August 23, 2010 – Barefoot Running Picks up Steam
It seems that fads and trends are continually with us in our daily lives.   Electronics are definitely a trendy area as we buy faster and faster computers, larger and clearer televisions and increasingly powerful telephone devices with numerous features.   Tattoos, multi-colored hair and body piercings may be fads, but could be becoming trends as they gain a foothold with an entire generation.   Runners have multiple choices when deciding what to put on their feet such as varied outer sole treads, midsole cushioning, breathable upper mesh, shoe widths, heel counters and other technological innovations.   But with all of the attention placed on what to put on our feet, barefoot running is picking up steam and may be crossing the bridge from a fad to a trend.
You may have heard about the Vibram Five Fingers, which are basically rubber toe socks that somewhat mimic the feeling of running barefoot while offering some foot protection.   While not ‘true’ barefoot running, using this footwear comes close to barefoot running.   But for the ‘real thing’ the best place is to go shoeless and run on a golf course at dawn before the grounds crew kicks you off of the course.   Another way to add some barefoot running to your training is to do barefoot stride outs on a football field after a track session.   
You may be wondering, ‘Why should I run barefoot?’   That’s easy to answer.   The absence of shoes works the muscles, tendons and ligaments that are usually constricted and can aid in increasing your top end speed.   Some studies have shown that the energy cost of running is reduced by as much as 4% when running barefoot.   Barefoot running can stretch the calves, increase the movement of foot muscles and may decrease the incidence of plantar fasciitis. 

While barefoot running can be part of an overall program to train the body to run long distances fast, it should be introduced gradually.   Many recreational runners have gone from running exclusively with shoes to only with Vibrams or barefoot and have ended up injured.   Don’t make the mistake of thinking that if a little is good that a lot is better.   One runner I know switched from running shoes to just Vibrams and ended up with a stress fracture.

So, if you want to try adding some barefoot running to your training, what should you do?   As with anything new, start out slowly.  Walk barefoot, even if just around the house, for a few weeks to toughen up the skin on the bottom of the foot and muscles in both the ankles and feet.   Then start with a five to ten minute barefoot run two or three times per week.    Over the course of a month or two, build up to about three miles at a time.   The best places to do this are on golf courses or beaches.    Next, add some 100 meter stride outs on a soft surface.   This will build up foot and ankle strength, help your foot speed and minimize chances of injury.   Lastly, listen to your feet.   They are sensitive and should keep you from doing anything excessive.   Good luck - adding barefoot running to your training can help you to get faster!
