In defense of Walk/Run programs

I admit it:  I use Galloway* for my marathons.   Jeff Galloway and the other proponents of a Walk/Run program get a lot bad press from some in the running community.  I would like to stand in defense of this kind of training, and dispel the misconceptions that surround it.   

I am not trying to justify the untrained, or unprepared, typically associated with the charity runners. Although I applaud anyone who is trying to get into shape and/or help a charity, I am not defending those who are walking most of their marathon because they have not completed a training regimen. 

One of the best coaches I know, John Nobel, said, “Once you have your Marathon Medal in your hand, you can have an opinion about training methods.”  I have 11, 8 of them from this year.  My opinion is this:  Training programs are like religions, take the parts that work for you.

Is it Cheating?

For those of you that would claim that running a marathon using walk breaks is “cheating” or  “not running a marathon,” I pose to you this question:  When you ran your marathon, did you stop at any time, for any reason, to walk?  If so, please return your medal. 

Even elite runners sometimes hit a wall and walk at the end.  Many cannot drink and run at the same time. 

I train to walk during my water breaks.  At my first marathon, Austin’s Motorola, the water stops were every mile.   I stopped.  I drank.  I ran.  Every mile.  

Some train to walk a little more often, some a little less.

Cheating?   Not running a marathon? If you don’t fault the real runners who walk their water stops or those who have to walk when they hit the wall, why fault those who plan their marathon differently?   These runners have done their log runs, speed work and have built their endurance from nothing to marathon distance.

Does it really work?

I started running July of 2000, and was up to 10 miles.  After each of those long runs, I was crippled: climbing the stairs to my apartment was agony. 

 It was then that I began the walk/run program.  I ran 6 miles with walk breaks and my time was the same as running 6 miles without the breaks.  Exactly the same time.  The difference?  The next day, I felt fine.  

The next long run, another 10+, I ran faster. Faster! The next day, I felt fine.  No knee pain, no exhaustion, nothing.

My time continues to drop, and I am able to not only function the day after a long run – or marathon – but I have been able to run injury free. 

Why it works.

I’m neither a doctor nor physiologist.  But here’s what I have read:

Lactic acid builds in the muscles. <MORE>

What Galloway says:

By using muscles in different ways from the beginning, your legs keep their bounce as they conserve resources. When a muscle group, such as your calf, is used continuously step by step, it fatigues relatively soon. The weak areas get overused and force you to slow down later or scream at you in pain afterward. By shifting back and forth between walking and running muscles, you distribute the workload among a variety of muscles, increasing your overall performance capacity
Lets look at the Math.

There are those that would say,  “Regardless of any physiological benefits one might gain, the breaks will cost too much time -- 25 minutes -- if you take one each mile for a minute.”   I assert that walk break costs are minimal.

Assume, for the sake of argument (and the ease of the number), that you have a 10 minute per mile / 4’26” marathoner.  I’ve walked a measured mile, and it took me 16 minutes -- your mileage may vary.  Here are the numbers:

At a 10 minute pace, the runner runs a mile in 10 minutes.

In other words, the runner is covering 5280 feet in 10 minutes.

This means that the runner is covering 528 feet a minute (5280 / 10).

This means that the runner is covering 8.8 feet a second (528 / 60 seconds).

An average, healthy male walks a mile in 16 minutes.     

In other words, the walker is covering 5280 feet in 16 minutes.

This means that the walker is covering 330 feet a minute (5280 / 16).

This means that the walker is covering 5.5 feet a second (330 / 60 seconds).

The difference is 3.3 feet (8.8 running – 5.5 walking). This is the lost distance per second that the runner is sacrificing,  

If a walk break is a minute long, the distance is 198 feet (3.3 feet * 60 seconds).

198 feet per minute lost.  Sound like a lot?

The runner would have traveled 198 feet in 22.5 seconds, had he been running.  The runner has therefore lost 22 ½ seconds taking a minute walk break.

22 ½ seconds at each of 25 walk breaks is 562 seconds, or 9 ½ minutes (9.375 for the purists).

9 ½ minutes lost in a marathon, if you gain nothing from the walk breaks.

How I run my marathons
As I have said, I walk my water stops.  For me, it works well to carry my own water.  At every mile mark, I stop, take a drink, adjust my gear (I have a lot) and start again. When I first started, it was a minute per mile.  Now, the stop, adjust, and replace, takes me about 30 seconds.  I do that on every long run, race, and marathon.  30 seconds per mile.

What has that done for me?  In 2002, my second year of running, I ran 9 marathons, 5 in the spring, 4 in the fall, each 3 weeks apart… and I’m not done.  My first year, I ran 2 back to back.  The following spring, I ran 4 back to back.  2003 I was able to run 13. As I enter my 4th year,  my average is 8 a year.

* I have no vested interest in Jeff Galloway, Run Injury Free, or Galloway productions, other than as a happy customer. This article focuses the Galloway training method because I train using it.

