DO NOT BE DE-FEET-ED
Yip, you’ve probably guessed it. This month we will talk a little about those trusty, bony and willing parts that hang from our legs. You know, when I was a serious runner, even during my years at a national level, I never seriously considered the importance of these complex, interesting and crucial parts of the body. I paid attention here and there when they developed blisters or developed some kind of pain, but otherwise they were neglected servants which experienced some brutal punishment. Well, now that I’m older and so much slower I realize the crucial role that they play as I try to coax an ageing body back into some semblance of competitiveness.

It is actually an eye-opener to find out that as runners our feet and how effectively we use and strengthen them are important determinants of running performance, from 800 meters to 100 km! Did you know, for example, that famed researchers have found that running velocity (over all race distances) is inversely related to foot-strike time? In other words, the difference in the performances of runners is related to the amount of time their feet spend in contact with the ground. Yes, this means that, in general, “neuromuscular characteristics” are important in determining running speed. But the amount of time you actually spend with your foot on the ground in a long run is also related to the strength and “elasticity” in your foot. And the good news is that this is something that we can train for!

The second aspect that’s important regarding the feet of especially those who run very long distances is that they actually play a crucial role in the natural shock-absorbing that has been built into our bodies. Yes, we generally classify our feet in terms of having flatter or higher arches - and higher arches act as better shock absorbers. But it is important to realize that we generally lose the strength in their feet as they grow older due to the lack of activities that continue to maintain or build strength in our feet. This is one reason why it is so tragic that children often wear modern built-up shoes and even running shoes built like construction projects when they are still young and naturally inclined to the types of activities that are supposed to strengthen the feet. Please allow your children to play and move in bare feet as much as possible, and please do not put your young budding runners in shoes that follow the trend of modern over-elaborated running shoes - they were born to run freely and develop those feet naturally. This is a subject that we can talk about some more at a later stage. 

Some scientists are actually saying that flat feet are often a sign of feet that have weakened over time and are unable to properly support body-weight; especially should that weight balloon as we age. Cases are sited of those who exercise previously flat feet who develop stronger feet to such an extent that they even start taking different shapes - rising arch and shorter length. I have read of people changing to a smaller shoe size in this way as they strengthen previously weak feet in this way. The stronger foot therefore becomes a much more effective shock-absorber and takes the additional pressure off the rest of the natural shock absorbing “system” of the runner (ie the ankles, knees and legs), making that runner more effective, faster over any distance, and also less injury-prone.
This topic actually needs more attention, but hopefully the above will convince you how important your feet are as a runner. Now beyond a hopefully new-found admiration for your feet, the next thought, I hope, is how to improve the strength and functioning of the feet during running. I will give a few tips in this regard:

1) Walk around barefoot as much as possible around the home.

2) Do some strengthening exercises: 

a. Rotation. Every day, do clockwise and anti-clockwise circling of each foot (standing position is easier and sitting position assists in strengthening the quads at the same time - you choose!). I suggest building up to 50 circles in every direction for each foot per day, but it could be more. Build up the number gradually. This exercise improves the flexibility of the feet, improving its ability to play a more active role in the running action.
b. Toe Curl. Imagine you are clutching a pencil under your feet between your toes and rest of the foot. Curl those toes repetitively and build up the daily number gradually. See if you can become so strong that you can actually propel yourself forward in this way for short distances on a carpet. This exercise has a direct bearing on strengthening a sagging arch. You can do both feet together.

c. Calf Raise. Stand comfortably and rise up on your toes as high as possible, hold for a second, lower, and repeat. Yes this is mainly an exercise for the calf muscles, etc, but it has the added benefit of strengthening the all-important ankle and its flexing strength, as well as the arch. You can progress from doing both feet together to doing them separately against your body weight. Again, build up the number gradually. As you progress, you can also allow your heel to drop below the level you are standing on, but make the progress gradual.

There you have it. No great shakes, no long training sessions with special equipment. Just developing good daily habits that takes a couple of minutes to do and can be worked into a daily routine. And an awareness that we must look after our feet as runners, as they play a crucial [part in our very simple sport.

Of course, to truly optimize the use of our feet we may also need some plyometric exercises. But we will treat that subject in another article. Strengthening should always precede dynamic exercises so let’s get going on this aspect first.

Eish, I am starting to give away all the secrets!

See you on the road! 

George Bradley 

For any correspondence regarding this article or coaching, e-mail me at georgecrbradley@gmail.com.   

