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Is There a Place 
for Barefoot 
Running? 
The answer depends on who you ask. 

By Ben Pearl, DPM 

M entio n barefoot runners 
and most people's first as­
sociatio n is probably the 

lege nd ary 1960 Rome marathon 
vic to ry by Abebe Bikila . The funda­
menia l question that has yet to be 
full y answe red is whether one can 
accurately track a population of 
runners who are ba refoot VS. shod. 

foot and shod running are difficult 
to achieve for obvious reasons. Rob­
bins and Gouw ar­
gued that plantar 
sensation induces a 
plantar surface pro­
tec tiv e re spo ns e 
w here by runners 
alter th ei r behavior 
to red u ce 
The less-cushioned 
shoe permitted in­

Abebe BiJdJa 

weighed in with their versions of a 
running shoe which Simulates bare­

foot running. 
Adidas ' s ap­
proach was to 
try to copy the 
shape of the 
foot. In theory, 
this will pro­
duce smaller 
lever 
which 

arms 

Abebe Blkita: Barefoot Icon c reases in plantar Agure 1: Nike Free athletic shoe 
ca n 

react faster. 6 

The idea for The story goes that Adidas, the 
shoe sponsor for the 1960 games, 
did not have any shoes that fit Biki­
la . Bikila d ecided to run the race 
ba refoot as he had trained, and 
won the gold medal. He is quoted 
as saying, "I wanted the world to 
know th at my country, Ethio pia, 
has always won with determination 
and heroism." l He did not repeat a 
barefoot run in 1964 in Tokyo. Part 
of this decision was a ttributed to 
the more industriali zed roads in 
Tokyo, l He a lso was recove ring 
from an appe nd ect o m y 40 days 
prior, but still managed to pull off a 
world reco rd running. this time in 
a pai r of Asics. 

Barefoot Running from the 
Savanna to the Track 

Ant hropologists such as Daniel 
Lieberman believe that the human 
foot developed to run barefool. His 
hypothesis is that we were built fo r 
endurance runnin g. He is do ing a 
study with Vibram Shoes and is 
currently looking fo r barefoo t run­
ners. Prospective studies and ran­
domized controlled trials o f bare-
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discomfort , a phe­
nomenon that they termed "shock 

setting" 7 ••• Coaches such as Brooks 
Johnson a nd Vi n Lananna have 
used barefoot running as part of an 
overall program to train the body 
to run long distances fast. In their 
opinion, to run properly, the foot 
needed to grasp and release on a 
variety of surfa ces such as dirt , 
grass, road, concrete, and gravel. 

The Shoe Industry Steps In 
Se ve ral companies have 

the Nike Free (Figure 1) was born 
out of a visit by researchers to Stan­
ford where Lananna was having 
athletes running barefoot as part of 
their training regimen. 

Many competitive runners use 
barefoot running or shoes like the 
Nike Free as part of their training. 
Nike had students test these shoes 
for six months. Those using the 
Free for six months had greater 
fle xi bilit y and strength in the 
foo t . 

Tobie Hatfield from Nike's In­
novation Kitchen and Jeff Pisciot­
ta from the Nike Sports Research 
Lab are experts on how the shoe 
Industry has incorporated the con­
cept of barefoot training into their 
shoe de s ign . They seem t o be 
spearheading the shift back to 
their spirited roots to the old Bill 
Bowerman days when they made 
prototype soles on waffle iron s. 
They studied 20 competitive run­
ners on grass. Kinematics analysis 
demonstrated a general trend to­
wards full foot contact.] 

Continued on page 224 
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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 yo u 
have been fun­
ning without 
s hoe s all your 
life. 

Man y recre­
atio nal runners 
aTe also starting 
to try ba refoot 
running in an ef­
fo r t to preven t 
in juries and im ­
prove technique. 
The problem 
with this is that 
so me of them will not have the 
conditioning to ha ndle the transi­
tion to bardoot running. Experts in 
the field agree that any transitidn 
to barefoct ru n ning needs to ~e 
done slowly. 

A Legacy of Cushioning 
The running shoe industry has 

bui l t mu ch o f its platform o n 
cushioning !n studies by Benna 
Nigg. ve ry soh sh oes bottom out 
when lo aded , produc ing higher 
impact fo rres than firmer sh oes 
tha t G,., Ilo t bo tto m out. Yet, for 
an y oi us who have run downhill 
on co ncrete, the more cushioned 
shoes seem to be less jarring. So, 
how do we reco ncile this? Benno 
Nigg, o ne of the foremost biome­
chani cs gu ru s o n running shoes, 
was able t o provide a new 
paradigm. He has stated that there 
are no artic les in th e literature 
which su pport the notion that 
peak force transmission will be al· 
tered with varied levels of cushion· 
ing . In fa ct, peak fo rce transmis· 
Sioo does not ,'") <.:c ur during heel 
contact, as we m ight intuit, but in 
mid· stance, where the int e rnal 
for ces in jo ints, muscles and te n· 
dons are four to five times greater 
than during impact. 

There is something else that ac· 
counts fo r the percep tion that we 
a re mo re comfo rtab le in a certain 

level of cushioning. That some­
thing e lse is explained in Benno 
Nigg's vibration model. When we 
impact the ground, our soft tissue 
compartments (e.g., caif, 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
sen ted by exam­
ining the vibra­
tions that travel 
up the lower ex· 
tremity , accord· 
ing to Dr. NiggY 
We have an in· 

nate sense of what works for our 
bodies that is probably more accu­
rate than any test cou ld demon­
strate. We niust also consider the 
fatigue that occurs within the 
muscles that are working to dis· 
tribute the vibrations. We know 
fr om other stud· 
ies that fatigue 
can lead to in· 
juries; this may 
be part of the an­
swer we seek. 

Coming Full 
Circle 

For runner s 
such as Dave 
Watts, the direc­
tor of the Ameri­
ca n Running As· 
saciation, 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 cushion ing. They 
resembled the more fashionab le 
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 fasc iiti s and a convention· 
al running shoe . Now, he gravi. 
tates towards shoes like th e 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 conUnu· 
urn 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 runn ers in 
more industrialized countries. Be­
yond that, eli te 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 cogI1 i,tive 
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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