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1
C A N O N E P L A N F I T A L L?
Gale has painstakingly gone through the literature and applied
scientif ic theory to sound coaching practice. This is what the multisport world has needed for years.
—james m. green

I

n all the years I’ve been coaching individual athletes, I’ve never written
two training plans exactly the same—even if two athletes had the same
race schedule. This is because there are sundry elements that enter into
creating a training plan, including the athlete’s work schedule, family obligations, ability to recover from training and racing, individual fitness areas
that limit performance, experience level, desire, nutrition, and genetics, for
example. But just how much of our performance can we control, and how
much is fate?

FA C T O R S T H AT I N F L U E N C E T R A I N I N G
GENETICS
Sometimes parents are blamed for an athlete’s endurance performance. Your
parents are responsible—for a portion of your performance. Several scientiﬁc
studies have been conducted to determine if genetics are responsible for great
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T R A I N I N G P L A N S F O R M U LT I S P O R T AT H L E T E S

athletic performances. Claude Bouchard, PhD, and a team of researchers at
Laval University in Québec looked at identical twins and put a group of 20 (i.e.,
10 pairs) on a 20-week training program. The twins trained four to ﬁve times
per week for 45 minutes each session, at an average intensity of roughly 80 percent of maximum heart rate. The result? Identical twins did in fact respond
nearly identically to the training program. One pair gained 10 and 11 percent
respectively on their VO2max, or aerobic capacity, while a second pair gained 22
and 25 percent. Most of the variation in performance gains was among individuals who were not related, not between genetically identical twins.
Although this study of twins revealed that 82 percent of the variation
in VO2max was due to genetics, it also revealed that only 33 percent of
the differences found in ventilatory threshold (another benchmark of improvement) were attributable to genetics. This is important because ventilatory threshold—and the closely related lactate threshold—are frequently
found to be the best predictors of actual performance. This is good news
for all of us, because lactate threshold tends to be more trainable than
VO2max.
The researchers at Laval conducted further studies, concluding that
genetic factors account for only 20 percent of the variation in the performance of endurance athletes. Nongenetic factors, however, were found to
influence 40 percent of the variation. Nongenetic factors include nutrition,
lifestyle, past exercise patterns, age, socioeconomic status, and mental skills,
to name a few. Gender differences accounted for 10 percent. The final 30
percent of variation was due to how a particular set of genes reacted to a
particular training program. That is, some people respond to one training
program, but not to another.
So what’s the bottom line? First, you can control around 70 percent of
your performance, and second, what works for you won’t necessarily work
as well for the multisport athlete next to you.

TRAINING RESPONSE RATES
Speaking of that person next to you, what about the differences between
athletes using the same program? The researchers at Laval conducted an-
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other study to determine how much variation there would be in ﬁtness gain
if people followed the same training program. In this study, 24 similar subjects (initially sedentary) followed the same training program for 20 weeks.
After 20 weeks, there were some big changes. The average gain in VO2max
was 33 percent, and one person in the group gained a whopping 88 percent!
Unfortunately, another individual sweating on the same plan increased
VO2max by a mere 5 percent.
In the same study, scientists measured power output on a bicycle ergometer, on which subjects pedaled away for 90 minutes. Their average
power output was measured before the training program began and again
at the completion of the 20 weeks. The average power improvement was a
nice 51 percent. One happy person gained a gigantic 97 percent, while another gained only 16 percent.
Why do some people seem to make big gains while others make minimal
gains? And do their gains happen at even rates? The studies at Laval led
researchers to believe people can be divided into “responders” and “nonresponders.” Those who are considered responders make big improvements
in aerobic capacity and power as a result of their training, while nonresponders barely show a gain, even after 20 weeks of hard work. The scientists
estimate that around 5 percent of us are high responders who can make improvements over 60 percent, while about the same number are low responders and may only expect a 5 percent improvement.
In addition to identifying responders and nonresponders, the studies
revealed a scale of responsiveness. Some people made solid gains after just
four to six weeks of training, but seemed to plateau and made minimal gains
in weeks seven to twenty. Others were late bloomers who were at a standstill
for six to ten weeks, but then improved their aerobic capacities by 20 to 25
percent after ten weeks of additional training.

HOW TO MODIFY TRAINING PLANS
Given any single training program, not all individuals will react exactly the
same. Some people will make big gains while others may make marginal
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gains. Some will make their gains quickly, while others do so after more time
has passed. Learning how your body responds to training and how to make
adjustments will help you optimize your performance.
While there are limitations to using a generic training program, I’ve
found that a good number of athletes have been quite successful using my
plans as a guide. Some are versions of plans I’ve written for Triathlete and
other magazines over the years. They are a combination of several individual training plans that have been tested and tweaked by many athletes.
At the beginning of each plan in this book is an athlete profile describing the person the plan is written for, a goal, and what the athlete should expect if he or she follows the plan. Each chapter in the second edition has
been bolstered with even more tips on how to modify the particular training plan featured in that chapter. For additional help in modifying the plans,
I’m including a list of common questions raised by athletes looking to tailor a training plan to their needs. Many of these questions and answers will
make more sense after you choose a training plan and more thoroughly review the weekly workouts.

GENERAL QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
TRAINING VOLUME
Q: Should I always shoot for the longer workout when a range is given?
A: No. A range is given on some workouts to allow you to customize the
workout according to how you feel. Also, if you are in a time crunch and you
have to cut the workout short, do fewer repetitions.

Q: If a bike workout prescribes two hours and I am feeling great, can I just
go ahead and ride three hours?
A: Generally speaking, on two-hour rides, try not to go over or under more
than about 15 minutes. On three-hour and longer rides, shoot for plus or
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minus 20 to 30 minutes. On shorter weekday rides, try to stay within around
10 minutes of the recommended duration.

Q: What happens if I get in a real time crunch and can only do 30 minutes
of a 60-minute workout or I have to skip it altogether?
A: Realistically, you will probably miss a few workouts. If you need to skip
a workout, try to make it an E1 workout that is one hour or less. The priority workouts are usually the long weekend workouts that continuously build
volume, weekday intervals, and strength sessions.

Q: Is race performance related to training volume? In other words, if I use
the training plan with the highest volume, will I be faster?
A: You will be faster only if your body can handle the training load and recover from that load. Know that the highest training volume does not always
correlate to podium performance. Do the least amount of training that gives
you continuous improvement.

TRAINING SCHEDULE
Q: Can I rearrange the workouts within the week? I work weekends.
A: Rearranging the workouts is fine, with a few guidelines:

■
■

■

Allow at least 48 hours between strength training sessions.
Breakthrough workout sessions should be 48 hours apart unless the
original plan states otherwise.
Do not try to make up missed weekday workouts on the weekend. In
other words, don’t try to ride for six hours on Saturday if you missed
three one-hour workouts during the week and you have a three-hour
Saturday ride scheduled.

Q: If a swim, then a run, is shown on a particular day, do they have to be
done in that order?
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A: No. If your masters swimming group meets in the evening and you run in
the morning, that’s fine.

Q: If I miss a Thursday run or bike and Friday is shown as a day off, can I
move the missed workout to Friday?
A: Yes, just be careful not to start “stacking” workouts on top of each other.
Missing several workouts during the week cannot be made up in a couple of
days on the weekend.

Q: I can only make it to the gym once a week. Is one strength training session
really worth it?
A: Strength can be maintained by lifting once per week.

HEALTH AND TRAINING
Q: What if I get sick; can I still train?
A: If your symptoms are above the neck and minimal (runny nose, headache,
scratchy throat), go ahead and work out if you feel up to it. Cut your intensity to Zones 1 and 2. Reduce the total workout time or stop altogether if you
feel bad once you begin the workout.
If your symptoms are below the neck or intense (cough, chills, vomiting, achy
muscles, fever, sore throat), do not even start the workout. A virus likely
causes these symptoms. Ignoring the symptoms and trying to train through
the illness carries the risk of a more serious illness that can literally sideline
you for months. Missing a few days of training to get well is your best investment of time.

Q: What happens if I miss some training days due to illness?
A: If you miss one to three days, resume your training as shown on the plan,
skipping the workouts you missed. If you miss a week or more, consider adjusting your competition goals accordingly. Depending on how you recover,
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