
Training for a Trail Race

Perhaps you’ve done a few road races and are looking to venture into the world of trail running. 
The purpose of this article is to help you feel more comfortable in your training as you transition 
from road running to trail running and racing. I won’t outline weekly mileage as a typical training 
plan would, but you should be able to adapt many of the training plans online to meet the 
needs of your specific trail race. 


Choose the Right Race 
In order to maximize the chances for success, you’ll want to choose a race that is within your 
reach. This includes both time you can dedicate to training and the level of experience you 
have going into training. When training for a road half marathon, you can simply lace up your 
sneakers, head out the door, and start running. Training for trail races requires driving to trails 
which increases the total time dedicated to your workouts. If you live close to trails or hills, this 
won’t be a problem. But if you will struggle to find the time to drive to trails this may not be the 
best time to take up trail racing.  


Take into consideration the altitude of the race. If you live at sea level, you might think twice 
about signing up for a race in CO that starts at 10,000 ft. There is a big difference between 
running at sea level and any altitude above 5,000-6,000 ft. If you don’t have experience 
working out at altitude, or know you won’t have time to incorporate workouts at altitude, you 
may want to hold off on those types of races.  


Trail races can also differ from road races in elevation change and terrain. Some races boast 
extremely challenging terrain with lots of elevation change, while others are less taxing. 
Strenuous races might not be right for you if you don’t have the time to train for that course 
type. Choosing a trail race with moderate elevation change will maximize your success if this is 
your first venture off-road, or you have limited time to dedicate to running. However, if you have 
some running experience and are able to dedicate the time, even challenging courses can be 
conquered by newer trail runners. Knowing how to alter your road training is the key to 
success. 


Training Differences 
You’ll likely find that applying a marathon training plan for a trail marathon will leave you 
underprepared come race day. Trail races require different training due to the terrain, elevation, 
and/or distance of the race, as discussed above.


It may seem obvious, but trail races are predominantly on trails. Trails can be drastically more 
demanding on your body than road running. Running at 0% grade on a rough trail requires 
more concentration, more oxygen consumption, stronger ankle muscles, and seasoned feet. 
This can change exponentially when you add in some mountains. This being the case, your 
training should reflect these needs; if not, you will likely end up with injuries. These can be 
small—like annoying, painful blisters—or as serious as sprained ankles and stress fractures. 
One of the easiest ways to adapt to these demands is by simply running on trails. But don’t go 
out too gung-ho and think you can run 13 miles on trails just because you can run 13 miles on 
the road. It’s wise to slowly build trail miles so that your body can adjust to the new demands 
on the trail. 


Another way to help your body adjust to trails is through strength training. In order to limit the 
risk of injury, this training should be done on days when you are not running or running fewer 
miles. Strength training should include exercises like lunges, squats, and deadlifts. This will not 
only help build powerful leg muscles, but also decrease chances of common running injuries. 
Core strengthening exercises like planks, sit-ups, v-ups, and hanging knee raises will help 



ensure you have a strong foundation. You should also include a variety balance exercises to 
strengthen the ankles and prepare you for running on rocks, roots, in sand, or on loose dirt. 
Balance exercises should be done on one leg (you never have two feet on the ground at the 
same time when running) or on uneven or unstable surfaces. This will help maximize your 
carry-over to running. You can also combine strength and balance by doing single leg deadlifts, 
pistol squats, split squats, jumping rope on one foot, etc. 


If you decide to race on a course that has hills, you’re definitely going to want to train for hills. 
Hill training can be basic, like just running hills, or as sophisticated as measuring lactate 
response under certain mountainous conditions. Regardless of your running experience, here 
are some ideas for incorporating hill training into your program:


• First, your long run each week should be on a hilly course (preferably on trails) while keeping 
your heart rate in zone 2. If you’re not familiar with heart rate zones, try to keep your pace 
slow enough that you can maintain a conversation (albeit a choppy conversation) while 
running. By focusing on long, slow runs you will build the foundation necessary so you don’t 
burn out on race day. 


• Second, if you have a little more running background, you can consider inserting strength-
focused hill workouts throughout the week. (If you’re newer to running, it’s not advised to do 
this type of workout as it may increase your chance of injury.) One type of hill workout entails 
finding a hill about 400-500 meters long and after a 15 minute warmup run 4 sets of hills at 
80% intensity and be sure to recover (i.e. walk) downhill. Finish up this workout with a 15-20 
minute cool down. 


Race Tactics 
It should be clear at this point, but let me reiterate: trail running (especially in the mountains) is 
harder than road running. Your training for a trail race needs to adapt, as does your race 
strategy. Perhaps the most important item to consider come race day is your fueling needs. 
Hopefully you’ve already experimented on your long runs with what types of foods or drinks 
you like or sit well with you. This will be key since it will take you longer to complete a trail race 
compared to the same distance road race. The longer you’re on the course, the more fuel you 
will need. Make sure that you are well aware of the location of aid stations and what kind of 
nutrition is offered. You may find it beneficial to bring your own water bottle or backpack to 
ensure you have the right calories when you want them. If you choose to rely on aid stations, 
be sure to take your time while passing through to fully stock up on whatever you need. This 
may include walking through the stations, or if the race is long enough (or you’re tired enough), 
to actually take a break. 


Personally, I have found that certain calorically dense bars have caused gastric stress and 
impeded my ability to run at my desired pace. Through experimentation I’ve found that I need 
the right mixture of calories through both solid and liquids. Too many liquid calories leaves my 
stomach slopping around, while too many solid calories leads to side aches and the urge to 
vomit. I’ve also found that in my early racing days I benefited from running with a pack or hand 
bottle so that I could drink or eat when I needed to, not when there was an aid station 
available. Carrying food and water with you during a race may seem redundant when there are 
aid stations on the course but being prepared has saved me on numerous occasions. 


You’ll also need to pay particular attention to the status of your feet. Running on uneven 
ground can rub your feet in a different ways, causing hot spots. If not given proper care, these 
hot spots can turn into painful blisters. The easiest way to avoid this is to log miles in the shoes 
you will use on race day and on terrain you’ll experience on race day. Unfortunately, if the 
course is long enough, even this may not ensure blister-free feet. (Some ultra runners are 



known to change their shoes part way through a 100 mile race.) You may find it beneficial to 
carry some blister pads or moleskine to apply to your feet when you first notice a hot spot. 
Sure, you’ll lose some time, but at least you won’t be hobbling across the finish line. 


Have Fun 
Remember, the most important thing to do is have fun. If you’re not having fun while running 
and training, you’re not doing it right. Though this article is not a compendium of all things trail 
running, by following the suggestions outlined, you will increase the chances of smoothly 
transitioning into your first trail race. 


Jordan Perry is a physical therapist, coach, endurance athlete, and long time member of 
California Triathlon. He’s competed in short and long course triathlon (including Kona), 
marathons (2:29 PR), and ultra marathons.  

 



