INVESTING LESSONS FROM FAILING TO RUN A MARATHON
Sheetal Malpani
Cometh winter and cometh the season of marathons in India. Each year a new set of runners attempt the
marathon for the first time, some prepared but many unprepared. Last year, I was one such novice who
decided to run the half marathon.
I initially started my fitness regime with the objective of losing weight, so as to prepare for the marathon with
a rather fit body. Given the paucity of time, I went on a crash diet, and started sprinting for a few kilometres
at one go. While that regime took away a few kilos off my belly, it however became a tough task to continue
the same routine as not only did my body start to wear, but I also found it difficult to run beyond a certain
distance. As a result, after a few days of this sudden exertion, I developed injuries and fatigue, and had to give
up on my dream of running the marathon.
I thus learnt the hard way what Steven Tyler wrote in 1993: “You have to learn to crawl, before you learn to
walk”1. Running a marathon is very different from sprinting a few 100 meters. It requires preparation,
persistence and discipline to cover long distances, consistently.
More importantly, I learnt that running a marathon is not simply about the speed, but about endurance. You
have to first train yourself to survive the distance, before you can aim to finish the run in a certain amount of
time. Surviving the distance is about pacing your run, refuelling, and most importantly adjusting to the external
environment as well as recognizing the feedback from the body. It’s about having a process and dynamically
adjusting the process to meet the goal of finishing the marathon. These learnings can be summarized as
follows:
Process Over Outcome
Process focuses on the specific actions that must be taken whereas outcome is the result of such actions
in addition to the influence of some random variables like luck. Process can be controlled and measured,
whereas outcomes are not entirely predictable. Obsessing over outcomes can often lead us to focus on
the wrong variable and may tempt us to take actions that give us instant gratification but hurt us in the
long run. For instance, if we are focused on losing a few kilos of weight in a specific time-frame, then we
may not see any difference between forming weight-losing habits and a crash diet. In the long run, we will
benefit more from forming the right habits, however, a crash diet can give us the results in the shortest
time period. Such a diet may not be sustainable in the long run, and will thus do us more harm than good,
eventually.
Endurance Over Speed
Running a marathon is not only about how fast you can run, but also about how long you can last. It
requires you to find the optimal speed that will help you cover the entire distance without burning out.
To quote a cliché, Sylvester Stallone in Rocky Balbao says, “It ain’t about how hard you hit. It's about how
hard you can get hit and keep moving forward.” While Rocky was a fictional character, boxing legend
Muhammad Ali showed similar resolve. Here’s what has been written about his ability to take punches:
“However, after his three plus year hiatus from the ring following his refusal to be drafted, Ali was no
longer the whirling dervish that he had once been. He was easier to hit. But even when he took his
drubbings, there was no beating down his will to win. His jaw was broken in the first stanza of his 1973
brawl with Ken Norton and yet despite the protestations of his trainer, Ali fought the remaining 11 rounds
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in agony. After the war of their 1975 third matchup, “The Thrilla’ in Manila,” Joe Frazier acknowledged
Ali’s superhuman grit saying, “I hit him with punches that’d bring down the walls of a city.””2
Needless to say, Ali won that fight. In ‘The Power of Focus’, we wrote on similar lines about Glenn McGrath.
He was neither the fastest, nor did he have the ability to swing the ball, but he was still one of the greatest
bowlers in cricketing history because of his persistency and his ability to land the ball with good accuracy.
Thus, long term success is not about speed, or power, but rather it depends upon your ability to survive.
Professional Training over Personal Experiments
There is a limit to what one can achieve on his/her own. With proper training and guidance, one can not
only strengthen one’s skills but also identify and overcome performance hurdles. However, in order to
save the cost of training, many budding runners indulge in self-training which exposes them to the risk of
injury or sub-optimal performance.
As much as the above lessons apply to running, they hold true for investing as well. In the lure of short-term
gains, people often tend to make mistakes that hurt their wealth in the long term. More money has been lost
in chasing the latest ‘hot’ sector or company rather than simply staying invested in high quality businesses
through downturns. History is replete with examples of investors that took extraordinary risks for outsized
gains, however, most of them ended up with losses eventually. On the other hand, investors that have focused
on reducing risks and countering cyclicality – i.e. building enduring portfolios – have not only survived market
cycles but have also outperformed most averages.
A well-defined investment process acts a compass and helps investors navigate the cyclicality of the market
and avoid major pitfalls. By investing in businesses with strong balance-sheets investors can reduce the risk of
a sharp price correction, as a strong balance sheet affords a business the ability to survive cyclical downturns.
Lastly, so as to not pay management fees, numerous retail investors take up the task of investing on to
themselves. However, most end up paying brokerage as well as future gains in the process that are far higher
than the prospective fess that they would have paid to the investment manager. This is not to say that all
professional investors do better than retail investors; after all professional money managers also have to battle
the same biases that an individual investor has to. However, some professionals have demonstrated their
abilities over time and across cycles, and it may well be worth paying them a small fee in exchange for the
prospects of a better financial outcome.
In sum, while investing may not be a sport in itself, however it does draw a lot from the first principles of sports
and other sciences. As with most things in life, long term success is achieved through careful planning for the
future, avoiding the vices of instant gratification, building a buffer of contingencies, and most importantly,
sticking to the plan. Those are my learnings from failing to run a marathon last year. As for this year, I feel a
little wiser, and much better prepared.
Until the next run…

====
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Disclaimer
This document has been prepared by Tamohara Investment Managers Private Limited (“Tamohara”) and is provided to
you for information only. This document does not constitute a prospectus, offer, invitation or solicitation and is not
intended to provide the sole basis for any evaluation of the investment product or any other matters discussed in this
document. This document is made available to you because Tamohara believes that you have sufficient knowledge,
experience and/or professional advice to understand and make your own independent evaluation of the risks and
rewards of the investments and/or other matters discussed in this document and to make your own independent decision
whether to implement the same. Any view expressed in the document is generic and not a personal recommendation
and/or advice. It does not consider your risk tolerance, financial situation, knowledge and experience. Please discuss with
your investment advisor if you seek advice on whether the proposed investment products are appropriate for you. The
investments discussed in this document may not be suitable for all investors. Investments are subject to market risk.
There can be no assurance or guarantee that any investment will achieve any particular return. Unless expressly stated,
products are not guaranteed by Tamohara or their affiliates or any government entity. Past performance is not necessarily
an indicator of future performance. Actual results may vary significantly from the forward-looking statements contained
in this document due to various risks and uncertainties, including the effect of economic and political conditions in India
and outside India, volatility in interest rates and the securities market, new regulations and government policies that may
impact the business of Tamohara as well as its ability to implement the strategy. The information contained in this
document has been obtained from sources that Tamohara believes are reliable but Tamohara do not represent or warrant
that it is accurate or complete, and such information may be incomplete or condensed. Neither Tamohara, nor any
affiliate, nor any of their respective officers, directors, partners, or employees accepts any liability whatsoever for any
direct or consequential loss arising from any upon this document or its contents, or for any omission. The views in this
document are generally those of Tamohara and are subject to change without notice, and Tamohara has no obligation
to update its views or the information in this document. Tamohara or its affiliates may have acted upon or have made
use of material in this document prior to its publication. Tamohara does not provide legal or tax advice and should you
deem it necessary to obtain such advice, you should approach independent professional tax or legal advisors to obtain
the same. This document is confidential and may not be reproduced or disclosed (in whole or part) to any other person
without our prior written permission. The manner of distribution of this document and the availability of the products
may be restricted by law or regulation in certain countries and persons who come into possession of this document are
required to inform themselves of and observe such restrictions. This document is not directed to, nor intended for
distribution or use by, any person or entity in any jurisdiction or country where the publication or availability of this
document or such distribution or use would be contrary to local law or regulation, including for the avoidance of doubt
the US. The contents of this document have not been reviewed by any regulatory authority in India or in any other
jurisdiction. If you have any doubt about any of the contents of this document, you should obtain independent
professional advice. The product strategies mentioned in the document may change depending upon the market
conditions and the same may not be relevant in future. The sector(s)/stock(s)/issuer(s) mentioned in this document do
not constitute any recommendation of the same and Tamohara or its directors, officers, partners or employees may or
may not have any position in these sector(s)/stock(s)/issuer(s).
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