Running: Pure, Simple, & Fun

Ask any kid, and he or she will tell you that they love to run. There’s something about that pure and simple activity that just makes them feel “free”. Think back to when you were a kid, playing Red Rover, Hide-&-Go-Seek, or Tag. It didn’t matter if your homework wasn’t done, or if you had a grass-strain on your pants. Running was playing, and playing was fun. There you were with your head back, arms flailing, legs like a locomotive, and a smile from ear to ear. You didn’t have a care in the world. Life was good.

What happened? As adults, many of us have lost sight of these pure and simple pleasures. We are consumed by work, family, and the general fast pace of everyday life. Somewhere along the way, we stopped making time for fun, and even worse, we developed misconceptions about what is fun! When adults think about a person running, many conjure up an image of someone out of breath, ready to keel over, with a look of sheer misery on his or her face. This couldn’t be further from the truth. It’s time to put some of these myths to rest, and bring the fun back into our daily lives. Running is your answer, and here’s why….
The Social Aspect

Running is one of the few sports or activities you can do with people of any age or ability. The choices are endless. Run with your dog. Run with your best friend. Run with your spouse. Try running with a child – we have a lot to learn from them! Looking to meet other runners? Simply contact your local running store for information on running groups and social runs. And no, you don’t need to be “in shape” before you join a running group. Nearly all running groups have runners of all abilities and walks of life. They’re a great way to enjoy a common activity while building new friendships. Besides, we all have days when we don’t feel like being active. Knowing that there are others expecting you to show at a group run can give you the motivation and accountability you need to make it happen!
The Versatility

No matter where life takes you, as long as you are armed with a pair of running shoes, you can run! It’s that easy. It may be an early morning run before work or school, a quick run during your lunch hour, an evening social run with friends, or even a run while on your next vacation half-way across the world! Running is the perfect way to explore new territory. With very little gear, you can be out the door in no time flat. A new adventure awaits! And how about the many things you see and experience while on a run. The sights, the sounds, the smells, the day – they are forever changing and unique! Rain or shine. Any season. No two runs are ever the same – the world is waiting for you to discover it! Enjoy!
The Health Benefits

Few activities compare with running in giving you the most “bang for your buck”. At lower intensities, running challenges and improves your cardiovascular system, while simultaneously assisting with weight management. At higher intensities, running develops muscular strength and endurance. Incredibly, the benefits don’t stop there. Running is a break from everyday stressors; it significantly improves general well-being, mood, concentration, and global energy levels. To run or not to run, there is no question!

The Runner’s High

You’ve heard about it. Does it really exist? Most runners will emphatically argue “yes!”, though this concept isn’t completely understood. What is known, however, is that chemical changes occur in our bodies while exercising in sports such as running. Specifically, endorphins, our body’s natural pain-modifiers, are released. These circulating chemicals can give runners a state of euphoria. And this, in addition to a runner’s environmental surroundings, can have a positive and profound impact on mind and body while running. Almost every runner has a favorite runner’s high story. The day is perfect. You feel great. The stars seem to be aligned. In fact, things seem almost effortless – surreal. Your mind has a sense of clarity it’s never had before. There’s no other place you’d rather be. This, is the runner’s high. So look around, take it all in, and watch out – it’s addicting!
The Racing Scene

No, races aren’t reserved for fast people only. Races are filled with runners and walkers of all types, ages, and abilities. The opportunity to compete alongside countless others in a common event is both thrilling and motivational. Add the social component, the free race t-shirt, the food, and the often charitable cause, and you have a wonderful and healthy way to spend a few hours. Give it a shot!
Tips for a Fun and Injury-Free Running Season

As a physiotherapist who works with runners on a daily basis, and being a runner myself, I have seen the full gamut of running mistakes leading to injuries. While I hate to see anyone in pain, I am especially saddened to hear of people who are not enjoying their sports experience. The following 10 tips will increase your chances of an enjoyable and injury-free running career (and hopefully keep you from banging down your health professional’s door!).

1) Include Variety
Be creative! Daily indoor treadmill running, or taking the same running route every time, is a fast way to boredom and burnout. Alter your running routes, and allow yourself to truly enjoy your running experience. Vary the time of day you run, seek out new running routes and partners, and play around with distances. Better yet – pick a goal for each workout. Will it be a short and quick run? A long endurance run? An easy recovery run? Or a run that incorporates hill work or trails? You decide!
2) Proper Warm-Up, Cool-Down, & Stretching
Running can be tough on our muscles and joints, especially if we start ill-prepared. Before each run, it’s essential to warm the body up. Dynamic stretching (stretching that involves movement) is best for that, as static (held) stretching of cold muscles can lead to muscle injury. Five to ten minutes of leg swings, butt-kicks, high-stepping, and the like will have the blood pumping to your muscles in no time. Once warmed up, you may now wish to focus on a few tight or potential problem areas with some static stretches. Then, it’s time to run!
After your run, it’s very important to incorporate a cool-down period. This cool-down helps flush toxins such as lactic acid out of muscles, thereby helping you recover quicker for your next workout. Recommended cool-downs often include very slow running and/or walking for 5-10 minutes at the end of the workout, following by more detailed static stretching of all major muscle groups (especially tight or problem areas). Static stretches should be held for 20 seconds each to ensure a lasting change in muscle length.

3) Watch the Terrain
Consider the surface that you are running on. Are you always pounding the pavement, or do you give your joints a break and run on trails, grass, or wood-chip surfaces? Do you vary the elevation during your runs so that you use a variety of different muscles? Finally, watch carefully for camber on the roads, and try to avoid always running the same direction on these sloped surfaces to prevent injuries.

4) Footwear & Other Running Gear
If you invest your money in one running-related product, it should be a good pair of shoes. The way in which your foot strikes the ground profoundly impacts every joint above. Therefore, you need to make sure you’ve got the right shoe for you. This may mean spending more than you initially anticipated, but your feet (and other body parts) will certainly thank you! Try to seek out a local running store where the sales representatives have running-specific knowledge, and/or are runners themselves.
Other weather-specific running gear can also come in very handy. On hot and humid days, dry-fit material is strongly preferred to cotton for its moisture-wicking properties, thereby keeping you cool. Conversely, in the cold winter months, proper materials and facial and hand protection are important. With a little gear, you have the option of running any day of the year!
5) Build Your Program Intelligently
Most running errors are training errors. Runners often add too much, too soon, or too fast. Remember – keep it fun! When starting out, it’s important to make sure you are running at “conversation pace”. Many beginner runners go out and punish themselves day in and day out with hard runs, and wonder why they don’t enjoy things, and their bodies don’t recover. Smart runners adhere to the “10% rule”, which reminds them not to add more than 10% distance or time to a run week-to-week. For more detailed advice, try contacting your local running store or health professional for an individualized or periodized training program.

6) Cross-Training – It Keeps You Running 
Few bodies are made perfectly enough to withstand the stresses of running on a daily basis. And, everyone needs a break from an activity – both mentally and physically. Cross-training, or the introduction of other sports and activities to your training program, helps you focus on different muscles, while resting running-specific ones. This refreshing break keeps the training benefits going, while helping you recover and prepare for your next running workout. Chose an activity you enjoy, such as cross-country skiing, cycling, swimming, rollerblading, or yoga.
7) Running-Specific Strengthening
Newsflash! This may not be obvious, but running is a single-legged sport! At no point do runners ever have two feet in contact with the ground at the very same time. For best results, strengthening programs should focus on building muscles and motor skills that transfer specifically to running. They should incorporate the use of running-specific musculature in a functional manner. Single-legged exercises and core stability work are two essential examples.

8) Educate Yourself and Know When To Get Help
Through internet searches, books, magazines, and advice from other runners, we are capable of obtaining a lot of information. It can be difficult to sift through this, and separate fact from fiction. Bottom line: listen to your body! Know the warning signs when things just aren’t right. Pain, swelling, redness, warmth, unusual fatigue – these are signs that something has gone awry. That’s the time to get help from a health professional that you trust. Look for health professionals with sports-medicine experience, particularly if they know or participate in your specific sport. By doing so, you stand a better chance of finding someone who can relate personally to your experience, and fully understand your desire to return to your sport as quickly and safely as possible.
9) Set Realistic and Attainable Goals
You may be Boston Marathon bound, or simply wanting to keep up with grandkids. The point is, keep your goals personal and attainable. They may be distance or time-specific. You may want to work towards getting ready for a particular event. Or maybe you just want to shed a few pounds. Whatever the goals, write them down – both short and long term. And don’t forget to reward yourself when you achieve them!
10) Alas, Running Isn’t For Everyone

Unfortunately, some of us just plain aren’t suited for running. For safety or health reasons, a walking and/or other more appropriate program may be better. Your health professional can help shed light and give further advice in this area.
We’ve gone through the steps, now let’s return to the basics. Running – that pure and simple activity. It’s time to bring out the inner-kid in all of us. Life is too short. Have some fun. Run!
