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Don’t Whip It: When heel whip can lead
to injury

Remember the hit song “Whip it” by Devo? It is a catchy pop song (and a great running song,
in my opinion) released in 1980 that has the repetitive lyric, “Whip it, whip it good.” When |
watch athletes run and, more specifically, observe how their heels move after pushing off,
this song sometimes comes to mind. “Whipping it” is not always a good thing, especially
regarding heel whip.

To understand how heel whip can contribute to pain and injury, you will need to know exactly
what it is. A heel whip is the inward or outward motion of the heel after you have pushed off
from your toe. Some runners may not be aware that their heel is moving inward or outward,
but they may feel their foot hit their opposite leg or ankle during their stride. Or if the heel is
hitting the shoe on the other foot they may see uneven wear on the shoe.

Research has shown that a most heel whips occur medially (inward) and more than half of
runners have some level of a heel whip. While a slight whip in your heel can be normal, it
also might indicate an underlying issue that could be contributing to injuries, pain and
performance issues.

One concern is an asymmetrical heel whip. If one heel moves inward or outward more than
the other, you might have a muscle imbalance in your running gait. This imbalance can
originate anywhere in the body, including your arms/shoulder, lumbar/core musculature,
pelvis or legs. If it is not addressed, it can lead to injury. Another concern is the speed at
which the heel whips. Those with a quick whip, where the heel appears to almost snap, are
more prone to injuries and pain extending from the foot to the lower back.

Other factors that can lead to heel whip are running surfaces and shoes. Most runners enjoy
running on certain surfaces and have a shoe preference. There is a scientific explanation for
this, which has to do with ground friction forces. Surfaces (concrete, treadmill, asphalt) and
shoes (stiff-soled shoes) that have more friction may cause the foot to “stick” more to the
surface. As the toe pushes off the ground, it can cause an increased whip in the heel. This is
one reason why | recommend a rubberized track when running after an injury. The ground
reaction forces can be more forgiving.

So, how do you know if you have a heel whip and if it is contributing to running injuries or
pain? Have someone record a video of you from behind. This can easily be done on a
treadmill. As you increase your speed and gait, pay close attention to your feet. While heel
whip can be normal, any asymmetry or a quick whip of the heel could be evidence of an
underlying imbalance.

You also might want to consider directly accessing a physical therapist. Through “direct
access” you can see a physical therapist for a few visits before any sort of physician consult.
A physical therapist can evaluate your running gait and may be able to perform a head-to-toe
video gait analysis to identify and address any imbalances in your running gait.
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Also, | continue to stress the importance of cross training. If you incorporate a stretching and
strengthening program (weights, yoga, Pilates, etc.) and other aerobic exercise (biking,
swimming), you are less likely to experience muscle imbalances and heel whip.

If you have any questions or concerns regarding an injury or pain, please reach out to one of
our experienced sports medicine physicians at Corewell Health Medical Group Orthopedics
at (616) 267- 8860. You can also find more information about our orthopedic program and
providers on our website.
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