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WSA “If it doesn’t make you faster, then don’t use it.”  

or both novices and seasoned athletes it
all begins with the swim. For those of us
living in less tropical climes, a wetsuit is
essential, if not compulsory, for many
races. Whilst an obvious reason for this is
to maintain body temperature, a triathlon
wetsuit also offers other significant
performance advantages such as greater
buoyancy often helping to maintain a

more streamlined swim position than would
otherwise be achieved. Because of this, most suits
have a thicker layer of neoprene over the legs,
with a thinner layer over the torso and shoulders
to keep these areas as flexible as possible to allow
a natural swimming stroke. Other suits without
these refinements, such as those designed for
other sports such as surfing, feel heavy in the
water, restrictive through the shoulders and, as a
result, significantly more energy is expended in
completing the course.

Significant time can be lost during the transition
period between each discipline if the equipment
is not suitable, both in terms of fit and design.
Wetsuits need to fit like a second skin, to avoid

excess water entering during the swim but, with
this, there is a danger that an athlete can waste
valuable time struggling to remove it upon exiting
the water and starting on the bike. To combat this,
triathlon wetsuits are designed to facilitate speedy
removal with three key features: first, the zip cord
is easy to reach, with the zip itself free from
possible obstructions; second, the tension caused
by the necessary tight fit of the suit helps it to
spring open around the shoulders, allowing for
easier removal over the torso; third, a high fit over
the ankles. Watching the first transition of any
triathlon provides ample evidence of the
importance of this, with the sight of athletes
hopping around, struggling to wrench the suit
over their ankles far from uncommon. A good suit
will be cut to fit midway up the calf muscle, as
opposed to the ankle, with many also allowing the
athlete to adjust this length by cutting away
neoprene as desired.

F

“Speed. It’s what we aim for and what we train for, whether that’s Sprint, Olympic or Ironman
distance. Now that the race season is over, and the days are short and the nights long, we
could be forgiven for settling down on the sofa. Most of us, however, are back in the pool,
braving the wind on the bike and running through the rain in a drive to improve on last year.
With so much time spent throughout the year training, obsessing and dreaming, any time -
saving measures are vital — not just for racing but also for everyday life. Triathlon clothing is
designed to meet these needs, to provide functionality and comfort whilst training and pure
speed when racing”. Amateur triathlete and qualified coach
with Ful-on Triathlon Club in London, UK, Lee Jackson
gives his opinion on triathlon apparel available
on the market.
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Avoiding a washout
During the swim, most triathletes will

wear their race-suit underneath their
wetsuit to avoid wasting unnecessary time
changing. Friends often comment on how
uncomfortable it must be to get on a bike
with soaking wet clothes on, and it is this
factor, amongst others, that distinguishes
good race-suits from bad. Deny it as they
may, most triathletes love Lycra. We may
laugh along with jokes about how
ridiculous we look, but secretly we know it
looks great…or at least we think it does.
The best suits repel water, which is
important, whilst also allowing the body to
breathe, which is why Lycra (despite its
dubious fashion advantage) is a clear
winner over other fabrics. A poor suit is
easy to recognise, it’s the one that hangs
from the crotch due to the weight of all the
water it’s carrying and is still damp at the
end of the race. When we spend a good
part of each year trying to keep our weight
down, the last thing we need is a suit that
will actually increase our bodyweight,
meaning that more effort is needed to
complete the distance – it’s the equivalent
of swimming in your pyjamas.  

As well as breathability, water resistance
and lightweight, triathlon race-suits have a
number of additional design features to
add comfort and functionality. Triathlon
bikes are designed with speed in mind
and comfort a distant second. As a result,
the saddle is not what most people would
describe as comfortable. To help ease this
problem, race-suits offer a padded, non-
absorbent chamois (or synthetic chamois)
inner through the crotch to increase
comfort and avoid chafing. The fact that
triathletes have to follow the ride with a
run highlights the difference from pure
cycling suits. Cyclists enjoy generous
padding as they spend the entire race
seated. Using similar suits for triathlon,
whilst better than football shorts, for
example, does not translate perfectly –
such padding may add greater comfort
on the bike, but this becomes a
hindrance during the run, rubbing
between the legs and adding extra
weight if still wet. It’s for a similar reason
that many shy away from the “Speedo”-
style triathlon shorts, as well as the fact
that many don’t like the look of them.

Energy is an essential consideration for
triathletes, with food having a great effect
on the performance of an athlete during
training and racing. Triathletes, whether
they are racing short or long courses,
need to be able to carry food with them,
and this is an important consideration in
terms of apparel. As well as sports drinks
that are held in bottles on the bike, the

main forms of nutrition are energy bars
and gels. These can be stored on the bike,
taped to the frame or placed in saddle
bags, but the most effective way to carry
them (gels in particular) is in small pockets
on the back of the race-suit, allowing
them to be used on either the bike or
during the run. These pockets need to be
large enough to store bars or gels, but
also small enough so that they don’t fill
with water during the swim—or allow their
contents to move around whilst racing.
Not having these pockets is hardly a
disaster, but when speed and fuel is
critical, knowing you have a spare gel
stored for the run can be a definite
comfort.

Well-grounded
Having clothed ourselves in Lycra,

another key area is footwear, for both the
cycling and running stages. As with the
other apparel, footwear needs to offer the
same key qualities already discussed, i.e.
ease of entry, functional, lightweight and
breathable. Whilst trainers, ballet shoes or
brogues can be used on the bike, there
are reasons why most prefer tri-specific
cycle shoes. The first key factor is the sole.
To achieve maximum power-transfer
from foot to pedal, the sole needs to be
as stiff as possible to prevent the foot
bending and absorbing force. For this
reason, good tri-shoes will typically have a
carbon sole. These may not feel like
slippers when walking, but on the bike
they are lightweight and help to maximise
power output. As with the wetsuit, the
cycle shoes also need to be put on and
taken off as easily as possible. To enable

this they tend to have one thick Velcro
strap that opens outwards from the inside
of the foot. The reason for this is two-fold:
first, to avoid tricky multiple straps, and
second, to ensure a fast transition – with
shoes often left clipped into the pedal
ready for athletes to insert their feet whilst
on the move, the straps need to be left
open. By opening outwards the straps can
be left open with no danger of getting
caught by the pedal cranks or chain. This
is a simple design feature, but one that
provides significant advantages over
normal cycling shoes.

Running shoes, like those used for the
bike, need to help us move through the
transition and complete the course as fast
as possible. With the run, however, the
distance of the course and the running
style of the athlete can determine the
choice of footwear. Irrespective of
distance, being breathable, comfortable
and easy to put on are vital qualities, as
would be expected of all good running
shoes, triathlon or otherwise. The distance
and the triathlete’s running gait determine
the weight and cushioning of the shoe,
with the basic options being a lightweight
racing shoe or a more traditional, heavier
“mileage” trainer. Racing shoes, whilst
offering clear advantages in terms of
weight and therefore speed, are not
appropriate for some runners or for
longer distances. By providing less
cushioning to save on weight, racing
shoes put the feet at a greater risk of
damage through repetitive pounding – a
risk that increases with distance and for
runners who require greater support
through excessive pronation of the foot.
Because of this, racing shoes are far more
prevalent amongst triathletes with either
an efficient running style or for those who
compete in either Sprint or Olympic
distance races. The strain on the feet and
legs through longer course races
generally requires a more supportive
shoe for all but the best runners.

Triathlon is a huge challenge. It’s
simultaneously an incredibly complex and
an incredibly simple sport. It doesn’t take
a genius to ride a bike or pop out for a
jog, and swimming in open water can be
one of life’s most liberating, simple
pleasures. Triathlon, however, starts to
become complicated due to the physical
and mental demands of trying to improve
performance, and trying to understand
the many factors that help to achieve this.
Clothing is a vital element in meeting this
challenge, not only in providing comfort
during training and racing, but also in
working with the athlete to maximise their
speed, and reduce those times.
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