--force that the body must absorb. The added impact increases injury risk because it exacerbates whatever weaknesses you have in your legs. So run tall (see above) and close to the ground (i.e., reduce the amount of bounce in your stride), and think light.

Flex Plan

Stretches every runner should do 

New runner Scot Sedley woke after his first run with sore, stiff muscles. A little soreness is inevitable, but you can minimize the "morning after" effect by walking for a few minutes and stretching after your run. In addition to improving flexibility, stretching flushes the muscles with blood and oxygen, which promotes recovery. At the very least, focus on these areas. 

Hamstrings 

Why They're running's primary propulsion muscles.
How Place your heel on a step or any elevated surface and bend slowly at the waist until you feel a stretch in the back of your thigh (you may also feel a stretch in your calves). Avoid rounding your back. Hold for 30 to 60 seconds. Release and repeat four or five times. Change sides.


Quads 

Why They are the shock absorbers of the legs, controlling your movement every time you land. 
How Stand up straight, bend one leg behind you, and grab your foot; pull it toward your butt until you feel the stretch in the front of your leg. Hold for 30 to 60 seconds. Release and repeat four or fives times. Change sides.


Calves 

Why They help propel you forward and absorb impact. 
How Place both hands on a wall and take a step back with one leg. Keep your heel on the ground and lean into the wall until you feel a stretch in your calf. Hold and repeat as noted above. Change sides. Stretch again, this time bending the knee of the extended leg slightly, so you feel the stretch in the lower half of the calf.
