
Getting Ready for your First Triathlon? Here are a few tips to help you feel prepared. 

 

Swim 

Swimming is often the area that creates the most fear for first-time triathletes.  If you haven’t swum for a few years or if you have 

never been a ‘lap’ swimmer; start slowly (see the beginner program).  It is very helpful to hook up with a trainer or an experienced 

swimmer.  They are often able to give great tips and advice to help you improve your stroke.  It is also a great idea to choose an event 

that caters to beginners, such as a shallow lake.  

 

It is highly recommended to do at least one, more if possible, open-water swims before your race, preferably in the lake where your 

race will take place.  Swimming in open water is very different from swimming in a pool.  By swimming a few times in open water it can 

help alleviate race day apprehension and help you feel more comfortable.  Make sure whenever you swim in open water that you have a 

swimming buddy or someone in a kayak right beside you.  

Race Day:  

 Remember you only need to be able to swim the distance safely, speed is not important.  If you are not able to swim freestyle 

the entire distance; it’s o.k.  You can side stroke, breast stroke, you can even flip over on your back if you need to.  As long as 

you keep a float and keep moving forward you’re good to go.  

 Another new challenge on race day will be swimming with 50 plus other people.  Often times where you position yourself within 

your wave will determine how many people will be trying to swim around and/or over you.  Generally, if you are a faster 

swimmer you want to be towards the front of your wave so that you don’t have to dodge others to keep your pace.  If you are a 

beginner swimmer it is recommended you start in the back of your heat and slightly off to the side where there is not as much 

traffic.  You will most likely have an easier time swimming and won’t have to battle so many people.  

Equipment:  

 Swimsuit/bike shorts/racing suit 

 Goggles 

 Swim cap (required, but usually provided by the race).  If no official cap is provided, all swimmers should wear their own brightly 

colored swim cap.  

 Wetsuit (optional – they do help you float by adding more buoyancy).  If the water is very cold, wetsuits will help keep you 

warmer.  If the water temperature reaches above 78 degrees caution should be taken as wearing a wetsuit can easily make you 

over heat in water.  

*Whether you decide on a wetsuit, swimsuit, or tri suit make sure you try it out before race day.  You’ll want to make sure you 

can swim comfortably in whatever you decide to wear.  
 

*Illegal Equipment: Any swimmer wearing any artificial propulsion device, including but not limited to fins, gloves, paddles, or floating 

devices of any kind shall be disqualified. 



 

Bike 

Biking isn’t as intimidating for most people as the swim.  Most of us have ridden a bike at some point in our childhood.  However, you’ll 

still want to put effort into training properly.  Until the weather permits you to start practicing outside, you’ll want to start by training 

indoors.  A couple of great options are group cycling classes and/or the Star Trac bikes in the Wellness Center.  Since you use your 

lower body muscles differently on a bike than when you run/walk, it is important to get bike miles in so that when you  get outside you 

are already accustomed to the action of biking.  

 

Training outside: You can not develop the skills needed to be able to ride safely on the road indoors, so as soon as the weather 

permits you will need to get outside and start riding.  You can either start on pavement or grass, whatever is more comfortable for 

you. As you gain confidence, you’ll want to start riding on the road.  During this training period you will want to become familiar with 

how your bike works, comfortable with changing gears, and acclimatize yourself to riding outdoors (hills, traffic, etc.)  

For safety reasons it is recommended to ride with a training partner.  

 

Equipment:  

 Bike – you can use a mountain bike or a road bike.  For the first triathlon, many people start with the bike that they have, often 

a mountain bike, to see how they like riding and participating in triathlons.  If you find that you really enjoy triathlons it is 

worth looking into purchasing a road bike for future races.  

 Helmet – this is required by the USA Triathlon rules and it is highly recommended that you use your helmet every time you ride.  

 Bike shorts (optional) – bike shorts make the ride a lot more comfortable and reduce the amount of chafing.  Check with your 

local bike dealership for additional information.  

 Shoes/bike shoes – Many people use their tennis/running shoes for their first triathlon.  If you decided to continue biking, then 

investing in bike shoes and bike clips is a great idea.  Bike shoes are much more energy efficient making your ride a little 

smoother.  

 Sunglasses (optional, but highly recommended) 

 Water bottles 

 Bike jersey/singlet/tri-top – recommended to wear tighter fitting clothing made with material that allows your skin to breathe.  

Loose clothing can slow you down by causing significant wind resistance.  

 Gloves, sunscreen, and socks are all optional.  

 Spare tubes, frame pump, CO2 – are all optional.  It is a great idea to have an experienced bike rider or professional to teach 

you how to change tires, etc. before the race.  

 

 

 



Run 

The last leg of the race! You are almost there and possibly feeling like you do not have enough energy to run.  Well, that is o.k.  It is 

called a run, but there’s no rule that says that you have to run the whole way.  In fact, many people walk part or nearly the whole run 

section. As far as training for the run, follow the beginner or advanced training program.  These programs will help you build up 

enough strength to get you through the last miles of the race.  

 

One of the hardest parts of the triathlon is the start of the run.  What makes it hard is the transition from the bike to the run. When 

you get off your bike your muscles will be tired and you will feel like you have “jelly” legs.  The best way to prepare for this feeling is to 

do a couple of “brick sessions” prior to your event.  Brick sessions involve a short run as soon as you finish your bike ride.  You’ll want 

to spend at least 5-10 minutes running to really get an idea of how your legs will feel after the bike and how even after a few minutes 

of running, they start to return to “normal.”   

 

Equipment: 

 Running shoes 

 Shorts – may be your tri shorts that you started the race in 

 Running top – usually people keep the same top on as they swam/biked in.  

 Running hat or visor (optional) 

 Sunglasses (optional) 

 Sunscreen (optional) 

 Race Number Belt (optional) – if you choose not to purchase a race belt, you will probably want to have an extra shirt/tank top 

to throw on after the bike.  You will need to have your race number pinned to your shirt this last leg.  

 

 

Transition 

The transition area tends to be the ‘mystery’ of a triathlon.  What happens in the transition area?  How do I find my bike?  Where do I 

change?  These are all very good questions.  Hopefully, I can shed some light on what the transition area is, so you will feel 

comfortable and confident on race day.  

 

The transition area is the place where you get to keep all your essentials for the race, such as your bike, running shoes, helmet, etc.  

Every race is a little different when it comes to assigning you a location in the transition area.  Some races allow you to choose any 

place within the transition area; other races will assign you a number where you will need to set up.  Either way, you’ll want to set your 

bike up so that it is ready with your helmet and anything else you need for the bike leg.  A few other suggested items to have at your 

transition spot include: Towels, extra water bottles, nutrition, chain lube, bike/gear rags, post race clothes, and a transition bag to 

hold all these belongings.  



 

How the transition area works: Typically, you will be required to setup your bike and other belongings that you want for the race by a 

certain time before the race starts.  There is always an entrance and exit to the transition area.  So, after your swim you will enter the 

transition area in the designated area, grab your bike and exit through a different location to continue the race. As you finish the bike, 

you will enter the transition area through the same location that you exited for the bike leg.  At this time, you will transition to your 

running shoes and exit the transition area through another location that will lead you to your run course.    

 

Race number  

Your race number will be a very important part of the race.  It needs to be able to be seen at all times during the swim, bike, and run.  

Each part of the race will require you to have your number visible on your body or equipment.  

  

 Body Markings: You will need to make sure that you get your body markings before the race begins.  There will be a couple of 

designated people at the race packet pick-up area that will be in charge of marking your body.  Body markings include your race 

number on your leg and on your arm.  You need to make sure the numbers are large and easily readable.  

 Bike Helmet: You will usually receive your number in the form of a sticker for the side of your helmet.  Make sure you read the 

instructions to ensure you put the sticker on the proper side.  

 Race Bib: You will receive a bib with your race number on it for the run.  You can either pin your bib number on a different shirt 

before the race starts so that it is all set to go when you are transitioning to the run or you can purchase a race belt that holds 

your bib.  The race belt is definitely a more efficient method as all you need to do is snap it around your waist and you are off.   

 Timing Chip: The majority of races will hand out race chips before the start of the event.  You will be required to place the 

timing chip around your ankle (again make sure you place it around the proper side).  You will wear this chip the entire race; 

swim, bike, and run.  The timing chip starts at the beginning of the race and times each event and how long you are in the 

transition area between each leg of the race.  As soon as you cross the finish line it is very important that you turn in your 

timing chip.  If you lose the timing chip along the race or fail to turn it in at the end of the race you will be required to pay for 

it; they are usually over $100.00.  

 

 

 

Hopefully this has shed some light on how triathlons are run and has helped you gain confidence going into your first race. 

Good Luck! 


