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CONQUERING THE LONGEST DAY:
YOUR GUIDE TO THE 36 WEEK
IRONMAN TRAINING PLAN

Crossing the finish line  of  an Ironman is
a  l i fe-changing  achievement.  I t
represents  months  of  dedication,  early
mornings, challenging workouts, and an
unwavering  commitment  to  a  singular
goal. For many, the sheer scale of the
task—a 2.4-mile swim, a 112-mile bike
ride, and a 26.2-mile marathon run—can

fee l  overwhe lming .  The  key  to
transforming this monumental challenge
from a daunting dream into a tangible
reality lies in one thing: preparation. A
structured, phased approach is not just
helpful;  it  is  essential.  This is  where a
comprehensive  36  week  Ironman
training  plan  becomes  your  most
valuable tool. This nine-month journey is
designed  to  build  your  endurance
methodically,  reduce the risk of  injury,
and ensure you arrive at the start line
healthy, strong, and ready to perform at
your best.
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WHY 36 WEEKS IS THE OPTIMAL
TRAINING DURATION

A 36 week Ironman training plan strikes
the  perfect  balance  between  building
sufficient  fitness  and  avoiding  burnout.
Shorter  plans  often  force  athletes  to
ramp up volume too quickly, increasing
the risk of overuse injuries. Longer plans
can lead to mental fatigue and a loss of
focus. The 36-week timeframe allows for
a  gradual  build,  incorporating  crucial
recovery periods and providing enough
time  to  develop  the  specific  muscular
endurance  and  cardiovascular  fitness
required  for  the  Ironman  distance.  It
provides  a  buffer  for  life’s  unexpected
interruptions, such as illness, travel, or
work commitments, ensuring one missed
week  doesn't  derai l  your  ent i re

campaign.

THE THREE CORE PHASES OF A
36 WEEK IRONMAN TRAINING
PLAN

An  effective  36  week  Ironman  training
plan is typically broken down into three
distinct  macrocycles,  each  with  a
specific  physiological  and  psychological
purpose.  Understanding  these  phases
will help you appreciate the progression
and trust the process.

Phase 1: The
Foundation
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Phase (Weeks 1 -
12)
The  first  twelve  weeks  are  all  about
building a robust aerobic base. The focus
is not on speed or intensity, but on time
on  your  feet  and  time  in  the  saddle.
During this phase, you are teaching your
body  to  become  efficient  at  burning  fat
for  fuel  and  strengthening  your
connective tissues—bones, tendons, and
ligaments—to handle the higher loads to
come.

Swim Focus: Form and technique
are paramount. Drills like fist drills,
catch-up drills, and side-kicking
are more important than speed.

You'll be building comfort and
efficiency in the water with
sessions ranging from 1,500 to
3,000 meters.
Bike Focus: Long, steady rides at
a conversational pace (Zone 2
heart rate). These rides build
capillary density in your leg
muscles, improving your ability to
deliver oxygen. The goal is to build
up to a 4-5 hour steady ride by the
end of this phase.
Run Focus: Similarly, all runs
should be at an easy, controlled
pace. The focus is on increasing
time on feet, not pace.
Implementing a run-walk strategy
from the very beginning can help
manage impact and build
resilience.



4

4 36 Week Ironman Training Plan 2025-07-09

Strength Training: This is a
critical and often neglected
component. Two sessions per
week focusing on compound
movements like squats, deadlifts,
lunges, and core work will build a
powerful, injury-resistant frame.

Phase 2: The
Build Phase
(Weeks 13 - 28)
With a solid foundation established, this
phase introduces intensity and volume.
Your  weekly  training  hours  will  peak
during this 16-week block. The goal is to
raise  your  functional  threshold  power

(FTP)  on  the  bike  and  your  lactate
threshold pace on the run.
The introduction of key workouts:

Sweet Spot Training on the1.
Bike: Intervals at 88-93% of your
FTP. These are challenging but
sustainable efforts that
significantly improve your ability
to hold a higher pace for longer.
Tempo Runs: Sustained efforts at2.
a “comfortably hard” pace,
roughly between your half-
marathon and marathon race
pace. These teach your body to
clear lactate more efficiently.
The Brick Workout: This is the3.
most important workout in any 36
week Ironman training plan. A
brick is a bike ride immediately
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followed by a run. Starting with a
2-hour ride + 20-minute run, you
will progress to longer sessions.
The purpose is to train your legs to
handle the unique sensation of
running on tired, heavy legs after
a long ride.
Long Course Simulation: Once4.
or twice during this phase, you
should complete a “long day” that
simulates the race itself—for
example, a 4-hour bike followed by
a 60-90 minute run.

Phase 3: The

Peak & Taper
Phase (Weeks 29
- 36)
This  final  phase  is  where  you  reap  the
rewards of your hard work. The volume
decreases,  but  the  intensity  of  key
sessions  remains  high  to  maintain
sharpness. The primary goal is to arrive
at  the  start  line  fully  recovered  and
bursting with energy.

Peak Week (Weeks 29-31):
Your last big block of training. You
will hit your longest long ride and
longest long run during this period.
This is your final “stressor” before
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the recovery begins. A typical peak
long ride might be 6-7 hours, and
a peak long run might be 3-3.5
hours.
The Taper (Weeks 32-36): Many
athletes struggle with the taper.
You will feel fresh and restless, but
it is crucial to trust the plan. Your
body is absorbing all the training.
The volume drops by 20-30% each
week. Focus on sleep, nutrition,
and mental preparation. Do short,
easy sessions with a few short,
sharp efforts to keep your legs
feeling snappy.

KEY COMPONENTS OF A
SUCCESSFUL IRONMAN TRAINING
PLAN

Beyond the swim, bike, and run, several

other  elements  are  integral  to  your
success on a 36 week Ironman training
plan.

Nutrition: Fueling
for the Long Haul
You cannot train like an Ironman and eat
like  a  sedentary  person.  Your  caloric
needs will be substantial.

Daily Nutrition: Focus on whole
foods: lean proteins, complex
carbohydrates (rice, oats, sweet
potatoes), and healthy fats
(avocado, nuts, olive oil). Don't
fear carbohydrates—they are your
primary fuel source.
Training Fueling: Practice your
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race-day nutrition during your long
workouts. Find out which gels,
chews, drinks, and real foods (like
bananas or peanut butter
sandwiches) your stomach can
tolerate. Your goal is to consume
60-90 grams of carbohydrates per
hour during long bike rides and
runs.
Recovery Nutrition: The 30-60
minute window after a hard
workout is critical. A combination
of protein and carbohydrates (e.g.,
a recovery shake, chocolate milk,
or a chicken and rice bowl) will
kickstart muscle repair and
glycogen replenishment.

Recovery: The
Unsung Hero
Fitness is not gained during the workout
itself,  but  during  the  recovery  that
follows. A 36 week Ironman training plan
must prioritize rest.

Sleep: Aim for 7-9 hours of quality
sleep per night. This is non-
negotiable.
Rest Days: You should have at
least one, if not two, complete rest
days each week. Your body needs
these to repair micro-tears in
muscle tissue and rebalance your
nervous system.
Active Recovery: On easy days,
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keep the effort truly easy. A 30-
minute recovery spin or a gentle
walk should feel effortless.
Mobility and Stretching:
Incorporate 10-15 minutes of foam
rolling and static stretching after
your key sessions, or on a
separate occasion. Yoga is a
fantastic complement to Ironman
training for flexibility and mental
focus.

Mental Fortitude:
The Final

Frontier
The physical challenge of an Ironman is
immense, but the mental battle is often
harder. Your 36 week Ironman training
plan  is  as  much  a  mental  training
program as it is a physical one.

Break It Down: Don't think about
the full 140.6 miles. Break the race
into segments: "Just get to the
swim exit," "Get to the next aid
station," "Survive the first 10 miles
of the marathon." This applies to
training, too. Focus on the workout
in front of you, not the 35 weeks
ahead.
Embrace the Suck: There will be
tough days. The weather will be
bad. You will be tired. A workout
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will go poorly. These are not
failures; they are data points and
character-builders. Learn to find a
quiet place of acceptance and
keep moving forward.
Visualization: Spend a few
minutes each day visualizing your
success. See yourself swimming
smoothly, pedaling powerfully, and
running with a steady stride.
Picture yourself crossing the finish
line and hearing the words, “You
are an Ironman.”

GEAR AND EQUIPMENT
ESSENTIALS

You  do  not  need  the  most  expensive
gear to complete an Ironman, but you do
need reliable equipment. For a 36 week
Ironman  training  plan,  consider  these

essentials:

Bike: A road bike or a triathlon
bike. A professional bike fit is the
best investment you can make. It
will prevent injuries and make you
more aerodynamic and
comfortable.
Wetsuit: Required for most open-
water swims in cooler
temperatures. Ensure it fits snugly
but allows for full range of motion
in the shoulders.
Running Shoes: Rotate two pairs
of running shoes. This allows the
foam in one pair to decompress
while you use the other, extending
their lifespan and reducing injury
risk. Replace them every 300-400
miles.
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Tri-suit: A one-piece tri-suit is the
most practical and comfortable
option for racing, allowing you to
do all three disciplines without
changing clothes.
Hydration System: Invest in a
good hydration system for your
bike—either aero bars with
integrated bottles or a frame-
mounted system.

SAMPLE WEEKLY STRUCTURE
FOR THE BUILD PHASE

To give you a concrete idea of what a
week in a 36 week Ironman training plan
looks like, here is a sample outline for a
week during the build phase. This is a
high-volume week.

Monday: Rest Day or Active

Recovery (30 min easy spin or
swim).
Tuesday: Morning: Swim (3,000m
- drills and main set of 500m
repeats). Evening: Run (60 min
with 3 x 10 minutes at tempo
pace).
Wednesday: Morning: Bike (1.5
hours with sweet spot intervals).
Evening: Strength Training (45
min).
Thursday: Morning: Swim
(2,500m - endurance set).
Evening: Run (45 min easy
recovery run).
Friday: Rest Day or gentle
stretching, foam rolling.
Saturday: Big Day: Long Brick
Workout. Bike (5 hours steady)
followed immediately by Run
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(45-60 min at race pace).
Sunday: Long Run (2.5 hours
steady, run-walk strategy).
Afternoon: Strength Training (45
min - lighter session).

This represents roughly 15-18 hours of
training for  the week.  The volume will
increase  and  decrease  cyclically
throughout the 36 week Ironman training
p l a n  t o  a l l o w  f o r
supercompensation—the  physiological
process  where  your  body  rebuilds
stronger after a period of stress followed
by recovery.

COMMON PITFALLS AND HOW TO
AVOID THEM

Many athletes falter on their way to the
Ironman  finish  line.  Knowing  the
common mistakes can help you navigate
your  36  week  Ironman  training  plan
more effectively.

Going Out Too Hard: On race
day, the adrenaline will be
pumping. The number one mistake
is going out too hard on the swim
or the first 30 miles of the bike. A
huge percentage of the field gets
passed in the second half of the
marathon. Start conservatively
and let the race come to you. In
training, resist the urge to turn
every workout into a


