
  

 
 
 

Most Common & Critical Training Mistakes That You Must Not Make 

 

Every coach, every magazine, every Sunday’s “athlete expert” has their own version of the top training mistakes to 

avoid. Here below is my pragmatic view based on my own mistakes over the past 30 years, as well as my experience as a 

sport-endurance coach over the past 10 years.  

This list is not meant to be exhaustive and each point below could be an entire topic by itself. My goal is not to give you 

a complete playbook of what to do, when to do it, and how to do it, but rather to make you aware of what you may or 

may not be doing properly today, and adjust it.  

 

Lack of training periodization: 

Not building a base level of foundational fitness and starting a race-specific training program too soon; it’s like building a 

house on sand or on an unstable foundation. Similarly, doing a “bit of everything” all year long, instead of following 

specific training phases based on your level of fitness, your racing calendar, and the types of races that you will be 

competing, will only provide very limited benefits and fitness improvements. 

 

Training too hard, all the time: 

Many athletes feel that every time they train, it should feel “hard”. If it does not feel hard, there are no fitness benefits. 

As a result, most of their workouts fall into the same “somewhat hard” category. In reality, this type of workout should 

for the most part be avoided, especially when the level of effort is not properly calibrated. These “somewhat hard” 

workouts provide a very low return (fitness improvements) on your training time investment. At a minimum, know your 

heart rate training zones, and use them to calibrate your workouts and intensity levels. Keep in mind that your heart 

rate zones are sport specific. This means that your swimming, biking, and running zones will be different. Work with a 

coach or visit a qualified lab to get your training zones established. Ideally, train with biking power zones, and swimming 

and running pace zones as well.  
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Never training easy enough: 

Following the point above, many athletes fail to train at lower intensities. By lower intensities, I mean 75%-80% of 

maximum heart rate, or ~ 85% of lactate threshold heart rate. Training at lower intensities brings many physiological 

benefits, including: 

- An increase in mitochondria density, which increases energy storage and production within muscle cells 

- An increase in capillary density, which allows more blood to be transported to the working muscles and waste 

(lactate) to be carried away 

- Further developing the stroke volume of the heart, which in turns leads to a higher cardiac output 

- Metabolizing fat as a primary source of fuel, which is essential when training for long distance races 

These low intensity workouts don’t have to be boring. They can easily be combined with form and drill workouts across 

all three triathlon disciplines. Some of my favorites include bike apnea drills and single-leg drills, both done inside on a 

trainer. That’s an excellent way to maximize your time spent training, by accomplishing more than one goal at a time.  

 

Never training hard enough: 

Unless you have been working with a coach, chances are that you have never trained hard enough, in a well-planned 

and structured way. High-intensity training, that is Vo2Max and Anaerobic Capacity workouts, even Neuromuscular 

Power workouts in some instances, is critical to achieve performance improvements. These are Short, Fast, Highly 

Effective, and Fun interval training workouts, which must be carefully and adequately scheduled. They are the best bang 

for your buck! Keep in mind that heart rate becomes somewhat irrelevant when training at these intensities. The reason 

is simple: when intervals are short, like x repeats of 60” at Vo2Max, or 30” at Anaerobic Capacity, well trained athletes’ 

heart rates won’t reach Vo2Max and Anaerobic Capacity levels due to the short duration of the intervals. Instead, 

swimming and running pace zones and bike power zones should be used as they will be much more representative of 

the targeted intensity levels to be reached.  

 

Working on speed when focus should be on endurance and vice versa: 

What’s the point of trying to swim, bike, and/or run faster if we can’t maintain these speeds during races due to a lack of 

muscular endurance? The question is whether we should be working on speed, speed endurance, muscular endurance, 

strength, a combination? An easy starting point is to know your pace regression rates. For instance, how much does your 

running pace slow down as the distance increases? Perform a simple running test, like an 800m and 1,600m all out, and 

measure the pace regression % between the two. If you are in the 20ish %, forget about speed work all together! 

Developing muscular endurance should be your primary objective.  

 

Low quality miles: 

This applies to all distances, but I will make this point Ironman training specific. Too many times athletes focus on a 

number of miles (or hours), instead of quality. To be specific, if you have a 6-hour bike workout, and have to spend the 

first 30 minutes and the last 30 minutes of your workout going through town at a leisurely pace before getting to open 

roads, that hour does not count. What about warming-up you will ask? Only a short one may be necessary if you are 

scheduled for a tempo pace workout. Furthermore, you will want to best simulate your long-distance race conditions. 

Can you do it if you stop 2 to 3 times for 5 to 10 minutes to get some water/nutrition, or stretch your legs and back? Will 

you do that on race day? Make sure that your training, and especially your long workouts, mimic race day experiences as 

closely as possible.  

 

Ignoring recovery weeks: 

You may not always appreciate the importance of recovery weeks and the physiological adaptations that take place 

during these weeks. Call them your Adaptation weeks. Without adaptation weeks, your body doesn’t adapt to the 



training load and stress put on it during training weeks. Adaptation weeks are an essential component of training, and 

must not be ignored. Furthermore, adaptation weeks are not the same as rest days, or taper weeks. Each has its specific 

purpose and benefits. Adaptation weeks typically take place every 3rd or 4th week within a training plan, and see a 

significant reduction in training volume and most of the time intensity as well. Ignore them, and you will quickly plateau, 

before seeing your overall fitness decline. 

 

Skipping a strength training program: 

Many athletes tend to overlook and skip strength training all together. Even when such workouts are planned, if 

something has to go during a given training week, it is usually strength training. That’s unfortunate as strength training 

represents a critical component of our overall fitness, our ability to perform well and avoid injuries. It typically includes 

core exercises, plyometric exercises, and weights, regardless of the level of the athletes. Very rarely hour-long workouts 

in that domain are required. Rather, it is best to plan 20 to 45-minute workouts, especially after swim sessions, when 

athletes are already at their health club, have access to proper equipment, and can more easily perform these strength 

routines. Furthermore, 10-minute workouts that athletes perform at home, even while watching TV, can be done 

anytime throughout the entire season.  Examples include glutes, and lower-back strengthening exercises. Similar to 

swim, bike, and run training, strength training should follow a periodization approach. Little will be gained by repeating 

3 sets of 15 repetitions at the same weights 12 months a year. Instead, different strength training phases must be 

followed, with varying loads, numbers of repeats, and speeds of execution.  

 

Not having tangible and measurable objectives: 

It is important to have clear objectives and expectations. The more fact-based they are, the better. Whether you have 

completed your first Olympic distance race in 3.5 hours and are now targeting a 3h10 finish in the next 4 months, or aim 

at achieving a sub 9h30 Ironman distance PR, your goals should be clearly defined. As you become more advanced, you 

must also know where the improvements will be coming from. Do you need to swim faster, and by how much? Do you 

need to shave 5 more minutes off your bike split and how does this translate into a measurable wattage increase? Do 

you need to reduce the impact that your bike has on your running pace? Once you have defined your objectives and 

where fitness improvements should come from, you can then determine what training plan and structure will be 

required to allow you to achieve these goals and measure your progress. Then keep a long-term focus and mindset. 

Don’t let daily, even weekly workout results, whether positive or negative, derail your long-term plan. Focus on 

mastering daily training execution while keeping long-term fitness achievement in perspective.  

 

Neglecting your nutrition: 

Nutrition for each long training workout must be planned and properly executed. This includes pre-workout nutrition, 

workout nutrition, and post-workout nutrition. Keep in mind the following key concepts: 

- We have “infinite” fat reserves. You do the math: your % of body fat, at 9 calories/gram of fat. Even a lean male 

athlete will easily store ~ 80,000 calories. The key is to be metabolically efficient to use fat as a primary source of 

fuel when training and racing, for as much and as long as possible.  

- We have limited glycogen reserves, 1,200 to 2,000 calories  

- It is difficult to replenish calories burned during a workout. As more blood goes to the working muscles and less 

to our intestines, our ability to process and digest food slows down. It is generally established that at most, 350 

calories per hour can be digested when exercising. For most athletes, this number will actually create GI issues.  

- Go through a trial and error process during your long training sessions. Start around 250-300 calories/hour, and 

slowly reduce that number over time until you “bonk”. Add ~ 30-50 calories/hour to this lowest number; that’s 

probably your optimum calorie intake number/hour when training and racing. It will most likely be lower than 

you think! 



- We should not need anything but water for workouts lasting less than 1.5 to 2 hours as we have enough 

glycogen reserves to sustain a 2-hour effort. 

- The post workout nutrition is absolutely critical, especially the first 30-minute window post workout. If we don’t 

provide glycogen and proteins, typically a 4:1 ratio, during that 30-minute window, glycogen stores cannot be 

replenished in a timely manner. Recovery will be severely and negatively impacted, with a ripple effect on 

subsequent workouts.  

 

Movement efficiency: 

Maximum athletic performance can only be achieved when someone’s physiological efficiency and mechanical efficiency 

are at their best. Neglecting movement efficiency is like adding cylinders to a poorly running engine. It will only make the 

problem worse. Make sure you work on your form and technique, meaning that your muscles are activating at the 

proper intensity, in the proper order, with the proper range of motion, to move your body in the most efficient way. 

Proper mechanical efficiency will make you faster, will allow you to sustain paces at lower energy expenditure levels, 

and will help you stay injury free. Some of the obvious actions that you can take include getting a bike fit, swim video 

analysis, running gait analysis, biking and running drills, plyometric exercises, and strength and core exercises. 

 

In conclusion, these recommendations are not about training more, or training longer. It is about training smarter. It is 

the difference between working out in a somewhat unstructured way and training in a well-planned and structured 

manner to reach your goals. It is about optimizing your time spent training and doing what you love doing. And it will 

even make it more fun!! 

 

 

 


