
How to Run Healthy 
Through the Holidays

Tip Sheet

Here are a few of the biggest running health challenges during the holidays and 
strategies for coping with them:

Travel
There is barely a form of travel these days that doesn't involve being confined to a bad 
seat for a long time. But there's a lot you can do to make this more comfortable and 
easier to recover from. 

First Prepare Yourself
To sit comfortably you need to be able to flex your hip joints about 90 degrees and the 
rest of yourself in coordination with that. And then to recover afterwards you need to 
fully un-flex and restore mobility to all your joints. 

People who feel and move the worst in the day or two after flying are people who've 
had to struggle to get into that flexed position. Help yourself with this by getting some 
exercise if possible before you travel and then doing a flexion-related Feldenkrais 
lesson or some forward-bending stretches for your back, glutes, and hamstrings. 
(Though I normally advise against static stretches that is--stretches you hold--this is an 
okay time to do them.)

Modify the Seat... and Keep Modifying It
Car, airplane, and many bus and train seats slope backwards so it's inevitable that you 
end up slouching, and some have a convex seat back that make it impossible to sit any 
other way.  

The best way to deal with this is cushions—either airplane pillows, folded up blankets, 
or even a thick scarf you wear and fold up. Use one or more cushions to alter the shape 
of your seat. If it slopes backwards, put a pillow under your rear end to make it more 
level. If the seat back is concave, put a cushion in the deepest part to make it more flat 
and help you sit upright. The goal is to sit like you're a Victorian. 
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Then, once you've got a good arrangement, change it every half hour or so. Move the 
cushions slightly, take them out briefly, put more in, and get up as often as you can. 
Needless to say, aisle seats are ideal for this, but even if you're pinned next to a 
window you can keep adjusting your position.  There is no position, however perfect,  
that you can hold for long periods of time without serious consequences. If you're stuck 
in your seat, you just have to keep changing its shape.

For additional help making your seat more comfortable I highly recommend my 
colleague Lavinia Plonka's audio lesson collection, “Have a Comfortable Flight.” Just 
put it on your phone and do one every hour or so. You'll get off the plane feeling better 
than when you got on. (Of course if you're driving a car you can't do this, so just take 
lots of breaks to get out and walk around.)

Reverse the Process Once You Arrive
Once you get where you're going, do not immediately go for a run. You now need to 
fully un-flex yourself and restore mobility in all your joints. If your flight was short this 
isn't a big deal, but the longer it was the more important this stage is.

Lengthen your front by working your back. This is the time for some glute exercises 
such as bridging, prone leg extensions, bow pose (yoga), etc. Take it slow and hold 
each repetition for 10 seconds to start, and as you loosen up you can move more 
dynamically. Alternatively you can do an extension-related Feldenkrais lesson.

The other necessary step is to get some mobility back. Go for a swim, do a bit of yoga 
that includes backbends and does not involve deep stretching or pushing, do some 
dancing, or just go for a long walk.

After that you'll be able to run much more safely than if you did it right after flying.

Hydrate and Rehydrate
Do your best to hydrate well before, during, and after travel, and remember if you get 
dehydrated it can take a couple of days to get back to normal. Generally frequent sips 
of water hydrate you better than a single massive guzzle. And as everyone knows, 
alcohol dehydrates you so don't overdo it and drink extra water if you're indulging.

Sleep is Non-Negotiable
Jet lag and missed sleep matter because sleep is when your body rebuilds after 
exercise. Inadequate sleep = inadequate recovery = a more fragile runner. Make sure 
to get plenty of sleep between runs, so that means if your travel schedule and/or jet 
lag cause you to miss out on sleep, delay your next run until you can get a good night 
or two under your belt. Do some other form of low-intensity exercise instead if you 
like, but don't keep running as if you were sleeping normally. It's not worth it.
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Cold Weather
If you live in the northern hemisphere and the holidays are cold, there are a few 
weather-related pitfalls you should be aware of.

Don't Run Like a Turtle
We tend to pull ourselves down and in while trying to keep warm, like a turtle pulling 
limbs and head into their shell. Turtles, however, are not great runners, and that should 
be an important sign! Instead of hunkering down in the freezing wind, dress yourself 
warmly enough to permit normal movement.

• Wear gloves instead of pulling your sleeves over your hands (even if your 
sleeves were designed for that). Too much tension in the sleeves in the direction 
from your shoulders to hands will actually cue you to restrict movement in your 
shoulder joints, stiffening your gait overall.

• Wear a scarf, balaclava, or whatever else you need to keep from tucking in your 
chin. If you're not properly warm you'll pull your head down and chin towards 
throat, which moves your weight backwards relative to your feet and promotes 
overstriding as well as making running feel harder. Tucking your chin into the 
collar of your shirt or coat is no better. You need a separate piece of clothing 
that will keep you from feeling the impulse to tuck your chin.

• Wear whatever else you need so you're warm enough to move normally. I know 
I'm repeating myself here but some runners are in love with being tough and 
simply do not wear enough in cold, wet weather. You know who you are. 
Dressing appropriately for the weather lets you run smooth and fast, which 
honestly is better than being tough, now isn't it?!

Do a Longer, Slower Warmup

Circulation, breathing, and body temperature need to rise gradually through a warmup 
so you're ready to run when you start. In cold weather this takes longer, as you may 
imagine, so give yourself longer. Your entire run will be better if you warm up 
sufficiently before placing demands on your body. That means walking at least 10 
minutes and then beginning your run very slowly, only gradually increasing your 
speed.

Stress
For many of us the holidays are a stressful time. Running can be an outlet, important 
alone-time and escape from the pressures, as well as a resource to improve your mood 
and ability to cope afterwards.

Take it Easy
The thing to bear in mind is that running can also itself be a stressor. And in fact it's 
very common for recreational runners to be in the habit of running too fast on a 
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regular basis, actually increasing their stress hormone levels and creating a significant 
need for recovery. 

Every kind of stress is, in the end...stressful. Be it emotional or physical stress, the 
physiological effects are fundamentally the same. 

This means if you go out and run hard after a stressful family dinner, you've just had 
two stressful events in a row.

So if your festive season is also a stress-fest, then make your running goal this: to go 
for slow, leisurely runs. You cannot outrun emotional stress, so don't try. Instead make 
your runs soothing, breathe slow and easy, and if possible enjoy the beauty of nature. 
Take plenty of time to look around, let your mind wander, and let your stress level 
ease.

You can read more about this in my series on running and stress, inspired by my own 
stressful year, here. 

The Season Is the Cure
In addition to running the right way to relieve stress, many of the traditions of the 
holidays also are, at their heart, stress-relievers.

The fragrances and flavors, the herbs and spices we use for the holidays—such as 
ginger, vanilla, cinnamon, and more—are stress-relievers, immune boosters, and all-
around health tonics. Especially when you don't have them combined with too much 
sugar, they can help you feel calmer, healthier, and more able to enjoy yourself.

Music is also a potent stress and pain reducer with no known side effects, so make the 
most of the music that's around! Listen, play, and sing.

The year-end traditions of prayer and reflection can also be a wellspring of calm and 
peace, whatever tradition you come from. 

My Wish for You
When I was a child we had a Christmas book of stories and poems that began with this 
excerpt of a letter attributed to Fra Angelico:

“I salute you! There is nothing I can give you which you have not; but there is  
much, that, while I cannot give, you can take.

No heaven can come to us unless our hearts find rest in it today.
Take Heaven.
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No peace lies in the future which is not hidden in this present instant.
Take Peace.

The gloom of the world is but a shadow; behind it, yet, within our reach, is joy. 
Take Joy.

And so . . . I greet you, with the prayer that for you, now and forever, the day  
breaks and the shadows flee away.”

Whatever your beliefs and whatever holidays you observe, this is what I wish for you: 
that in your running and in your life you find ways to take heaven, take peace, and take 
joy.
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