How to Train and be a Good Parent and Spouse


This is an article about how to continue training for physical activities and still be a good parent and a good spouse.  I have made a few assumptions here that include: your first priority is family and training is somewhere around fourth or fifth on the list, you are a new parent or a parent that can not train well with a child that is real young, your spouse is not a professional athlete, you have a regular full time job, you can not afford a nanny that is also a Triathlete, you and your spouse work.  In this article I will discuss different techniques, ideas, and plans on how to train with the challenges of being a good parent and a good spouse.  You may or may not be both a parent and have a spouse, but I think you will be able to glean a few key ideas here out of it either way.  The concept of time-sharing (not the condo thing), maximizing “down time”, maximizing “up time”, and fun for the whole family.  The purpose of this article is to join the two conflicting goals of being a good parent/spouse and being a good athlete.

The first challenge is with a newborn.  Here is the best advise I know, be a parent and do not worry about the training for another month or so.  If you somehow can get in a little exercise here or there as it just happens to work out, great.  If you are able to do this, then give at least the same amount of time that you spent exercising to your spouse for a break.  Let her (I am taking my own personal perspective here and assuming your spouse is a her) go shopping (no not for groceries), take a walk, do some yoga, got o a movie with friends, or just sleep in.  Whatever it is that she needs to do.  Take this time to spend with your new child and bond.  Hang out and do what your child wants to do, unless it involves gumming on the dog or cats tail.

The concept of time-sharing is spending quality time together and alone.  In my case my wife likes to go to her art lessons every Saturday.  She also likes to take an hour or more a night to just sit and read or work on some craft project.  I take this time to find ways to make my daughter laugh out loud as much as possible including “airplane”, “Tickly finger”, and “monkey man”.  From the descriptions, you can imagine what it involves.  This would allow you to get quality time one on one with your child and your spouse to get some sanity time alone.  Also, be sure to schedule some time with each other with out child, after the child goes to bed.  Even if this time is just sitting and talking about your child or each other’s workdays.  Time-sharing is important and I have some friends that pick which events that they want to participate in and realistically give up some of them to participate in others that they like more.  If you try and do every single ride, run, triathlon, or what ever it is you do, then you will be reading an article about child visitation rights and not this one.

Maximizing down-time is the idea of utilizing the time when your child is asleep, at daycare, or somewhere safe and fun other than with you or your spouse.  For training, there are several things to do.  If you cycle you can buy a trainer and sit in the garage and get some quality time on the bike with all the effort under your control.  Come up with some good workouts and have some headphones for music or a television to watch.  For running, you can go running at night or buy a treadmill and do the same thing with music or television.  Another thing to do is to run or cycle to and from work.  

Some more maximizing of downtime is commuting.  Riding a bike to work is good cross training and good environmental sense.  Be sure to be safe, plan for the extra time it takes, and have clothes at work already so you do not have to take a backpack if possible.  A lot of time you can clean up in the bathroom with paper towels and some soap.  Take a shower before you go so you can clean up at work.  Leave deodorant and a comb or brush at work.  Short hair works better also here.  Once you get to work, then on the way home you do not have to worry about sweat, rain, or anything else, because you are headed home and not to work.  The Morning is generally cooler than the afternoon, so you do not get as messy.  If you can take a longer route home, then you can get in a little extra time for the work out and count it as a week end ride so you can take one day off of the weekend for family.

Get a work out in before work at a gym or pool, work out during lunch, and work out right after work.  If you have a schedule where you pick the children up after work, then consider two options: Work out before you go to work or work out during lunch.  Both options may require access to facilities or means to clean yourself up a little, though before work may be easier than during lunch.  If you have a gym nearby it may be possible to get in a work out and shower before work and/or during lunch.  Gyms at lunchtime can be difficult, so you can plan on a flexible work out schedule or go early or go late to lunch.  For lunch, you can also see if you can use a little flexibility with the work schedule and take an extended lunch and come in early and stay late.  This may be preferable during winter months since it gets dark quick and you may not want to ride on a trainer all the time or ride in the dark.  Some gyms or YMCA’s have indoor pools that you can swim laps in before work as well.  Sometimes in order to clean up you only need to have a good cool down for 10-15 minutes after a work out and then towel off and maybe wash your face, legs, and arms with some reinforcements on the deodorant.  Wet wipes are also handy to help clean up if you leave them at work.

If you do not do the pick up of the children after work, you can consider bringing your equipment to work with you for quick post work training.  I always enjoy getting of work at 4:30 and heading over to do a 1-hour lap on the mountain bike.  This is a great work out as long as I have everything ready to go when I leave work.  I can usually be home by 6:30 and still have plenty of quality family time.  A 30-minute to 1 hour run is also good as well as a short and easy or short and intense work out for an hour on the bike.  Hill repeats and/or intervals for the bike and going to a high school track and doing running intervals can make great use of your time.  Making sure you are in a place that you can leave easily so that you do not get lost or if you have difficulty it will not require you to be more than 15 minutes late, after calling your spouse to let them know of course.

Up-time exercise with the child is what I call it when you take your child “along for the ride” so to speak.  Understand that you are a parent first and that exercise is secondary.  A great way to do this is to have a bike trailer or a baby jogger.  There are some assumptions to make here.  Do not plan on exercising for more than and hour and plan on making at least a few stops.  Also, plan on spending as much time playing with your child as you do exercising with them.  A local hike and bike path is ideal.  You can take your child in the jogger or bike trailer and plan on a nice easy recovery effort that your body needs.  I do what I call the “Ride and Slide” on Saturdays after I do a 3-4 hour ride on the bike.  I look forward to it as I hook up the trailer to the mountain bike and go on the hike and bike trail from the house.  I load the trailer with “Teddy” (her beloved stuffed animal), a sippy cup or her own personal water bottle (not very full though), some snacks (as well as some in the diaper bag), the diaper bag, a pump, and I carry my mobile phone and other bike stuff in my cotton bike jersey.  I ride for an hour and then we plan for at least an hour.  The both of us have fun on the ride and then we have a lot of fun on the slide or wings, or what ever in the play ground.  This same thing can be done with a baby jogger.  I do not recommend taking your young one to your local mountain bike trail that you love so much, but that is why you are a parent first and worry about exercise second.  It should be thought of as an opportunity for some quality time with the little one and you just happen to get in some exercise as well.  Take advantage of the fact that you are doing this, let your spouse go do something else or sleep in or something.  Let them have a break from the child responsibilities.  You will probably need to do some of this anyway if you do spend some time working out while your spouse is left with the child responsibilities anyway.

Take the family along for a ride.  Get everyone out on a beautiful day, but plan on doing the least distance desired by the person who wines the most.  A family bike ride is always fun.  I would not plan on doing more than 30-45 minutes at most before feeding the ducks or hitting the playground or picnicking.  Take a trip to a state park and ride on the roads.  If you want to run then use a baby jogger and have the spouse on a bike.  This is a great way to spend quality time and get family participation.  Some of my favorite workouts were probably some of the easiest ones; it was the fact that it was with my family that made it so enjoyable.  You cannot expect a spouse to be at the same level as you in effort and make sure you ride with them and not go for a ride and they happen to be there.  If you do not go at the slower pace, then you will make them mad and you will be in trouble.  If you complain about their slower speed, again you are in trouble.  If you make it obvious that you are waiting, then again, you will be in trouble.  Ride with the family, not in competition with them.  Save the competition for the events and friends, not the family.

The main focus here is to be a good parent and a good spouse, because the last thing you want is to be left alone with your exercising as your only comfort in life and loose your family.  Family should be the top priority with exercise and training in fourth or fifth position.  If you do not know what comes second through third, then remember that you need to keep your job to keep food on the table and you need to have friends as well.  Sticking to what works and finding ways to maximize your work out with out minimizing your family time is the goal here.  

When push comes to shove, make the call on the priority.  If you have to get in a mandatory work out to be prepared for an upcoming event to which you have already committed several hundred dollars and your spouse wants you to not go work out “just because” then go exercise and let them know you of some plan for you all or them when you get back.  Do not ever say you will “make it up to them”; because it is just not the case and you will paint yourself into a corner if you say that all the time.  I have not done that.  If you are just going to work out to keep in shape and you can ride the trainer or something else that evening for a while and this is something that is very important to them, then find an alternative to the excursive, even if they did not know you had plans.  Do not throw it in their face that you make cut backs on the training or cut backs n the event, remember, being a parent is what you really want and “Get” to do, not what you “have” to do.  Think of it as a privilege and not a chore, because that is how it is.  Another thing to remember is that spouses can have selective hearing.  I once said, “I guess I will not be able race (bikes) anymore, because I do not know how I will get in a work out after we have a child.”  My wife heard “I do solemnly swear and promise to never race again so help me God.”  I have never bothered to explain the difference to her.  She was pregnant at the time and pregnant hormones do things to a woman.  That is a very important thing to remember.  Do not be surprises if, while your wife is pregnant and you are starting to figure out a better work out schedule and end up finding all of your stuff in the front.  On the upside, being pregnant you get worn out quicker, so my wife only made four or five trips down the stairs with my stuff to throw it out in the front yard.  Another note, pregnant women seem to forget things as well and there is no way you can win an argument that you told them something when they have 100% no recollection of it.  To reiterate, maximize family time, find time in between for excursive and be fair to your spouse and family, if not, you are just an alcoholic with sweat instead of alcohol as your addiction.

