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Possible leader lines…

Baby Boomers have passed 50 and their feet are killing them. 

We have made it past midlife and our feet are killing us.
Oh My Aching Feet
By Diana Hyland
Feet get no respect. They’re stepped on, pummeled and plain worn out, and no one is doing anything about it. After a lifetime of wear and tear, our tendons, muscles, skin and bones cry out for some tender loving care. What should we do when the aches and pains interfere with our daily activities? 
Focus on Comfort & Fit
Quality shoes that fit become more important as our feet put on miles. If you are developing corns, cracked feet or calluses, the culprit could be your shoes. Well-fitting shoes provide room to wiggle your toes and are secure enough to hold your foot snuggly without heel slippage.  And no matter what your age, if you’re having foot problems, get them checked. 
Listen to the Professionals

Though your family doctor may make recommendations, you should also seek the advice of a licensed doctor of podiatry. A podiatrist receives specialized medical training focusing on the foot, ankle and lower leg. Texas requires rigorous state board examinations before a license is granted, plus continuing education to keep that license.  Dr. Carla Emery-Culberson, a podiatrist in Central Austin, says that her goal is to manage patient care and keep each person functional and without pain.  

When you meet with a podiatrist, you’ll receive a thorough examination focusing on your specific complaint. In many cases, the doctor will also review your medical history, check your blood flow and nerve functions; analyze your gate; and if needed, order blood tests and x-rays. 

Dr. Carlos Romero, a podiatrist with Austin Regional Clinic, emphasizes the importance of this evaluation process. “Patients need to understand that their overall health can greatly affect every aspect of their feet,” explains Romero. “Those who smoke or have arteriosclerosis (hardening of the arteries) are especially vulnerable to what is called peripheral vascular disease, which causes poor 
Once a diagnosis is made, patients receive a recommended course of action. Treatments often include lifestyle recommendations, such as losing weight, special exercises or purchasing proper footwear, but when pain persists, greater intervention is needed. 

Orthotics: Prescription for Pain

For those with stubborn foot ailments, doctors often prescribe orthotics, which are custom made or prefabricated devices that slip inside your shoes to alleviate pain or discomfort. Over-the-counter brands are available at most drug stores, but there are better, more effective options. Affordably priced inserts are available through a foot specialist, and usually cost around $20 to $50. Those prescribed by a podiatrist are custom made from molds of your feet. Prices vary greatly, ranging from $150 to over $300. Though insurance sometimes covers costs, it is not a general rule. 

The need for orthotics often stems from two common conditions: high arches (cavus foot) and flat feet (planus foot). When an arch is too high it doesn’t flatten enough to absorb shock properly. The weight of your body puts pressure on your heel and toe base causing pain that can radiate to your knees, hips and back. When your foot is too flat it is often unstable, causing the bones to become out of alignment. That’s when you start to see bunions, hammertoes and bone deformities, not to mention more pain. Orthotics can provide extra cushioning, support and stability, as they are designed to redistribute weight and alleviate pressure. 

Diabetic Feet

Patients who suffer from diabetes often develop a host of chronic foot problems. High blood sugar can cause narrowing of the arteries and poor circulation in the feet and legs. Diabetics sometimes develop poor nerve functions, leading to numbness and a pins-and-needles sensation. This reduced sense of feeling means that excessive pressure and friction can cause blisters and foot ulcers, which are further complicated by a reduced ability to fight infection. Thankfully, shoes designed especially for diabetics provide relief and comfort. Diabetic shoes can be bought at specialty shoe stores or special ordered from your doctor. Most are covered by insurance and Medicare.

Surgery as a Last Resort
For painful bunions, fractures, infections and congenital deformities, surgery is often the only option. Most podiatrists are trained in surgery of the foot and ankle, but when other functions are affected, such as the knees, hips and spine, a patient is often referred to an orthopedic surgeon. An orthopedic surgeon focuses on the bones, joints, muscles and nerves of the body, including the foot. As with many specialties, there are clear overlaps in care as some orthopedics also specialize in foot care. As a patient, especially one considering surgery, you should get a referral from a hospital or your primary care physician, and it doesn’t hurt to get a second opinion. 
The American Podiatric Medical Association reports that only a small percent of Americans are born with foot problems, and that most ailments are caused by neglect. So take a good look at your feet and ask yourself – Could I walk a mile in these? If not, do something about it.

Give your feet a fighting chance
If the shoe fits

Just say ahhh…

Don’t sacrifice comfort for good looks.

(Might feature of  photo of a “don’t” sign over a stiletto) 
Regardless of age, most of us experience some form of foot pain during our lives. Experts point to legions of fashion mavens who have for years crammed dainty tootsies into dangerously formed stilettos, not to mention scores of weekend athletes pounding across pavement in ill-fitting shoes. No wonder our feet hurt.

Over time and continual abuse, pain escalates. That’s when drastic measures come into play. Suddenly, we embark on a quest for the quintencential shoe – dare we say, orthopedic. In truth, if your feet are hurting for the first time, you probably don’t need an orthopedic shoe (whew!), but you should consider shopping for a “comfort shoe,” a new category that’s making huge inroads. 

Shunning the bulky footwear of our grandparents, consumers today look for softer, more structured designs. And now, finally, manufacturers are paying attention. 

Gary Calabretta, vice president of Karavel Comfort Center, a suite of shoe stores on Burnet Road, insists that your shoes should feel good and be good for you.  His top-selling “comfort” brands include Finn Comfort, Munro, Merrell, Ecco, Rockport and Dunham. Most of the close-toed shoes provide a removable foot bed so you have room to slip in an orthotic if needed. Regular shoes don’t offer that option.

When it comes to “comfort” footwear, Calabretta reports that the first sale is often the hardest. “Customers want to see and feel the difference,” he explains, “so we work hard to ensure a perfect fit – and you won’t find a stiletto in the bunch. When customers discover the right look and feel – they’re hooked.”

Though you might be challenged to find the right shoe for a red-carpet event, there are plenty of styles to match the latest looks from Chico’s, Dillard’s, Sue Patrick or REI. As you might expect, such comfort and good looks carry a hefty price tag. Shoes such as these, often manufactured in Europe, typically run $90 to over $200. And though pricey, people are waiting in line to buy them, not just at specialty stores but also at Nordstrom’s and a few select boutiques.  

All this demand is clearly good for business, but it’s good for consumers too. More demand begets more choices and better styles, including a spring lineup defined by fun, flirty colors in lime, orange, pink, red and patent leather. 

While style makes a big splash with the comfort crowd, orthopedic shoes linger behind. However, even the most therapeutic shoes are vastly improved – both in materials and design. Men’s orthopedics blend rather seamlessly into masculine wardrobes. The thick soles with leather and mesh uppers provide extra cushioning and stability. Women’s orthopedics are more fashion challenged, though still better than years past. Structured designs hold the foot in place, while Velcro closures allow for easy adjustments. Styles such as these are more suitable for pants and casual wear – which in Austin works just fine. 

Bottom line, make your feet happy. Because if you’re feet are happy, you’ll be able to do what makes you happy – whether it’s a night of dancing or a quiet walk in the park. 
Diana Hyland is a freelance writer living in and around Austin. She promises to take good care of her feet so she can tap dance at her 50th Wedding Anniversary, just like her mom did last year. You can reach her at 468-9125, or hylandinc@austin.rr.com. 
(Sidebar)

You may be a candidate for orthotics if: 

· one side of the sole of your shoe wears out faster than the other; 

· you frequently sprain your ankle; 

· you have chronic heel, knee or lower back pain;

· your shins hurt;

· your toes are not straight; 

· your feet point inward or excessively outward when you walk; or 

· you have chronic calluses or sores on your feet.
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