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To Kate, for helping her son find his path in life and in doing so, helping me to find mine. You’re with us every step of the way.





/// INTRODUCTION


Going Well Far


Whoever said you can’t run away from your problems was wrong. Millions will tell you that running helped them to get over a trauma, be that a break-up or a bereavement. Or deal with deep-rooted mental-health problems. And though I don’t personally think you ever get over those blows in life – I think you simply learn to accept them – running was the self-help mechanism that saved me. 


A morning 5k or a 10-minute breeze around the block at lunch has become an exercise-shaped painkiller for the travails of life. Running helps me to pause the negative thought loop when I. Just. Can’t. Stop. Replaying. THAT EMAIL over in my head. It gives my mind something else to obsess over – though normally that’s simply replaying ‘how much further?!’


But it’s much more than a distraction. Running has taught me that I’m enough. It’s taught me that I don’t have to prove myself through fat percentages or body shape, and that I can run a race for the joy that’s in it, not just the finish time.


My journey to marathon running was not linear, however. There’s no straight line from school cross country, to Parkrun, to race day. In fact, if you had to draw it, it would most likely resemble a three-year-old’s drawing proudly displayed on the fridge – all squiggly lines with no sense of direction. Crucially, though, all those squiggles have helped me to make sense of my life out of running trainers. Before running set my mind in the right direction, I admit, I was a mess.


This came to a head a few years into my job as the digital editor of Women’s Health, when I was offered a place in the London Marathon. In the running community this is equivalent to finding a golden ticket (a record 457,861 applicants registered for a ballot place in the 2020 Virgin Money London Marathon, and only 40,000 were successful). But when a free bib was dangled in front of me, I didn’t jump and click the heels of my Adidas Boosts together like a bad stock photo – I started to laugh with panic. To me, I was not a real runner. 


Yes, I jogged occasionally around the park or ran when a fitness launch or weekend away with no gym required it, but I wasn’t fast like ‘real runners’ and I definitely wasn’t one of the UK run commuters who, according to Strava,1 clocked a total of 21.7 million kilometres to work in 2018. I wasn’t even close to clocking three runs a week (the number most beginner marathon plans suggest you should be doing before dialling up the distance). But how could I say ‘thanks but no thanks’ to the opportunity? And more importantly, how could I say no in front of colleagues and bosses who believed that I worked hard but worked out harder? 


It’s a nauseating line, I know. But it’s one that I’d used while desperately pitching myself during the interview process. And somehow, it worked. It’s why for months I was proud of being in the office until security turned the lights off. It’s why I’d then head home and crash out for a few short hours before rushing out the door again for an early-morning workout class. The idea of slowing down was incomprehensible. 


I would tell friends, colleagues and my social circle, ‘I only need five hours’ sleep.' I left out the fact that I actually needed five hours’ sleep plus five super-strong coffees throughout the day. The reality was that I was surviving on cortisol and caffeine. 


To understand why I put so much pressure on myself, and to understand why the idea of running a marathon didn’t feel like a wonderful opportunity, but instead made me clam up for fear of failure, I need to unpack some of my past for you.


As a child raised by a single mother, research suggests that I should have fared significantly worse in a number of areas, most notably emotional development and career. But when my father cut all ties with my family when I was just five years old, my mum made sure I wanted for nothing. I watched her hustle with a quiet ferocity that couldn’t be stopped. She worked multiple jobs late into the night so that my sister and I had Marks & Spencer cereal and Troll Dolls just like the other kids. When she wasn’t teaching aerobics to 300+ people in Swindon (yes, she was the female Joe Wicks of the 90s), she sat in front of the TV sewing 80s-style exercise belts to sell the next day to the women jumping along with her in the sports hall. She was a combination of Jane Fonda and Del Boy – a wheeler-dealer in Lycra. And so, not once did I question that I wouldn’t achieve what friends from unbroken homes would achieve. I just knew that for me to do the same, I needed to hustle too. And that’s exactly what I did. 


After flunking my A-levels the first time around, I worked in a pub and put myself through college at 20 before moving to the capital to study at the London College of Fashion. While friends at university were paying rent using the Bank of Mum and Dad, I worked multiple jobs to cover the eye-watering cost of studying in the UK’s most expensive city. 


At times it was brutal. One winter I ended up in A&E because, after finishing work at 5am, tired and freezing because our East Finchley flat had holes in the roof (great as aircon in the summer, less useful during 2009’s extreme snowfall) I fell asleep with a hot-water bottle in between my legs. Such was my level of exhaustion that by the time I woke up the heat from the hot-water bottle had seared third-degree burns into the insides of my knees. Had I seen a doctor right away, I would have been patched up and sent on my merry way. However, I had to work. I couldn’t afford to miss any shifts, so I slapped on a couple of plasters and hustled on. Four days later I couldn’t hustle any longer. In fact, I couldn’t even walk. Burns can get infected easily, you see, and the A&E doctor said I was lucky to avoid sepsis. I haven’t used a hot-water bottle since.


This work-first mentality stayed with me after graduation and into my first job. I treated every day like I was one step closer to proving to myself (and my waste-of-space father, should I ever see him again) that against the odds, I’d made it. However, despite my burgeoning success in the workplace, I never shook the sense that because I’d hustled so hard to get there, I wasn’t worthy. I thought that it was graft, not skill, that had got me there and eventually that wouldn’t be enough. I’d get found out. I felt like a career con-artist. That feeling made me try far too hard at the stuff I was good at in life, and quit the things I wasn’t good at. Running was one of those things. 


And so, circling back to that marathon offer, sitting on a sofa that was too small, next to my boss. For a moment, he said nothing. Perhaps he was confused as to why this supposedly fitness-obsessed woman in front of him wasn’t champing at the bit to run and was actually flushing with panic. Whatever it was, I filled the silence with excuses. I told him that I simply had no time to train around my workload. I explained that the longest I’d run in months was 200m sprints on a treadmill. I said I didn’t look like a marathon runner. 


He sat there and listened, a little perplexed at the intensity of my excuses. To him, it really wasn’t that big a deal, but for me, right then, I was verbally processing my big deal: I was scared of not being fast enough and, ultimately, good enough. In my mind real runners had spindly legs the thickness of my ankle. They ran come rain or shine, and ordered soda and lime on a Saturday night to ensure they weren’t hungover for Sunday Runday. When their 5.30am alarm went off they thought, ‘Let’s run this!’ Not, ‘FFS, it’s so early and still dark!’ Real runners didn’t give up after 2 miles to stumble into the nearest coffee shop and order an almond milk flat white. 


And so, I had a decision to make. I could either let fear stop me from giving it a go, or I could use that sensation in the pit of my stomach to re-script the rest of my life and deal with the demons that had been hanging over me since my teens. There are no prizes for guessing which option I took, and I’m pleased to say that I’ve never looked back. Since then I’ve gone on a journey that’s taken me through the streets of London, along the Thames and even across the Seine in Paris. 


Over the following pages I’ll share a journey that many have run before me, but here I’ll also double down on how marathon running has taught me self-compassion, self-belief and self-worth. I want this book to show you that all our preconceptions about ‘real runners’ are wrong. Everyone is a runner. I can run and most importantly, you can run. 





 


 


 


‘I am a runner 
when I’m lighter
when I’m thinner
when I’m faster
when I put on my trainers’





 


 


 


How To Use This Book


I Can Run is as much about you as it is me. It’s about getting the most out of your running journey, no one else’s. This book is not a training manual for ‘runners’, it’s a companion for every woman who has ever experienced the softly spoken, yet sadistic voice in her head whispering, ‘you can’t run’.


Over 10 chapters you will be put on a path to personal glory. Whatever your starting point and whatever your goal – you’ll get there. Here’s how.


STEP ONE: PARK YOUR EGO


Because this is going to be humbling and embarrassing, but also empowering. Confidence is a wonderful thing, and for those of you that have it in your comfort zones, the aim here will be to build it in your discomfort zones. For those of you who lack confidence in your day-to-day, the plan is to build it in running so that you can apply it to every aspect of your life.


But that confidence won’t appear immediately. Running is a great leveller. No matter your age, your profession, your weight or your gender, your running journey will have highs and lows. For every new milestone there will be a time when you’ll be overtaken by a 14-year-old at Parkrun. Ditching your ego will allow you to deal with these moments with zero sense of embarrassment. 


So far in my own marathon journey I’ve accidentally spat on a stranger, narrowly missed shooting a snot rocket onto a running pal and gone nose to bar with a lamppost while trying to email and run. Yes, we runners (that’s you and me, by the way) are an awkward, calamity-prone species. So, welcome to the club. These hilarious and unfiltered moments help you to better connect with your body, and with every faceplant there’s an opportunity to rise up stronger.


STEP TWO: LAY STRONG FOUNDATIONS


If step one was about letting your guard down, then step two is about learning how to build yourself back up again, both mentally and physically. In addition to finding the confidence to call yourself a runner, you need to bullet-proof the body and mind that are going to carry you through all this. 


First, you’ll learn that ‘running to get fit’ is a phrase that should be buried in the graveyard of bad health advice. Instead you need to get fit to run, and that will take you from the pavement and park loop to the track, the weights room and, pleasingly, the sofa. That’s because, with the support of my squad of experts, you’ll understand that there’s much more to running than putting one foot in front of the other. You need to eat well, you need to get strong and you need to chill the fuck out. If your body is going to last the course, then setting aside time to sit in front of the telly is crucial.


STEP THREE: CHASE DOWN PROGRESS


Now, this is where your journey really picks up the pace. With expert tips and learnings from my own journey, the opportunity is there to power towards your own race day. You’ll be able to try the running plans that built me up to half-marathon and marathon success, and learn all the tips you need to survive start line nerves and crash through any proverbial wall. Equally, you’ll learn just how quickly your running success can slide into injury and disaster if you don’t practise the 10 per cent mileage rule and realise that no one ever said running was easy! It’s hard and you need to look after yourself. But these pages will teach the practices that ensure you make it to race day.’


By buying this book you’ve already taken the first step, so now it’s time to take the next one. Now’s the time to let go of the beliefs that you can’t do it and learn how you can. It’s time to go well far. 



The ‘I Can Run’ Mindset



•	Forget times and focus on feelings 


•	Use social media as a companion, not a comparison


•	Food is fuel and you’re going to need lots of it


•	Train smarter, not more


•	The success of your next run starts with recovering from your last one


•	Listen to your body and be OK with missing workouts when life happens


•	Run for the joy that’s in it and be proud of every step





/// CHAPTER 1


Your First Steps to Greatness
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My Journey


Throughout this book I’ll be sharing my own experiences, running alongside expert explainers and a collection of inspirational stories from real runners. Here, as ever, it makes sense to start at the beginning. Becoming a runner should be as easy as lacing up your trainers and getting outside. Sadly, for so many women that doesn’t feel like the case. We’re under-represented on start lines and all too often are the victims of negative self-talk that keeps us from moving forward. I was no different. But it only took my first steps to realise that I had it wrong all along. From timid novice to confident marathon runner, during my own journey I’ve met and read about people who prove that everyone is a runner, and these are the tools to help you prove it …


‘I think I may have just sharted.’ These were the first seven words that came out of my mouth as I crossed the London Marathon finish line. Quickly followed by my vomiting into a sick bag and a short stint in the St John Ambulance tent. After precisely 3 hours and 59 minutes of running, that’s how my body decided to reward me. 


You may think it wasn’t my finest moment, but I’d disagree. When you’ve strived for something so hard, you’ll go to any lengths to make it happen and that includes a nauseating sprint finish. Plus, any shame from spewing in public was quickly forgotten about when the medal with its royal red ribbon was placed around my neck. To me, this medal meant more than marathon memorabilia; it was confirmation that I’d kicked my self-doubt to the kerb. And in front of 750,000 spectators, no less. 


In my mind, I was now officially a runner. But it also made me realise how wrong I was to wait so long before awarding myself that title. I’d actually been a runner for a long time. I’d been a runner since a friend asked me, ‘What did you do this weekend?’ And I told them about my first Parkrun. I’d been a runner since I got new trainers and spent 10 minutes trying to get the best Instagram shot of them. I’d been a runner since I went on a jog around the block to burn off the day’s office-related anxiety. But self-doubt is a pernicious thing and it has no qualms about lying to you. 


Globally, female participation in marathon running is growing. Yet here in the UK, there remains a substantial divide in the number of men and women who sign up for the challenge. According to the world’s largest marathon study,2 only 36 per cent of British marathon runners are female, which means nearly twice as many men toe the start line.


A year after running the London Marathon I crossed the Channel Tunnel to do the same on French soil. In Paris, the number of female finishers is fewer than the UK – only 27 per cent of their 60,000 race runners are women. And the disparity was unpleasantly obvious. On the Eurostar a friend whispered in my ear, warning: ‘The start pens are full of guys and because there aren’t enough portaloos, some runners adopt a festival mentality and discreetly whip it out before letting things flow.’ Essentially it was a heads-up to be careful of guys weeing up the back of my Lululemons. And though I avoided the splash zone, after spending 90 minutes crammed into the starting pen, I couldn’t help but feel outnumbered.


At times on the course, I battled to keep my share of the road as men whizzed by, elbows out. Some even had their arms spread at right angles to protect their precious running spot. Once, I failed to look over my shoulder before overtaking another runner and received a condescending, ‘Hey missy, this is my lane,’ and a jab to the ribs.


Paris lacked the carnival atmosphere of London but the competitive nature and speed actually served me well. I slashed minutes from my previous marathon time. However, three-and-a-bit hours stuck in the thick of it made me think: marathon running still doesn’t feel truly inclusive. 


The fight to establish women’s long-distance racing isn’t new. It has been a running battle for more than 50 years. In 1967 Kathrine Switzer made headlines at the Boston Marathon because, at the time, this was a men-only race. Switzer had managed to pull the proverbial wool over race officials’ eyes by not using her first name on the entry form and avoiding the obligatory pre-race medical by sending in her coach with a health certificate instead. It worked. She made it to the start line undetected and it wasn’t until 2 miles into the race that officials realised she had a vagina. By that point, it was too late. She was running, and despite their best efforts to pull her off the course, they couldn’t. 


Switzer’s run made ripples around the world, but they quickly faded. Five years later, in the 70s, women were still striving for equality within sport. The Amateur Athletic Union – America’s governing body for marathons – did grant women permission to enter races, but with one caveat: they had to start 10 minutes before or after male runners, or from a different start pen altogether. The six women running the 1972 New York Marathon didn’t agree. So as the starting gun fired to start the women’s race, they sat down. And there they stayed until it was time for the men to get going. 


Today, the rules separating sexes only apply at elite level. It’s now merely a requirement that affords professional runners the opportunity to qualify for world-record-time attempts. But, if gender segregation is no longer a thing, and race running is a sport that welcomes everyone, then why does the gender play gap still exist for everyday athletes? One rationale I subscribe to is that, until recently, the stereotype of a runner hasn’t been one that many women connect with. At its most basic, too many women have been led to believe that running means skinny, and that to be part of the club, you have to look the part.


How wrong they are.


WHAT DOES A RUNNER LOOK LIKE?


It’s true that elite runners are often thin, muscular and gangly individuals photographed in tiny tops and micro pants. But they are the 1 per cent, and though they take pride of place in advertising campaigns, they aren’t representative of the sweat-soaked majority running in all shapes, sizes, skin colours and ages. 


I like to think of it in simple terms. If you run and have a body, then you have a runner’s body.


That’s not to be blasé, either. The single-mindedness of my definition is a new discovery for me, too. I fell victim to the runner’s body myth in secondary school, when more often than not, the skinnier the runner the faster their cross-country time. But, today, the relationship between size and speed isn’t as simple as you’d think. 


At the 2018 London Marathon, British long-distance runner Charlotte Purdue challenged the perception of an elite runner’s body. Previously, Purdue had been accused of being ‘too strong to be a marathon runner’ by those supposedly in the know. But on that day, she ran the race of her life and clocked the third-fastest London Marathon time by a British woman. She also knocked nearly four minutes off her PB (personal best). Essentially, Purdue muscled her way into the history books and proved that body image cannot predict race results. 


As I am writing this, a woman in America is waiting for official confirmation from Guinness World Records that at 24 stone and 7 pounds she is the heaviest woman to have completed a marathon. And she’s just one of many runners who, in her own words, was told she was ‘too fat to run’. The truth is, yes, bodyweight increases the load of running and some medical professionals will caution against the extra stress on the heart; however, the story that size is entirely insurmountable is outdated. 


There are plenty more women who challenge the perception of what a runner looks like. Captained by mental-health advocates Bryony Gordon and Jada Sezer, 700 women ran a 10k in their underwear in 2018 in London. Their goal? To celebrate women’s bodies and boost the confidence of women of all ages, shapes and sizes.


And it’s not just in races where the image of what a runner looks like is being challenged. Last year, somebody somewhere became the 5,000,000th person to run Parkrun. But what’s more interesting than the number of runners is the average Parkrun completion time: today, it’s nearly 7 minutes slower than it was when the event began. This shows that the world-famous 5k is now attended by runners of all abilities; and by the simple law of averages, 5 million runners means thousands of different body types have taken on the run and won.


When researching this book I stumbled upon the story of Maggie Nolting, who had just added more than 90 minutes to her half-marathon PB. This might not sound like something to shout about, that is until you discover that Nolting completed the most recent race entirely on crutches. She had fractured her foot and been told by doctors that as long as she didn’t put any weight on it she could keep exercising. Racing on crutches was her workaround.


And Nolting isn’t the only one to defy odds in making it over the finish line. Since 2015 an eye surgeon named Dr Vivienne Hau has been helping visually impaired runners to race at speeds that many runners with full sight would love to clock. 


Closer to home, Claire Lomas made history, competing as the ‘bionic woman’. In 2012, despite being a paraplegic, Lomas started the London Marathon with the 36,000 other participants. She walked a few miles a day for 17 days to finish the course using a bionic ReWalk robotic exoskeleton, which relies on motion sensors to help her move and lift her legs. Since then, she has gone on to finish many more races, including a half marathon while 16 weeks pregnant. 


Running, you see, really is for everyone.


HOW TO FINALLY FEEL LIKE A RUNNER


Overcoming internal voices that tell us we can’t do something is a battle that running helped me win. But first, I had to stock my arsenal with strategies that would finally get me out of the starting blocks for good. Consider these your kickstart. 



1. Training for life not the finish line 



Think about it like this: race day is just one of the 70(ish) runs you’ll do over a 16-week training plan. The distance is less than 10 per cent of the total miles you’ve already run before race day. And so there’s no obligation to put pressure on crossing the finish line in record time. Instead you should take pride in the journey as a whole. As new runners, I think you can benefit far more from running to feel happy/proud/grateful (circle as appropriate) rather than chasing down a time to validate your efforts. I feel we should place equal value on every run that we show up for, not just the ones with chip times.



2. Know why running is worth it 



To outsmart the excuses and mental hurdles that plague all runners (yes, not just you) like, I’m too tired, I need to work through lunch and I don’t have time, it helps to know why running is beneficial beyond calorie burn. There are plenty more boons to running that I believe need more airtime. Let me walk you through my favourites:


•	Youthful mind 


	Running can’t turn back time but it can help to keep you in the moment mentally. Research in Psychonomic Review3 found that regular exercise helps combat age-related mental decline. Getting to 70 and still feeling 55? I’ll take that. 


•	Lifestyle medicine 


	Regular running can help to counter the ill effects of modern sedentary lifestyles by up to 40 per cent. The research published in Progress in Cardiovascular Disease4 found that runners live approximately three years longer than non-runners. 


•	Happier working week 


	Various studies have concluded that regular cardio can help combat the stress5 and strain of the daily grind. The good news is, your runs needn’t be as long as 60-minute gym sessions either. Just half an hour is enough to boost sleep, mood and concentration. 


•	Healthier sex life 


	A study published in Archives Of Sexual Behavior6 found that one hour of exercise four days a week over nine months is all it takes to have better sex, more often. Let’s call this active recovery.


•	Boost joint and bone health 


	While it’s true that running can cause niggly knees for some, it’s not true for all. David Felson, a researcher and epidemiologist at Boston University School of Medicine, discovered that if you’re healthy with no history of injuries, running at a pace of 8–10-minute miles can be beneficial for joints7. 



3. Set realistic goals to remove fear 



I’ll admit it: choosing a marathon was a lofty goal for an aspiring runner – after all, it’s thought that just 1 per cent of the world’s population have completed this distance. However, when you break the big goal down into manageable chunks it gives the body a chance to prepare while also getting your mind used to success. It sounds obvious, and that’s because it is, but a step-by-step guide to get from A to B is far easier than getting there in one giant leap.


For example: ‘I’m going to run an organised 5k this week because it’s an official race and a distance I know I’m fit enough to run.’ It’ll be a stepping stone towards your larger goal. By doing this, you get the chance to practise race prep and running in big groups, enjoy the taste of success and then move on to the next micro goal with a medal in the bag. 



4. Thinking a failed run is the end 





Success is not final, failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.


– Winston Churchill





OK, Churchill’s not the classic choice to paste across a sunset and slap on Instagram as an inspirational meme, but these words ring true. People tell you to learn from your mistakes but that’s a hard pill to swallow when you’re on the sofa with a bag of peas on your throbbing shin splints. However, it’s these downfalls that often give you the time to breathe and get feedback from your mis-steps. Just because you got injured once it doesn’t mean you will again, if you take the right steps to prevent it. Every run is an opportunity to learn from others and about yourself.


HOW TO START RUNNING


If you want to make running your healthy habit that sticks, you need to fit running into your lifestyle rather than trying to shoehorn your lifestyle into a running plan. Too often I’ve seen friends and colleagues who are either brand new to running, or attempting a running rebirth, sign up to a race and subsequently try to change all aspects of their daily grind in one week to achieve it; new morning run routines, new nutrition plan, a new weekend schedule set around a long run or a new weekly yoga class. Diving into all this change without any thought of personalisation can set you on the path to failure.


First off, if you know getting up at the last possible moment works best for you, why change it? Just because other runners get their miles in before breakfast doesn’t mean you have to. There are 24 hours in a day and – work aside – you’re in charge of your schedule. Equally, if you do bounce out of bed like an African springbok, then lay out your kit the night before and crush your morning cardio. 


Still not sure? Ask yourself these questions to find out what will work for you:


When the alarm goes off are you …?


a)	Up and at ’em


b)	A snooze-three-times kind of person


c)	Effed off that it’s morning already


It’s 8.30am. Are you …?


a)	One hour into your work day 


b)	Arriving at work with a coffee in hand


c)	Running around the house looking for your keys


When it comes to breakfast do you …? 


a)	Eat it at work at 9am


b)	Put it off until 11am as you’re not hungry 


c)	Can’t function until you’ve eaten it


The work facilities are …?


a)	A microwave and instant coffee


b)	On-site showers that you’d go barefoot in 


c)	One shower that you’d only brave in flip-flops 


Your idea of the perfect lunch hour is …?


a)	An hour of catching up on life admin using work internet


b)	Getting outside and away from technology 


c)	Working through so you can leave early #flexitime


Coffee gets you fired up for a run, but …?


a)	You daren’t have it after 3pm or you’ll be awake at midnight


b)	You need to eat or it gives you a dodgy stomach 


c)	There are no buts. You can have it anytime and still sleep 


You’d describe your workday as …?


a)	Uneventful 


b)	Manageable when you take screen breaks


c)	Hectic and often plays on your mind 


It’s 7pm and you’ve just got through the door. Now you need to …?


a)	Cook dinner because no one else will


b)	Throw something together before doing more work


c)	Microwave the home-cooked meal you batch-cooked last Sunday 


At 9pm more often than not you are …?


a)	Laying out your clothes for the next day 


b)	Snuggled up on the sofa with a BBC One thriller


c)	Scrolling social media 


Before going to sleep you …?


a)	Leave yourself a motivational note next to your alarm 


b)	Check in with work pals about tomorrow’s run 


c)	Count down the hours until you have to wake up again


Every year you look forward to summer because:


a)	No more coats


b)	You hate running in the dark


c)	Longer evenings to spend time outside


As – Get it done first thing 


If you answered mostly As then you’re a morning person in training. Tap into your lark tendencies and reap the rewards of running in the morning, which include pushing your metabolism to burn more calories, cooler temperatures in summer and better sleep at night. But just because you’re raring to go it doesn’t mean your body always is. As you sip your morning coffee, work through a mobility and activation routine. Then both your mind and body will be in sync and ready to run. 


Bs – Enjoy a midday runbreak 


Your mostly B choices are indicative of your balanced approach to work–life. You’re organised and a dependable employee; however, you know that chewing on a Pret sandwich over emails isn’t what your mind needs at midday. Lunch breaks equate to 30 extra days (or six weeks) of annual leave, so take them. That hour holds the potential for an extra 25k of running over the week, with time left over for a quick wash in the office showers. Just don’t forget to set off bang on 12 while your energy stores are still stocked from your breakfast. Later than that and you risk running on empty. 


Cs – Round off the day with a run 


I have one word for you: runmute. Your choice of mostly C highlights your need to end the day on a high – a runner’s high to be precise. Which is good news considering the growing body of research8 to support the theory that the human body performs best between 4 and 7pm when your core temperature peaks. If you’re in training for a PB, now is the best time for an interval session – your endurance, strength, aerobic capacity and reaction time are all operating at full throttle. 




3 tips to stop you cancelling morning runs:


•	Put your kit on the radiator the night before. Then at 6am you can look forward to a warm Lycra hug waiting for you. 


•	If you can’t function until you have coffee but are short on time in the AM, fill up a Thermos the night before and put it on your nightstand. Many insulated flasks will keep hot drinks warm for 12 hours – far longer than you’ll sleep, I bet. 


•	Invest in a wake-up light so you have a personal sunrise whatever time you wake up. These clocks have changed my mornings.








 


 


 


‘All toenails go to heaven’





 


 


 


Follow The Leader


To get your new-found enthusiasm for running off on the right foot, meet Emma Kirk-Odunubi. She is a footwear expert and sports scientist who has been in the running industry for over 10 years. Day-to-day she works with a variety of sports men and women, from novice runners to elite athletes. Emma is a running biomechanics nerd who matches the perfect footwear to the individual runner, and takes pride in being known as the trainer geek. This places her in a prime position to share all her thinking on your feet, which can empower you to be the best runner possible. Over to Emma for her comprehensive guide.


 


PUTTING YOUR FOOT DOWN


There are nearly 7 million people participating in running in England alone, according to a Statista survey.9 All of them had to start somewhere. Most of them will have started with the same first thought: I need a new pair of trainers. But they, and you, need to slow down.


Firstly, you need to learn how you run and what your feet do when you run. To do this you need a gait analysis. 


WHAT IS A GAIT ANALYSIS?


This is the way of understanding which shoes suit your stride. Head to an independent retailer who is unbiased on brand selection and who will help you to get the best shoe based on how you move, what’ll fit your foot and what you can afford. 


It sounds simple and that’s because it is. The expert at the shop will ask you to hop on a treadmill and walk or run for a bit. They’ll watch you and watch your feet. The benefit? If you’re new to running this takes the stress out of what is a very important decision. The problem today, with the rise of online shopping, is that a lot of people buy trainers based on guesswork or, more likely, how they look. And, sure, looking and feeling the part out on the road helps, but what’s infinitely better is to have a shoe that looks cool and also has the seal of approval from someone who is an experienced runner and is trained to give fitting advice.


I do understand, however, that while passing the buck to an expert can be freeing, it can also be disconcerting. Especially when new shoes often end up as a significant outlay. It can therefore help mentally to have a grasp of what’s going on. Runners want information and data, and so I’m going to try and explain a little about gait analysis and footwear selection. For the running geeks among you, get ready for a white-knuckle ride of nerding out …


Pronation 


To start with, I have to cover a word bandied about in the industry so much that many don’t truly understand its meaning. Pronation. There is a huge misconception that this is bad. In fact, it is a natural movement where the foot rolls inwards with each stride, and 99 per cent of feet do it to help your body absorb the shock from the ground.


Pronation, when excessive, is deemed a negative by some because it begins to alter mechanics further up your body, such as in the knees and hips. In truth, research has never labelled pronation as the sole cause of injury, though that hasn’t stopped much of the footwear industry always selling shoes with support, stating that it’s needed to prevent overpronation.


The makeup of your ankles and feet can cause your feet to be naturally pronated. It’s where the arch of your foot folds into the floor, and is what lots of people refer to as being flat-footed. But this is no guarantee that your foot is going to overpronate when you start running. Which is why experts analyse your gait (how your foot moves through each stride) rather than simply analysing the look of your foot when you’re stationary.


There are two more categories of feet beyond pronated. 


Neutral 


A neutral foot is one that pronates to make initial contact with the ground during each stride and absorb shock. However, after the foot is fully on the floor it doesn’t continue to pronate further as your foot completes the stride (or gait cycle, if you want to sound fancy).


Supinated 


A supinated foot (sometimes called underpronation) is limited in its ability to shock absorb. This foot is usually more rigid through its arch and will instead shift weight to the outside of the foot. Only a very small percentage of people have supinated feet.


[image: Image Missing]


THE SELECTION PROCESS


When it comes to footwear selection, we’re not really bothered by the angle of the foot in a standing position or how the arches look in that position, either. Surprisingly for some, arch height is not a pre-determinant for the level of support you need. A high arch doesn’t necessarily mean the foot is neutral and won’t pronate, neither does a low arch or flat foot definitely mean a foot will overpronate.


We care about the movement through the running stride and how the ankle joint moves in relation to the knee and hip joints during that stride pattern. That is the goal of a gait analysis. And once an expert has checked you out, then they’re equipped to properly upgrade your foot locker.


Types of trainers 


There are different types of shoe to suit different gaits. 


Supportive shoes: a foot that pronates excessively and therefore stresses your knees will usually benefit from a more supportive shoe. A supportive shoe is one that’s traditionally made up of two densities of foam. One softer to help shock absorb at initial contact, plus a firmer, denser foam (also known as a shoe’s post) to help control the area in which the foot pronates. This can be in the rear foot on the medial side or in the midfoot, depending on how strong the shoe is. 


Neutral shoes: neutral shoes are more simple and traditionally have one density of foam throughout. Some of these foams can be soft; some can be firmer and more responsive. 


The easiest way to describe footwear choice is that they all exist along a continuum. In this way you can understand that trainers don’t simply sit in one category or another. As the technology and designs have advanced, shoes can vary depending on where the foot needs support or softness. It is also important to remember that footwear can be classified as more or less supportive depending on more than its foam type; the upper, which holds the foot in place, is another major determining factor.


My example continuum is designed to help you visualise where certain models sit. Understand that there can be firmer support shoes, softer support shoes, firmer neutral shoes and softer neutral shoes, which all vary in shape and function.


[image: Image Missing]


DROP THE SUBJECT


The variations don’t stop with gait type, however. Drop height is another important variation and is the difference between the height of cushioning in the heel and the height in the forefoot. For example, a shoe with a drop of 4mm will have, say, 24mm of cushioning in the heel and 20mm in the forefoot. Simply put, the higher the drop of the shoe, the less stress there is on your calf muscles to work as hard.


If you have any history of calf issues or Achilles problems, be cautious in your shoe choice when it comes to drop height. I’m not saying you can’t use low drop or barefoot running shoes, but consider easing yourself into them or only using them for shorter distances. Using a higher drop shoe for longer mileage will help protect your calves and Achilles from injury.
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