
Establishing Training Zones 
Train with Purpose and Precision 

“The funny thing about growth is the paradox contained within it. It begins not 
with momentum or even willingness. It begins with acceptance. You can only 
grow beyond where you are if you accept where you are in the first place.” - 
Barron Baptiste 
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Objective 
The objective of this manual is to help athletes establish their training zones so 
they can train with precision. Far too often athletes train too hard on their easy 
days and too easy on their intensity days. I would also argue that most athletes 
train TOO much! Contrary to popular belief, training volume is not the most 
important factor, even for seasoned marathoners and long-course triathletes. 

Training with Purpose 
The athlete’s goal is to perform well on race day. In order to do that they need a 
road map starting from where they are and ending with where they want to be. I 
recommend understanding your threshold BEFORE setting a goal so your coach 
can create a clear plan or you can use the correct training plan.  

Once you establish your starting point, you can train with purpose. There are 
three goals of training, each one with a specific purpose that fits into the overall 
plan. The following chart provides a rough guide to the length of time it takes to 
improve and the phase of training into which it should fall. 

Goal Time Training Phase Purpose

Increase 
Functional 
Threshold

4+ weeks Base, Build, 
Limiter

Increase speed 
and strength.

Increase Aerobic 
Capacity

1+ season Base, Build Increase 
endurance.

Prepare for Race 
Specific Demands

2+ weeks 
minimum

Championship Develop muscle 
memory for race 
day.
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From here, it becomes about piecing the puzzle together based on your goals, 
training history, time allotted for training, and lifestyle. As you can see, at a certain 
point the focus needs to shift from increasing threshold to preparing for race 
specific demands, however this can look very different depending on your ability 
level and experience. This is one of the biggest benefits of working with a coach 
or having one create a customized training plan. 

Understanding the Basics 

• Your functional threshold is the intensity your body can tolerate for one hour.  
• Intensity can be measured by Power, Pace, HR, or even perceived effort.  
• Intensity Factor (IF) is a specific intensity over or under your threshold. 

Therefore, working at threshold has an IF = 1.  
• Workouts place stress on body, and stress is determined by intensity. Working 

over threshold (IF>1) is more taxing than working under threshold (IF<1) 
• Training Stress Score (TSS) is a measure of workout stress and is calculated by 

using a time-at-intensity weighted formula: TSS = (IF2) x (Hours) x 100 
• Different races take place at certain IFs, so you can calculate the TSS you need 

prepare for once you have a threshold and a goal time. 

Training for Race Specific Demands 
TSS, IF, and Thresholds should be used to work backwards from your “A” race to 
determine how to prepare for the specific demands of race day. In general, the 
athlete’s ability level will dictate how hard he or she can push for his or her race. 
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Ability Level 

Note: This is a rough guide! There are plenty of exceptions to this, especially in 
long course triathlon. Training time CAN be indicative of performance level, but 
one of my goals as a coach is to maximize the impact of each session, not the 
length! In fact, most often I recommend Elite + Age Group athletes train less! 

Once you have approximated your ability level you can then find your appropriate 
race intensity factor using the charts below. Just like training intensity, race 
intensity is a factor of threshold. The longer the race will take, the less intensity 
the athlete will be able to sustain.  

Characteristics Foundational Intermediate Elite

Experience 0 experience at the 
“A” Race distance

1+ Races at the “A” 
Race Distance

1+ Races at the 
“A” Race distance

Threshold(s) Swim: 2:00+ /100 
Bike: <2.5 FTP/kg  
Run: 8:00+ /mile 

Swim: 1:40+- /100 
Bike: 3.5+- FTP/kg  
Run: 7:00+- /mile 

Swim: <1:20 /100 
Bike: 4.5+ FTP/kg  
Run: <6:00 /mile 

Average 
Training Time

Under 8 hours/
week

8 to 12 hours/week 12+ hours/week 

Attitude Finish the race! Improve 
Performance/PR

BQ, Kona Q, 
Podium



Long Course Triathletes 

Note: Long course triathlon training can be incredibly complex due to the vast 
energy and time it demands. Using the chart above helps to establish a training 
plan that enables the athlete to execute on race day. These types of races are 
less about competing against another person than they are about being able to 
execute your individual plan.  

Triathletes are commonly in different ability levels for the different disciplines. In 
these instances I highly recommend 1-1 coaching or a customized training plan, 
as MOST pre-built training plans will not take this into account.  

140.6 Race Intensity Factor

Foundational  <.65
Intermediate .65 - .75
Elite .75 - .80

70.3 Race Intensity Factor

Foundational <0.75
Intermediate .75 - .85
Elite .85 - .90



Distance Runners 

Note: Running may seem less complex than triathlon, but as you can see they 
are performed at a much higher intensity. Personally, I was MORE sore after 
Grandma’s Marathon than I was after IRONMAN Wisconsin, and I know this is the 
case for many other athletes as well. The reason special attention needs to be 
paid to running is that it is more taxing than biking and swimming, especially 
when performed at a higher intensity. 

I highly value cross training for runners. Using a time-at-intensity approach allows 
my athletes to prepare for the intensity of race day without as much damage 
during training. This gives them the advantage of consistency. Of course, biking 
and swimming are not complete substitutes, but they are valuable additions.  

Marathon Race Intensity Factor

Foundational  <.7
Intermediate .70 - .80
Elite .80 - .90

1/2 Marathon Race Intensity Factor

Foundational  <.80

Intermediate .80 - .90
Elite  .90 - 1.00 



Setting Goals

Once you have established your threshold and race intensity factor you can then 
set a baseline goal for your “A” race. The run and the swim are fairly easy to 
compute once you know these two things, but the bike can be a bit tricky. Biking 
goal time is heavily dependent on the conditions and course. Even two courses 
that are both hilly might require different goal times since short steep hills burn 
more matches (a “match” is a huge spike in intensity over threshold, and most 
athletes can only handle a few each race) than long gradual climbs. Your best bet 
here is to use the product “Best Bike Split”, which is one of the tools I use for my 
athletes and during athlete consultations. This tool allows me to use your current 
FTP and cycling experience to map out a goal time. This time is based on their 
proprietary algorithms that overlay your physical ability and aerodynamic profile 
onto the exact race course using historical weather data or forecasted data for 
that day of the year. Early on this provides a good guide, but as the race gets 
closer it becomes extremely accurate within +- 2 minutes for bike splits 5 hours 
and up. 

Once you have set your goals, you can then use the the Training Zones below to 
accomplish the three goals of training (increase threshold, increase aerobic 
capacity, prepare for race specific IF). 



Bike Zones 
Training Zone Intensity Factor Effort Purpose

Recovery  <0.55 Easy Recovery days, 
promote blood 
flow, low stress

Aerobic .56 - .65 Easy/Moderate Increase Aerobic 
Efficiency 

Moderate .67 - .75 Moderate Race specific IF

Tempo .76 - .83 Tiring, not 
particularly hard

Race specific IF

Sweet Spot .84 - .97 Sustainably hard Increase Threshold

Threshold .98 - 1.05 Hard, 1 hour max Increase Threshold

V02 Max 1.06 - 1.20 Extremely difficult Increase 
Threshold/ 
Anaerobic 
Efficiency

Power >1.20 Short burst, 60s or 
less

Increase pure 
Power/ 

Nueromuscular 
Efficiency



Using Bike Zones 
Bike Power Zones are the most accurate because Intensity Factor is the same 
thing as %FTP. Power is an absolute metric (meaning it drops to 0 if you stop 
pedaling) and HR is not. Therefore, power is the gold standard for triathletes! All 
of my triathletes need a power meter, otherwise analyzing their bike training is 
almost a complete guessing game.  

Personally, I have Garmin Vector Pedals on my TT bike, which is what I ride the 
most. The race plan will inevitably include a goal power output, and more than 
likely a power roadmap using the Best Bike Split software. Following the power 
meter on the bike is critical for an effective run. 

That said, there is definitely value in “time in the saddle”, meaning all types of bike 
riding can be beneficial. When using other types of bikes (Road, MTB, etc.) it is 
not necessary to have a power meter!  To figure out your TSS for these rides I 
recommend finding a correlated HR range with each Power Zone. This will not be 
a perfect match, but it should be accurate within +- 5 TSS, which is close enough 
for my standards. You can find this correlation by toggling between hrTSS and 
TSS on Training Peaks, or by using the analysis function to compare HR and 
Power on the charts.  

Coach’s Tip: Set A Threshold Goal 

Endurance races usually require large training blocks, making it easy to lose 
motivation. Instead of worrying about the race for the first half of the season, set a 
threshold goal. Re-test your threshold every 4-6 weeks for the first 18 weeks to 
see how you are improving!  



Run Zones 
Training Zone Intensity 

Factor +-
Marathon 
Pace +-

Effort Purpose

Recovery  <0.55 +120s Easy Recovery days, 
promote blood 
flow, low stress

Aerobic 0.65 +90s Easy/Moderate Increase 
Aerobic 

Efficiency (Long 
Runs)

Moderate 0.75 +60s Moderate Race specific IF

Tempo 0.80 Marathon Pace Tiring, not 
particularly hard

Race specific IF

Sweet Spot 0.93 -15s Sustainably 
hard

Increase 
Threshold

Threshold 1.00 -25s Hard, 1 hour 
max

Increase 
Threshold

V02 Max 1.2 -45s Extremely 
difficult

Increase 
Threshold/ 
Anaerobic 
Efficiency

Power >1.2 -60s Short burst, 
60s or less

Increase pure 
Power/ 

Nueromuscular 
Efficiency



Using Run Zones 
Running Pace Zones will be our main focus throughout training, but HR data also 
provides useful information. Typically, a threshold test is a 30 minute all out time 
trial. The average pace for the 30 minutes will be roughly 10s/mile faster than 
Threshold Pace if done correctly. Your Threshold HR will be the average HR of the 
final 20 minutes of the test. Once a threshold test is completed, find the 
correlated HR at each pace zone. This will allow you to have an accurate TSS 
when pace is not indicative of effort. This would include: running at altitude 
(unless you live there), single track trail runs, treadmill, or coming back from injury/
illness.  

The run is not the most time intensive, but it does do the most damage on the 
muscles and joints, so caution is advised if the run is your limiter. Athletes will 
often want to push their pace during recovery days or during long runs, but this is 
a mistake. A solid race day performance comes from executing the prescribed 
training runs! 

Coach’s Tip: Hit the Roads 

A road 10k is a great way to re-check your threshold. A 10k should be slightly 
faster than most thresholds, but by inserting it into training without tapering it 
should be very accurate. The atmosphere will help push you through the last few 
miles and you'll get to practice a little bit of race-day prep.  



Swim Zones 

Training 
Zone

Intensity 
Factor +-

Pace Effort Purpose

Recovery  <.60 Recovery, 
basically 
floating

Easy Recovery days, 
promote blood 
flow, low stress

Light Aerobic 0.65 Fitness test + 
15s/100

Easy/
Moderate

Increase 
Aerobic 

Efficiency 

Moderate 
Aerobic

0.75 Fitness test + 
10s/100

Moderate Race specific IF

Aerobic 0.80 Fitness test + 
5s/100 

Tiring, not 
particularly 

hard

Race specific IF

Threshold 1.00 Fitness test Hard, 1 hour 
max

Increase 
Threshold

V02 Max 1.2 Fitness test - 
5s/100

Extremely 
difficult

Increase 
Threshold/ 
Anaerobic 
Efficiency

Power >1.20 Fitness test - 
10s/100

Short burst, 
60s or less

Increase pure 
Power/ 

Nueromuscular 
Efficiency

Drills 0.8 Depends Form Efficiency, 
Proper Muscle 

Activation



Using Swim Zones 
Swimming is unique compared to the other two disciplines; the vast majority of 
training conditions will be different than racing conditions. Therefore, more of the 
focus is on technique and improving efficiency, and less of the focus is on 
spending a lot of time in different zones. It is possible (and common) to train 
entirely in a pool until race day, so long as the athlete is mentally capable of 
handling open water.  

While the actual pace of the race might be slow, having to swim in a horde of 
people will make it feel intense. Race day swim is a lot more like a variable pace 
interval workout than a long continual swim.  

Coach’s Tip: Learn to Love the Pool 

As a former collegiate distance runner, I used to associate the pool with injury. It 
took three months of swim training during my first IRONMAN to begin to even 
tolerate it, but now I try to get to the pool as often as I can. The three reasons I’ve 
learned to love the pool are: 

1. It is low hanging fruit. For most people the swim is the discipline they have 
trained the least, making it the easiest to improve.  

2. It is great for muscles and joints. Hydrostatic pressure can work wonders 
for little injuries or even help to decompress the spine. 

3. It boosts confidence. By strengthening your back muscles your posture 
improves, which can boost confidence.  



Putting It All Together 

1. Identify your current functional thresholds with specific workouts or races. 
2. Use the race intensity charts and previous race experience to determine a 

goal for your “A” race event, as well as threshold goals. 
3. Establish the proper training zones that will help you accomplish the 3 goals 

of training. The three goals are: 
1. Increase Functional Threshold 
2. Increase Aerobic Capacity 
3. Prepare for Race Specific Demands 

4. Analyze key workouts to detect changes in the Functional Threshold or ability 
to sustain Race-Specific Intensity. Make the appropriate adjustments in 
training zones. 

5. Crush your goals and set yourself up for long term success! 

Questions? 

Schedule a consultation! I’m more than happy to help you with your specific 
training or racing questions.  


