Perfect Running Temperatures
By: Gary Cohen

The author, Gary Cohen, has been a top runner for over 37 years with a personal best 2:22:34 marathon.  His website, www.garycohenrunning.com , features monthly interviews with running personalities such as Lisa Rainsberger, champion of the 1985 Boston Marathon and the 1988 and 1989 Chicago Marathon.   Also at his website please sign up for his weekly e-newsletter, Facebook group and vote in each week’s opinion poll.

So often when we go for a run it just seems too hot or cold.   When we race the temperature is even more of a factor.   On training runs we can always add layers of clothing if it’s cold or dress lightly and hydrate often if it’s hot.   In order to have optimum race performances most of us require perfect running temperatures.   The concept sounds simple, but what are the best temperatures for racing?
We must think of what our bodies do in cold and hot weather to adjust for the effects of the air temperature.   When it’s hot, perspiration increases in an effort to cool us down.   Unfortunately we get dehydrated and our body doesn’t work efficiently.   Whenever we lose more than two percent of our body weight our racing performance suffers.   We can drink fluids and try to stay hydrated, but extreme heat, often compounded by high humidity, can derail our efforts.   Conversely, when cold weather presents itself we have to generate heat to keep us warm.   Both temperature extremes don’t allow us to race our fastest.
So, if there are temperatures that aren’t right for optimum performances, where exactly is that temperature zone that we need to hone in on to race our best?   I’ve always liked racing when it’s in the low 50s.   I sweat profusely in hot weather and welcome cooler days.   An article I read several years ago pointed to a few degrees cooler on the thermostat as the optimum temperature for racing a marathon.   It stated that at 46 degrees an average person achieves that balance between needing to cool off by sweating and to warm up by shivering.   Based on my racing experience this does seem about right.
Since distances shorter than a marathon are less dehydrating it makes sense that we can race our best at slightly higher temperatures.   I have found that rounding off the optimum temperature for a marathon to 45 degrees is my starting point for the best racing temperatures at shorter distances.   As racing distances drop the best temperatures are about 50 degrees for a half marathon, 55 degrees for a 10 k and 60 degrees for a 5k.   For heavier runners take off a few degrees while for lighter runners add a few degrees.
We usually have days where racing temperatures aren’t perfect so we need to realize this and plan to run a bit slower than our level of fitness indicates we can.   We should also plan to race 5ks and 10ks in warm weather and save our longer race attempts for the winter months in the southern climates and spring or autumn months in the north.   Also, when considering which marathon to sign up for, check out the average daily temperatures over the past several years and lean toward one where the temperatures don’t vary by much.   Try to do everything you can to race as often as you can when temperatures are favorable.   Then go out and race fast!
