June 10, 2010 - Road Running Defensively

When we run on roads we have to realize that we are intruding into the realm of the automobile.  Even though we have a right to run on the side of the road, motorists often aren’t concentrating and we could be in peril.   Drivers are hurrying to work or school and have much else on their minds.  Some are talking on their phone, listening to music or distracted in another fashion.   Others are driving while intoxicated or high and are unable to act or react as quickly as unimpaired motorists.   So what should you do?   That’s easy – run defensively!

If you run with a group, don’t spread out into the traffic lanes.  Stay in a single file so that vehicles have ample room to pass.   Whether running alone or with a group, don’t run on the side of the road where oncoming drivers have a blind curve.   Cross over and run on the side of the road where drivers have a normal field of vision.   This brings up an important point – on which side of the road should you run?   Running against traffic allows you to see the vehicles with which you share the road.   When running with traffic your relative speed to oncoming vehicles is slower and the driver is already looking through his windshield at you.   I prefer to run against traffic on busy roads and with traffic in lightly-travelled residential areas.

Many runners wear head phones or an I-Pod to disassociate from the discomfort of running or just for enjoyment.   Unfortunately this can lead to ignoring your surroundings and decreasing your ability to react if a vehicle swerves toward you or drives through a stop sign or red light.   I know some runners feel they ‘have’ to listen to music when running, but I say leave the music at home when you are on busy roads.   

One thing I try to do, especially at stop signs is to establish eye contact with motorists so I can indicate my moves and they can respond.   If you slow down, make eye contact and wait for a motorist to motion you to go ahead, you will eliminate the chance of a misunderstanding.
Darkness presents another element that further complicates the picture.  It is very difficult for motorists to see runners when it is dark.  You should wear light colored clothing and a reflective vest.   If the road is lightly travelled, I recommend crossing back and forth to the opposite side whenever a vehicle approaches.  In the morning motorists are usually tired from lack of sleep and in the evening they are hurrying to get home, to meet a spouse or to attend a family function.  The last thing on their mind is to be looking out for you.
As a reinforcement of how tricky the driver-runner relationship can be, when you are driving take the time to really stop and look both ways for runners at intersections.  It isn’t easy even for us runners, so imagine how it is for a typical person!  Drivers just aren’t focusing on runners so we need to recognize this, act accordingly and run defensively.
