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Phys Ed: Is Running Barefoot Better for You?

By Gretchen Reynolds

Daniel Lieberman, PhD, a professor of human evolutionary biology at Harvard University, studies and periodically practices barefoot running. His academic work focuses in part on how early man survived by evolving the ability to lope for long distances after prey, well before the advent of Nike shoes. There “is good evidence that humans have been running long distances for millions of years,” he says, “and most of that was probably done barefoot.” For his own part, “I run a lot,” he says, “and at least once a week, I run about three to five miles on the streets of Cambridge, completely barefoot. I can attest to the fact that it’s a lot of fun.”


Barefoot running recently has become as trendy as any millenia-old activity can be. The bestselling new book “Born to Run: A Hidden Tribe, Superathletes, and the Greatest Race the World Has Never Seen” gave the movement legs, with its depiction of the Tarahumara Indians of Mexico striding effortlessly for hours without shoes or in lightweight sandals. The book also quoted Lieberman extensively. Today, you can find dozens of websites evangelizing for barefoot running, with proponents promising that it’s a more ‘natural’ way to run, will reduce the chances of injury, and may well make you faster.

But is there persuasive scientific proof for the claims about the benefits of barefoot running? Read the scant available scientific literature and talk to the researchers who know the field best and it’s clear that the answer, at least as of now, is ‘no.’ “On the one hand, no one has yet published a study on whether barefoot running is better for you — the evidence is all anecdotal,” Lieberman says. “On the other hand, no one has ever published a study showing that running shoes prevent injury.” 

Other researchers are more blunt. “The whole campaign” of unshod running “has gained a kind of cult following, with the science chasing it from behind,” says Ross Tucker, PhD, a South African exercise physiologist and the author of the recently published book “Runner’s World: The Runner’s Body.” A “great deal of practical advice has been given out without a solid understanding of its implications,” he says.

The practical advice has been especially loud around the issue of running injuries. Barefoot proponents point to an article, published more than 20 years ago but widely quoted by barefoot runners, which showed that in Haiti, locals who wore shoes were more likely to wind up with leg injuries than those who ran barefoot. They also note that the percentage of runners sidelined each year by an injury has remained steady, even as shoe companies have come out with supposedly more advanced, protective shoes.

But such arguments are, most experts say, specious. “There is no direct evidence that running shoes cause injury or that barefoot running reduces injury,” says Benno Nigg, a professor of biomechanics at the University of Calgary and a well-respected footwear researcher. As for the anecdotal evidence, it’s mostly flimsy or flawed, he says. The article about Haitians, for instance, did not account for the fact that shoeless runners, most of whom were poor, probably wouldn’t go to the doctor if they were injured.

So, too, looking at the percentages of runners injured over the years is unhelpful, Tucker says, since not only has shoe technology changed, so have runners. “In the 1970s, the only guys who ran seriously were lightweight, efficient, built-to-last individuals,” he says. “Now, because of the running boom, you get all sorts running — overweight, leg length discrepancies, muscle weaknesses” and so on. “The fact that these people can run at all is amazing, so when 40 percent of them get injuries, perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised.”

No one doubts, however, that tossing off your shoes and running with free and naked feet changes how you run. According to biomechanics studies by Nigg and others, barefoot runners tend to strike the ground further up on the foot. In shoes, most people are heel strikers; the back of their foot contacts the ground first. Barefoot runners, Nigg and other say, strike the ground closer to the front of the foot, near the toes, and are in contact with the ground for less time.

Does that matter? “Not really,” Nigg says. Although many people believe that striking the ground closer to the front of the foot makes you faster, the evidence doesn’t support that idea. In one of the few studies to capture foot strike positions among elite runners in action, researchers at the 2004 Sapporo International Half Marathon in Japan photographed 283 runners about midway through the race. Seventy-five percent of the racers were landing on their heels. Another 24 percent landed at about mid-foot, meaning near the arch of their shoe. Only four of the 283 runners landed on their forefeet, and they weren’t the four fastest.

The debate about whether barefoot running is somehow better underestimates the main player in the whole argument. “The body is quite smart and adaptable,” Nigg says. In complex biomechanics studies that he’s undertaken recently in his laboratory, he’s found that people’s leg muscles adjust, rather smoothly, to changes in their footwear. If you run barefoot and land near the front of your foot, he says, the impact moves up your leg along a different pathway than if you wear shoes. But your body can sense that difference, he says, and, as a result, different muscles fire, while other relax — without any conscious volition on your part — and the overall impact on the leg’s various tissues remains about the same.

A study published last year in the British Journal of Sports Medicine reinforces Nigg’s findings. In it, researchers from the University of Texas at El Paso studied what happens to landing patterns as runners’ shoes wear out and flatten, becoming more barefoot-like. They found that, after 200 miles of training, even as “shoe cushioning capability decreases, runners modify their patterns to maintain constant external loads.” 

“The body learns very quickly to compensate,” he says. So, Nigg concludes, if you like your shoes, “stick with them.” If you want to try running barefoot, Ross Tucker says, be judicious. “Many years of wearing shoes condition the muscle, tendons, and skeleton and a sudden shift to barefoot running” could, at least in the short term, be painful, he says. Start by running barefoot perhaps once a week, he suggests.

That remains Lieberman’s approach. “I disagree with the notion that somehow modern runners are biomechanically disadvantaged and require fancy, expensive shoes,” the evolutionist says. “But I also reject the notion that we should return to life in the Stone Age. If you want to wear shoes, that’s fine, but if you want to try barefoot or in a minimal shoe running, you might really enjoy it.”
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The Roving Runner Goes Barefoot

By Brian Fidelman
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The Roving Runner, Brian Fidelman, left, with the author Christopher McDougall, taking a break from a barefoot run in Central Park in Manhattan.

What’s with the bare feet?

Some runners are tossing aside their cushioned, springy, supportive running shoes in favor of running barefoot. Others are opting for minimalist shoes that amount to thin-soled gloves for the feet. Barefoot running has been around awhile, but the best-selling book “Born to Run,” by Christopher McDougall, is largely credited with prompting a new barefoot boom.

“Born to Run” paints a rich profile of the Tarahumara Indians, an indigenous people in Mexico known for their ability to run long distances in thin sandals without getting injured. The book not only explores the history and culture of the Tarahumara but also examines the physiology and evolution of running, culminating in a spectacular 50-mile race through the country’s vast Copper Canyon.

But it is Mr. McDougall’s conclusions about running shoes that have helped generate renewed interest in barefoot running and a backlash against traditional running shoes. In “Born to Run,” he makes the case that modern running shoes warp our natural stride, encourage bad form and lead to injuries. 

Barefoot Running – Video:

The Roving Runner strides along Central Park barefoot with Christopher McDougall, author of the best-selling book "Born to Run." To see this video go to http://video.nytimes.com/video/2009/10/04/health/1247464987589/barefoot-running.html?scp=1&sq=born%20to%20run&st=cse

NYT_VideoPlayerStart({playerType:"article",videoId:"1247464987589",adxPagename:"well.blogs.nytimes.com/video"});

Curious, and admittedly dubious, I decided to invite Mr. McDougall for a Roving Run to see what all the fuss is about.

A few days before we met for our run in New York’s Central Park, a colleague asked me if I really planned to take off my shoes and run barefoot. I said maybe, for a minute or so, perhaps on the soft grass at the park’s Sheep Meadow.

Sitting in Columbus Circle, the tall, bald and amiable Mr. McDougall, or Christopher as he prefers to be called, had a different idea: lose the shoes and hit the pavement.

“The hard, man-made surfaces are like cream,” he reassured me. “It’s nature you’ve got to watch out for, because nature’s got horse chestnuts and acorns and rocks and things.” 

I agreed to give it a try. But what about broken glass and other sharp objects?

“I’ve got this special equipment I like to use,” he said. “They’re called eyeballs. I see a rock, I just step next to it. There’s a lot less out there than you think.”

We started slowly, running back and forth on some side paths off Central Park’s main loop. 

My running form changed immediately. I was landing gently on the middle and balls of my feet rather than striking with my heel. I was more upright than before. My stride was shorter. I didn’t make any changes consciously; they just seemed to happen on their own.

“My bad habits are so close to the surface that it’s really helpful for me to be in bare feet because it keeps me honest,” Christopher said. “When I wear shoes I get really sloppy, my form is all over the place. When I’m in my bare feet, I’m instantly reminded how to get upright and how to have a quick, light landing.”

Now it was time for a real run. Christopher wore a small backpack that held his Vibram Five Fingers, the thin rubber shoes with toe pockets that he had worn for his run from Penn Station to the park. I held on to my running shoes, one in each hand, figuring I would put them on after running barefoot for a few minutes. We set out on the main loop, curving eastward at the bottom of the park.

The comments started right away. A man off on the side of the road yelled out, in the thickest New York accent you can imagine, “Wheah ya shoes? Ya fuggatcha shoes!”

Christopher seemed to take note of every runner’s form, clearly wishing everyone else were barefoot right along with us.

After a mile or so we peeled off the loop and caught the men’s pro race at the Fifth Avenue Mile. As the leaders blazed by us, Christopher admired their form. “Look at how lightly they land,” he said, “even at that speed.”

We returned to the loop and ran north. I kept my shoes off for the moment because my feet still weren’t hurting.

I asked my running partner if he kept in touch with the characters he described in his book. He certainly does, he told me. El Caballo, the mysterious American who lives in the Copper Canyon, walked into a Denver book signing just as Christopher was talking about him. He saw Jenn Shelton, the pigtailed party girl with endless endurance, at the Western States 100 Mile Endurance Run. He went trail running with Billy Bonehead in Hawaii not long ago. 

And when we talked about the barefoot running boom his book has spawned, he seemed embarrassed, saying he is unjustifiably reaping the rewards of the sweat of longtime barefoot runners before him. 

We continued north, past the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Reservoir, and then past the North Meadow ball fields.

Other runners stared at us and our bare feet, as if to say, “Are you guys nuts?” Christopher engaged many of them, even offering a few runners $20 if they would go barefoot with us. “It’s the way we’re supposed to run!” he yelled out to one.

We passed huge piles of wood collected near the side of the road, wreckage from the storm that ripped through the park in mid-August. Christopher had run in the park the day after the storm and said he was stunned by how extensive the damage was. He had been in town that day to appear on “The Daily Show.” As it happens, it was that interview that prompted my interest in his book, which my sister recently gave me as a gift for my birthday. (Here’s the segment.)

As we rounded the Great Hill and ran down the west side of the park, it dawned on me that I had been lost in our conversation for some time, and that after nearly six miles I was still running barefoot. But we were getting closer to completing a loop and I wasn’t in any pain, so there was no way I was putting my shoes back on now.

Web sites on barefoot running recommend starting slowly to acclimate your feet, and they are right. Although I wasn’t feeling any pain during the run, my feet were indeed hurting a bit the next day on the top and outside. But it felt more like the soreness of underused muscles rather than an injury. As for the soles of my feet, they were fine. No blisters, no puncture wounds, no disturbed skin.

My facial muscles felt a bit tired, but that was from smiling most of the way. I’m not sure if it was the liberating feeling of running barefoot, or chatting with an author whose book I had just devoured, or if I was just enjoying other runners’ reactions to two guys running barefoot in Central Park, but this was fun, just as running should be.

Near the end of our run, as we passed Tavern on the Green, a runner sidled up alongside us. “You guys enjoying your barefoot run?” he asked.

Sure are, we responded.

“Well listen, there’s this book you have to check out,” he said. “It’s called ‘Born to Run.’”

