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 Minimalistic running is not a new concept globally, but it has proven to be the trendiest 

running fad domestically. The idea behind “barefoot running” or “minimal running” is that the 

athlete is using natural technique during the stride of the run to improve effectiveness and 

efficiency. This new movement has led to countless shoe designs, marketing techniques and 

stylish workouts. The technique centers around the location of the foot strike, the muscles 

engaged during the evolution and different forces acting on the body. Research conducted to 

evaluate the usefulness of barefoot running, injury analysis, and effects on the body show 

emphatic results. In addition to these studies examination of training incorporating barefoot 

running will be discussed.  

 Running barefoot forces the participant to land on the front of the foot; this action is 

known as (FFS) or forefront strike. This is known to be the natural stride for humans to 

strengthen muscles and reduce injuries to the knee and other lower extremity joints (Does 

running, 2013). The argument with rear-foot striking (RFS) is that this repetitive motion causes 

extreme stress on the knee and can cause overuse injuries (Williams, 2012). The theory is that 

barefoot running decreases the ground reaction force because the runner is using only the front of 

the foot which results in lessened mechanical stress (Williams, 2012). The mechanics of FFS 

reduces the rate and amount of load on the skeletal system and builds the Achilles tendon and 

plantar fascia (Williams, 2012). However the entire point of shoes is to protect and support the 

feet on the hard-surfaces ran on. The switch to minimal shoes can be very traumatizing to the 

body causing more harm than good. Brigham Young University found that too quick of a 

transition caused 10 out of 19 runners increased bone marrow edema and two experienced 

fractures in the foot (International, 2013).     
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Many argue that barefoot running is a better technique and use the Kenyan population as 

an example of a superior athlete with this methodology. However, research was conducted by 

George Washington University on Daasanach people and found that most use mid-foot strikes 

(MFS) while running (Halvorson, 2013). For slower speeds the participants predominantly used 

RFS, 96 out of 133 exactly. When the speed increased to above five meters per second the 

participants used FFS and MFS based on preferred technique. This information indicates that 

naturally running does not necessarily mean the athlete has a FFS but rather it is more of an 

adopted technique (Halvorson, 2013).  

Another proposed benefit of barefoot running is the strengthening of leg muscles. This 

conclusion is difficult to quantify, but one suggested method was to measure the arch of the foot 

after a selected period of time to evaluate the increase in arch height. The American College of 

Sports Medicine found that there was not a significant impact in arch height of runners after 

participating in 10 weeks of minimalist running (Does running, 2013). Without proper guidelines 

on the transition from traditional running to minimal running it is difficult to know when to 

expect determinate results.  

Understanding the biomechanics behind running is important to understanding the 

discussion on barefoot and minimalistic running. The force and velocity are not the only 

components of this debate, but the efficiency of each stride is in question as well. The University 

of Massachusetts conducted a study on 19 runners who preferred RFS and 18 runners who 

practice FFS to observe metabolic economy. The method had each participant run on a treadmill 

at three different speeds, slow, medium, and fast and the runner’s oxygen consumption and 

carbon dioxide output was measured (International business, 2013). The data showed RFS used 

less oxygen at the same pace as FFS. The study also proved that the FFS burned more 
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carbohydrates for energy resulting in less fat burning (International business, 2013). Metabolic 

energy is very important in the sport of running and minimalistic running seems to be less 

efficient than traditional methods.  

Instead of an immediate and traumatic transition into the barefoot culture, coach Ebbets 

believes it is best to slowly incorporate barefoot running into the warm-up portion of a workout. 

“Abrupt change to a minimalist shoe often represents a shock of such magnitude that the 

ligaments, tendons or muscles of the leg become overwhelmed and breakdown occur” (Ebbets, 

2012). He suggests implementing drills into the warm-up portion for example 100m to 200m of 

barefoot running on a softer surface (Ebbets, 2012). He emphasizes that this methods should be 

used scarcely and as a training element and not as the main component of the workout. During 

the cool-down barefoot running should be avoided because the athlete is fatigued and technique 

is commonly compromised. This combination of exhaustion and poor technique during barefoot 

running increases the chance of injury (Ebbets, 2012). Using minimal running to strengthen the 

leg can be a very effective training aid in running.  

In conclusion, the trend of barefoot running has taken the nation by storm, but the 

practice has its risks. Due to the repetitive and violent nature of running proper running shoes 

provide the athlete with a certain level of protection and comfort (Williams, 2012). Integrating 

FFS into a regular pre-workout routine can prove to be beneficial in training, but it is not wise to 

use this as a sole practice. Contrary to conventional thinking the dominant endurance runners, 

Kenyans, do not always use FFS while running. This method is an exercise that needs to be 

adopted by the runner and does not come naturally. Recent research has shown that structurally 

and metabolically different strikes have varying results.            
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