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The distribution of energetic resources in world-class distance running is a key aspect
of performance, with athletes relying on aerobic and anaerobic metabolism to greater
extents during different parts of the race. The purpose of this study is to model 10,000 m
championship performances to enable a deeper understanding of the factors affecting
running speed and, given that more than half the race is run on curves, to establish the
effect of the bends on performance. Because a limitation of time split data is that they
are typically averaged over 100-m or 1,000-m segments, we simulate two 10,000 m
runners’ performances and thus get access to their instantaneous speed, propulsive
force and anaerobic energy. The numerical simulations provide information on the factors
that affect performance, and we precisely see the effect of parameters that influence race
strategy, fatigue, and the ability to speed up and deal with bends. In particular, a lower
anaerobic capacity leads to an inability to accelerate at the end of the race, and which
can accrue because of a reliance on anaerobic energy to maintain pace in an athlete of
inferior running economy. We also see that a runner with a worse running economy is
less able to speed up on the straights and that, in general, the bends are run slower than
the straights, most likely because bend running at the same pace would increase energy
expenditure. Notwithstanding a recommendation for adopting the accepted practices
of improving aerobic and anaerobic metabolism through appropriate training methods,
coaches are advised to note that athletes who avoid mid-race surges can improve their
endspurt, which are the differentiating element in closely contested championship races.

Keywords: athletics, coaching, pacing, race tactics, track and field

INTRODUCTION

The 10,000 m race is the longest track event held as part of the Olympic Games and World
Athletics Championships. As an endurance event, the distribution of energetic resources is of prime
importance in achieving one’s best finishing time, which is theoretically most likely to be achieved
with an even pacing profile as seen in cycling time trials (Padilla et al., 2000). Indeed, the world
record for the men’s 10,000 m running event was recently set not only with the aid of specially-
prepared pacemakers but also with a lighting system, the Wavelight pacing technology, which was
programmed to show the even pace of the previous record (World Athletics, 2020a). However,
championship racing, where the primary aim of the world’s best athletes is to win, regardless
of finishing time, features much more variable pacing that reflects tactical decision-making
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(Casado et al., 2020a). Even when world-class athletes do not run
at their maximum sustainable speed in racing, the stresses on
their physiological systems still come at a considerable energetic
cost. Some of the most important factors that affect performance
in distance running are oxygen uptake (VO,), particularly
relative to an individual’s maximal oxygen update (Jones et al.,
2020), running economy (Lucia et al, 2008) and anaerobic
reserve, which is reflected most clearly in the faster speeds
experienced during the endspurt (Billat et al., 2003). Most of a
10,000 m race is run at a pace below the critical speed, which is the
speed above which finite, predominantly non-oxidative exercise
is performed (Burnley and Jones, 2010). In a sense, the objective
of a successful pacing strategy is to deplete all possible energy
stores (whether by aerobic or anaerobic metabolism) by the end
of the race, but not too early that catastrophic deceleration occurs
(Foster et al., 2004; Thiel et al., 2012). Hettinga et al. (2019) used
100-m split data to show that Olympic and World Championship
10,000 m male athletes continually changed pace throughout the
race, with the best athletes able to achieve higher speeds than the
rest of the field from 8,000 m onward. However, no physiological
measures were possible in their analysis and contributing factors
such as VO, are instead estimated for field-based exercise using
mathematical analyses (Péronnet and Thibault, 1989). A novel
study that models the effects of the factors that affect performance
in the 10,000 m will therefore improve our understanding of
what differentiates better performances and inform coaches of
appropriate training practices.

The 10,000 m track race comprises 50 straight sections and
50 bends, although the length of the bend and the straight
are not equal; in fact, on a standard track, the bends are
116 m long and the straights are 84 m long (World Athletics,
2019a). That the straight part of the track is shorter can be
seen from the way in which the 100 m sprint race has its start
line on an extension from the rest of the track. The effect of
running on bends has been analyzed for short distance races
(Quinn, 2009; Ohnuma et al.,, 2018; Aftalion and Martinon,
2019; Churchill et al.,, 2019; Aftalion and Trélat, 2020), but
never for the 10,000 m, despite the potential impact of 50 bends
on running performance. Many 10,000 m competitors in major
championships are unused to running such long-distance races
over multiple laps, as they instead mostly compete in shorter
track races, on roads, or in cross country events. Indeed, in
the 2017 World Championships men’s 10,000 final, one of the
competitors had never run that distance on the track before,
having qualified for the championships as one of the top 15
finishers in that year’s World Cross Country Championships
(Hanley et al., 2018). Notwithstanding that athletes might run
the bends effectively slower than the straights because of taking
aracing line away from the inside kerb, the centrifugal forces and
reduced horizontal propulsion experienced during bend running
might also affect the speeds attained, as in sprinting (Judson
etal., 2019). To maintain constant metabolic energy expenditure,
athletes must run slower on the bends; by the same token, if
they wish to maintain an even pace, they must increase energy
expenditure (Taboga and Kram, 2019). A tactical decision to run
wide on the bends in an Olympic 5,000 m final was shown to
affect the medal positions (Jones and Whipp, 2002), and so our

study that includes analysis of the effects of bends in the longer
10,000 m race will be useful to athletes and coaches in establishing
whether bend running is a skill that requires development in
training for that event.

To date, studies on pacing in the 10,000 m event have relied
on 1,000-m split times (Filipas et al., 2018) or 100-m split times
(Thiel et al., 2012; Hettinga et al., 2019), and have shown that
changes in pace occur regularly during championship racing,
especially during the final 1,000 m. Indeed, achieving a high
finishing position in 10,000 m racing is associated with the ability
to produce or withstand high pace variability, and more so
with the capability of producing a fast final endspurt (Renfree
et al, 2020). However, even the higher-resolution data used
in previous research are restricted to mean speeds over 100-m
distances that could hide some interesting pacing phenomena
and prevent a fuller understanding of instantaneous speed and
its changes. In the present study, instead of using statistical
analyses of 100-m mean speeds, we choose to analyze a select
sample of athletes individually and fit a mathematical model
that closely resembles their pacing profiles. This process gives
access to the instantaneous speed and thus helps us explain the
physiological parameters that influence race strategy, fatigue, or
the ability to speed up, particularly at the end of the race. Using a
deterministic model means that for each race and each athlete,
new specific computations are involved, and so in this study
we focus on a single race. Furthermore, because the process
adopted is a deterministic model, rather than a statistical model
or experiment, we do not present a hypothesis. The aim of this
study is to model 10,000 m world-class racing performances to
allow for a deeper understanding of the factors that affect running
speed and to establish the effect of the bends on performance.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Split time data for each 100-m segment of the men’s 10,000 m
final at the 2017 IAAF World Championships were obtained
from Hanley et al. (2018). Athlete finishing times and personal
best times (PBs) (min:s) were also obtained from that report.
The race start-time temperature was 20°C and the humidity
was 64% (Hanley et al., 2018). To calculate mean speed (m/s)
from the running split data, we divide each 100-m distance by
time taken. We fit a mathematical model onto the 100-m mean
speed data from the race winner (finishing time: 26:49.51) so
that realistic constraints are applied that allow insights into the
relative effects of different physiological characteristics. We also
use the 100-m mean speed data from the 6th-place finisher for
our models (finishing time: 26:57.77), based on similarities in
these two athletes’ racing conditions. For example, the 6th-place
runner started on a similar part of the stagger (22nd athlete from
the inside) to the winner (20th athlete from the inside), and so
there was little or no difference in the effect of the first bend
between these two athletes.

The 100-m split mean data for the winner’s speed and 6th-
place runner’s speed are shown in Figure 1. The two athletes were
never more than 3.23 s apart (~19m apart, based on the mean
running speed for each 100-m segment), except during the last
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FIGURE 1 | The race data for the winner’s speed (blue line) and 6th-place runner’s speed (pink line).
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lap where the winner was 4.47 s ahead (~29 m apart) with 100 m
remaining, and finished the race 8.26 s ahead (~56 m apart). The
mean absolute difference between them during the first 9,600 m
was 1.39s (£0.97 s), equivalent to about 9 m apart. The winner’s
PB before the competition was 26:46.57, slightly quicker than the
6th-place athlete’s PB of 26:52.65. These athletes had the quickest
and fourth-quickest PBs of all starters before the race. Both
athletes undertook a strong acceleration at the very beginning of
the race and at its end, with the middle part not at a constant
speed, but included some tactical elements, in that running pace
was elevated between ~4,000 and 6,000 m (Figure 1). Whereas,
the race winner generally increased pace throughout the last
1000 m, and whose last 100-m segment was his quickest of all,
the 6th-place athlete could follow this increased pace until about
9,600 m only, after which his pace decreased so considerably that
his last 100-m was one of his slowest. With considerations of these
different tactical approaches at different stages of the race, our
aim is to understand the effect of the physiology, mechanics and
optimization of effort on these different sections of the race.

Description of the Track

The 2017 World Championship 10,000m final was run on a
standard athletics track 400 m long, made up of straights of 84 m
and half circles of radius 36.5 m, acknowledging that the length
of the track (in the inside lane) is measured 0.30 m from the kerb,
so that the curvature of the track is either zero (in the straights)
or 1/36.5 (in the bends) (World Athletics, 2019a). 10,000 m races
begin on the first bend using a staggered start, and then the
116-m length of the bends and the 84-m length of the straights
alternate. Because the split time data used were recorded every

100 m, the data corresponding to the straights therefore actually
include 16 m of bend running.

Deterministic Model

The aim of this study is to model 10,000 m world-class racing
performances to allow for a deeper understanding of the factors
that affect running speed. Rather than using statistical analyses
of mean data over 100-m or 1,000-m segments, we want to fit
a model to replicate actual athletes’ data so that instantaneous
speeds can be calculated.

The model (Aftalion and Bonnans, 2014; Aftalion, 2017;
Aftalion and Martinon, 2019; Aftalion and Trélat, 2020) yields
an optimal control problem based on a system of coupled
ordinary differential equations for the instantaneous speed v(s),
the propulsive force per unit of mass f(s), and the anaerobic
energy e(s), where s is the distance from start. The system relies
on Newton’s second law of motion and the energy balance that
takes into account the aerobic contribution VO,, the anaerobic
contribution e(s) and the power developed by the propulsive
force. Simulations require numerical values for the athletes’
parameters. Based on previous research on the world’s best
athletes and the proportion of maximal oxygen uptake that
occurs in elite-standard 10,000 m running, we assume VO3, is
85 mL/kg/min and, in a championship race (rather than a more
evenly paced world record), that the athletes run at roughly 85%
of this value (Péronnet and Thibault, 1989; Joyner, 1991; Saltin
et al., 1995; Billat et al., 2003; Lucia et al., 2008). The other key
physiological parameters that influence pacing are:

e the maximal propulsive force per unit of mass fyy,
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e the global friction coeflicient v that encompasses all kinds
of friction, both from joint and track. In total, fy T is the
maximal speed,

e the maximal decrease rate and increase rate of the propulsive
force, which is related to motor control: an athlete cannot stop
or start his effort instantaneously, but needs some time or
distance to do so. This is what our control parameters u_ and
uy provide,

e the total anaerobic energy or maximal accumulated oxygen
deficit €°,

e the VO, profile as a function of distance. This is a curve o (s)
where s is the relative distance from the start but in fact, in
the model, it is a curve o (e(s)) where e(s) is the remaining
anaerobic energy. We refer the reader to Aftalion (2017),
Aftalion and Martinon (2019), Aftalion and Trélat (2020) for
more details on the model.

These parameters &, u_, uy, fum, T and the function o are
not measured for each athlete but are estimated through a
computation to fit the data. More precisely, they are identified for
a specific race and athlete (i.e., the winner and 6th-place finisher
in the 10,000 m final in 2017). For fixed values of the parameters,
the optimal control problem is solved using Bocop, an open
license software developed by Inria-Saclay France (Bonnans
et al,, 2014). In total, we minimize the error between a single
optimization simulation and data for a wide range of parameters
to identify those that best match the data.

A crucial piece of information to be included in our model is
the centrifugal force on the bends: it does not act as such in the
equation of motion but limits the propulsive force f(s) through a
constraint that yields a decrease in the effective propulsive force
on the bends:

LON < £2
f(S) + R(5)2 _fM
where R(s) is the radius of curvature at distance s from the start
and fys is the maximal force that the runner can exert.

Because competition officials do not record wind speeds for
races longer than 200m (World Athletics, 2019b), no precise
wind data were available for the 10,000 m final. Given the wind
reading was +0.3 m/s in the preceding race (World Athletics,
2020b) (the last heat in the first round of the men’s 100 m),
we considered the effect of wind to be negligible in terms of
its effects on the runners’ speed or strategy for the 10,000 m
final. Concerning our model, it is not an issue to include any
wind effects (Pritchard, 1993; Quinn, 2003), even allowing for
the bends, provided there are precise data on wind speed and
direction for the duration of the race (which is not presently the
case for championship races). The wind adds an extra friction
term in the law of motion; this term depends on air density
(and therefore altitude), on the frontal area of the athlete in the
direction of the wind (which changes during the race with wind
direction) and the drag coefficient. Thus, the wind effect can be
included in the equations, but for a 10,000 m event it is not going
to affect performance because neither running speed nor wind
speed are fast enough.

RESULTS

The Winner’s Race

From the winner’s speed data every 100m, we identify the
physiological parameters of this athlete and therefore we are able
to compute his optimal speed. We show the instantaneous speed
because it allows us to see the variations better. To compute
the mean speed, we want to match the split data, therefore we
compute the time T for the k™ segment of 100 m, which is:

100k 1
T, = / ——dx.
100(k—1) V(%)

Thus, the mean speed for the kth segment is vy = 100/T.

In Figure 2, we plot the winner’s speed data (in blue) alongside
the mean speed found from the simulation (orange), whereas
in Figure 3, we add the instantaneous speed (green) to the
simulated mean speed. On the instantaneous speed figure, we can
observe that the instantaneous variations are much bigger on the
bends (the gray vertical bands) than what we can surmise from
the mean values. We also plot the simulated maximal propulsive
force (Figure 4) to see how effort is organized during the race.
Figure 5 provides the evolution of the anaerobic energy; we see
that the consumption of anaerobic energy is more pronounced
at the very beginning of the race and from 6,800 m for the
final acceleration, ending with effective exhaustion of anaerobic
reserve. The speed bounds are illustrated in Figure 6 where the
strategic part can be seen clearly by the tightness of the bounds
between ~4,000 and 6,000 m.

Effect of the Parameters

We analyze numerically the effect of the physiological
parameters. In Figure7, we compare the winners mean
speed (in orange) with a simulation where the anaerobic energy
is decreased by 5% (black), with the most noticeable effects
occurring between about 4,800 and 5,400 m and from 9,600 m
until the race finish. We subsequently select in our simulations
an imaginary runner with a higher running economy (i.e., higher
cost of running) (Lucia et al., 2008) and adjust his parameters to
fit the 6th-place runner in the race. In Figure 8, we plot the mean
speed data for the 6th-place runner (in pink), together with the
simulated mean speed (orange), whereas in Figure 9, we plot
the instantaneous speed (green). We see that the effect of these
parameters is to strongly influence the strategic part of the race
in the middle section and the final acceleration (or deceleration)
at the end of the race.

DISCUSSION

Using the model, we can evaluate what factors influence race
strategy, such as the ability to speed up during the endspurt. The
simulation reproduces the main parts of the winner’s race well
(Figure 3): a strong acceleration at the beginning, followed by
a cruising speed that is a little slower, a strategic acceleration
between 4,000 and 6,000 m, then a slowing down to a slower
speed before an acceleration starting at 7,000 m and a very quick
last lap. The occurrence of a mid-race surge in speed is not
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FIGURE 2 | The winner's mean speed data (blue line) with final time tyata = 26:49.51 and the simulated mean speed (orange line) with final time tgim, = 26:48.92.
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FIGURE 3 | The simulated speed (green line) and its mean every 100 m (orange).

unusual and was inferred to be a tactic used by the winner of the The 10,000m race in this study was one that featured
men’s 10,000 m Olympic final in 2008 to increase the homeostatic ~ frequently observed aspects of racing, in that athletes did not
disturbance in his opponents and effectively force them to choose ~ implement an even pace strategy that would potentially result
a slower pace or risk dropping out (de Koning et al., 2011). in better times, but instead adopted typical championship tactics
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FIGURE 5 | The anaerobic energy per kg vs. distance.

such as varied pace and a fast endspurt. The closeness of the
athletes with one lap remaining and, indeed, the narrow winning
margin (0.43 s) meant that the winner needed to draw upon all
remaining anaerobic reserves during the sprint finish. We see

that the anaerobic energy reserve is used more in the sections
of the race where a strong acceleration and propulsive force is
required: at the very beginning; at around 4,000 m to speed up;
and at the end (starting from 6,500 m) (Figure 5). Reasoning that
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—— Winner's smoothed speed profile
Speed bound

3 T T T T T T
0 2000 4000 6000 8000 10000

FIGURE 6 | The speed bounds imposed in the simulation around the smoothed winner’s speed profile. The speed has to be in the gray area. When the bounds are
tight, this is to impose a strategic speed.

8.0
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FIGURE 7 | Simulated mean speed for the winner tsm, = 26:48.92 (orange line), and with 5% less energy (black line) tiess = 26:54.25, At = 5.33s.

the athletes finishing in the top positions in this race would have by 5%, we see that the new optimal race has a start that is slightly
similar aerobic capacities, difference in anaerobic physiology can  slower, with an acceleration in the middle of the race that is
ultimately decide the final race positions. For the part of our  smaller and, most important of all, a lack of ability to speed
analysis where we reduce the simulated winner’s anaerobic energy =~ up at the end (Figure 7). If ever this hypothetical runner tried
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FIGURE 8 | Simulated mean speed for a runner with a higher running economy (orange line) compared with the mean speed for the 6th-place runner (pink line). trs =
26:57.92, tgmu = 26:57.41.
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FIGURE 9 | Simulated mean speed (orange line) and instantaneous speed for a runner with a higher running economy (green line).

to speed up as much as the simulated winner at the beginning, = more importantly, that athletes who are likely to be less well
then his pace would slow even more at the end. Coaches should  anaerobically trained should avoid the surges of increased speed
therefore note the importance of developing sufficient anaerobic ~ that occur in the earlier stages of the race. These short surges are
physiology in training, which is generally already understood but,  often deliberately used by athletes to challenge the physiological
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responses of their rivals (Thompson, 2007) and the model shows
mathematically why this approach can work. By maintaining
a more even pace throughout the race, any anaerobic energy
that would be used up in these surges can be retained until the
endspurt. In addition, an athlete who runs with a low “cruising”
speed depletes their anaerobic energy less and enhances their
capacity for a fast endspurt; this tactic can be seen in those
distance runners with a fast sprint finish who try to deliberately
slow the pace from the front, and is another strategy for coaches
to consider training for.

There is an effect of bend running on speed, in that the
modeled data (calculated to closely replicate the winner and
6th-place athletes’ pacing profiles) indicate that the straights
are run faster than the bends. This shows that an even pace
is never truly achieved in 10,000m racing, even during the
more steady state phases of the race, e.g., between 1,000 and
3,000 m. Athletes do not immediately slow from a straight to a
bend, not least because the 100-m straight sections themselves
include 16 m of bend, and so the simulated speeds (Figures 3, 9)
reflect the gradual decrease in pace on each bend and increase
on the straights. To some extent, slower running speeds on
the bends are not unexpected given the decrease in horizontal
propulsion, and support previous assumptions by Taboga and
Kram (2019) from their models of bend running. In any case,
coaches should note that leg asymmetry is not uncommon
during bend running, with the outer, right leg being more
effective at force production (Judson et al., 2019). This means
that a certain amount of preparatory training is required before
competing in a 10,000m track race (which comprises 5,800 m
of bend running in total) to ensure both legs are effective in
producing horizontal impulse and to avoid asymmetry-related
injuries (Hamill et al., 1987). However, in the strategic parts
between 4,000 and 6,000m and near the end, when there is
noticeable acceleration, the effect of the bend is less pronounced.
We notice that for the 6th-place runner (Figure9), the speed
variation on the bends is not as great as for the winner:
because he has a higher running economy, he cannot vary
his speed as much in the straights after the bends. Moreover,
he is unable to speed up at the end of the race as this
inferior running economy means that maintaining a pace close
to the winner relies more on anaerobic sources, which are
then no longer available during the endspurt. In addition, a
higher running economy reduces the ability to vary his speed
once on the straight and restricts his tactical options more
so than the athlete with lower running economy. Given that
running economy could be the critical factor determining race
performance (Lucia et al., 2008), it is undoubtedly a key factor
for coaches to emphasize in training regimens (Midgley et al.,
2007). It is reasonable to expect that psychological factors, such
as demotivation caused by being out of the medal positions
on the last lap, could have had an effect on the pacing profile
of lower finishing runners. One strength of our model is the
potential to include various psychological factors, either related
to interactions between runners (Aftalion and Martinon, 2019),
or motivation (or lack of motivation) using the cost-benefit
model of Le Bouc et al. (2016). However, the difficulty of
modeling these for a 10,000m race is that the computations

are very time-consuming and so for the moment we have not
included these aspects. Nevertheless, for the 6th-place runner,
we do not believe that reduced motivation or a decision to slow
down explains the decrease in speed on the last lap because
those finishing in the top eight have the incentive of prize
money, and also because his speed decrease perfectly fits an
energy reduction.

The advantage of using a modeling approach is that it allows
us to manipulate the variables involved to assess the effect
of changes in those variables, and thus the main strength of
this study is how it accounts for the effect of each parameter
individually and can be predictive. For example, by reducing
anaerobic energy availability in our model we could see the
reduced capacity for a fast endspurt or the need to avoid
earlier intermittent surges of faster running. Being able to
describe instantaneous speed for the whole race means we can
account for more realistic changes in pace that using mean
splits (over each 100m) does not allow. One simple example
is how the model allows us to show the rapid increase in
speed from 0 m/s at the very start of the race, but more
usefully means it is possible to see more clearly the effect
of running the bends. In this study, we were interested in
modeling championship performances, where tactics play a key
role and where winning a medal is more important than the
time achieved per se. Whereas, only a very few athletes can ever
hope to set a world record (and planned attempts tend to require
considerable race management on behalf of the organizers),
championship running offers more athletes the chance to win
a medal or achieve a high finishing position. A weakness of
the modeling approach taken are that the computations for
each race and runner are considerably time-consuming, and
large-scale analyses of athletes and any possible interactions
between them are costly. The results of this study show that
coaches of ambitious athletes should consider training programs
that emphasize both the ability to maintain a consistent pace
for most of the race (e.g., through tempo runs) and the
capability of increasing pace with no undue stress during tactical
increases in speed and the endspurt (e.g., through short interval
training) (Casado et al., 2020b). Further developments in athlete
pace measurements that could provide higher resolution speed
data (more frequently than each 100m) will lead to better
understanding, modeling and predictions that can assist coaches
with race preparation. The implications for future research are
therefore that how this knowledge allows an athlete to adapt
a strategy against a runner whose weakness or parameters
are known could be tested; indeed, the practical applications
of this study include the ability for coaches to adapt race
strategy based on knowledge of how energy reserves are used,
as well as highlighting the importance of becoming proficient at
bend running.

CONCLUSIONS

Based on 100-m time splits for a 10,000m race, we perform
simulations to understand the role of the physiology, efforts and
tactics, and what is essential to win a race. We have seen that a

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living | www.frontiersin.org

January 2021 | Volume 2 | Article 636428


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living#articles

Mercier et al.

Modeling 10,000 m Championship Racing

runner with a low running economy can speed up in the middle
of the race and maintain a strong pace that will not impact his
ability to speed up considerably at the end. On the other hand, a
runner with a higher running economy or with a lower anaerobic
reserve, or where higher running economy is compensated for
with anaerobic energy, can follow most of the race but loses the
ability to speed up at the end. We also observe that runners with
better running economy have the ability to vary more their speed
between the bends and straights, leading to a better time per lap,
and overall race performance. Although it is well-established that
physiological factors like running economy and anaerobic energy
are important in elite-standard endurance running, we show for
the first time how athletes who are more limited in these aspects
can reduce the impact by adopting race tactics such as even pace
running until the final acceleration phase. In addition, there is
a clear effect of the bends on running speeds, and athletes are
advised to spend some time in preparation for 10,000 m races to
familiarize themselves with bend running at race speeds.
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