Spaulding National
Running Center
BAREFOOT RUNNING TRAINING TIPS
If you have been a shoe-wearing, heel striker most of your life, it will take some work to switch to
barefoot running.
KEY POINTS BEFORE YOU GET STARTED:
The information provided here is for educational and informational purposes only, and is not a
substitute for advice from a physician. We strongly encourage you to consult your physician
before implementing any exercise program. We accept no liability for the information provided
below.
Follow the Barefoot Transition Program below! You may be exhilarated by your first
barefoot run, but follow the program. Do NOT transition to the next stage if you have pain
or soreness that lasts more than 48 hours. Listen to your body. If it hurts, stop and
consult a physician.
Shoes. We strongly recommend starting barefoot and adding footwear when needed for
protection only (rough surfaces, cold weather, night running). The best way to learn to run
barefoot is to run on a hard but smooth surface like a track or even a smoothly paved
path or road. Your body will quickly tell you what to do! When you need protection, shoes
like the Vibram FiveFingers®, Merrell Trail Glove®, promote some of the features of
barefoot running. These include:
Lack of an elevated, cushioned heel. A cushioned heel promotes a rearfoot
strike pattern, which is associated with greater impact loads. A cushioned heel
also causes you to stiffen your leg, which reduces your ability to attenuate loads.
The true test of a minimal shoe is that it is uncomfortable to land on your heels.
A flexible sole and no arch support. A stiff sole and arch support will prevent the
natural flattening of the arch. This will prevent the muscles of the arch from
functioning as they were meant to. If you can’t easily twist and bend the sole of the
shoe, then it is probably too stiff. At first this will work out and tire the muscles of
your foot, but they will eventually strengthen with progressive training, as barefoot
running is weightlifting for your feet!
TIPS ON BAREFOOT FORM
There is no single “perfect running form.” Everyone’s body is different and no single technique
that is best for everyone. Here are some general tips:
A good barefoot landing should feel gentle, relaxed and compliant. You will naturally
not land on your heel, but will likely land on the lateral ball of your foot with your foot in a
flat orientation. If you point your toes too much when you land, you will overwork your calf

muscle. You should try to land as softly and quietly as possible, keeping your center
of mass as level as possible!
Do not over stride (land with your foot too far in front of your hips). This will encourage a
rearfoot strike pattern, which you want to avoid. It should feel as if your feet are striking
the ground beneath your hips. Turn your footstrikes over quickly.
A good way to tell if you are landing properly is to run totally barefoot on a hard, smooth
surface (e.g. pavement) that is free of debris. Sensory feedback will quickly tell you if you
are landing too hard. If you run barefoot on too soft a surface like a beach, you might not
learn proper form.
TIPS ON TRANSITIONING TO BAREFOOT RUNNING
Barefoot (or minimal footwear) running requires you to use muscles in your lower leg and feet
that are likely very weak. Novice barefoot runners typically experience tired feet, and stiff, sore
calf muscles. This is normal and eventually goes away, but you can do several things to
minimize this and make the transition successfully:
A fundamental rule is to build up slowly! If you vigorously work out any weak muscles in
your body, they will be sore and stiff. Your foot and calf muscles will be no exception. So,
don’t overdo it because you can injure yourself. It truly takes months to make the
transition.
Stop if you experience pain. Sore, tired muscles are normal, but bone, joint or softtissue pain is a signal of injury.
Individuals Without Normal Sensation In Their Feet Should NOT Run Barefoot!
Without normal sensation, such as in persons with diabetes, you can injure your foot without
knowing it. This is also why you should not run barefoot when it is cold enough for your feet to
become numb.
RECAP
• Land gently, with your foot relatively horizontal and under your hips (this will shorten your
stride)
• Transition slowly
• Stretch your calves and Achilles tendon
• Don’t do anything that causes pain
• Listen to your body and run totally barefoot to learn good form
• Buy low profile shoes (low heels, minimal arch support, flexible soles) to use when
barefooting is not safe
• Consult a doctor before beginning if you have any problems with your feet.

For inquiries and more information about the Spaulding National Running Center, please
call 617.573.2700 or visit spauldingrehab.org

Barefoot and Five Finger Transition Program
Stage 0

Stage 1

Stage 2

Stage 3

Stage 4

Stage 5

Pre-entry to jogging program: Weeks 1-2
Go barefoot around house daily for at least 30 minutes
Week 1: level 1 barefoot exercises 3x/week (attached)
Week 2: level 2 barefoot exercises 3x/week (attached)
Continue normal running program in shoes
Walk and jog stage (2 days loading, 1 day rest)
Continue level 2 barefoot exercise 3x/week
Perform barefoot or in FiveFingers on treadmill, track, or other hard surface. Transition back to shoes if pain
is experienced and finish workout as prescribed. Do not proceed to next stage until able to complete
without pain.
Day
1
Walk 30 min. briskly
2
Walk 9 min, jog 1 min (x3)
3
Rest
4
Walk 8 min, jog 2 min (x3)
5
Walk 7 min, jog 3 min (x3)
6
Rest
7
Walk 6 min, jog 4 min (x3)
8
Walk 5 min, jog 5 min (x3)
9
Rest
10
Walk 4 min, jog 6 min (x3)
11
Walk 3 min, jog 7 min (x3)
12
Rest
13
Walk 2 min, jog 8 min (x3)
14
Walk 1 min, jog 9 min (x3)
15
Rest
Jogging every other day
Perform barefoot or in FiveFingers on treadmill, track, or other hard surface. Transition back to shoes if pain
is experienced and finish workout as prescribed. Do not proceed to next stage until able to complete
without pain.
Day
1
Jog 12 min
2
Rest
3
Jog 15 min
4
Rest
5
Jog 15 min
6
Rest
7
Jog 17 min
8
Rest
9
Jog 17 min
10
Rest
11
Jog 20 min
12
Rest
13
Jog 20 min
Jogging (four loading days in one week)
Day
1
Jog 25 min
2
Rest
3
Jog 25 min
4
Rest
5
Jog 30 min
6
Jog 30 min
7
Rest
Individualized running (five loading days in one week)
Day
1
Running
2
Running
3
Rest
4
Running
5
Running
6
Rest
7
Running
Return to activity (individualized)

Barefoot Exercises
Level 1 (perform barefoot)

Bilateral eccentric heel raises: 2 sets of 30 reps

Balance diagonals: Stand on one leg. Clasp hands together and raise arms overhead. Stretch
arms to the right, back to center, and to the left, back to center. This is one cycle. 2 sets of 10
cycles on each leg.

Foot placement drill: Jog in place. Land on midfoot/forefoot region.
When lifting the foot, work on lifting the entire foot, not just the heel.
Focus on light, rapid foot placement. Maintain an upright, relaxed
stance and straight back. 2 sets of 1.5 minutes.

Level 2 (perform barefoot)

Single leg eccentric heel raises: 2 sets of 30 reps

Single leg diagonal taps: Stand on right leg. Allow the right knee to bend as you reach forward
with the left foot and lightly tap it on the ground. Return to standing on right leg with knee
straight. Repeat this drill at 45° to the left front, straight out to the left, back left at 45°, and
straight back. (per the diagram below, anterior, anterolateral, lateral, posterolateral, and
posterior) Do this 5 times on each leg.

Foot placement drill: As in level 1. Build up to 2 sets of 5 minutes.

For inquiries and more information about the Spaulding National Running Center, please
call 617.573.2700 or visit spauldingrehab.org

