
Performance Run 

Sam Murphy 
is a health and fi tness 
writer and author, with 
a special interest in 
running. She’s a 
keen triathlete

 l

Your run technique may not be textbook perfect but 
should you try to change it? And will doing so reduce risk of 
injury and improve performance? Sam Murphy investigates 

Revitalise 
your Running

Gait Your personalised style of walking, running or 
moving along on foot.

Tendonitis Inflammation or irritation of the 
tendons. Common in the Achilles.

Torsion The twisting of an object – the foot in 
running, for example – due to applied force.

Tibial-stress fracture Slight crack in the shin bone, 
caused by overuse. Common in runners.
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doesn’t address the thorny 
problem of injury. “Statistics show 
that two-thirds of runners get an injury 
every year,” says running coach Malcolm 
Balk, author of Master the Art of Running: 
Running with the Alexander Technique. “When 
you’re injured, you can’t train and when you 
can’t train, you can’t improve.”

It’s not surprising that runners get injured, 
when you consider what a high-impact, 
repetitive sport it is. With the average runner 
taking over 10,000 steps per hour, any ‘errors’ 
in your gait are repeated over and over again 
– and the consequences can be signifi cant, 
from stress fractures to tendonitis, joint 
infl ammation to muscle damage. 

Heel, toe or midfoot?
One of the biggest controversies in running 
technique relates to how the foot lands. For 
years, the accepted technique in distance 
running (as opposed to sprinting) has been to 
land on the outside edge of the heel and 
then roll forward to push off with the ball 
of the foot. But increasingly this is being 

A lthough it sometimes feels otherwise, 
when you take those fi rst steps out of 
transition following a tough 40km bike 

leg, you all know how to run. You put one foot 
in front of the other, and repeat as necessary, 
right? Well, yes, but we all have our own 
weird and wonderful interpretation of this 
basic pattern – as a glance around you at any 
race will affi rm. Bobbing heads, shuffl ing 
feet, fl ailing arms, knocking knees… and yet 
we all get by. So does it matter if your running 
technique isn’t biomechanically perfect? And 
will trying to change it make you faster, 
stronger or less injury prone? 

Challenging convention
The evidence is equivocal. While some 
running experts – such as Dr Nicholas 
Romanov, creator of the Pose Method – 
believe there’s only one correct way to run, 
which we all should master, others are more 
fl exible in their opinions. “It’s very diffi cult to 
change your running technique,” believes 
chartered physiotherapist Alan Watson, from 
London-based sports rehabilitation clinic 

BiMAL. “Some people heel strike, some 
forefoot strike, some have more or less hip 
and knee extension or arm action – it’s just 
the way we are. You have to ask yourself why 
you run the way you do. The body 
compensates for its imperfections, and the 
way you run may be an adaptation to your 
gait abnormalities.”

Watson regularly sees people in gait 
analysis whose technique he would expect 
to predispose them to certain 
injuries, but, he believes, 
remain injury-free because 
they’ve built up the necessary 
strength and fl exibility to 
avoid such problems. So 
changing your technique 
could actually cause, rather 
than lessen, problems?

“It’s possible, yes,” says Watson. 
“Changing one aspect of the gait will 
necessitate another alteration elsewhere. If 
we are biomechanically designed to work in a 
particular way, then changing it could place 
inordinate shearing, torsion and compressive 
forces elsewhere, which can manifest in 
tissue degradation and breakdown.”

That said, some of our technique 
idiosyncrasies are plain-old bad habits, rather 
than biomechanical failings, which we’d do 
well to work on banishing. For example, 
looking down at the ground instead of 
forward throws your spine out of alignment 
and puts additional stress on your lower 
back, while allowing your arms to come 
across the front of the torso hampers forward 
motion by creating an opposing side-to-side 
movement. “Any motion you have in your 
body that isn’t directed in a forward direction 
is wasted energy that will cause your 
muscles to have to work harder,” believes 
Danny Dreyer, creator of ChiRunning.

But while correcting the basics might make 
for a smoother, more comfortable stride, it 
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of the 
Running 
Injury Lab at the 
University of Delaware. “Different foot 
strike patterns result in different loading 
patterns on the lower extremities and are 
associated with different injuries.”

This is borne out by a study published in 
the journal Medicine & Science in Sports & 
Exercise. The study compared midfoot 
running with Pose Method running and a 
heel-toe running stride. They found that 
eccentric loading of the knee was 
signifi cantly reduced with the Pose Method, 
but that the ankles worked harder. Pose also 
resulted in a shorter stride length.

Davis’ 
own research 
has shown that a rearfoot 
strike induces loads that are more associated 
with tibial stress fractures, while a forefoot 
strike is associated with mechanics that 
place a runner at greater risk for Achilles 
tendonitis. “When you land with the heel, 
there’s a spike in the ground reaction force,” 
explains Dr Davis. “A forefoot landing reduces 
the load rate, but it’s wrong to think that 

questioned, and there’s a move towards 
landing further towards the front of the foot 
– either on the ball of the foot (as in the Pose 
Method) or the midfoot (as in ChiRunning). 

“Many biomechanical studies have now 
shown that heel striking is harmful for your 
feet, ankles, lower legs, knees, quads, hips 
and back,” says Dreyer. “I’m delighted that 
the paradigm is beginning to shift away from 
heel striking, and I believe it’s partly due to 
the success of runners such as the Kenyans, 
who tend to land with a midfoot strike.”  

But not everyone thinks heel striking is the 
root of all evil. “I don’t think that a rearfoot 
strike is ‘wrong’ any more than a forefoot 
strike is ‘right’,” says Dr Irene Davis, director 
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Run pointers for all
Relax Unnecessary tension held in the 
body will hamper your progress – 
and may even restrict your 
breathing. Relax your jaw, shoulders 
and hands.

Monitor Keep ‘in touch’ with your 
body while you’re running rather 
than switching to autopilot. 
This will improve your 
‘kinaesthetic’ awareness.

Conserve energy Remember: 
your overall direction is 
forwards, not side to side or 
up and down. Try to minimise 
movements that aren’t 
contributing to your forward 
motion, such as bouncing 
off the feet, allowing the 
hips to collapse from side 
to side, inappropriate head 
and torso movement 
or wasteful arm 
actions.

landing on the forefoot erases the ground 
reaction forces – they just occur under a 
different part of the foot. More of the 
cushioning is done by the ankle and calves in 
a forefoot strike, so if you’re predisposed to 
Achilles or calf problems, your injury risk 
may increase rather than decrease.”

While Balk falls into the anti-heel-strike 
brigade, he’s more concerned about where 
the foot lands, rather than which part of the 
foot touches down. “Landing on the forefoot 
increases the likelihood, but doesn’t 
guarantee, that you’ll land more underneath 
your hip and therefore reduce braking forces,” 
he says. “I’ve seen people land on the forefoot 
who still put the foot down well out in front of 
the hip, eliminating any potential benefi t.”
Davis, however, points out that if you shorten 
your stride – which you have to if you become 
a mid- or forefoot striker – you have to 
increase your turnover, so you get more 
repetitions. “Who’s to say that isn’t going 
to increase injury risk?” she asks. “It’s 
very dangerous to say there’s just one 
right way to run.”

Look beyond technique
So, er, different strikes for different folks, 
then. What’s more, research reported in 
Sports Injury Bulletin suggests that it isn’t 

so much faulty mechanics that cause 
running injuries as the total volume of 
running undertaken and sudden changes in 
volume or intensity of running. It’s also 
important to remember that not all running 
injuries are caused by impact.

“Shortcomings in running technique 
problems are very often caused by 
infl exibility, muscular imbalances or lack of 
strength,” believes Watson. “I’d say address 
these fi rst, with the help of a professional, 
and only consider trying to change your gait 
if you have recurring injury problems.”

Dr Davis is inclined to agree. “‘If it ain’t 
broke, don’t fi x it’ is my mindset,” she says. 
“I’ve had enough people in the clinic with 
‘bad’ mechanics who don’t have injuries – so 
why change? I believe these runners may 
have adopted compensatory strategies that, 
if tinkered with, may result in injury.”

“There are runners with ‘ineffi cient’ 
technique who still perform 

well,” concedes Balk. “But 
they should not be used as a 
rationale for not changing or 
improving running form. 
There’s always room for 
improvement. Look at the 
best athletes in any fi eld – 

like Tiger Woods or Roger 
Federer – and you’ll see 

they are constantly 
looking for ways to 
get better.” 
One thing that Balk 

and Davis do agree on is 
that changing your 

technique is achievable. “The 
human body is extremely 
adaptable and it’s possible to 
change your gait pattern if 

you need to,” says Davis. “Not 
everyone runs in their own 

optimal way for their structure, 
and if someone sustains injuries 
that are associated with a typical 
type of foot strike, we need to 
change those mechanics.”

Davis’ lab-based ‘gait 
retraining’ programmes have 
been highly successful. Using 
real-time motion analysis, 
runners are given visual 
feedback on things such as 
the magnitude of their 
landing shock or their leg 
alignment. This feedback is 
progressively removed so 
that the runner can learn to 
perform the new mechanics 
without it. Gait retraining 
has resulted in a 50% 

reduction in an 
improvement 
in leg 

alignment within eight sessions. “Subjects 
also reported that their new pattern felt more 
natural than the old one by the end of the 
retraining,” she says. Davis has now adapted 
these techniques by teaching runners to 
listen to the loudness of their foot strike, or by 
viewing their alignment in a mirror while 
running – strategies we can all employ with 
the help of gym mirrors, shop windows, 
friends’ feedback and our own ears.

So can you change the way you run? The 
answer would appear to be an emphatic ‘yes’. 
But should you? Well, until the day comes 
that every Olympic champion in a running 
event demonstrates the exact same running 
technique, we cannot say that there’s only 
one, true way to run. In the meantime, it’s up 
to you to decide whether to stick with what 
you’ve got, make a few tweaks or change 
your running style entirely.

Best forefoot forward 
Adri Hartveld, a chartered physiotherapist 
and marathon runner, is so convinced about 
the benefits of landing on the forefoot as 
opposed to the heel that he has developed a 
heelless running shoe, the Healus. Currently 
only made to order, Hartveld is in talks with 
trainer manufacturers to get the shoe made 
available more widely. “Heelless running is 
faster and prevents the sudden increase of 
vertical ground reaction force caused by heel 
strike,” he says, citing research he undertook 
with Staffordshire University. “When the 
forces on the body are better distributed, a 
runner will be able to keep going, without 
pain and injury.” Hartveld has also devised 
a series of exercises to prime the body for 
heelless running, which he demonstrates 
at Bourne Sports store in Stoke-on-Trent on 
the first Saturday of each month. A leaflet 
outlining the exercises is also available. For 
more information, visit www.heelless.co.uk.
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know how to run is one way of 
halting what should be an ongoing 
process of learning and discovery,” 
Balk says. “When running becomes 
just a means to an end, it loses the 
features that elevate it from being 
just another mundane activity.”

Balk’s method doesn’t involve 
forcing, controlling or straining. 
“I switch the emphasis to paying 
attention to what’s going on 
within the body and being present 
in the moment,” explains Balk. 
“Triathletes often bulldoze their way 
through a session, pushing through 
pain and allowing technique to 
go out of the window as they tire. 
There’s also a strong element of 
competition – how many miles did 
you run this week? What was your 
time for that 10km?” In Alexander 
Technique, this attitude is called 
end-gaining and will have you sent 
straight to the back of the class. 

The drills and practices Balk 
suggests aim to teach you to run 
more consciously and help you find 
your ‘flow zone’ – which, after a 
40km bike ride, you’ll appreciate. 
“It’s like driving a car,” he says. 
“Learn good driving skills and most 

of the time you just have to make 
sure you keep the car on the road. 
You monitor. When the car starts 
to drift, if you clue in early enough, 
you only have to make minor 
adjustments to put things back 
on track.”

In real terms, the Art of Running 
means leading with the head 
(not the heels), learning to spend 
less time on the ground, not 
overstriding and not pushing off 
with the toes or driving with the 
knees. “It’s about eliminating the 
unnecessary,” he says. Alexander 
said, “Stop what you are doing 
wrong and the right will take 
care of itself.”

Try this Lie down before you run. 
“Unless you have just got out of bed, 
the spine will be compressed from 
constant sitting and you’ll simply 
take the stresses of the day with 
you,” says Balk. “A few minutes 
lying flat on your back, maybe 
with a book under your head 
and your knees bent, will help 
decompress the discs.”

Lead with the head. Run slowly 
with your hand on the back of 

your neck. “The neck should stay 
long and the head shouldn’t move 
around much, remaining quietly 
posed on top of the spine and not 
pulled back, compressing the neck, 
like it often is on the bike.”

Run very slowly. You’ll notice 
more about your running style: 
light or heavy footfall, swaying, 
time on the ground, unnecessary 
tension, head movement and so on. 
Maintain excellent form.

It’s possible to run 12-minute 
miles maintaining good form and 
taking 180 strides per minute, but 
many runners’ form goes down the 
pan when they try this.

Short hills: run up a short 
hill using very small steps, 
and energising the glutes and 
hamstrings to get the feet off the 
ground as quickly as possible.

 
Find out more Read Master the 
Art of Running: Running with the 
Alexander Technique by Malcolm 
Balk and Andrew Shields. Go to 
www.theartofrunning.com 
for details of forthcoming 
workshops (Balk will be in the UK 
in October). 

The Art of Running
What is it? A running technique 
incorporating the principles of 
the Alexander Technique, which 
encourages good use of the body 
and greater awareness of the way 
it functions – with a particular 
focus on the relationship between 
the head, neck and back. We’re 
encouraged to look at running as 
an art, with skills to be learned and 
practised – an approach 
that involves both a physical and a 
mental shift. 

Who invented it? Malcolm Balk, 
a Canadian Alexander Technique 
teacher, running coach and masters 
athlete. Balk was a promising 
marathon runner 25 years ago, 
but was plagued by injuries. He 
stumbled across the Alexander 
Technique when learning to play 
the cello, eventually training to be a 
teacher. It was then he noticed that 
despite running competitively at 
800 and 1,500m, he had not 
only remained injury-free but 
his times had improved. He has 
now been teaching Art of Running 
workshops across the globe for 
more than 15 years. 

The theory “We all think we know 
how to run,” says Balk. “But 
running is only natural if you’ve 
been doing it your whole life.”

Balk believes our largely seated, 
sedentary lifestyle affects our body 
awareness – what he describes as 
our kinaesthetic conscience. “Over 
time, awareness becomes impaired 
and we adopt faulty movement 
patterns and positions without even 
being aware of it,” he explains. “For 
example, we think we’re standing 
up straight when we’re actually 
hunched forward. This can be even 
worse when in motion.”

And judging by Paula Radcliffe’s 
wobbling head, it can happen 
to the best of us. “When we cut 
our minds off from what we are 
doing and simply mechanically 
repeat a movement over and over 
again, without interest or curiosity, 
without thought or intention, we 
reduce both the experience and 
ourselves in the process,” he 
says. This approach, Balk believes, is 
likely to result in a higher 
injury risk, a lower level of 
satisfaction and enjoyment and 
poorer performance. 

How can it benefit you? Changing 
your attitude to running leaves 
the way open for change and 
improvement. “Assuming that we 

5

Aligning a new PB: The Art of Running 
focuses on the relationship between 
the head, neck and back

Head-down 
running will put 
the brakes on…

…You should 
keep your head 
up and run tall
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hurt your body. It’s the way you run 
that does the damage and causes 
pain.” The word ‘chi’ is Chinese 
and it refers to the energy or ‘life’ 
force that runs through a system 
of meridians, or channels, that 
distribute this energy to all parts of 
the body. “The theory behind tai chi 
is that by practising mental focus 
and relaxation, you can learn to 
sense and direct this energy,” 
says Dreyer. 

How will it benefit me? At the heart 
of ChiRunning is the need to learn to 
fall forward using the pull of gravity 
for propulsion, while engaging the 
core muscles of your trunk, thereby 
reducing your dependence on 
strong leg muscles. “The better you 
get at balancing yourself in a slight 
forward fall, the less you need your 
legs to run.” Sounds weird? “If you 

run with just your legs, without 
bringing in all the help from the rest 
of the body, then you are running 
in an imbalanced state and your 
legs are overworking,” he believes. 
“Triathletes have embraced 
ChiRunning because it teaches them 
how to run without using their legs 
for propulsion. What this means is 
that when you’ve finished your bike 
leg, your legs can rest!” 

While conscious thought will 
certainly assist you in improving 
‘core stability’, you also need a 
certain amount of strength (or, 
more correctly, muscular endurance) 
in order to maintain good posture 
in the trunk and good stability in 
your pelvis. That means working 
the deep abdominal muscles, which 
form an internal corset around the 
waist below the navel, regularly 
throughout the day – not just when 

you are going running. “ChiRunning 
also involves a midfoot strike, which 
significantly reduces the braking 
effect of a heel strike (which most 
runners have). With a midfoot 
strike, the runner’s feet and legs are 
travelling in a rearward direction 
as they hit the ground instead of 
swinging forward and hitting the 
ground, thereby producing no 
impact or braking. Having good 
running technique makes a runner 
more reliant on their finesse and 
less reliant purely on strength.” 

Try this Run with a slight forward 
lean (from your ankles, not from 
your waist). This will mean that 
you’re falling forward and being 
pulled by gravity instead of pushing 
yourself forward with your legs.

Always work to maintain good 
posture while running. This means 
that every time your foot strikes the 
ground, your shoulders, hips and 
ankles are aligned along a straight 
line (but not a vertical line). This 
will allow your skeletal structure to 
support your body weight instead 
of your muscles, saving you valuable 
energy with every step. 

Relax any muscles in your body 
that aren’t contributing to moving 
you forward. In ChiRunning, runners 
learn how to relax their lower legs 
and their quads completely during 
every phase of every stride. “The 
muscles that are working are the 
core muscles of the abdomen, which 
maintain one’s postural alignment 
while falling forward,” says Dreyer. 
Gravity really does do it all!

Shift your attitude: rather than 
thinking only about the results (or 
the finish line) and straining to get 
there, try to stay in the ‘here and 
now’, the only place – according 
to the principles of tai chi – where 
you can truly relax. Visualise your 
arms and legs as steady, swinging 
pendulums, emanating from a 
strong, stable core. “The more you 
relax with each stride, the more 
easily gravity will pull you because 
you aren’t offering any resistance,” 
says Dreyer. “Holding tension in 
your joints and muscles will 
restrict your movement and reduce 
your efficiency.”

Find out more Read ChiRunning: 
A Revolutionary Approach to 
Effortless, Injury-free Running 
(£8.99, Simon & Schuster, 1994) or 
check out Dreyer’s DVD and audio CD. 
Read more about the technique and 
find out about workshops at 
www.chirunning.com.

ChiRunning
What is it? A mind-body approach 
to running that employs the 
deep power reserves in the core 
muscles of the trunk, and draws 
on the principles of tai chi, yoga 
and Pilates. 

Who invented it? Danny Dreyer, a 
running coach, ultra runner and tai-
chi practitioner based in Asheville, 
North Carolina. “ChiRunning is 
a blend of all the principles I’ve 
learned from tai chi and my 
35 years of running experience,” 
says Dreyer.

Former London Marathon winner 
Catherina McKiernan and Total 
Immersion Swimming creator Terry 
Laughlin are fans.  

The theory “The conclusion I’ve 
come to, after teaching countless 
runners, is that running doesn’t 

5

At the heart of ChiRunning is the 
need to fall forward using the pull 
of gravity as propulsion

This simple knee-bending 
exercise teaches the runner how to 
land on the midfoot

Sandpit test: top: incorrect, as deep 
crater means pushing off with toes; 
above: correct, as no push with toes
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and producing minimum braking 
effects. Contrary to popular belief, 
it’s okay for the heel to touch the 
ground lightly in Pose. “The main 
thing you need to feel is that your 
main support (bodyweight) is on 
the ball of the foot and not on the 
heel,” says Dr Romanov. “As long as 
you feel that, touching the ground 
with the heel is okay.”

How will it benefit you? Mastering 
the Pose Method has helped 
many people run more efficiently, 
improved performance and reduced 
injuries – but it takes commitment 
and patience because it involves 
completely different neuromuscular 
patterns from what you may already 
have established. “Discovering 
that you can run without injuries is 
exciting. Understanding that you 
have to learn how to do it is another 
story altogether,” says Dr Romanov. 
Nevertheless, the technique is very 
popular among the 
multisport fraternity.

“Pose has been very popular 
among triathletes because in such 
a young sport, people tend to be 

more open to new ideas that can 
help them to succeed,” believes Dr 
Svetlana Romanov, Dr Romanov’s 
wife and business manager.

Try this “To get a feeling for Pose 
you need to do the following,” says 
Dr Romanov. “Find your balance 
standing on one leg, feeling the 
pressure on the front part of the 
foot with the emphasis on the first 
joint, between the ball of the foot 
and the big toe.

“Align your body along the 
vertical line going through the ball 
of the foot, your hip bone and your 
shoulder. It should take minimum 
effort to hold yourself in this 
position because it’s well balanced. 
If you can now lean forward 
without making any efforts 
and start running, then you 
were standing in the running 
Pose. Running is just a matter of 
reproducing this Pose, no matter 
what the distance or speed.

“To visualize the right position, 
imagine your legs looking like the 
numeral ‘4’ while you’re on your 
support foot.”

To get used to having the ball of the 
feet loaded by your body weight, do 
some hops in place on one or two 
legs, or try a skipping rope. Pose 
requires a high frequency turnover 
of the feet – a minimum of 180 
strides per minute.

To strengthen your hamstrings 
and understand the pulling action 
needed to draw the foot up from 
the ground, get a partner to try to 
hold your lower leg down while 
you resist them, pulling the foot up 
under the hip. You can also do this 
with a resistance tube.

Romanov recommends going 
barefoot for the odd run, and when 
running Pose he also suggests 
thin-soled running shoes. “Fancy 
running shoes have allowed us to 
develop lazy feet,” he says.

Find out more Learn more about 
the Pose Method, including UK 
workshops, at www.posetech.com. 
Look out for Dr Romanov’s new 
book, The Pose Method of Triathlon 
Techniques, in the New Year. Other 
books, leaflets and DVDs are 
already available.

Pose Method of Running
What is it?  A running technique 
which sets out to utilise the force of 
gravity in aiding forward 
motion, with an emphasis on 
correct foot placement (directly 
below the centre of gravity) and 
body alignment, to make running 
more efficient and to reduce impact 
and braking forces on the body. The 
Pose Method discourages a ‘push-
off’ from the support foot; instead it 
suggests that you simply lift the foot 
from the ground quickly, using the 
hamstring muscles.

Who invented it? Dr Nicholas 
Romanov, a Russian track and field 
coach and sport scientist, now 
based in the United States. 
Dr Romanov worked with members 
of the British Triathlon team, 
including Tim Don, in the lead-up to 
the 2000 and 2004 Olympics, and is 
now working with the Mexican 
Triathlon team.

The theory  “When we talk about 
running injuries, everybody talks 
about the different causes – 
about volume and intensity of 
training, running surface, shoe 
design, body alignment – but 
not about how we run. So, no 
matter how you run, it’s okay. If 
you applied this logic to any other 
human activity, it would sound 
totally strange, but it has long 
been accepted in running. There 
has been no ‘standard’ to which 
we could refer in trying to achieve 
proper running style. And with no 
‘standard’ there’s no improvement, 
since errors are, by definition, 
deviations from a standard. 

“In one and the same 
environment, under the same 
laws of physics there can’t be 
several equally correct techniques 
of dealing with movement and 
gravity. There is only one, and that’s 
called the Pose Method.”

According to Dr Romanov, the 
best integration of the forces 
involved in running can only 
happen at a certain point in time 
and space, when the shoulders, hips 
and ankles are vertically aligned 
over the support leg when you are 
standing on the ball of the foot. 
“I call this stance the ‘Pose’ and 
the way of running and teaching, 
the Pose Method,” he says. The 
cycle of movement in Pose entails 
falling forward from balance and 
changing the support from one leg 
to the other by pulling the foot from 
the ground, using the hamstring 
muscles, allowing minimum effort 
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