
This is probably one of those topics 
that’s almost impossible to have one 
answer for. But given the number of 
times poor footwear becomes an  
issue with back problems, it’s  
important to at least attempt a guide 
based on what the majority of us 
need.  
 
Who is this guide useful for? 
 
I have written this primarily for the 
70% of the population who over -

pronate (usually called flat foot, or 
rolling in—pictured here) 
T h e  1 0 %  w h o  h a v e  
functionally normal feet can relax 
some of the guidelines a little, and for 
the remainder who have high arches 
(or over supinate), essentially the 
guidelines are the opposite.  
 
How much to spend? 
 
Generally the more you spend the 
better quality of materials used in the 
shoe. The important part of a running 
shoe is the mid-sole (the bit  
sandwiched between the rubber sole 
and the main top bit of the shoe). The 
mid-sole is usually composed of a 
product called EVA which comes in 
different densities. The cheaper shoes 
usually have a lot more air pumped 
into the EVA which means they feel 
soft and supportive in the shop, but 

will compress quickly with use. Many 
manufacturers have developed their 
own marketing mid-sole product; 
• Nike air 
• ASIC Gel 
• Hexalite 
• Kevelar 
• Reebok Shox to name a few. 
 
Once you have a better understanding 
of how to select a shoe, you may  
realise that some of these designs are 
only suitable for a small portion of the 
population.  
 
Shop testing the shoe 
 
Search our a shoe made by Brooks 
called “The Beast” and try all the  
following tests. It’s reasonable to say 
that this will give you a gold standard 
comparison when looking at all other 
shoes.  
 
1. Shelf test 
 
View the shoes from behind on the 
shelf. The back of the shoe should sit 
upright. A poorly made shoe may 
slant inwards and should be avoided. 
Occasionally this may just be a batch 
problem, and not reflective of that 
brand or line. 
 

2. Bend it 
 
Grasp the shoe and try to bend it 
through the arch area, a good shoe 
should be quite stiff and difficult to 
bend. For a dramatic comparison—try 

doing all of these tests with one of 
your casual / fashion sneakers. It will 
fail miserably.  
 

3. Twist it 
 
This time try and twist the shoe.  
Because we’re looking for a relatively 
stiff shoe, the mid section of the shoe 
should remain quite normal. The more 
it twists, the less supportive it will be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE NORMAL FOOT... 

 

Oddly enough, normal is 
usually the majority but with 
feet, over pronation is the 
majority, and normal is a 

small proportion. 

This just shows how 
changes to our environment 
have caused us problems.  
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3. Toe flex 
 
Push gently from toe to heel. The 
shoe should buckle through the toe 
joint area—exactly where we want it 
to. Many shoes will bend half way 
down their length. 
 

4. Heel cup rigidity 
 
Squeeze the heel cup firmly—it 
should feel quite firm. The heel cup is 
not there to hold your foot in place, 
it’s there to help stimulate the nerves 
in your foot and ankle to know where 
it is in space. As your foot hits the 
ground it will continue to move until 
it meets some resistance, the sooner 
this occurs the less chance there is of 
excessive ankle movement. A floppy 
heel cup will take a lot longer to  
provide this resistance, so can actually 
worsen an existing foot / ankle  
problem. 
 

5. Mid-sole density 
 
Your foot should hit the ground on 
the outside edge of the heel first, so 
the mid-sole should be a bit softer. As 
your weight bears down onto the 
ground, a firmer inside edge to the 
shoe will help slow the foot and  
prevent excessive roiling in of the  
ankle. So all you need to do is push  

the heel and compare sides. Beware 
that some manufacturers simply use  
different colours in the sole to trick 
you, so don’t rely on colour. 
 
So at this stage you should feel more 
comfortable with what to look for, 
and at least be able to recognize a 
good salesperson when you’re  
shopping next. Please note that there 
are many other factors contributing to 
shoe design and this doesn’t cover 
them all. This is also primarily for the 
majority of us who pronate (or roll in) 
too much. If you have high arches 
your needs are essentially the  
opposite.  
 
What do I recommend? 
 
Please remember this is personal  
preference here… I’ve used ASICs for 
many years, the 1100 range is  
probably a little light for the regular 
jogger, but probably perfect for  
walkers. The 2100 range is pretty 
good while the Kayano is a higher 
end model for the more serious  
runner/jogger.  
 
I’m currently running in the Brooks 
Beast but it is quite a heavy shoe and 
has taken some time to get used to.  
 
I avoid Nike as I don’t believe they 
have a good running product. I’m not 
convinced that most of the fancy heel 
products in other brands actually 
make a lot of sense for runners. 
 
How long will the shoe last? 
 
A study at the Tualane University 
Medical School in New Orleans found 
that all shoes tested of major  
manufacturers lost shock absorption 
as follows; 
 
• 25% loss after 80km 
• 33% loss after 160-240km 
• 50% loss after 400km 
• 70% loss after 800km 
 
The 70% level appears to be the  
critical point at which time the shoes 

need to be retired. 
 
This means that if you run just 40km a 
week, your shoes will only last about 
5 months. 
 
Remember also that a running shoe 
bought for walking will last a lot 
longer, but a shoe that gets wet  
regularly will lose shock absorption 
quickly. Keep an eye on the wear  
pattern on the sole of the shoe—if it’s 
uneven, or is even wearing right 
through to the mid-sole, get advice 
on what might be causing the 
changes.  
 
 
Buy specific shoes 
 
Manufacturers put a lot of money into 
design specific to the sporting activity. 
So it is always worth the money to 
keep shoes specific to the sport. A 
huge portion of the market is the 
cross-trainer, but bear in mind that it 
is a trade off in most respects, and is 
probably best suited to gym workouts 
with weights and cardio equipment.  
 
Rotating your shoes 
 
This idea sounds expensive but it is 
only once. Given that as the shoe 
wears it’s hard to know how well it’s 
still working, one idea is to begin with 
2 pairs of shoes. One pair should be 
worn 90% of the time, the other for 
10%. Once the 90% pair no longer 
feel as supportive as the 10% pair it’s 
probably time to go shopping. At this 
time the 10% pair become the 90% 
pair, and the new ones become the 
10% pair. 
 
Sale bin buying 
 
Sale bins can be a good point to buy 
your shoes—they often have end of 
range sizes and styles, but often the 
technology is no better in the  
replacements. So if you know what to 
look for—you can keep your footwear 
up to date and look after yourself 
when you’re hitting the pavement.  


