
Mark’s Blog – Cadence is Key 

 

I’m Mark Lidster.  I’ve been running, and taking 

part in events,  for my physical and mental 

health fitness for over 40 years. Now I’ve got 

the opportunity to take a place in the Royal 

Parks this year to help raise funds for the Virtual 

Doctors which is a great cause.   

I’ve been asked if I would like to blog about my 

experience so I thought.. why not share some 

of my knowledge and learnings to see if it can 

help others improve their own running 

experience too. I published a book on running 

after I ran the a marathon 5 years ago and 

some of this has come from there.. 

Cadence is Key!  Running is easy isn’t it? You simply push off with one leg, bound 

forward with the other, land and off you go. Surely it’s something that’s innate, 

something that has been genetically etched into every human at birth. It’s part of 

our evolutionary heritage, a key skill that has literally propelled us from the trees 

to the ground and helped us go on to master the world. That all sounds very 

grandiose and worthy, but it’s completely wrong! 

There is nothing innate about running. You are not born to run. It’s a completely 

learned behaviour like crawling, standing  and walking. It is not hard wired into our 

genetic code and has to be acquired by watching others and then repeating that 

action over and over again. 

Ask yourself this? When and how do children learn to run? Answer. When they are 

very young and usually in bare-feet. If you over stride in bare-feet, unless you are 

landing on sand, it’s going to hurt your heel. So what do young kids do to stop this 

happening? They take short choppy strides so that they land on the front or midsole 

portion of their foot directly underneath their body’s centre line. This provides 

greater protection, less impact and most importantly doesn’t hurt them. It’s only 

in later life when they can afford to buy great big spongy heeled trainers that they 

over-stride in and their running form goes to pot. Take me as the perfect example. 

For over thirty years I’d been pounding the streets racking up thousands of miles 

without ever wondering whether my running action was wrong? Yet the clues were 

plain to see. I’d suffered numerous injuries and enjoyed little improvement in 

distance and times no matter how hard I tried. Plus I was left feeling exhausted 

after every run, both physically and mentally. I certainly didn’t enjoy running or 

experience those magic exercise endorphins everyone seemed to be raving about.  

Time and time again I upped my mileage and increased the intensity and speed at 

which I trained. And each time I did, an injury would occur that would lay me off 

and I would have start from scratch all over again. And then I chanced upon the 

articles that would change the way I ran forever. 

Those articles were all about the fundamental importance of running at the right 

cadence. 

Cadence in running terms means the number of times your feet hit the ground in 

a given period of time. Why is this important? In a word, injuries. Probably the 

single biggest factor in running injuries is down to what is known as over-striding. 



This is when you reach out with your leg and land with your foot in front of your 

body.  

When this happens your heel strikes the ground first and creates a braking force. 

This force shoots up through your ankles, into your knees, and then up into your 

hips and out through your lower back. The joints, ligaments, tendons and cartilages 

surrounding these body parts are all forced to absorb and transmit this sudden 

energy. This can lead to serious impact injuries after only a short time. Even at low 

speeds over-striding can cause severe impact damage. 

When I first read about the importance of cadence I instantly understood its 

significance. For years I’d suffered from running injuries and now I saw why. I 

immediately changed my stride pattern and all the running pains that I’d assumed 

were normal for a guy of my age stopped occurring. I couldn’t believe it. I would 

wake up the day after a run, get out of bed and find that I no longer needed half 

an hour before my legs were comfortable enough to move freely. I felt twenty, no 

thirty years younger! 

So where do you start? First you need to understand that landing your heel in 

front of your body is bad for two reasons. One, it slows your forward speed down 

by acting as brake each time your heel strikes the ground. Two it creates a jarring 

force that damages the tendons, ligaments and joints in your ankles, knees, hips 

and lower back. 

 

The fix is simple (I said it would be easy). Land your foot directly underneath your 

body. This will cause any impact forces to be transferred evenly in a straight line 

from your foot to the end of your spine. This means: 

* You will be using your entire body as a shock absorber not just your leg.  

* You are not braking your speed by landing in front of your body.  



* The actual impact force to your body is less than when you over-stride.  

* The striking action becomes part of the process that propels you forward rather 

than braking you.  

How do you land your feet under your body? It’s really quite simple, just increase 

your cadence. The more times your feet hit the ground in a period of time the 

shorter your stride will have to be to keep the strike rate up.  

The shorter the stride the less time it takes to complete the stride (increased 

cadence).  

The longer the stride the more time it takes to complete the stride (decreased 

cadence).  

Start by shortening your stride length at your normal running speed. You will 

automatically find when you do this that you will need to cycle your legs faster 

back and forth to keep your speed up to create shorter strides. This will make it 

very difficult to over-stride! 

Is there an optimum cadence or stride rate that you should run at? One that all but 

guarantees that your feet are landing underneath you in the correct position?  

Many sports scientists have conducted numerous studies to analyse the ideal 

cadence that a runner should use to achieve maximum efficiency. The general 

consensus is that a range of between 175 and 210 strides per minute is ideal, with 

elite athletes striding at around 180. 

I find the easiest way to check my own stride rate is on a treadmill. I do this by 

seeing how many times my left or right foot strikes the ground in 10 seconds. If I 

hit 15 times for one foot that means both feet are striking the ground 30 times in 

10 seconds so in one minute 30 x 6 = 180 times.  

There are a number ways of other ways you can practise the right rate. If you have 

smart phone you can download a metronome app.  Set this to 90 beats per minute 

if concentrating on one foot or 180 beats per minute if practicing using two feet. 

Alternatively download a piece of music at either of those two speeds (See the 

chapter Music While Running later for details of how to do this). Personally I find 

music at 180 bpm a bit frenetic, but that’s all down to personal taste. Or simply 

use a stopwatch or the treadmill clock i.e. 15 in 10 seconds, 30 in 20 seconds, 45 

in 30 seconds and so on.   

If you want a record of your cadence over a long run just to check your average 

rate you could invest in a foot pod. These little devices attach to your shoe and 

determine the number of times your foot hits the ground. This data is then 

wirelessly transmitted to a watch or smart phone. Garmin® and Polar® are good 

examples of manufacturers  that produce these devices.  

After a little practise you will find that you automatically adopt the correct cadence 

rate. Then you need only occasionally check your rate just to make sure you 

haven’t slowed down which would be an indication of over striding again.  

I also found that by adopting a shorter walking stride length that this carried over 

to my running and helped reinforce the correct cadence. This also had the added 

bonus of dramatically reducing the outside wear on my walking shoes. Just be 

aware that walking in this way will mean you will need to increase your walking 

stride rate as well to maintain the same speed which can look a bit strange to the 

uninitiated! 



An remember it’s all for a great cause – the Virtual doctors charity, 

www.virtualdoctors.org.   

Check out Mark’s fundraising page 

 

http://www.virtualdoctors.org/
https://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/marklidsterrpfhm201818540

