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ABSTRACT
Grounded running predominantly differs from traditional aerial
running by having alternating single and double stance with no
flight phase. Approximately, 16% of runners in an open
marathon and 33% of recreational runners in a 5 km running
event adopted a grounded running technique. Grounded
running typically occurs at a speed range of 2–3 m·s−1, is
characterised by a larger duty factor, reduced vertical leg
stiffness, lower vertical oscillation of the centre of mass (COM)
and greater impact attenuation than aerial running. Grounded
running typically induces an acute increase in metabolic cost,
likely due to the larger duty factor. The increased duty factor
may translate to a more stable locomotion. The reduced
vertical oscillation of COM, attenuated impact shock, and
potential for improved postural stability may make grounded
running a preferred form of physical exercise in people new to
running or with low loading capacities (eg, novice overweight/
obese, elderly runners, rehabilitating athletes). Grounded
running as a less impactful, but metabolically more challenging
form, could benefit these runners to optimise their cardio-
metabolic health, while at the same time minimise running-
related injury risk. This review discusses the mechanical
demands and energetics of grounded running along with
recommendations and suggestions to implement this
technique in practice.

INTRODUCTION
The WHO has identified physical inactivity as
a leading risk factor for global mortality.1 Run-
ning is one of themost popular,2–5 effective and
affordable forms of physical activity which has
the potential to offer protection against all-
cause mortality and other comorbidities.
A recent meta-analysis of 14 prospective cohort
trials, with a pooled sample of over 230 000
participants, showed that regular participation
in running is associated with 27, 30 and 23%
reduction in all-cause, cardiovascular and can-
cer mortality, respectively.5 Although running
has a positive influence on one’s physical health
and fitness, it can also negatively impact the
musculoskeletal system via running-related
injuries.6–9

Running is distinguished from walking (or
other locomotive activities) by a number of
characteristics.10 Of note, we typically con-
sider running to involve a flight phase where

neither foot is in contact with the ground (see
figure 1). Grounded running is an alternative
running technique, which maintains charac-
teristics similar to traditional aerial running
(eg, low centre of mass (COM) andmaximum
vertical ground reaction force (vGRF) at mid-
stance),11–13 while having alternating single
and double stance with no flight phase (see
figure 2).11 Though grounded running might
look similar to that of walking, the key char-
acteristics that differentiate grounded run-
ning from walking are a unimodal vGRF
shape, low COM at mid-stance and shorter
double support period.11 14 Groucho
running15 and terrestrial running16 share
similar characteristics to grounded running
(ie, large duty factor, reduced leg stiffness,
lower vertical oscillation of COM and smaller
vGRF). However, groucho running incurs
a larger knee flexion at initial contact, while
terrestrial running incurs a small flight phase.
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What is already known

► Grounded running is a slow form of running with the
presence of a double support phase (ie, absence of
a flight phase).

► Grounded running is not a typically spontaneous
running pattern in humans when compared to
other bipedals (eg, birds and macaques).

► Grounded running subjects the human body to lesser
impact and loading, but potentially increases the
metabolic cost, compared to traditional aerial running.

What are the new findings

► Grounded running may be beneficial for a select
group of people—such as novice, obese and
elderly individuals, who are new to running or have
low loading capacities.

► Internal muscle loading of the lower extremities in
grounded running is yet to be determined.

► We provide a series of recommendations on how
grounded running can be implemented by
practitioners, however, further research is warranted
to investigate the feasibility of adopting a grounded
running technique.
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With no flight phase and increased duty factor, grounded
runningmight appear biomechanically similar to fast walk-
ing. However, fast walking differs from grounded running
by having an extended knee and a high COM at initial
contact, bowing of the knee during mid-stance, lateral
pelvic tilt and side flexion of trunk, touchdown in the
lateral part of heel and walking at an average velocity of
4.30 m·s−1 and above.17 For the purpose of this review, we
operationally define grounded running as a locomotive
technique characterised by slow running speed, absence
of flight phase and lower vertical oscillation of COM.
Grounded running is a habitual gait pattern observed in

bipedals, such as birds and certain animals (quails,18

ostriches,19 macaques,20 tinamou21 etc.). Grounded run-
ning is generally not a spontaneous running pattern in
humans, likely due to our upright posture in comparison
to other animals. However, 16% of participants in a large-
scale, open marathon11 and 33% of participants in a 5 km
recreational running event22 used a grounded running
technique at a relatively slow speed (ie, 1.52–2.88 m·s−1).
Older adults12 22 23 and women with a higher body mass
index (BMI)11 12 22 24 may more readily adopt a grounded
running technique due to their slower running speed and
lower vertical displacement. Individuals who use
a grounded running technique likely continue to reap
the cardiovascular health benefits of running, despite the
pattern not conforming to the standard norms of running.
The very fact that grounded running does not have

a flight phase, but has a brief double support phase,
suggests this form of locomotion could reduce the exter-
nal loads acting on the body. Knowledge of grounded
running biomechanics will aid in a better understanding
of the loading patterns and potential injury risk or risk
mitigation of this technique. Similarly, an understanding
of the energetics may reveal why grounded running is
adopted only by a select sub-group of runners and help
form the basis for prescribing running intensity and
volume. The purpose of this narrative review is to: (i)
synthesise the information pertaining to this unique

form of running; (ii) discuss its mechanical and physiolo-
gical demands; and (iii) suggest recommendations for
adoption and implementation.

Biomechanics of grounded running
Grounded running in humans is typically observed when
individuals run at a speed of 1.5–3 m·s−111–14 22 accompa-
nied by a large duty factor (ie, percentage of time each
foot spends in contact with the ground).12–14 22 By virtue
of a lack of flight phase, the duty factor for grounded
running is always greater than 50%, higher than that of
traditional aerial running.12 13 It is important to note, that
duty factor progressively reduces with an increase in run-
ning speed, irrespective of whether an aerial or grounded
technique is used.13 There is no evidence of altered
cadence between grounded and aerial running, whereas
the step length is lesser in grounded when compared to
aerial running.12 Characteristics of grounded running
against aerial running is summarised in table 1.
Grounded running incurs a lower vertical, but larger
antero-posterior oscillation of the COM with each
stride.12 With a reduced vertical oscillation of the COM,

Figure 1 Image sequences depicting various phases of traditional aerial running at 3.2 m·s−1. (Courtesy: Mr Senne Bonnaerens –
Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, Ghent University, Belgium)

Figure 2 Image sequences depicting various phases of grounded running at 2.1 m·s−1. (Courtesy: Mr Senne Bonnaerens –

Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, Ghent University, Belgium)

Table 1 Summary of characteristics present in grounded
compared to traditional aerial running

Flight Phase11 ✗

Double Support11 ✓

Running Speed11–14 22 1.5–3.0 m·s−1

Vertical Oscillation of COM12 ↓

Step Length12 ↓

Cadence12 –

Duty Factor12–14 22 ↑

Leg Stiffness14 ↓

vGRF11 12 14 ↓

✗, Absent; ✓, Present; ↓, Lower; ↑, Higher; –, No difference;
COM, Centre of mass; vGRF, Vertical ground reaction force.
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the work against gravity is likely reduced in grounded
running. Although there is no evidence on the adoption
of foot strike pattern by the grounded runners, cross
sectional studies25 26 have shown that slow running
speed is related to a rear-foot strike pattern. We speculate
that grounded runners will likely exhibit a rear-foot strike.
Though unlikely, there is no evidence to suggest that
grounded running cannot be performed with other foot
strike patterns.
The larger duty factor associated with grounded run-

ning reduces vertical leg stiffness when compared to
traditional aerial running, leading to a more compli-
ant gait.14 This increased compliance places a greater
demand on these muscles by keeping them active for
a longer period, thus increasing their mechanical
load.13 The typical slower speed of grounded running
reduces the biomechanical loading of the lower
extremities.12 The vertical GRF is approximately 30%
lower in grounded running than that of aerial
running.11 12 14 A similar reduction (50% reduction)
has also been observed in tibial acceleration and ver-
tical instantaneous loading rate.12 However, knowledge
of the internal muscle loading during grounded run-
ning is lacking. Studies that provide an estimate of
internal lower limb muscle forces and mechanics can
provide further understanding of the actual lower limb
musculoskeletal loads experienced during grounded
running.
The absence of a flight phase, reduced vGRF and ver-

tical displacement of COM in grounded running also has
the potential to minimise extraneous non-sagittal plane
motions associated with running-related injuries.27 28 For
example, increased hip adduction has been linked bio-
mechanically to patellofemoral pain27 and iliotibial band
syndrome.29 There is, however, no evidence describing
frontal and transverse plane kinematics in grounded vs
aerial running. Examination of these variables during
ground running is required to test this supposition.

Energetics of grounded running
During walking, the body follows an ‘inverted pendulum’

pattern, resulting in a 180° phase shift of potential energy
(PE) and kinetic energy (KE).30 In the case of moderate
walking speed (around 1.5 m·s−1, as optimal speed is
about 1.11 m·s−1),31 PE and KE magnitudes are equal,
thereby conserving 70%ofmechanical energy.30 As speed
increases (around 1.8 m·s−1),31 the exchange between PE
and KE reduces andmoremechanical work is done by the
active contraction of muscles, thereby increasing meta-
bolic cost.30 The problem of elevated metabolic cost is
avoided by adopting running when walking speed reaches
around 2m·s−1.31 32 Congruity of PE and KE33 34 is used to
differentiate walking (ie, %congruity of 0–50%) from
running (ie, %congruity of 50–100%) and is calculated
based on the variations in PE and KE of the COM that
occur during a gait trial. When the %congruity is slightly
greater than 50%, walking transitions to running through
an intermediate gait (ie, grounded running). Andrada

and colleagues34 estimated %congruity in quails and
showed that at speeds (ie, 0.5 m·s−1) where there is an
overlap between walking and grounded running, walking
has a %congruity less than 50%, whereas grounded run-
ning has greater than 50% congruity. This identifies
a similarity between grounded and aerial running,
whereby they both have %congruity greater than 50%.
In this context, speed is likely a determining factor in
whether grounded (below 1.0 m·s−1) or aerial running
(above 1.0 m·s−1) is adopted.34 Though the speeds exam-
ined in quails do not match the human walk-run transi-
tion speed, the concept of %congruity demonstrates that
even at slower speeds, grounded running shares certain
characteristics of aerial running.
Humans naturally adopt stiffer legs during the stance

phase of running to reduce muscle forces and lower
metabolic cost.35 Increased duty factor in grounded run-
ning reduces leg stiffness and potentially comes with an
increase in metabolic cost.14 Although muscle forces are
likely lower in grounded running owing to lower speed,
displacement of COM and vGRF, muscle forces must be
maintained for a longer duration during each gait cycle.
The increase in the duration of knee extensor muscle
activation is considered as primarily responsible for the
increase in metabolic cost with grounded running.13

A reduction in elastic energy use could also contribute
to elevatedmetabolic cost in grounded running. Tendons
make better use of elastic strain energy with increased
running speed.36 The increased duty factor (ie, increased
ground contact time) and lower speed of grounded run-
ning likely presents an inefficient use of elastic strain
energy, placing a greater demand on muscle tendon
units to performmore active positive work. Future studies
estimating muscle forces and tendon behaviour via mus-
culoskeletal modelling or ultrasound imaging are war-
ranted to further understand how muscle-tendon unit
factors modulate metabolic cost in grounded running.
A more recent experimental study showed a marginal

increase of about 5% in the energy expenditure during
grounded compared to slow aerial running on a treadmill
at a speed of 2.1 m·s−1.12 However, when grounded run-
ning was compared to aerial running at a population
average speed (3.2 m·s−1), an approximate 25% increase
in energy expenditure was observed compared to aerial
running.12 The elevated metabolic cost is likely a primary
explanation for why many humans do not naturally use
a grounded running technique. This notion is supported
by Iwami and Ogihara’s14 finding that grounded running
was difficult to adopt as it was more exhaustive.
It is important to note that the majority of studies on

grounded running have enforced this technique on habi-
tual aerial runners,12–14 which likely raises metabolic cost
due to an unfamiliar gait pattern. Further, these studies12 14

have compared the metabolic cost of aerial and grounded
running at matched speeds. While employing such strate-
gies controls for potential confounding factors—it may
not be an accurate representation of the speed and move-
ment strategies adopted by habitual-grounded runners in
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real-world situations. Humans become economical movers
through self-optimisation strategies,37 in the pattern and
speed of movement they prefer to adopt. There could
be a steep increase in the energy cost beyond the likely
lower, optimal running speeds used during habitual
grounded running. The possible reasons for an elevated
cost at higher speeds (ie, those matched to aerial run-
ning) could be the greater muscle work required to
maintain a beyond-optimal stride length, or the exces-
sive pelvic rotation required to perform grounded run-
ning at these speeds. Further, the braking forces during
initial stance would be higher with an increased stride
length during grounded running, inducing greater hip
and thigh muscle eccentric demands. Similar to the
transition speed that exists between walking and run-
ning, there could be a transition point beyond which
aerial running becomes far more economical than
grounded running. Investigating the physiological
responses across a range of running speeds during
grounded and aerial techniques among runners with
varying levels of fitness and abilities might reveal this
transition point. This may identify the potential speed
at which grounded running is energetically efficient, and
enable practitioners to better prescribe grounded
running.

Can grounded running be recommended for recreational
runners?
Individuals seeking a healthier lifestyle and weight control
through exercise often choose running, as it is considered
low cost and can be easily implemented.38 Despite the
health benefits, running-related injuries (particularly over-
use injuries) are common.8 Naturally, running applies
ground reaction forces and loading to the lower extre-
mity—and this biomechanical ‘loading’ in the presence
of other intrinsic or extrinsic risk factors may contribute
to the development of running injuries.39 Adopting
a grounded running technique reduces the magnitude
and rate of vertical loading during running12—and there-
foremay offer some protective effect from running-related
injuries or pain. This approach has been demonstrated by
ultramarathon runners. Ultramarathon runners tend to
adopt characteristics of grounded running (ie, slower
speed, larger duty factor, reduced vertical oscillation of
COM, and lower vGRF) towards the end of their
events.40 41 It is speculated these alterations are made
to lower the overall impact and reduce pain during pro-
longed running.40 In a similar vein, grounded running
may also present a particularly useful option for recrea-
tional runners with low loading capacities (eg, individuals
commencing impact-related exercise; elderly runners).
Grounded running may also be preferable for over-

weight/obese individuals and novice recreational run-
ners. Running-related injuries are significantly higher in
those with a higher BMI,42 with this incidence even
higher for people with a BMI more than 30 kg·m−2.43

Novice runners are also at higher risk of running-related
injuries.44 Musculoskeletal loading during running

depends on multiple factors, such as flexibility, running
technique, muscular strength and endurance—but also
anthropometry. A recent case-control trial by Vincent and
colleagues45 observed dampened axial loading and
impact in obese runners compared to non-obese runners,
for a nearly similar self-selected speed (~2.5 m·s−1). The
overweight participants of this study, who were seasoned
runners, had a self-optimised movement pattern charac-
terised by reduced vertical excursion of COM and
a marginally higher duty factor—that was associated
with lower impact forces.45 These characteristics notably
align with those of grounded running. Overweight and
novice runners may not have a high tolerance for the
increased load associated with aerial running when they
begin training. Thus, grounded running may be a useful
recommendation for overweight/obese and novice run-
ners to potentially reduce the incidence of running-
related injuries—particularly early on in their transition
to exercise. As this form of locomotion appears to offload
the bodyweight, it could offer similar benefits to that of
lower body positive pressure treadmill (such as Alter G)
running. Moreover, the reduced vertical displacement of
the COM in grounded running may be more economical
for overweight and obese runners, as the amount of work
to propel the body against gravity is smaller.
Elderly runners may prefer grounded running over

aerial running for improved postural stability during
locomotion.46 Postural control during locomotion
depends on a complex inter-play of sensory inputs from
the proprioceptors, cutaneous sensory information from
feet, vestibular signals, gravity and vision.46 Age-related
decline in somatosensory inputs and attenuated cuta-
neous sensation owing to athletic footwear subjects the
elderly to rely on visual inputsmore compared to younger
counterparts.47 Thus, when the limits of stability are chal-
lenged (eg, during running) owing to the displacement
of the COM and single-limb support, there is a need to
have a stable gaze. Reduced oscillation of the COM and
the head along with compliant legs during grounded
running could enhance an elderly individual’s ability to
fix their gaze and improve postural stability. This could be
equated to a similar strategy adopted by birds, whereby
grounded running is used to stabilise their vertical move-
ment and vision to focus on their prey or for increased
vigilance against predators.21 This form of running could
possibly help overcome running-related kinesiophobia in
elders. Grounded running may be an appropriate recom-
mendation to elders who have never run before and are
commencing running for health and fitness benefits.
Caution may still be necessary in prescribing grounded

running—as the technique conflicts with recommenda-
tions often provided to minimise the risk of certain over-
use running-related injuries. Rear-foot strike patterns
have been related to elevated patellofemoral joint contact
forces,27 48 vertical loading rate,49 peak knee extension
moment,49 ankle stiffness49 and peak impact acceleration
at the leg.50 Grounded running has never been studied in
those with overuse musculoskeletal injuries and there is
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no prospective evidence for the development of running-
related injuries in those using grounded running. How-
ever, the biomechanical factors associated with grounded
running such as increased duty factor, reduced leg stiff-
ness, lower oscillation of COM and reduced vGRF appear
to offer some protection against biomechanical risk fac-
tors for some overuse running-related injuries. Given the
dearth of literature on grounded running in people with
overuse musculoskeletal injuries, it is not known if this
form of running could be beneficial and this is a relevant
avenue for future investigations.
The potentially elevated metabolic cost associated with

grounded running in the early stages of learning must
also be acknowledged when considering it as
a recommended technique for recreational runners. It
appears that traditional aerial runners shifting to
a grounded running technique can expect an increase
in their energy cost of running12 14—yet familiarisation
may result in only small increases in metabolic cost, or
potentially become more economical with regular
adoption.12 The increased metabolic cost in the early
stages may be beneficial for overweight and obese run-
ners as their energy expenditure would be higher. It is
unknown how a ‘new’ runner (eg, an individual initiating
an exercise programme) would respond to grounded
running from an energetics perspective—as this is yet to
be investigated. To our knowledge, there are also no trials
that have investigated the long-term effects on running-
economy of adopting grounded running in habitual aer-
ial or untrained runners. Observing whether the acute
changes in metabolic cost when shifting to grounded
running persist long-term, or whether these are attenu-
ated with longer-term adoption may provide further evi-
dence around the appropriateness of this technique. One
might assume that without the habitual background of
aerial running, the elevated metabolic cost associated
with grounded running may be blunted much earlier, or
not present at all. Nonetheless, in any situation it appears
that some management of the expected elevated meta-
bolic cost associated with grounded running must be
considered (eg, expectations around running volume).

Implementation of grounded running
Grounded running may have the potential for reducing
musculoskeletal loading and improving stability during
running. Novice runners and obese/overweight indivi-
duals, elderly runners, or athletes during the intermedi-
ate stages of rehabilitation may see a benefit from
employing a grounded running technique. With dam-
pened axial loading and loading impact, grounded run-
ning could be equated to lower body positive pressure
treadmill (such as Alter G) running. There is a growing
body of evidence that lower body positive pressure can be
used effectively to offload the bodyweight and give an
adequate metabolic stimulus to improve the exercise
capacity in clinical and healthy populations.51 Grounded
running could be an effective means of implementing
this approach, potentially providing injury prevention

benefits without the need for specialised equipment.
The practicability and feasibility of implementing such
an intervention is yet to be determined.
Gait retraining is advocated for and practiced by Phy-

siotherapists, Sports Scientists and Biomechanists for
both injury prevention and management in
runners.52–55 A similar approach could be used to shift
runners towards a grounded running technique. Gen-
erally, two methods of providing augmented feedback
are adopted for retraining, those being visual and
auditory.56 Practitioners could likely focus on two
unique characteristics of grounded running to retrain
runners to adopt this form: (i) larger duty factor (ie,
promoting double support); and (ii) reduced vertical
displacement of COM. As there is no difference in
cadence between grounded and aerial running, runners
need not adjust their cadence to shift to grounded
running. Both visual57 and auditory cues58 attenuated
the displacement of COM in recent trials of aerial run-
ning, and has been associated with improved economy
and a potential protective effect against running-related
injuries. A simple phrase ‘keep the body as low to the
ground as possible without slouching’ was enough to
reduce the vertical loading rate and peak vertical
ground reaction force.57 Complementing auditory and
visual cues through video clips could further enhance
the learning process. Similarly, strategies surrounding
additive technologies such as pressure insoles or wear-
able sensors could be developed to provide biofeedback
to runners on their adherence to the technique. These
cues and solutions could be used to train or retrain
a grounded running form. There is, however, a dearth
of literature pertaining to prescribing grounded run-
ning, particularly in novice runners. Investigating the
feasibility of gait-retraining techniques on the adoption
of grounded running will provide better understanding
of which strategies are effective, and the potential chal-
lenges associated with implementing such methods.
Until this is addressed, the ideal methods to train new
runners or retrain habitual runners to adopt grounded
running are unknown. Ascertaining the buy-in of run-
ners in adopting grounded running may also require
consideration. This may be easier in new runners who
are initiating running for health and fitness benefits, as
they may not have developed an internal ‘model’ of
running.59 Despite this, new runners may still have pre-
conceived notions of what running ‘should’ look like
(eg, from viewing other runners) which could reduce
buy-in when suggesting a grounded running technique.
Similarly, the lack of long-term research on grounded
running performance and injury risk may make suggest-
ing this running technique to non-injured, experienced
runners challenging due to their existing or current
perceptions.

CONCLUSIONS
The biomechanical and metabolic responses to running
have been extensively explored to understand running-
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related performance and injury risk. However, this informa-
tion is heavily weighted to aerial running, with minimal
information pertaining to grounded running. Despite the
limited literature, we know that grounded running is
adopted by human runners and characterised by compliant
legs, increased duty factor, and a reduced vertical COM
displacement—and potentially offers a more stable form of
running. Thus, grounded running could serve as a better
form of locomotive exercise for those who are new to run-
ning, older, heavier or have a reduced loading capacity.
Grounded running may provide an activity that is less
impactful and strenuous than running, but metabolically
more challenging than walking.

Future directions
Further investigations into the mechanics, energetics and
epidemiologic data about injuries will be beneficial to
understand the potential health and fitness implications
of grounded running. Specifically, we recommend:
1. Performing large-scale epidemiological studies to

assess the prevalence of grounded running across dif-
ferent populations.

2. Using biomechanical analyses to investigate lower limb
loading, muscle energetics, muscle force, joint stress
and muscle activation patterns of grounded running.

3. Understanding the long-term effects of adopting
a grounded running form on musculoskeletal injury
risk and metabolic cost.

4. Determining whether there is a running speed(s) at
which grounded running is economically efficient.

5. Undertaking prospective interventions to compare the
effects of adopting grounded running over walking
and/or aerial running on cardio-metabolic health,
weight management and the incidence of running-
related injuries in relevant populations.

Twitter Sheeba Davis @davis_sheeba, Aaron Fox @aaron_s_fox and Fiddy Davis
@DavisFiddy.
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