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~ decisions
that matter
more than

pace.

A practical guide for smarter training, gear, fueling, and race
execution on real trails — with numbers you can test, not slogans.
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Training Gear Fueling Race execution
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START HERE

The useful question is not “How fast

am I?”

Trail running punishes lazy decisions. Pace matters, but it is often the least

transferable number in the mountains. Surface, grade, heat, footing, elevation, fatigue,

and fueling can make a normal road-running pace target worse than useless.

This guide gives you seven decisions that produce better outcomes before pace

becomes the thing you measure.

01
Choose the right effort metric

03
Fuel before you feel low

05
Practice hiking on purpose

07
Build a race-day decision tree

02
Train your descents

04
Pick shoes by terrain

06
Respect heat and altitude

Trail Signal — weekly intelligence for serious trail runners.
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DECISION 01

Choose the right effort metric.

On technical trails, pace is noisy. Use a hierarchy: breathing, RPE, heart-rate trend,
vertical speed, then pace. If the trail changes every minute, effort is the signal and
pace is the shadow.

Useful number: Use RPE 4-6/10 for most aerobic trail work. If heart rate is
available, watch trend and recovery instead of chasing a perfect number on each
climb.

e On climbs: judge whether breathing is controlled enough to speak short phrases.
* On descents: judge foot placement quality and braking, not watch pace.

e On technical terrain: if you stare at the watch more than the trail, you are using the
wrong metric.
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DECISION 02

Train your descents.

Downhill running looks free until eccentric muscle damage arrives. A 2024 treadmill
study using 30 minutes at -20% grade found knee-extensor force effects lasting
roughly 3—-4 days for some measures.

Field dose: Start with 10-20 minutes of controlled descending once per week.
Keep steps quiet and stop before mechanics degrade.

e Do not chase soreness; soreness is not the adaptation target.
e Place hard descents far enough from key workouts to learn your recovery cost.
e Strength work helps, but you still need real descent exposure.
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DECISION 03

%uel before you feel low.

Most trail fueling problems are timing problems. For long events, common endurance
guidance often points toward 60-90 g/hour carbohydrate, but that is a practiced
range, not a beginner command.

Starting progression: Test 30-45 g/hour first, then 60 g/hour, then higher only if
your gut tolerates it under fatigue.

e Start early; waiting until you feel low is already late.

e Separate carb targets from hydration. Heat may increase fluid needs without
changing carb tolerance.

e Write down what worked, what upset your stomach, and what you could repeat.
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DECISIONS 04-05

Pick shoes by terrain, not marketing.

Stack height, plate geometry, outsole, lockdown, and stability change meaning on
mud, rock, roots, and descents. The fastest shoe is the one you can still trust late.

Three-part test: Try a shoe on smooth dirt, technical descending, and late-run
cornering. If confidence drops late, the shoe is not your race shoe.

Practice hiking on purpose.

Power hiking is a performance skill, not a failure state. On sustained grades around 10—
15% or steeper, many runners should at least test whether hiking keeps effort steadier
than forced running.

e Practice transitions before race day.

e Know your grade/effort threshold.

e Use hiking early enough that it saves the race instead of merely describing the
collapse.
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DECISIONS 06-07

Respect heat and altitude.

Heat adaptation often takes roughly 7-14 days of repeated exposure. Altitude requires
even more humility: sea-level pace targets do not transfer cleanly when oxygen
availability drops.

Practical rule: Add controlled heat exposure after easy sessions, not during every
key workout. At altitude, pace by effort first.

Build a race-day decision tree.

Decide in advance what you will do if your stomach turns, quads go, poles feel useless,
weather shifts, or the climb arrives earlier than expected.

e |f stomach turns: slow for 5-10 minutes and simplify intake.
e |If quads go: shorten stride, reduce braking, protect descents.

e If heat rises: back off early and prioritize cooling opportunities.
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ONE-PAGE FIELD CHECKLIST

Before the next long run or race
block.

| know which effort metric | will trust when pace becomes misleading.

| have one downhill session or descent-specific strength block scheduled.

| know my starting carbohydrate target and have tested it under fatigue.

My shoe choice matches surface, descent stability, and late-race confidence.

| have practiced hiking/running transitions instead of improvising them.

| have adjusted for heat, altitude, and exposure instead of copying road targets.
| have a simple "if this happens, | do that” plan for common race failures.

Keep getting the Signal: Turn each decision into a weekly experiment. Trail
Signal helps you test better ideas, not chase generic advice.

- Oooo0Oo0oaoad

Trail Signal — research, gear science, training strategy, race trends, and performance insights.
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