
Running Shoes: An Introduction 
“Buying your first pair of running shoes” 

by Brock Stepan 
 
Shopping for your first pair or your next pair of running shoes is not difficult IF you get a 
knowledgeable and helpful salesperson.  Because this is often not the case, as a seasoned 
runner and sales associate, I prepared the following as a comprehensive guide to finding 
the right shoe.  The advice found on this website is best used in conjunction with the help 
of a sales staff at a running specialty store like that of our site sponsor, Runners’ Edge of 
St. Paul, Minnesota.  However, the guidance of this site is ample enough to allow most 
runners to make their own sound shoe assessments. 
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I.  The Perfect Shoe? 
 

Any given running shoe is NOT better than another.  Everyone’s feet, running 
gait, and running needs are different.  What constitutes a good shoe depends solely on the 
individual.  And there is not ONE perfect shoe for you.  Upon entering a running 
specialty store, many people are overwhelmed by the vast selection of shoes.  Some 
wonder where to begin – that is what this website is for.  While there are certain shoes 
that a given person should not wear, there is not just one pair of shoes that will allow you 
to run happy.  There are many shoes within, or even across, brands that you will be just 
as successful with.  In any given year, I may run in six different shoes and enjoy all of 
them. 
 
II.  What Is A Running Gait? 
 
 One of the first questions a good sales associate will ask you in his/her attempt to 
narrow down your shoe search is, “Are you a neutral runner or do you pronate?” or “Do 
you need a neutral shoe or a stability/motion control shoe?” 
 What the sales associate is referring to are the ground mechanics of your stride.  
The motion that your legs and feet go through as they approach impact, land, and propel 
you forward is your unique running gait.  Your gait has the largest impact on what type 



of shoes will be good for you.  After determining your own running gait, you will be able 
to narrow down the shoes that are appropriate for you. 
Neutral:  

Most people have a neutral (normal) gait.  The foot will strike on the outside part 
of the heel and roll progressively inwards, ending by rolling off of the ball of the foot and 
the inside toes. 
Pronator: 
 An over-pronator is someone who rolls excessively inward through their gait.  In 
extreme examples, an over-pronator may land on the inside of their feet instead of their 
heel, and push off on the side of their feet instead of their toes. 
Supinator: 
 A supinator is an under-pronator with mechanics opposite those of the over-
pronator.  Supination occurs when there is not enough inward roll through the gait, and 
the strike path follows the outside of the foot.  Most supinators will have a normal heel 
strike, but their feet remain rigid throughout the gait, and they end up rolling on the 
outside ridge of their feet, often pushing off with their small toe or even the outside 
metatarsals. 
 
III.  What Type of Running Gait Do I Have? 
  
 There are three ways to analyze your gait without having a professional critique 
your running.  The first involves analyzing the wear pattern of your old shoes.  The 
second takes your arch type into account.  The third is a quick test of the leg structure. 
 

1) Old Shoes 
 

If you have been running enough to wear out a pair of running shoes, these old 
shoes provide the best clues as to how you run.  Be sure to bring old running 
shoes with you when you shop for a new pair.  Even if you have not run a step, 
old casual shoes that show wear on the soles can help.  Keep in mind, though, that 
some people’s running gait is slightly different than their walking gait.  Any 
mechanical issues are magnified during running and are more readily noticeable.  
There are two tests with your old shoes that will provide insight into what type of 
gait you have.  
 
Counter Check 
 
Place your worn out shoes on a counter side by side.  View the shoes from the 
heels, with your eyes level with the soles. 

 Over-pronator 
-The shoe upper (the mesh or leather) is stressed on the inside part of the shoe and 
not on the outside.  The top portion of the shoe will extend beyond the inside 
outsole. 
-The shoes lean inwards due to excessive wear on the inside of the soles. 
-There is minimal or no wear on the soles at the outside heels and significant wear 
on the inside. 



Supinator 
-The shoe upper is stressed on the outside part of the shoe and not on the inside.  
The top portion of the shoe will extend beyond the outside outsole. 
-The shoes lean outwards due to excessive wear on the outside of the soles. 
-The outside heels are virtually destroyed with little to no rubber left. 
*Diagnosing a supinator is the hardest running style to verify.  Most runners 
naturally strike on the outside of the heel and will wear out that portion of the sole 
first.  All running shoes use beefier materials on the outside heels of the sole due 
to this fact.  It is difficult to determine how much wear on a sole’s outside heel is 
due to neutral wear or supination.  If your shoes show signs of supination, have a 
professional in podiatry or at a running store take a more detailed examination. 
Neutral 
 -The shoe upper does not display any more stress on one side over the other.  If 
both the inside and outside portions of the shoe upper extend beyond the outsole 
(rolls over the outsole), this is more a sign that you need a wider shoe and is not a 
factor in determining what type of gait you have. 
-The shoes do not tend to lean in any direction. 
-The only visible wear of the soles from your vantage point is at the outside 
section of the heel. 
 
Sole Search 
 
An examination of the wear patterns of your shoes’ soles (bottoms) is the most 
revealing test of your running gait short of a professional examining a video of 
your stride.  For a visual of the descriptions, see below. 
Neutral 
The most balanced path from heel-strike to toe-off is landing on the outside 
section of the heel, rolling towards the middle of the sole, following the center of 
the sole near the medial section, and toeing-off anywhere from the middle to the 
inside part of the shoe’s point at the big toe.  If the path were a neat line, the line 
would be down the middle of the sole with the only deviations occurring at the 
outside heel and at the inside toe. 
Over-pronator 
Like neutral runners, even over-pronators will show signs of wear on the outside 
heel.  Severe over-pronators, however, will have wear on the inside of the heels.  
The most telltale sign of an over-pronator is excessive wear on the inside of the 
shoe’s forefoot.  From the toe, the further the inside wear extends back to the heel, 
the more severe an example it is of pronation.  If there is wear on the inside of the 
sole starting at the edge of the forefoot and the break of the medial (indented and 
cutout section), the shoe displays excellent signs of pronation.  Pronation is harder 
to determine the later the tendency to roll in occurs on the shoe.  As stated above, 
it is natural to toe off on the inside portion of the toe.  The degree to how far 
inside the toe-off occurs will tell of the extent of pronation. 
Supinator 
Like neutral runners and some over-pronators, supinators will show wear on the 
outside of the sole’s heel.  The majority of the sole’s wear will be on the very 



Red=Overpronation 
 
Yellow=Supination 

outside of the sole.  Like the signs of over-pronation, the further back the unusual 
wear occurs, the more evidence there is of mechanical imbalance.  Any wear 
towards the outside from the center of the sole is proof of supination.  It is 
unusual for any neutral runner to toe-off on the outside of their toes.  Because of 
this, any wear on the outside of the sole, even as late as the toes, is grounds for a 
supination classification. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

2) Arch Type 
 
Runners with flat feet tend to over-pronate.  Having flat feet does not always cause 
over-pronation, but it does hinder neutral mechanics and is often a good indicator of 
pronation.  The arches are the foundations of stable feet.  With them, the feet are erect 
and supported – helping to disperse the weight load evenly.  Without them, the feet 
tend to unload the weight on the widest surface: the collapsed arches.  When the 
arches of the feet are collapsed, it is easier for the feet to roll in at the flat medial 
section and ultimately cause over-pronation.  Your arch type is one of many variables 
in determining your running gait.  Because flat feet and over-pronation do not share a 
causal relationship, your arch type should be considered a small clue in to your 
running gait. 
 
Wet Feet 
 
Grab a few pieces of paper or some dry concrete, wet the soles of your feet, and walk 
on the paper or concrete.  A healthy arch will not leave a mark on the surface.  Only 
the outside portion of the middle of the foot should leave a mark.  The more of the 
arch that comes into contact with the ground, the flatter the foot, and the more likely 
it is that you overpronate. 
 
In contrast, the more area that never touches the ground, the higher the arch is.  
People with pronounced arches rarely overpronate, but do not necessarily supinate.  
High-arched feet need additional support from the shoes and insoles to ensure that 
they are being supported.  Without proper support, even naturally healthy arches can 
collapse. 
 



3) Leg Structure 
 

The natural tendencies of the legs will tell you what the legs want to do, everything 
else being equal.  Without reading any further, stand up.  Take note of how your feet 
are pointed and where most of the weight is being born by the feet.  If the feet are 
pointed outwards, your legs naturally want to overpronate.  If the feet are pointed 
inwards, your legs want to supinate.  If they are pointed straight ahead, they tend to 
be neutral.  Taking note of where the weight is being placed and any tilting of the 
ankles, more detail can be had.  If a lot of the weight is on the insides of the feet, on 
the arch, you tend to overpronate.  The opposite is true of supinators.  If the ankle is 
not in line and parallel with the rest of the lower leg, and instead leans inwards, you 
may overpronate.  Again, the opposite is true of supinators. 
 
Still standing, bend at your knees while keeping your torso straight.  Inward 
movement of the knees suggests overpronation, while outward movement suggests 
supination. 
 
I am careful to use qualifiers like "tend" and "may" since these two tests are very 
simple and only reveal your legs' tendencies.  The results show what the legs do when 
they are being lazy or are tired.  Some people will display completely different 
mechanics while running because their leg structures compensate for their tendencies 
when they are stimulated to perform. 

 
After performing the examinations above, you should now be able to confidently classify 
yourself as an overpronator, supinator, or a neutral runner.  When you walk into a shoe 
store you will be able to narrow the selection by 2/3rds.  Running shoes are classified as a 
stability, motion control, or neutral shoe. 
 
Overpronators: 
Someone with moderate pronation needs a stability shoe.  A stability shoe will have a 
sole that is built up on the inside either with a denser material or with solid devices like 
roll bars to prevent the foot from rolling inside.  By making the inside of the sole more 
rigid, the foot is forced to roll down the center of the shoe with more neutral mechanics.  
Most stability shoes will have a denser material in the inside of the heel that possibly 
extends to the medial section. 
 
Someone with severe pronation needs a motion control shoe.  Severe pronation is 
subjective and should be discussed with an expert.  It is often characterized by excessive 
inward roll very early in the stride and may involve striking on the inside of the foot as 
opposed to naturally on the heel.  Like a stability shoe, a motion control will be built up 
on the inside of the sole to prevent the foot from rolling inward.  A motion control shoe, 
however, takes the inside build up of the sole to the next level by not only preventing 
inward motion, but forcing the foot to stay down the center of the shoe.  Motion control 
shoes will have a denser material in the inside of the heel that will extend the full length 
of the sole to the toes.  Motion control shoes will also have aggressive devices in the heel 



like roll bars or grids in the heel to stop any early inward motion.  The denser inside sole 
of a stability or motion control is usually communicated by an off-color or grey coloring. 
 
Supinators: 
There are only a handful of shoes made with devices to help prevent supination.  The 
only shoe that I have had experience with is the Saucony Grid Triumph.  It is essentially a 
neutral cushion shoe, but it has a vertical grid system on the outside of the heel to prevent 
any early outward motion of the foot.  Supination is rarer than pronation, so fewer shoes 
are designed specifically to correct the unusual mechanics.  This does not mean that there 
are not any better suited shoes for supinators than others.  It is important for supinators to 
get a soft-soled neutral shoe.  In a later article I will explain the differences of firm versus 
soft-soled shoes.  Supinators need a shoe with a softer sole because the mechanics of 
running naturally apply force inwards on the foot.  The softer the sole, the more likely the 
foot will naturally collapse inwards through a more neutral path. 
 
Neutral Runners: 
A neutral runner has a much easier job at finding a shoe that fits the bill.  All they need is 
a neutral cushion shoe.  The adjective “cushion” should be used because some more 
experienced runners will look for a neutral shoe that is a lightweight, flexible, 
performance shoe used for workouts and not slow training.  Neutral runners need only to 
worry about the shoe fit characteristics below and whether they want more of a firm or 
more of a soft sole.  A soft sole neutralizes impact better, but does not respond as fast as a 
firm sole.  A firm sole will feel quicker but will be slightly more jarring on slower runs. 
  

 
IV.  Shoe Fit 
 
 Like running shoes themselves, there is not a description of the “perfect fit.”  It 
ultimately comes down to a personal preference of the runner.  There are, however, a few 
key considerations concerning the five fit characteristics (length, width, arch support, 
instep, and heel fit): 
 

1) Length 
 

Your size in an athletic shoe will be about one full size larger than your dress 
shoes.  This is partly due to the fact that dress shoes are sized slightly 
differently, and partly because dress shoes are bought for roomy, walking 
comfort. 
 
The general rule is that there should be about two thumbs’ widths of space in 
the toes while standing up in the shoes.  Anything more and the shoe will be 
sloppy.  Anything less and the shoe will be cramped.  Some people like more 
length and err on the long side of two thumbs’ widths.  While others like the 
shoe to be snug and like their toes near the edges, but NOT touching. 
 
Marathon Shoe Length: 



 
Buying a shoe that will be used in a marathon is the hardest to get the size 
right.  Once you find the size of a shoe that fits well, you need to buy a shoe 
that is a half to a full size larger.  Your feet will swell to almost a full size 
bigger due to dehydration and excessive pounding by the middle of a 
marathon and will need this extra room if you don’t want black toes and numb 
feet. 
 
It is a good idea to try on running shoes near the end of a day or after a run 
when possible.  Your feet will be more swollen and more characteristic of the 
length and shape that they will be while running. 
 

2) Width 
 

Problems concerning a shoe’s width can arise in the medial portion of the 
shoe or in the toe box.  The advice concerning the width of the toe box is also 
pertinent to the medial section of the shoe.  The toe box is the area forward of 
the medial portion of the shoe (where it narrows) and is where your forefoot 
and toes reside. 
 

i) Proper Height  
The height of the toe box should be enough to lift your toes 
slightly without much pressure from the top of the shoe.  You 
should not be able to rotate your forefoot back and forth.  It should 
be snug, but your forefoot should not be stretching the shoe 
material out over the edge of the sole. 

ii) Proper Shape 
The shape of the toe box should also be considered for those with a 
defined forefoot silhouette.  Some forefeet are distinctly rounded, 
while others come to an exaggerated point at the big toe or second 
toe.  For those with rounded forefeet, a pointed shoe will cramp the 
outside toes.  Pointed feet will find rounded shoes to be too roomy.  
A bird’s eye view of the shoe should be enough to determine the 
shape of the toe box. 

 
The standard width in men’s shoes is “D” and “B” for women’s.  Each shoe is 
cut and formed on a slightly different last (shoe mold and blueprint).  This 
makes finding a shoe with the correct width more difficult.  However, It does 
allow someone with an irregular width to potentially find a good fit in a 
different brand or in the same brand even if one shoe’s width does not work.  
For those with extremely narrow or wide feet who cannot fit the varying 
degrees of the “standard” width, you may need to try on shoes in different 
widths.  Most shoe manufacturers make each model in different widths, but 
due to the nature of shoe retailing, most retailers will not carry these different 
widths at their stores.  I have had the best luck with sending customers to the 
local New Balance store.  New Balance has carved a niche in the brick-and-



mortar shoe retailing industry by carrying most of their models in a multitude 
of different widths.  You may find a New Balance shoe that works for you, or 
at the very least you can determine your ideal shoe width and order the shoe 
that you wanted but was too wide or narrow. 
 

3) Arch Support 
 

A properly fitted arch is almost completely dependent upon the analysis of the 
shoe customer.  An expert can assess your arch needs and steer you towards 
the shoe with more or less of a pronounced arch.  The proper height of the 
arch is only half the battle.  It is just as important to make sure that the arch is 
located in the right spot. 
 

i) Proper Height 
What I usually tell people is that “you should feel something, but it 
should not feel noticeable.”  It should be a natural cradling of your 
arch.  Like supporting the head of an infant, the shoe should 
support your arch in its natural place.  It should not be applying 
any additional pressure on the arch. 

ii) Proper Placement 
Like the feel of the correct amount of support, the arch support 
should be located in a position that feels natural.  You should not 
feel a “lump” near your heel or by the ball of your foot. 

 
The proper arch is not noticeable – it is naturally present. 
 

4) Instep 
 

Think of your instep as the portion of your foot that affects your ability to slip 
on a pair of shoes.  Its defining characteristic is the height and slope of the top 
of your foot.  The instep of a shoe is the upper portion starting from the 
bottom eyelets of the laces up to the tongue.  People with high insteps (tall, 
steep feet) will not only have a difficult time putting on shoes with low 
insteps, but may get cramps or numb feet because the tops of the shoes are too 
tight and cut off blood flow to the feet.  Numb or cramped feet can also be due 
to over-tightened laces. 
 
The instep of a shoe is a minor characteristic of a shoe’s fit and needs only to 
be considered by those with high insteps. 
   

5) Heel Width and Depth 
 

The heel’s width and depth is usually a minor factor in the fit of a running 
shoe.  Only people with skinny heels, orthotics, or those who get a lot of 
blisters due to a slipping heel need to consider the heel’s fit. 
 



i) Skinny Heels 
Women tend to have the hardest time with the proper heel fit.  
Most women’s heels are very narrow and require an equally 
narrow heel to keep from slipping.  Because of this, one of the 
largest differences between a women’s shoe and a men’s shoe 
(besides the general width) is the heel’s width. 

ii) Orthotics 
An orthotic raises the heel, making the heel of the shoe more 
shallow than it was designed to be.  As a result, the heel is not 
properly “cupped” and tends to slip.  A shoe with a deeper heel is 
required for anyone using orthotics. 

iii) Excessive Slippage 
Runners who get many blisters on the back of their heels are either 
wearing shoes that are too large or shoes that are not narrow or 
deep enough.  If the size of the shoe is correct, the width and the 
shallowness of the heel are to blame. 
 

 V.  Life Span 
  
 So you’ve found a shoe that lets you enjoy your runs.  How long will the pair last?  

Running shoes, like tires on a car, have a life span based on mileage and time.  Unless 
you are an experienced runner logging a lot of miles, your shoes should be changed based 
on the length, and not amount, of use.  Much of the materials in a running shoe are 
organic and naturally decay.  If you were to buy a pair of new shoes and put them in your 
closet never to see the light of day, the soles would be broken down after two years.  The 
sole would be compressed and no longer respond.  

Most people do not have any unworn shoes in their closets that they decide to dust 
off after two years.  I tell people this to make the point that the sole of a shoe breaks 
down faster than expected.  You cannot judge the health of a shoe by its cosmetic upper.  
What’s more, you cannot judge the life of a sole by visual inspection.  And if the sole of a 
shoe is visibly broken down (sharp, horizontal creases or erosion) then it is way past its 
life. 

Once a shoe is worn for its first run, the shoe will likely last six months or 500 
miles, whichever comes first.  For most people, that will be six months.  I recommend 
noting the date six months from your shoe’s purchase by marking it on your calendar, or 
writing the date on the sole of your shoe with permanent marker.  At that point, 
regardless of how the shoe is feeling, you need to start looking for a replacement. 
Some people are harder on their shoes than others, and this conservative advice on a 
shoe’s life span may not pertain to them.  Larger runners and those who tend to slap or 
strike the ground harder will not be able to get six months or 500 miles out of their shoes.   

One of the first signs of a shoe’s death are shin splints.  If you feel any shooting 
pain the length of your shin, your shoes needed replacement miles ago.  A subtler sign 
that your shoes are done is unwarranted fatigue during your runs.  If you have not 
increased your mileage or intensity, and you do not have any other new energy drains in 
your life, and you are more fatigued during the same runs, your shoes are likely toast.  
There are many other physical factors that could cause newfound fatigue, but for novice 



runners the reason is usually because their shoes have stopped responding.  When a sole 
is broken down, it is completely compressed, stops absorbing the impact that is now sent 
to your joints and muscles, and stops returning any energy from the ground.  In each step, 
your body is doing a little more work and is being broken down a little bit more.  It seems 
miniscule until you realize that you take nearly 1,000 strides over the course of one mile.  
When each stride sends the force of six times your body weight through your shoe, it 
becomes clearer why a healthy shoe is essential to a healthy runner.  At the first signs of 
unprovoked fatigue or shin splints, swap out your shoes for a new pair and take note of 
how long your current shoes lasted.  Then come back to this article, review the shoe 
guidance, and go find another pair of shoes that will keep you enjoying the wonderful 
sport of running. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     


