
  WHEN YOU NEED MORE THAN A SHOE SIZE 
 

It is widely known that walking is not only fundamental to health and exercise, but to basic mobility as 
well.  For some people, finding a comfortable pair of shoes can become their initial obstacle to burning 
calories and improving cardiovascular conditioning through walking. There is a multitude of “comfort 
shoes” on the market that can be easily obtained at department and retail shoe stores all over the Bay 
Area. Brands like Birkenstock, Ecco, Dansko, New Balance, SAS, and Easy Spirits, to name a few, have 
been around for decades and have been the go-to shoes for comfortable walking. But what if you’ve 
purchased these kinds of shoes and are still limited in your ability to walk without pain. Perhaps you’ve 
tried over-the-counter inserts and gotten some relief, but still have knee or heel pain, or worse than 
that, have diabetes and are subject to injury because you can’t feel pain. To address these obstacles, it 
may be time to see a podiatrist, orthopedic surgeon, or a certified pedorthist who specializes in 
footwear solutions to these problems. 
 
Nearly everyone at some time in their life experiences foot pain. With the exception of stubbing a toe or 
dropping a bowling ball on your foot, chronic and persistent foot pain is usually the result of structural 
deficiencies in the lower extremities combined with overuse. Hammer toes, bunions, pain in the ball of 
the foot, and everyone’s favorite, plantar fasciitis are common ailments traceable to poor foot and leg 
alignment. Fashionable footwear can also contribute to foot pain just as “comfort” footwear can play a 
role in its amelioration.  When foot pain is interfering with your activities, a certified pedorthist may be 
the specialist best equipped to get you back on your feet. 
 
What is a Pedorthist? 
Most people know that podiatrists and some orthopedic surgeons are doctors who specialize in treating 
medical conditions of the foot and ankle.  Most people, however, do not know that certified pedorthists 
also address foot ailments, such as plantar fasciitis.  Pedorthists are not doctors; they fill prescriptions 
from general practitioners, podiatrists, and orthopedic surgeons for therapeutic footwear and related 
devices designed to alleviate chronic conditions of the feet and ankles, much like an optician fills 
prescriptions for eyewear  
 
Which Specialist for Which Foot Problem? 
For acute injury, swelling, bruising, numbness, tingling, burning, or loss of function, a podiatrist or 
specialized orthopedic surgeon should always be the first stop in order to get a proper diagnosis.  Some 
foot conditions are a sign of a serious systemic problem, and a doctor will recognize these symptoms. 
Both specialties perform surgery, take X-rays, prescribe medications, and treat sports related injuries; 
however, each has a slightly different approach.  Podiatrists lean toward routine palliative care, such as 
trimming corns and callous, evaluating lower extremity biomechanics, and dispensing foot orthotic 
devices.  Orthopedic surgeons tend to specialize in surgery.  Certified pedorthists are trained to deal 
with the multitude of chronic ailments that don’t require surgery or medical treatment, such as arch or 
heel pain, plantar fasciitis, accommodation of bunions and hammertoes, shoe fit issues, or leg-length 
discrepancies.  They also address the consequences of diabetes, rheumatoid arthritis, and other diseases 
that affect the feet, but only by prescription.  A certified pedorthist can also recognize when to refer a 
non-prescribed client to a foot doctor for medical treatment or to get a diagnosis and prescription.  
 
When a Doctor is Too Much, and a Shoe Store is Not Enough 
A pedorthist can be consulted when there is a persistent ache or pain while walking, running, or 
standing.  While in many cases there is a mechanical deficiency at the root of the pain, it may simply be 



caused by pressure from ill- fitting footwear on sensitive hammer toes, bunions, or balls of the feet.  A 
pedorthist will recommend and/or fit a particular shoe, insert, or combination of these to improve the 
gait, foot function, and reduce the level of pain.  People often seek relief from minor problems by 
purchasing “better grade” footwear or by trying over-the-counter insoles, purchased at “comfort” or 
athletic shoe stores. It makes sense to try this first, and often that is what doctors will recommend 
initially.  A pedorthist, however, will go beyond selling you shoes and will provide real, non-surgical 
solutions to your foot issues.  This may involve custom or modified ready-made inserts (orthotic 
devices), modifications to your existing shoes to make them fit or function better, fitting ready-made 
footwear designed to accommodate unusual foot shapes or built with extra depth for orthotics devices, 
or may even include designing and fabricating custom-made footwear when good fit requires more 
accuracy than can be attained in a ready-made shoe.   It’s good to note that therapeutic footwear, no 
longer need be stigmatized as “therapeutic footwear”.  Thanks to the demands made by the Baby 
Boomer generation, comfortable, well-fitting shoes look just like shoes you might buy in a department 
store. 
 
Certified pedorthists fill the gap between the doctor and the shoe store by offering customized guidance 
and footwear to people who want to stay active and healthy.   
 
If you have specific questions regarding foot and footwear issues, you can email me at 
davisshoe@aol.com.   


