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Getting back on your feet
Preventing and treating heel pain 

from plantar fasciitis
TEXT BY CATHLEEN COLE

Evan Merrill, a doctor of podiatric 
medicine in Medford and a marathon 
runner, knows fi rsthand about the pain 

plantar fasciitis causes. “I’ve had it about two 
years,” he says, noting that the condition 
came from overuse caused by overtraining for 
a 31-mile trail run.

Although runners and other athletes tend to be more at risk 
for plantar fasciitis, the pain and swelling in the plantar fascia 
can knock just about anyone off his or her feet.

Plantar fasciitis
Plantar fasciitis is pain and infl ammation of the plantar 

fascia, a thick, fi brous tissue that attaches to the heel bone, 
spans across the bottom of the foot and attaches to the back 
of the toes. It acts like a bowstring to maintain the arch of 
the foot. The condition causes stabbing pain in the arch and 
heel, especially when you fi rst get out of bed in the morning. 

That’s because the plantar fascia and calf muscles shorten 
and tighten when at rest. When your feet hit the fl oor after 
sleeping, micro tears in the fascia occur and become infl amed. 
This can also occur after long periods of standing or sitting. 
The process is ongoing injury from micro tears and ongoing 
pain from the infl ammation. “It’s constantly being torn and 
partly healed,” Merrill explains. “It’s going back and forth.”

What causes plantar fasciitis in the fi rst place? There can be 
several contributing factors including fl at (pronated) or high-
arched feet, poor shoe support or shoes that are too short, 
walking or running uphill, walking or running on soft terrain 
such as sand, increasing age, sudden weight gain, tight calf 
muscles, overuse and trauma.

Tom Kalivas, owner of Paradise Footwear in Medford, is a 
certifi ed pedorthist – a specialist in using footwear including 
shoes, shoe modifi cations, orthotics and other devices to 
prevent or alleviate foot problems. He has training in the 
biomechanics of the lower extremities focusing on the foot 
and ankle. His clients usually already have problems when 
they come to his store seeking help, and the No. 1 problem is 
plantar fasciitis. 
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Treatment
If you have any type of foot 

pain, it’s important to take care 
of it immediately, Kalivas advises, 
because foot pain usually doesn’t 
go away on its own. Merrill agrees, 
warning athletes to never try to run 
through the pain and to stop activity 
immediately.

If foot pain strikes, take a break 
from your physical activity to rest 
your feet. Try over-the-counter non-
steroidal anti-infl ammatory drugs. 
Stretch your calf muscles several 
times a day to keep them loose. 
Applying ice to your feet for about 10 
minutes at a time a few times a day 
helps reduce infl ammation. Don’t go 
barefoot, especially when you get out 
of bed in the morning. Keep a pair 
of supportive sandals by your bed. 
Always wear shoes with good arch 
support, and add semi-rigid, over-the-
counter orthotics if necessary. 

If treating yourself at home 
doesn’t work, it’s time to see a doctor 
who might prescribe a stronger 
prescription NSAID. A cortisone 
injection in the heel can offer relief 
too. You’ll still be advised to keep 
up with the icing and stretching. If 
over-the-counter inserts aren’t cutting 
it, your podiatrist can get you custom 
orthotics.

continued on page 18

PLANTAR 
FASCIITIS 
CONTRIBUTING 
FACTORS
Flat (pronated) feet
High-arched feet
Poor shoe support
Shoes that are too short
Walking or running uphill
Walking or running on 

soft terrain (sand)
Increasing age
Sudden weight gain
Tight calf muscles
Overuse, overtraining
Trauma
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IF THE 
SHOE FITS

Properly fi tting shoes with good 
arch support are must-haves for 
healthy feet. Here are a few brands 
Merrill and Kalivas recommend in no 
particular order of merit:

Asics
Brooks
Dansko
Easy Spirit
Ecco

Hoka One One
New Balance

Rockport
SAS (San Antonio 

Shoemakers)
Saucony
Vionic

New Balance
Rockport

SAS (San Antonio 
Shoemakers)

“It can take up to four to six 
months for the pain to resolve,” 
Merrill says. “You have to hit it 
from all areas.” After six months 
of treatment with no considerable 
relief, surgery could be considered. 
“If all else fails, a surgical option is 
available,” he notes.

Prevention
“Footwear is your most important 

equipment when you’re a runner or 
a walker,” Kalivas emphasizes. Merrill 
concurs. “Good shoes are essential to 
help avoid plantar fasciitis and other 
foot problems,” he says.

If you’re starting an exercise 
program, start out slowly and 
always do your stretches, Merrill 
recommends. Kalivas advises runners 
to replace their shoes about every 
400 miles to protect their feet, knees 
and hips. That usually works out 
to be about every three months for 
marathon runners. “Don’t let your 
shoes wear out,” Merrill warns. “Shoes 
are cheap when compared to foot 
surgery.”
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