What you wear affects how you perform

You crash land on the heel of one foot and begin your gait, roll forward and then spring off on your toes as you propel ahead. Then, making progress and advancing forward, you repeat this process using the other foot. You swing your arms and shoulders, one at a time, over and over again. You run or you walk. 

Either way, for every week you train you will take thousands of strides. All of this repetition and redundancy of movement has consequences. The force of impact on your legs, knees and back when you run or walk is generally between 3 to 5 times your body weight. The impact you put your body through when you train for an event like the marathon, half marathon or that 25 miles a week you do 52 times a year all of those steps, the crashing, springing, pumping and swinging, can be a part of the training process you effectively manage as an athlete or a dead end to your training progress. 

Two of the most common reasons why people fail in their training are improper training gear (resulting in injury) and overuse of training gear (wearing worn out shoes, resulting in injury). Simply put, what you wear greatly impacts your success in training. In terms of importance, it is on par with hydration, nutrition, following a proven training schedule, and not over-training. It's one of the key ingredients for training injury free. 

Start with your feet

Gearing up properly starts with purchasing a good running or walking shoe. A good shoe will fit your foot properly and provide you the cushioning and support to accommodate your biomechanical needs. In this context, biomechanics refers to the mechanics of how your body moves when you run or walk. Shoes today are designed to support different foot motions and running styles. Consequently, it is important to learn your foot motion and running style before you select a shoe. A good specialty store can help you identify your foot motion so that you can focus on the right level of support. Running shoes are generally created to support three foot motions. Cushioning shoes are best for efficient feet those that do not over-pronate. Often, runners and shoe geeks define these feet as neutral. Pronation refers to the degree of inward roll of the foot as it moves from the heel strike to the toe off. Some degree of pronation is desired as this is one of the primary ways that the body absorbs shock and impact during training. Some feet don't pronate at all. They supinate or underpronate. In other words, they do not roll inward to any degree. These foot types also should choose cushioning shoes, especially those that are highly flexible and have a curved last. Often, but not always, high, rigid arched feet will fall into the cushioning category. 

Stability shoes are best for mild or moderate over-pronators. Stability shoes provide a blend of cushioning and stability. Often, but not always, feet that have flexible arches often fit into this category. Typically, stability shoes offer a second, more dense level of support on the medial (inside) part of the shoe midsole. This stabilizes the arch during training and reduces the rate of over-pronation. 

Motion control shoes are best for extreme over-pronators. Motion control shoes are built with a large amount of stability features. Often, but not always, flat feet that roll inward excessively require motion control shoes. Some excessive overpronators wear custom orthotics. A well designed orthotic will stabilize the foot. Consequently, orthotics should not be worn with motion control shoes. They are best used in conjunction with cushioning or mild stability shoes. 

Once you identify the level of support you need, you should try on 2-3 different shoe styles within your support category. Trying on shoes is critical. Every foot shape is different and every shoe style fits differently. In addition, most shoe brands now offer core styles in widths. Even if you know your size, it is nearly impossible to eyeball a shoe and determine that it fits you correctly. By trying on different styles, you can identify which one fits your foot the best. (Sometimes, you need to try on more than 2-3 models to get the best fit.) A good fit is generally present if your heel and mid-foot are snug in the shoe (minimal or no slippage in the heel as you walk) and there is plenty of room in the toebox. You should be able to wiggle your toes and there should be some room between your longest toe and the end of the shoe. In addition, there should be no pinching or pressure from the sides of the shoe. Remember that your feet will expand and swell as you train. This is why an open toe box and some additional space between your toes and the end of the shoe will be helpful. 

Once you identify a shoe that you enjoy and have trained in comfortably, it is a good idea to buy a second pair. Alternating two pair of shoes enables you to train in fresh shoes that are dry! (It usually takes about 1.5 days for a shoe to dry out after a long training run. In addition, giving your shoes a rest allows the foam midsoles to rejuvenate). 

In addition to distance training shoes, there are a host of lightweight shoes on the market today. Lightweights are helpful for speed training. (Speedwork is a must if you want to get better). Lightweight shoes are not built for everyday training. They are generally lighter than training shoes and not as supportive. Use these, but please use them sparingly. Most people should not wear them more than 1-2 times per week. Socks really make a difference 

You will notice a big difference in the comfort of your shoes if you get some good socks! There are many different performance socks available today. Choose a sock that wicks moisture away from the skin and offers the degree of padding you prefer. A padded sock will generally make your shoes a little softer and feel more cushioned. A thinner sock will breathe a little better and feel lighter on the foot. 

