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Thinking about your next race can be a little nerve racking…between all the time 

you spent training, the excitement of going after a big goal, and the thrill of family and 

friends cheering you on...it can be a bit overwhelming!!!! 

So you don’t want anything left to chance or to be surprised the night before or 

the day of a race.  

In fact, a good structured pre-race routine can often be the difference between a 

DNF and a PR. Want to talk about structure…when I was in college we ate at Pizza Hut 

(I know not exactly the healthiest but…) every week the night before a race. Our 

coach’s thought was we could find a Pizza Hut in any town across the United States 

and could order the same thing each time. That way our stomachs would get used to 

the food and we would know what to eat and not eat the night before a big race.  

You have to remember those were the days before the internet and Google Maps 

so now things are easier but you get my point… Consistency is key!!!! 

After personally having run hundreds of races and helping others run thousands 

more, I have compiled a list of the most frequently asked questions with some must-

have tips to get you across the finish line feeling your best. 

 

A) The race is tomorrow. What should I eat tonight? 

 Be sure to eat a meal consisting of complex carbohydrates (60-80% of your meal 

should be from this source) and keep the unhealthy, fatty foods to a minimum. Complex 

carbs include whole grain cereals and pastas, fruits, breads, and veggies.  

Fried fatty foods will leave you feeling sluggish at the starting line and may also 

upset your stomach leaving you to stand in that dreadful “porta-potty” line more than 

you would like.  

Try eating the same meal sometime during your training before an interval 

workout or a race pace long run to be sure your stomach tolerates this meal. Remember 

don’t leave anything to chance… 

 The morning of be sure to finish eating at least 2 hours before the race, for 

shorter distances, and at least 30-60 minutes prior to the longer distance races. Try a ¼ 

cup of whole grain cereal, a ½ cup of skim milk, and a banana for a low calorie, high 

energy meal. Another alternative would be a bagel with 2 tablespoons of peanut butter 

or preserves and either a banana or a handful of almonds as another option. 
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B) What should I drink to avoid dehydration?  

 David Pearson, PhD, CSCS from Ball State University recommends water as the 

drink of choice for all sports…in fact, only in endurance events which last an hour or 

more does research support the need for a drink with carbohydrate additives. (Strength 

and Conditioning Journal June 1999).  

Dr. Pearson offers Kool-Aid as a cheap but highly effective example of a 

carbohydrate drink although there are many effective solutions out on the market today. 

 Make sure you drink enough water that your urine is clear before the race but 

don’t drink so much that you have a feeling of “sloshing” of liquid in your stomach.  

You will want to practice taking in liquids during your long runs in order to get this 

perfect during a race. It may take a few times to figure out what works but again the 

goal is to not try anything new during a race.  

For shorter races (10k or less) be sure to stop drinking any liquids at least an 

hour before you start. For longer distance races (half-marathon and up) you may be 

able to get away with drinking liquids as little as 15-30 minutes prior to the race but this 

will depend on your race pace and how you tolerated consumption of liquids in your 

training runs.  

 Also when talking about dehydration we need to talk about Caffeine. While there 

is great research to show the benefits of caffeine consumption and increased athletic 

performance…you must be aware that caffeine in and of itself is a natural diuretic.  

Diuretics cause the kidneys to receive a signal to “push” water out of the body. 

Because of this you will need to consume more water.  

For example, if you drink 8 oz of a caffeinated beverage (think your morning cup 

of coffee) you will likely need to consume at least 12 oz of water (or another non-

caffeinated beverage) to replace the excess water which you will pee-out.  You will need 

to factor this into your training program and race day preparations. While it is not an 

exact science, a general rule of thumb is for every pound of weight you lose after a long 

run, you will need to replace it with at least 16 oz of water. 

 

C) Okay, I have prepared but I still get nervous before the race. What can I do to 

prevent this? 

 Being nervous before a big race is natural and everyone goes through it. It really 

shows you care about the event and you can use the nervousness to your advantage. 

Making sure you show up to the race site 60-90 minutes prior to the start will reduce 

anxiety of getting there and finding the starting line and bathrooms. Also it will allow you 

time to relax if traffic was bad or was being re-routed because of the race course.  
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Listening to your favorite music is a great option and even listening to guided 

meditation can be of significant help if you are known to be anxious in general. I really 

like the app “Calm,” which can be downloaded in the iTunes store for Apple users, for 

guided meditations. The app is not Free but it can be customized to your liking and will 

help you focus on relaxing and controlling your breathing prior to the race. 

 

D) How should I dress for the race? What if I am using the race as a training run 

and not competing for actual time or place? 

 This will depend on the time of year you are running your race and even what 

time the race starts. Generally speaking you will want to wear multiple layers so as you 

prepare to warm-up prior to your race you can shed excess layers as you begin to get 

warm and will have extra layers for when you finish to avoid getting cold.  

This is more important in the cooler months, depending on where you live but 

especially in the Northern United States, from October through March/April. I have 

raced in the first weekend of October with a starting line temperature of 32 degrees F 

and again in the end of April in the low 40’s. On the converse of that, I have raced in 

temperatures as warm as the mid-70’s in the same months…so you just never know??? 

 For colder temps a knit hat and gloves are recommended to avoid excessive 

heat loss. This would really be in temps below 45 degrees F in general. If temperatures 

are expected to start out cold and then get warmer as the race goes on, you can’t go 

wrong with an old pair of gloves and a cheap hat so you can throw them away without 

worry while on the race course.  

 

E.) What’s the best way to warm up before my race? 

  Your warm up should start anywhere between 15-30 minutes prior to the start of 

the race. Warm up any sooner and you may start cooling back down prior to the race. 

Start off by jogging for 5-10 minutes with the distance no more than 1/3 of the race 

distance (especially for 5k races).  

After the jog, you will want to perform a dynamic warm up. Static stretching, while 

good, has actually been shown to decrease muscle performance in sprint activities 

(Winchester et. Al Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research 2008.) With that said, 

static stretching, or stretches which are held for 30-60 seconds, are best left for after the 

race to increase flexibility in the muscles.  

A good dynamic warm up prior to a race can include 4-5 short striders (50 ft), 

walking lunges (4 sets of 15 ft), skips (4 sets of 25 ft), carioca (4 sets of 25 ft), jumping 

knee tucks (10-15 reps), butt kickers for 30 seconds and jumping jacks for 30 seconds. 

At this point you would be ready to find the bathrooms one last time and head to the 

starting line.  
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Remember…Remove your warm up gear just prior to heading to the starting 

line!!! 

 

F) I’m at the starting line…now what? 

 If you are near the front of the starting line, take 1-2 practice striders of 50 ft or 

less to familiarize yourself with “your” race pace. Notice I said your race pace or the 

pace you want to start off at.  

There are many races in which inexperienced runners will go out too fast at the 

start only to be reeled back in toward the end of the race. 

In some cases, however especially in Cross Country meets and some Ultra-

marathons there may be parts of the course where turns in the race course create 

bottle-necks for runners. In these situations, you may have to get out a little faster in 

order to get ahead of the pack prior to settling into your race pace. The striders should 

be at the target pace you intend to get off at from the starting line. 

 

G.) Once I am racing, how do I keep myself from falling off pace? 

 In most cases you will either have someone beside you, if you are leading, and 

or in front of you, if you are in the middle or back of the race.  

When running in the lead, it is often easier to maintain pace by not worrying 

about what anyone else is doing. Most runners in the front of the pack run their best 

races when relaxed and confident in their abilities. Just make sure the lead is within 

your capabilities and that you are not going out too fast. It is beyond the scope of this 

guide but there are many great resources on pacing and how to use your training to 

prepare you for race pace. 

If running mid or back of pack find someone about 15 to 20 ft in front of you. Look 

to either maintain the same distance or look to pass them and keep going after the next 

person in front of them. 

In races of 1000 runners or more I have often found myself weaving around other 

runners in the first ½ mile to mile of the race depending on where I was able to position 

myself at the starting line. Again, just be sure you are running at your race pace and not 

that dictated by others who may be “getting out” too fast… 
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H.) I’m done with my race. What can I expect and how can I prevent being sore the 

day after? 

 How you feel after the race will depend on your prior conditioning, hydration 

level, temperature outside, and length of the race. It will also depend on whether you 

achieved your goal or not and whether you raced outside of your comfort level or not. 

Expect a range somewhere between elation and absolute misery.  

I’ve been at both ends of the extremes and sometimes even after the same race. 

Starting off near joy and complete happiness that the race was over and that I did 

extremely well only to end up throwing up all of my stomach contents and feeling 

miserable because I pushed beyond my comfort and current training level.  

Once across the finish line, don’t lie down on the ground or sit down. You want to 

keep moving no matter how you feel. This is obviously easier if your race went well and 

you ran within your limits but… 

Grab your clothes and put them back on if temps are cooler and or find some 

shade if temperatures are hotter. Depending on the distance of the race, perform a 

short 5 to 10-minute cool down jog and then add some light stretching for the calves, 

knees, and hips. The cool-down will keep you from tightening up when you get in your 

car to head home.  

You will also want to replace any liquids lost to sweat at this point remembering 

the rule of 16 oz for every 1 lb. of body weight lost during the race and then get a meal 

consisting of complex carbohydrates and protein. Chocolate milk is often used as a 

great, low cost, alternative for post-race meal replacement because of its mixture of 

carbohydrates and proteins in each 8 oz glass. Again there are many great options out 

there and find what works best for you. 

Training is not an exact science and remember this training guide is not designed 

to be all encompassing. With that being said though this will give you plenty of great tips 

to have you running your best on the day when it matters the most…RACE DAY!!!! 

For more training tips head to www.runpainless.com and be sure to check out 

our resources page. 
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