
Understanding pacing. 
 
One of the most important aspects in order to improve your fitness and performance is to 
learn about pacing.  To some they may feel that they only have one pace, but it is really 
important to learn how to train at different paces.  This will inevitably mean you are working 
at different intensities. 
 
For many the idea of racing may not be as important as the benefit of training and getting a 
more fun training session than training on your own.  Training in a group environment even 
under the present Covid restrictions on numbers and spacing is still more motivating than 
training on your own.  Pushing harder or going slower is something that you may or may not 
want to do! 
However, being able to operate at different paces has lots of benefits and just 
understanding why certain sessions are at different intensities can make the sessions far 
more rewarding. 
 
The whole point of training is to keep fit and improve as well as having fun!  In order to do 
this your body has to be stimulated in order to adapt.  Most will have heard the phrase “If 
you always do the same thing you will always get the same results”.  This is especially true 
when it comes to training.  It is not simply enough to just keep increasing distances.  Often 
given time restraints this isn’t possible, and it certainly isn’t possible in a club swim session.  
Working on different paces is the key.  At different times of the year in order to peak for the 
main race season the sessions will differ in order to make you feel sharper in the summer 
months. 
 
For the club I periodise the years sessions.  This means during the winter months September 
- February more emphasis is put on longer reps.  February – April more emphasis is put on 
shorter reps and then May – August the sessions are trying to hold a peak focus.   
 
I would like to clarify the terms I use so everyone knows how to pace an effort especially as 
sessions change throughout the year.  One thing to point out at this stage is that you can 
still do harder efforts in the winter months you just don’t do as much over short distances 
and the rests tend to be shorter. 
 
80% effort is working at an aerobic capacity.  This means that you should in theory be able 
to keep this pace and intensity up for however, long the session is.  It is a comfortable pace, 
6 out of 10 effort (not 8 out of 10).  RPE (Rate of perceived exertion) isn’t an exact science 
and is quite limited in guessing your intensity level.  If my maximum heart rate is 150 just 
resting 38 walking my heart rate will go above 90 and feel like very little effort.  This would 
be 60% of my max heart rate but if I were to run a marathon, I could keep at 80% and this 
would be very easy 120.  You can see the problem with using RPE as simply a scale out of 10. 
 
85% is the point that your body starts to increase lactic acid as the body is working harder.  
Your breathing rate will be much harder, but you will still be able to go for long periods of 
time at this pace.  As an example, this would be the sort of pace you would run a half 
marathon. 
 



92% - this often confuses people when I write it on session plans.  The body doesn’t work at 
precise points i.e. not 90% so it actually does make a difference.  This is the intensity level at 
which the body can’t get rid of the lactic acid the muscles are producing for the effort 
required.  You may be able to hold this sort of pace for an Olympic distance triathlon some 
may be only able to hold this sort of intensity for a Sprint distance triathlon.  For some it 
may even be less time.   
 
100% is of course max effort and once again depending upon the discipline will depend just 
how far long you can hold this effort.  Generally regarded as about 15 – 20 seconds. 
 
Hopefully you will see a few problems with using these definitions.   
 
Firstly, everybody will have different perceptions of their efforts at these intensities unless 
they are using a heart rate monitor or a watch for pacing.   
Second, most people will be in a range i.e. 85-92% throughout a particular race or training 
set. 
Third, even if you had a watch or heart rate monitor it is not always possible to see the 
intensity that you are going at for example in a swim. 
 
Therefore, to make it easier to understand I have made an at a glance guide to what the 
paces mean. 
 
80% - easy effort.  Working moderately hard but sustainable can talk throughout 
 
85% - about 5 seconds per rep faster than 80% efforts, working hard, a bit uncomfortable 
not able to manage to speak more than a couple of words  
 
92% - Known as race pace, 5 seconds per rep faster than 85% efforts, can’t talk working very 
hard, uncomfortable 
 
100% - Flat out over short distances, definitely can’t talk, very hard work very 
uncomfortable 


