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Barefoot Running...

If you watch the footage of
Abebe Bikila's Rome marathon, you
will notice the same full foot con-
tact. The perception of some of the
runners tested was that they were
landing more towards the forefoot
than they actually were. Many be-
lieve that racing ;
barefoot is diffi-
cult unless you
have been run-

ning without
shoes all your
life.

Many recre-
ational runners
are also starting
to try barefoot &t
running in an ef-
fort to prevent
injuries and im-
prove technique.
The problem
with this is that
some of them wili not have the
conditioning to handle the transi-
tion to barefpot running. Experts in
the field agree that any transition
to barefeet running needs to be
done slowly.

A Legacy of Cushioning

The running shoe industry has
built much of its platform on
cushioning :n studies by Benno
Nigg, very soft shoes bottom out
when loaded, producing higher
impact forces than firmer shoes
that do not bottom out. Yet, for
any of us who have run downbhill
on concrete, the more cushioned
shoes seem to be less jarring. So,
how do we reconcile this? Benno
Nigg, one of the foremost biome-
chanics gurus on running shoes,
was able to provide a new
paradigm. He has stated that there
are no articles in the literature
which support the notion that
peak force transmission will be al-
tered with varied levels of cushion-
ing. In fact, peak force transmis-
sion does not occur during heel
contact, as we might intuit, but in
mid-stance, where the internal
forces in joints, muscles and ten-
dons are four to five times greater
than during impact.

There is something else that ac-
counts for the perception that we
are more comfortable in a certain

level of cushioning. That some-
thing else is explained in Benno
Nigg's vibration model. When we
impact the ground, our soft tissue
compartments (e.g., calf, ham-
strings, etc.) start to vibrate. How-
ever, the human body does not like
vibrations. Consequently, muscles
are activated to dampen these vi-
brations.

: The degree of
- dampening that
occurs in various
types of shoes is
what leads to our
perception  of
comfort in the
shoe. Cushioning
is better repre-
sented by exam-
ining the vibra-
tions that travel
up the lower ex-
tremity, accord-
: ing to Dr. Nigg.**
We have an in-
nate sense of what works for our
bodies that is probably more accu-
rate than any test could demon-
strate. We must also consider the
fatigue that occurs within the
muscles that are working to dis-
tribute the vibrations. We know
from other stud-
ies that fatigue
can lead to in-
juries; this may
be part of the an-
swer we seek.

Coming Full
Circle

For runners
such as Dave
Watts, the direc-
tor of the Ameri-
can Running As-
sociation, things
have come full
circle. He relates
that some of the early Tiger shoes
in the ‘70’s were not very beefed
up in terms of cushioning. They
resembled the more fashionable
running shoes that you see in bou-
tiques in Brooklyn and West Hol-
lywood. At one point, he was run-
ning in orthotics prescribed for
plantar fasciitis and a convention-
al running shoe. Now, he gravi-
tates towards shoes like the Free.
The trend in the shoe industry
seems to be toward offering more
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shoes with more minimalist de-
signs. Keep in mind that for most
runners, barefoot training is good
to train the small muscles that are
not trained in stable running
shoes.

It is hard to isolate all the force
vectors because of the complex ar-
rangement of the joints of the
lower extremity. Robbins’ associa-
tion between injury and wearing
shoes raises the possibility that
wearing shoes increases the risk of
injury, but other explanations are
possible; for example, in develop-
ing countries barefoot runners may
be too poor to seek medical atten-
tion, shod runners may wear shoes
because they have problems run-
ning barefoot.’

There appears to be a continu-
um of preference for barefoot
running related to a runner’s effi-
ciency and abilities. Certainly,
runners who have grown up run-
ning barefoot in areas where it is
more prevalent, like Kenya, have
been conditioned to run more ef-
ficiently barefoot than runners in
more industrialized countries. Be-
yond that, elite athletes are ex-
ceptional in their foot muscula-
ture and would have an easier
. time, in general,
- running barefoot
than others
would.

Zealots

A word about
zealots on both
sides of the run-
¢ ning barefoot vs.
shod debate.
- Some will experi-
ence cognitive
dissonance when
their point of
view is chal-
lenged. This
means that when presented with
evidence contrary to their point of
view, they will tend to deny it or
reframe the evidence as if it were
part of their argument all along.
We should remember this. Other-
wise, we are no better than the
iconic Dr. Zaius, who held the posts
of both minister of science and de-
fender of the faith. The answers are
very individual, and may not be
what we expect. ®
Continued on page 225
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