Get Off The Road!   (Running On Soft Surfaces)

By Gary Cohen

I'm sure that all of us who run have heard the phrase, "pounding the pavement."   The vast majority of runners do most, if not all, of their running on paved surfaces.   I remember way back in my high school Physics class learning that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.   Therefore, if we are "pounding the pavement," the pavement is pounding our bodies.

Over the last few decades, running shoes have advanced tremendously in their ability to cushion our muscles, tendons, ligaments and joints from the shock of running on hard surfaces.   But as we run more miles, no shoes can completely alleviate the cumulative stress from thousands and thousands of foot strikes.   If we want to minimize the chances of repetitive stress injuries, we need to get off of the roads and run more on trails, flat beaches or grass.   Running on the beach or grassy surfaces requires a slightly slower pace, but trail running involves several more areas of focus.

Trail Running Technique and Pacing

While trail running, you will encounter obstacles such as roots, rocks and branches.   You will find that you don't have a smooth stride as you do when running on a road.   Instead you may hop over obstacles or jump a bit to the left or right.   Your eyes will be focused on the trail as you concentrate on where your next several strides will land.   Your arms will be carried a bit wider to help you balance on the uneven and varied terrain.   As you become more familiar with a certain trail, you won't need to concentrate quite as hard as when the trail is completely new to you.

Your pace will be much slower on a trail compared to the road, though you will be expending the same amount of energy.   The soft surfaces absorb much of the energy of each foot strike, so we must work harder with each stride.   This results in a slowing of anywhere from thirty to sixty seconds per mile in our pace.   Don't worry about this or think that it will affect your race performances negatively.   Since most trail running is done on easy days, the slower pace actually adds to our aerobic conditioning, as it takes slightly longer to run a specific distance.

Your Body Will Thank You

As we increase mileage, get older or both, our bodies become more susceptible to injuries from "pounding the pavement" for two main reasons.   First, our shoes can only absorb part of the shock each time we land – the rest is transferred to our muscles, tendons, ligaments and joints.   Second, each stride on pavement is roughly the same, which causes the same exact stress stride after stride.

Due to the shock absorbing properties of soft surfaces, mileage can be increased as we build our aerobic base or focus on a marathon with a much lower chance of incurring an injury compared to the same mileage buildup on hard surfaces.   Also, the varied foot strikes decrease the chances of overuse injuries.   Additionally, the turns and obstacles encourage us to recruit "helper" muscles, tendons and ligaments.   Initially this may result in some mild soreness as neglected areas of your legs build strength.   But in the long run your body will thank you.

Your Mind Will Thank You

When many of us discuss our running with others, we refer to "working out."   This gives a negative connotation to running.   The more miles we run, the more it can seem like a job.   Perhaps this is why so many runners need a break after many months of building toward a marathon.   Our minds need a break from all of that work!

Trail running is much more relaxing on our minds.   It is similar to playing in the woods versus on the street.   There is varied terrain and plant life.   Small animals and birds are encountered regularly.   Deer are sighted routinely in many areas.   Larger animals, such as black bears, are seen occasionally.   When running on the roads, we often are thinking about how much longer we have to run until the run is over.   There is a totally opposite thought process while trail running.   Very often running buddies and I are amazed that a run of ten, fifteen or twenty miles is over – the miles just fly by!

Since trail running is usually much easier mentally, it seems less like work which allows for the following: 1) the capacity to run more miles without mental fatigue and 2) the ability to return to regular training much more quickly after a marathon.   There is enough stress in daily life without compounding it with endless miles on the road.   Run more on trails and your mind will thank you.

Your Running Buddies Will Thank You

Once you find trails to use for some of your running, the next step is to encourage other runners you know to join you on the trails.   This has truly been one of the joys I have experienced during the last few years.   I live a few miles from Wekiva State Park, which is northwest of Orlando.   Several years ago there were only a few of us who ran on the park's many miles of trails.   But with a concerted effort to encourage other runners to join us in the past few years, there are dozens of runners who regularly run on the trails.

A great side effect is that I almost always have running partners.   And on most weekends we do what we now refer to as our "triathlon."   The three segments are a run in the woods, a swim in the cool spring water and brunch afterward.   So, encourage your friends to run on trails with you, set up your own "triathlon," and your running buddies will thank you.
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