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PURPOSE: “Many patients do not want to know very much about their injuries or illnesses- they simply want to be made well.  Athletes on the other hand, want to know not only exactly what is wrong, but also why it happened and precisely how soon they will be well again. … The first major difference in treating injured athletes is a need for greater communication and patient education… The second difference is a need for more complete and comprehensive rehabilitation- a subject all but ignored in most medical training programs.”  Dr. James Garrick circa 1980

Most runners and healthcare providers resist changing running mechanics for injury prevention. There is proper technique to almost any activity, but for some reason we do not apply this to running. Likely reasons are there is no accepted proper way to run, little patient oriented research has been performed in this area, and few know how to instruct. The principles of proper postural alignment, a slight forward lean, relaxation in movement, lifting the legs (instead of pushing off), and a midfoot strike have been promoted by several running coaches and techniques (POSE, ChiRunning, Evolution Running, Cady Stride Mechanics, Newton Running to name a few). Can runners easily learn this technique? Is it helpful in reducing discomfort and injury? Can a brief training session and learning materials lead to substantial self learning, or is more advance feedback and coaching needed? This prospective pilot study is a follow up to the ChiRunning Survey Study presented last year at this conference.  The dramatic injury and effort reductions in the 2500 survey responders suggest validity to the concepts and inspired us to move forward with a prospective pilot.  Our runners were completely naive to the methods and were running substantial mileage while training for a marathon, thus providing a group eager to learn and also at high risk for overuse injury. We aimed to learn from their experience.
METHODS: Protocol approved by the WVU IRB. We solicited volunteers from the Next Step Marathon Training Group in Maryland. We offered a 2 hour introductory workshop to ChiRunning and accompanying book and DVD. Runners were training for marathons 10-14 weeks out from the workshop date in August 2008.  There was no coaching from the PI or any ChiRunning instructor after the workshop. We wished to simulate a simple brief intervention and the usefulness of the materials, versus a personal coach which few outside of a study would ever have access to and would be high cost for the masses.  Runners learned on their own.  We had 2 confidential surveys, one pre-workshop and the second after their marathon event. We focused on how subjects learned, pre and post injury rates, levels of effort, and ease of learning.  We offered open comment section for individual experiences, both positive and negative.  We did video analysis in the post study follow-up session. In a post study 2 hour focus group session we reviewed video analysis, reviewed the technique, and discussed the learning process and suggestions for improvement. 
RESULTS:  19 voluntarily enrolled in the study and attended the 2 hour introductory workshop.  The majority were in their 30’s and 40’s, ran between 20-40 miles a week, and more were female. Although several had been running for over 10 years, our highest represented group had been running only 1-5 years.  Most were somewhat competitive, racing a few times a year.  Almost all ran on pavement.  The majority had been injured in the 6 months prior and over half were experiencing an injury at the start of the study. Knee, shin, feet, and low back were the most common injuries. 12 of the 19 felt running was moderately uncomfortable. Most did not know how their feet struck the ground nor had ever tried to change their form. 14 runners completed the study and attended the post study workshop.  2 runners moved and 3 dropped from the training program. Most ran 30-50 miles a week through the study, a large increase from their baseline mileage. 6 experienced and injury- one missed 10-20 days, 5 missed 1-10 days, and the rest had no injury related off days. Knees, shins, and feet were the most common injuries. 13 of the 14 felt they were able to change their mechanics. 9 of the 14 felt the change in less than a month.  12 of 14 had a perceived effort of “somewhat hard” or “hard” and 2 “fairly light” prior to the training. Post training 7 of 14 had a perceived effort of “somewhat hard” or “hard” and 2 “fairly light”. 10 of 14 responded “probably yes” or “definitely yes” when asked if they felt their performance had improved as a result of Run Softly. 13 of the 14 answered “probably yes” or “definitely yes” when asked in they would recommend the method to others. In the qualitative portion it was clear the participants felt ongoing feedback would have been valuable and that it was difficult to really focus and learn the material while training intensely for a marathon. The video portion was felt to be highly useful, and most wished this were done at the beginning of the trial. Nonetheless most were enthusiastic and looked forward to practicing more as they went forward.
CONCLUSIONS:  Even in this small and brief pilot study in a group training heavily for a marathon, we found benefits in effort and injury reduction in qualitative and quantitative analysis. Most became much more aware of how they were moving and became engaged in efforts to move more efficiently. Almost all were able to make changes to their mechanics and would recommend this to others.   We learned that optimally there would be ongoing feedback from trained coaches and that video analysis is perceived to be highly valuable.  Most felt this was a lot to learn in a brief period of time, especially while training for a marathon. In conclusion, our enthusiastic and adventurous group of the learners helped us shape ongoing efforts in this area and we hope they continue their learning and progress.
