
Volume or quality, the paradox of training for distance runners 

Through the years many runners have dazzled the world with their athletic 

achievements, Nurmi, Hägg, Kuts, Keino, Zatopek, Viren, Yifter, Gerbselassie, Bekele, Kipchoge, 

and others, each one with a particular charm to attract the attention of all for the spectacular 

way of reaching times that other runners find impossible to do, that makes coaches, runners 

and sports sciences investigators to ask how they do to run so well and what do they do to get 

such extraordinary results? 

Due to the aforementioned, rather than trying to answer this question, a space should 

be left for another question that is totally antagonistic to the one mentioned above. What is 

not done yet to have good results as a runner ? Both questions present an inexhaustible 

source of discussion and argumentation that would be well worth developing in a separate 

article, so it can be evaluated in greater depth. 

However, these two unknown questions also give rise to a topic that for decades has 

been exposed by coaches and researchers in this field, the always controversial matter of what 

is better, if to prescribe a large volume of training loads to long-distance runners, or to 

prescribe higher quality training to them? 

In my opinion, beyond trying to demonstrate which of the two routes is the most 

appropriate, the essential thing is to understand the way by any runner, taking into account its 

particularities, responds to one model or another.  

Let's start with the basics, what do we intend to achieve by the training runners and 

why?   

In this case, the result as a training affects runners will depend on the way as the loads 

are applied to them, if it is applied in an adequate way, it will result in a better adaptation of 

the organism to the stimuli applied to it, because training leads to a greater and better 

adaptation of the body to situations that generate some load or stress, as much as a physical 

and as psychological way which leads the organism to a better physical response of the 

individual when competing. 

Without doubt, in order to obtain good results in competitions, two very important 

premises must be considered, training regularly and resting correctly, so no training system 

will be able to achieve success if these premises are not respected, and it is absolutely 

necessary for the coach to address carefully these two processes. 

Returning to the initial idea of this article, which of the two models, long training loads 

or most quality work is the most indicated to obtain better results on the sports arena, there 

are many coaches with great achievements world around who support the thesis that high-

quality training is essential to obtain good results, especially when it comes to elite runners, 

being understood this high quality as the one that presents the best balance between the 

intensity of training and its subsequent recovery, so for these coaches the correct planning of 

the training is very importance to achieve success.  Coach must be awared in these training 

sessions of how runners respond to the loads, depending of the objectives to be achieved, a lot 

of attention should be taken to improving qualities such as strength, elasticity, flexibility, 



aerobic resistance and others, all them will allow a better performance of training related to 

distance in the one that competes . In this sense, the constant evaluation of the runner is 

necessary in order to be able to set the training rhythms in a more specific way, emphasizing 

the training in those qualities that must be improved. 

When I speak about specificity of the race rhythms, I mean those training intensities 

intrinsically related to the event in which the runners compete, that intensities allow the 

runner to be able to run for as long as possible within a specific metabolic area at the pace at 

which they should run during the competition, and its relationship with the distance in which 

they take part.   

Thus, for example, those runners who train to take part in the 1,500 meters race must 

be able to run for a certain time at intensities where the maximum level of oxygen 

consumption (vo2max) is exceeded, while those who intend to run a marathon must adapt to 

their body to run and withstand at intensities related to another metabolic processes, in which 

it more efficiently activates the consumption of fats as the main energy substrate through the 

use of oxygen.  

However, it has not been yet possible to define exactly which of the two training 

models is the one that produces the best results for runners.  A long and extensive training 

program, with a large volume of loads, which produces a large increase in the number of 

mitochondria observed in the muscle fibers of those runners, with a better adaptation of the 

organism to use fats as an energy source, as well as cardiovascular changes that lead to an 

increase in the volume of blood ejected to the muscles and tissues, but this is not everything. 

Even when the improvement of these parameters is of great importance when taking part in 

races, there are other physical qualities that must also be considered, the efficiency and 

economy of the race, strength, vo2max, etc. So determining the exact point in terms of 

quantity, where long-distance training benefits runners and at what point it no longer good is a 

highly discussed and evaluated topic for decades.  

As I said before, great cardiovascular and physiological benefits are generated from its 

practice, but there are also enough studies that suggest that when exceeding a certain volume 

of such extensive training can generate exhaustion, muscle fatigue and injuries to tendons and 

muscle tissues.  

Similarly, when distance runners are trained at a higher level of intensity or quality 

work, which also have a notable benefits, since through this way quite precise metabolic 

processes are used, with the participation of more specific muscle fibers, and with great 

physiological changes in the organism, it is necessary to take into account the rest factor in 

order not to exhaust some metabolic processes. 

Undoubtedly, for both types of protocols, the total volume of training to be achieved 

will always be related to the individual characteristics of each runner. As well as the objectives 

pursued. 

In conclusion, it is not yet fully defined which type of planning is the one that produces 

the greatest performance in the athletes, if one where the volume of work is high or another 



where volume have a more qualitative character, the essential thing in both methods is to 

understand that the recovery factor is essential, so that the objectives can be achieved, always 

maintaining a progressive orientation of the loads and ensuring that the runner is in his best 

physical condition and totally fresh at the time of the competition.  


