May 31, 2011 – Running Shoes Past, Present and Future
If you started running in the past 20 or 30 years, which means most of you, there were a myriad of running shoe choices awaiting you at your local running specialty store.   But it wasn’t always like this.   Before the first ‘running revolution’ in the 1970s there were few running shoes from which to choose and they weren’t easy to find.   There have been advancements in shoe technology, trends and fads.   So where were we, where are we and where are we going in terms of running shoes?

When I started running in 1973 the primary running shoes were German brands Adidas and Puma and the Japanese Onitzuka Tigers.   Most of us couldn’t even afford the price tags of those shoes and wore sneakers or tennis shoes made by Converse or Keds.  My shoes of choice were black low-top basketball shoes by Converse.   I could run 700 or 800 miles in them before they wore down – even more if I put a piece of cardboard in the worn out outer heel!   Don’t laugh – I was the Greater Miami Athletic Conference 2-Mile Champion with a time of 9:53.5 my junior year in high school while training in those shoes.
My first ‘real’ running shoes were Onitzuka Tigers.   They had a leather upper, hard outer sole and took a while to ‘break in.’   During my first year in college at Appalachian State I was issued some Puma ‘Bananas’ yellow and black training shoes which took the concept of being durable to a new level.  A runner could run 2,000 miles or more in them without wearing out the outer sole!   Then Nike, Brooks, New Balance and other companies jumped into the fray with shoes featuring more cushioning, an additional midsole and mesh uppers.   These features have been upgraded and streamlined, but are basic areas which have seen many rounds of improvement over the years.

When you consider getting a new pair of running shoes definitely go to a running specialty store.   Their expertise and experience will steer you to the right shoe based on your running gait, foot structure, foot plant, body weight, running goals, budget and other factors.   Runners often ask me, ‘What brand of shoe do you recommend?’   I respond that it isn’t so much the brand, but the shoe that fits them.

Sometimes I hear runners talking about a certain running shoe that ‘caused’ them to get injured.   This is an amusing concept to me as it is extremely rare for a shoe to cause an injury.   Almost always it is a runner not properly implementing sound training and adaption techniques.   Runners ramp up mileage too quickly, they add too much speed work, they switch running surfaces, they run too hard on recovery days or they do all of the aforementioned.  If you are running an easy 20 miles per week on soft surfaces and increase in two weeks to 50 miles on the roads with two track sessions weekly – don’t blame your resulting injuries on the shoes – blame yourself for pushing your body too hard.

A recurring fad which seems to be becoming a trend these past few years has been barefoot running and minimalist shoes.   Three decades ago we took off our shoes after a distance run and ran barefoot stride outs on grass.  The wisdom of that era was that we increased the movement, responsiveness and flexibility of our foot and ankle.   This still holds true today.   Minimalist shoes are growing in popularity as runners attempt to run ‘closer to barefoot’ with the protection of shoes.   I personally like wearing minimalist shoes while running on trails which are cushioned and enjoy doing some short barefoot hills or stride outs, but advise caution when implementing either of these in your running regimen.   Any changes should come gradually or you are inviting injury.
Where are we going with the future of running shoes?   There will continue to be a variety of foot wear to fit every type of foot, gait, body type and training goal.   Running shoes will protect our feet, cushion our joints and allow us to run much longer and safely than we could have imagined a few decades ago.   The best shoes for you will be the ones that offer that perfect combination of protection and stability while still allowing your foot a reasonable amount of natural movement.   How can you find that shoe?   Do your research and head to your nearest running specialty store.
