                                      ROAD RACE TACTICS

INDIVIDUAL EVENTS.

The object of the exercise is to get over the finish line first. This can be achieved in a number of different ways but to win you must either outsmart or outsprint your opponents.

You should at all times ride straight and steady. Do not sit up half way through a sprint, there may be someone right behind you. No-one will be thinking about using their brakes at the finish!

Prior to the start make sure you have ridden your bike backwards from the finish line 30 revolutions in your sprint gear and noticed some identifying mark on the side of the road so that you know approximately where to start your sprint. (Always remember that this is only an approximate marker as you or someone else may decide to go earlier than this.)

Remember that in an uphill or headwind your gear will be lower and your sprint may be shorter.

In a downhill or downwind the reverse will apply.

BUNCH SPRINTS.

The group that remains at the finish will sprint for the finish. How well you sprint at the end will depend on a number of factors, such as your ability as a sprinter, your position when the sprint starts and how gruelling the race has been up to that point.

A true sprinter with fresh legs at the end of a road race is very hard to beat.

The size of the final sprint will also depend on how hard the race has been. It may well have been a hard race where only a few are left and the rate of attrition has been quite high throughout the race.

Obviously, if there are only three of four of you sprinting for the places the odds are a lot better.

Sprints can vary from two or three riders , often six or seven riders, and on occasions twenty or thirty or more.

Each situation requires a different technique and a different psychology.

Some riders avoid big bunch sprints and will breakaway earlier for this reason.

These riders may lack finishing speed but be strong timetrialers. 

As  the race progresses watch the other riders for signs of fatigue and strength.

TWO OR  THREE RIDERS

If possible “ soften up” the other riders before the finish. Alternatively try to freshen up your legs in the few  kilometres before the finish.

Two difficulties arise here. Firstly everyone else will be thinking about the same thing and also there may be a chasing bunch behind you.

SIX OR SEVEN RIDERS

Surprise  is a valuable element.

Starting the sprint from the back as you would a breakaway is often useful.

The few metres you gain at the start of the sprint may get you clear of the others and they may never get it back.  If possible go to the other side of the road away from the other riders to reduce the chance of them getting on your wheel.

If at the finish, you are caught at the front, go to the side of the road that gives the other riders the least wind protection. (i.e if the wind is from the left go to the right side of the road.)

Being at the side also means you only have to watch one side. If someone goes early and you are watching carefully you are in a good position to jump on their wheel.

If you get quite close to the finish you will probably have to start the sprint and remember you are already one bike length ahead of the others, but you must be alert!  

It is often said the third wheel is the best position to be in at the start of the sprint because you are close enough to the front to see what is happening and to respond and you will probably also get a good lead out off one of the other two wheels ahead of you. Use the leadout to get you within fifty to seventy five metres from the line and then you will need to start coming around the other rider. Judgement of this distance will take practice.

It is hard to make up six bike lengths if you were at all slow in the start of the sprint.

LARGE BUNCHES

You must be close to the front and avoid getting boxed in. There will be a lot of jostling for position as the finish gets closer. 

You will need to be aggressive to maintain your position. Do not be intimidated and allow yourself to drift back through the bunch. 

A common excuse that is often heard at the end of a race is ” I got boxed in”

There are always some riders that never get boxed in and always seem to be in the action. Watch these riders and learn from them.

Often these people are good wheels to get on while you are gaining confidence.

Every finish will be different. Sometimes the pace will come off just before the finish as riders jostle for position. This pause may provide an opportunity to jump away by yourself. This element of surprise may gain you twenty metres. The other riders are then in an awkward position, the bunch has lost its momentum and the rider who chases you down will inevitably get swamped at the finish. This indecision in the bunch can be all you need to win.

Sometimes the pace just seems to build and build  and there is no letup. In this situation if you are not close to the front then you’ll never see the front again.

BREAKAWAYS

The other way of winning a race is to breakaway from the bunch. This can be an individual effort or a small group of two or three or sometimes more. Often they are started by one rider jumping clear and others join him/her and they proceed to work together to stay clear of the bunch.

WHEN TO BREAKAWAY.

Before starting the race make sure you have familiarised yourself with both the finish and any other relevant parts of the course that may be suitable for a breakaway.

Take into account the wind and any hills or sharp corners. Always be alert to other breaks that may be a danger. Watch who goes in the break and assess its strength Careful selection of partners can greatly assist your cause.

Breakaways can occur at any time in a race. Even some early ones are successful.

Particularly if the course is winding and the  breakaway rider gets out of site of the bunch.

Such a break would take a gutsy and committed rider and a negative attitude in the following bunch. Sometimes the bunch just seems to fall asleep until its too late.

The ultimate success of a breakaway is determined very often not by the effort put in by the break but by the lack of a cohesive and organised effort from the bunch.

Very often not enough people are prepared to work to pull the break back in.

The bunch will divide up into workers, part time workers and sitters.

If too many people are having a free ride the workers will often sit up as well.

Thus the dynamics of the bunch are critical to the success of a break.

The pace of the bunch may be erratic and this can be damaging to the weaker riders.

Sometimes it is easier to be up the road in a break doing a time trial than in a bunch with wild fluctuations in speed.

It is also useful to remember that bunches go around corners slower than breakaways of three to four and if the course is a twisty one then this is to the advantage of the break. Being at the back of  bunch going into corners is always a bad place to be , particularly if you are feeling the pressure. The other riders will accelerate out of the corner before you and you will get rubberbanded off the back. Two or three chases like that  out of corners and you could be dropped. Position yourself close to the front going into the corner and pick up a wheel coming out. ( the front riders will normally apply some pace coming out of the corner as they know the effect it will have.)

Attacking just before a corner is a useful tactic.

Any diversion that slows or distracts the bunch is a useful time to attack. This may be just before a hill when riders are changing gear or when there is a crash often half the bunch is left behind and some good riders may be split out of the front bunch. (If you are in a team you may be required to help some of the other riders )

In a cross wind the organisation of the bunch is often poor and sometime only one echelon forms and the rest of the riders all fight for the last position. If this happens, be proactive and talk to the other riders and form the second echelon immediately.

In this case if you  attack, do it down the side of the road where no-one can get shelter from you or attack just before the corner before the crosswind section.

Sitting On The Back

There are several reasons for sitting on.

1. Riders may be struggling with the pace and go to the back to catch their breath.

2. Riders may drift to the back to feed or drink .

3. Riders may go to the back to freshen up there legs just before launching an attack. Be wary of strong riders who are sitting on!

They may then drop off a couple of lengths and fly down the outside of the bunch at a much higher speed making it hard for others to draft off them. This will establish a small lead of 100-200m before they settle into a rhythm. At this point other riders may do the same and try and bridge the gap.

The bunch may take some time to respond.

An efficient bunch may let the break get 300-400m up the road and just hold them at that knowing they have them under control and in sight. This is when in a team situation a team member may disrupt the momentum of the bunch.

4.Riders sitting on the back of a small breakaway group and not contributing can expect some verbal abuse/encouragement. ( In a team situation this may be their job)

As the finish approaches  the lazy rider (or sprinter) may  be worked over by the other riders to prevent them getting beaten in the sprint. This is done by the other riders taking turns to split off the lazy rider who then has no choice but to cover the gap.This does involve some risk. 

Chasing down A Break

If the whole bunch works together a break can be chased down fairly easily with little damage to the members of the bunch. However what usually happens is some riders will start to struggle and miss their turns. Others will simply rely on the stronger ones and will never hit the front. After a while, the bunch may lose momentum and this is how a few committed riders can beat a large bunch.

Another useful time to make a break is just after a previous break has been caught and there is a sigh of relief and loss of momentum in the bunch.

If you intend to attack here then rest up for a while by not going to the front before hand if possible.

Hills.

Quite often the pressure will be applied on hills, both small and large.

If you are not strong on the hills rest on the back before you get to them and then move to the front of the bunch and drift  back through the bunch as you go up the hill.

(a simple principle applies here: Use your head first and then your legs next)

 Another option may be to break away before the hill and ride it at your own pace.

A good climber will revel in the hills and look to make a break there.

TEAM TACTICS.

If you are part of a team then the way you ride will be quite different.

If a member of your team is  the tour leader you will be asked to ride in defence of the leader. This may mean chasing down breaks that constitute a danger to the tour leader or at least keeping the breaks time gap to a reasonable level if there was no-one in the break that was a threat to the leader.

If a rider in your team has made a break, then the rest of your team should go to the front and try and control the bunch or at least disrupt the chase. If a serious chase began it would be good to have one of your team members in it. This rider would not work with the chasing bunch and may get a free ride up to the front.

If several teams have riders in the break then none of these teams will want to work too hard but they may limit the damage.

The principle here is that you don’t chase your own team members down.

HANDICAP RACES

To win a handicap race your bunch must catch the bunches in front of you and also stay in front of any bunches behind you. When your bunch gets to the front of the race, usually close to the end, it will be everybody for themselves.

 The riders in front should be going slower than you are and to catch them your group must work together just as you do in a team time trial. Everyone must put in a good effort and it is pointless trying to breakaway from your bunch and doing a solo ride until the latter stages of the race and only then if there is either no one or only one or two ahead of you.

If you are the strongest in your bunch, then work with them and you will probably be strong enough to mix it with the bunch behind you, when and if they catch you.

Towards the end of the race look back and see if a bunch is approaching. If you are very close to the finish then keep going hard and if it is obvious that you are going to get caught then have a rest before they catch you and join their bunch. Be a little conservative when caught, remember these riders are probably stronger than you and lap with them when you can.

Scratch riders are usually after fastest time and getting to the front of the race is  a bonus.  Typically the tougher the conditions the quicker the scratch riders get to the front.

