The Keys of a Successful Taper
By Brendan Davies
“The harder we train and the longer we run, the more vital is the tapering
process”
I’m sure we all have heard of what tapering is and its purpose. Everyone seems
to have a different theory on it and what works best and it is very much an
individual thing. From my perspective the taper is much more than just ‘putting
your feet up’ and resting on your laurels in the preceding weeks before an event.
It is a crucial period where the athlete must find the delicate balance between
maintaining the new capacities gained and recovering from the general fatigue
that was the price of all the hard work done in the months prior. If you rest too
much you risk detraining and losing conditioning. Conversely, if you don’t
incorporate enough of a reduction into your tapering load; you may come to the
start line tired and lacking the spark that a good taper brings.
Leading into a big ultra or trail race like Ultra-Trail Australia, I will follow a
pretty standard tapering process that I have developed over my career. This
seems to work pretty well for me but it may not work well for others. It is always
best to try, just as I have done, do develop your own taper process based on your
abilities and expectations. However, there are some keys, or ‘rules of thumbs’
that I think we should all, to some degree, try to follow.
I believe that at least 2 -3 weeks is about the right length for a taper. You should
have started the taper process already, seamlessly transitioning into it from the
sharpening phase. Secondly, the taper now calls for a significant reduction in
volume and frequency of training and an increase in rest. If you don’t think
you’re resting enough, you’re probably not! Try to prioritise rest, rather than
movement. If anything err on the side of caution. Research has shown you lose
fitness at a much slower rate compared to the rate in which you recover from
fatigue and restore your general well being.
The scientific evidence clearly indicates that the key to effective tapering is to
substantially cut back your volume, but to maintain training intensity. Reducing
overall volume has the greatest impact on lessening accumulated fatigue. Volume
refers to distance and duration of training sessions.
So, for an ideal taper period of three weeks, this is the type of plan I would put
into place. All are fractions of what I would be doing in a peak training week, one

or two weeks before the taper. These guides refer to all the types of sessions in
your training program; long runs, tempo runs, intervals etc. For example, if in
my ‘peak week’ my long run was 50km, my taper week long runs would go
33km, 25km, 17km. Similarly if an example of an interval session was 12 x 400m,
the taper progression would go 8, 6, 4 reps (with the same level of intensity).
Three weeks before race: ⅔ volume, 1 extra rest day, maintain intensity
Two weeks before race: ½ volume, 2 extra rest days, maintain intensity
Week before race: ⅓ volume, 3 extra rest days, maintain intensity
Avoid: In the last week avoid going anywhere near your anaerobic threshold for
any sustained period of time. This means, no long tempo runs, no long interval
sessions or long hill repeats, all this work has been done already. Don’t do any
hard cross training and stay away from weight sessions too. It’s time to rest the
muscles.
Seek: Extra sleep, massages, spa baths and ‘bank’ some sleep. In the last few
days before the race, do some short, fast ‘bursts’ on an easy run to rid yourself of
nervous energy. 8 x 30s or something like that is a good session before the race. I
prefer to keep the last 2 days more or less run free. But this is an individual
thing.
The last week in the taper is also the time to really hone in on your pre race
nutrition and hydration. It is also the time to prepare your gear and your race
strategy. Some of you may cruise through the taper period easily, while others
may find the extra time now available only serves to increase your anxiety about
the race.
Lastly, optimal performance comes when you find that perfect balance between
the right type and amount of training and rest in the taper period. But what
works for one person may not work well for another. We are all different
athletes with different expectations. Good luck with finding what
works best for you.
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