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Barefoot Walking Inspires 
Healthier Shoe Choices 
By Karin Edwards 
Based in part on the work of Ray McClanahan, DPM 

Our feet were designed to be barefoot. 
When we choose to wear shoes, let’s 
allow barefoot walking to guide us by 
choosing footwear that makes sense 

with how our feet were designed. Let’s call this “bare-
foot-inspired footwear,” or “minimalistic footwear”. 
 These ideas may be very different from what 
you’ve heard from the shoe industry and from 
some podiatrists. Please consider these concepts, 
and experiment with gradually shifting your shoe 
wardrobe to include more shoes that fit this ideal. 
You don’t need to throw away any of your shoes, 
just put some of them in the back of your closet. 
Also, new shoe purchases need not be expensive, as 
many inexpensive shoes are minimal. 
 The foot has 26 bones. Each of these bones 
should move separately when you walk. Twist your 
foot to see how much motion is possible. Now turn 
your shoe upside down and twist it. Shoes need to 
be f lexible to allow your foot and ankle to adapt to 
the ground. Most shoes that are f lexible will also 
be lightweight, which allows natural hip and leg 
motion. When possible, choose a light shoe instead 
of heavy hiking boots. 
 Can you feel the ground through your shoes? 
Your brain expects proprioceptive (sensing your 
body) information from your foot as it hits the 
ground. If your footwear is too cushioned or sup-
portive, those sensations will be dulled and you 
will subconsciously strike harder to provide the 
necessary sensory feedback. The load goes up into 
your knee and increases the risk for osteoarthri-
tis. Studies show increased shock into the knee 
when wearing “motion-controlling” sneakers or 
stiff clogs, but less when barefoot or in f lip-f lops. 
When you are barefoot, heavy steps are punished, 
so you automatically adjust your gait. 
 Shoes that are stiff also often have too much 
arch support. Our arch is meant to be supported 
by the bone structure, ligaments, and muscles such 
as the tibialis posterior. When the arch of the foot 
does its own work, it will be strong and capable. If 
your arch is supported by orthotics or the instep of 
your shoe, the muscles that support your arch will 
weaken. Meanwhile, the arch support interferes 
with the natural pronation stage of walking, where 
the medial arch of the foot spreads and f lattens. 
Your foot may fight the arch support, causing ten-
sion in the outer calf and even the IT band on the 

outer thigh. Shoes with 
minimal arch support 
will allow your arch to 
function naturally. 
 Look for a shoe with 
a completely neutral 
heel. Most athletic 
shoes, sports sandals, 
and even “f lat” dress 
shoes have a half-
inch heel. Even a small heel contributes to tight 
calves and hamstrings, and increased heel strike. A 
“negative” heel is also not ideal. This is one reason 
we don’t recommend athletic shoes for exercise. 
 A neutral sole will also be flat through the toes. 
In the past decade, athletic shoes commonly have 
a 15º upward slant, called toespring. You may be 
able to undo the toespring by bending the shoe in 
the other direction for a half hour — just tuck it 
between the lip of a cabinet and the floor. Toespring 
may contribute to deformed toes, because it holds 
the toes in a lifted position. 
 Your toes will enjoy having a foot-shaped toe 
box, which means the toe box needs to be wide 
at the end of the toes. Narrow toe boxes cause 
bunions, neuromas, and distorted toes. Watch 
out for a toe box that narrows too quickly. 
Athletic shoes are com-
monly wide at the ball of 
the toes but narrow at 
the tips of the toes. If 
you remove the insole 
and stand on it, check 
whether your toes go 
over the edges of the 
insole. Avoid sandal 
straps that cross the 
toes and pull the 
toes inward. 
 Poor-fitting sandals or f lip-f lops can also 
contribute to deformed toes. Footwear needs 
to stay on your feet without having to use your 
toes. Common culprits can include f lip- f lops, 
clogs, Crocs, and Birkenstocks. Over the years, 
gripping or lifting your toes will contribute to 
hammertoes, claw toes, and squished-together 
toes. Choose a version with a heel strap, or with a 
design that stays on easily as you walk. 

Continued on page 20

Examples of minimal shoes. The Patagonia 
casual shoe (left) has a foot-shaped toe box. The 
sole is neutral and flexible, especially if the insole 
is removed. Racing flats, such as this one made by 
New Balance (middle), are useful as transitional 
shoes because they resemble regular athletic shoes 
but with a more neutral sole and some flexibility. 
Innov-8 brand has racing flat options that are even 
more flexible. Moccasins (right) are one of the most 
minimal shoes, but look for one that is wide enough 
at the end of the toes.

Examples of non-minimal shoes. These three 
shoes all have rigid soles and a slight heel.  These 
particular examples have spacious room for the toes, 
but they do have toespring, which holds the toes 
in an artificially lifted position. Hiking boots (left), 
such as Solomon, are heavy, so the leg has to work 
to move properly. The external ankle support means 
that the muscles that control ankle support are not 
allowed to function properly. Athletic shoes, such 
as this one by Montrail (middle), are particularly 
a problem because they are worn while walking, 
running, and hiking, which are the most important 
times to be wearing shoes that allow you to adapt 
to the ground. Dansko clogs (right) have a platform, 
increasing the chance of ankle sprains, especially on 
stairs or uneven ground.
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“Now that I have barefoot-inspired 
shoes, how should I walk?” 
Indigenous peoples who have been barefoot since 
childhood show us how to walk and run cor-
rectly. Allow your foot to stay on the ground lon-
ger, rolling through the toes, then swing your leg 
forward only to the point where it is just a little 
in front of your body. 
 Contrast this to reaching the foot far in front 
of the body, striking the heel, and pulling the 
rest of the body forward. This new stride will be 
shorter but with a faster cadence. Each step will 
feel lighter, since it minimizes both the impact 
and the effort. 

Optimizing the toebox 
You’ve found shoes that are wide at the end of the 
toes, but when you take out the insole and stand 
on it, your big toe or little toe still goes over the 
edge. Your toebox needs a little more room. You 
can re-lace the shoe, skipping the first pair of eye-
lets, to allow more room at the toes. You can try to 
stretch the leather in specific places, using a tool 
such as a pen. 
 If the toebox is spacious but your toes are still 
inactive, you can wake them up by wearing toe 
socks, which have a separate pocket for each toe, 
like a glove. Injini is a brand that has longer toes 
(www.injini.com), while Sock Dreams (www.sock-
dreams.com) has styles for women, with shorter 

toes. Vibram Five Fingers brand toe shoes are 
available in stores and at www.REI.com. 
 
Making Reasonable Exceptions 
If you have healthy feet, you may wish to use non-
minimalistic shoes for specific activities. 
Examples include: 

Tall heels for tango, salsa, or flamenco dancing»»
Hiking boots for extreme mountaineering, »»
especially using crampons for ice 
Work boots for climbing ladders, using a »»
shovel, or other dangerous tasks 
Rock climbing shoes, which pinch the toes »»
Ski boots, which closely resemble an ankle cast »»

  For people who love these activities, it is even 
more important than the rest of your shoe ward-
robe is minimalistic. Bring a lightweight shoe 
to change into immediately after the activity, or 
stay barefoot if possible. Spread your toes and 
stretch your calves to restore full motion to your 
legs and feet. WA
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PREVENT & CURE FOOT 
PROBLEMS WITHOUT 

SURGERY, ORTHOTICS,  
OR MEDICATION!

RESTORE NATURAL FOOT 
FORM AND FUNCTION

Available at:
Northwest Foot & Ankle
725 NW 19th Ave., Portland, OR 97209

503.243.2699
Purchase on-line at  

www.nwfootankle.com

Designed by a podiatric 
physician (foot doctor) 

and clinically tested with 
outstanding success.

CORRECTS:
Bunions

Hammertoes
Ingrown toenails
Heel pain, Corns
Plantar fasciosis

Neuromas, Capsulitis
Lower leg pain
Runner’s knee

Great Columbia 
Crossing

October 3rd 
 Astoria, Ore.

A 10K Run/Walk 
across the AstoriaBridge.

Find more information 
and register online at 

www.greatcolumbiacrossing.com

Astoria Warrenton
Chamber of Commerce

(503) 325-6311
(800) 875-6807

www.oldoregon.com


