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Common Injuries in Marathon and Ultra Marathon Runners
Marathon and ultra marathon training plans can be very different based on several things, like how much time there is before the race, how experienced the runner is, and what the runner hopes to achieve on race day. Training plans are generally customized to the runner's experience level and are designed to progressively increase mileage to avoid injury.  It has been shown that training plans that average 40 miles per week or more increase the runner’s risk of developing overuse injuries.
Injuries that affect marathon and ultramarathon runners are typically overuse injuries, but it is possible to have an acute or traumatic injury as well. Overuse injuries occur when the body is repeatedly stressed without enough time to heal or recover. This constant strain on muscles, tendons, ligaments, or bones can cause damage that builds up over time. 
Common Overuse Injuries
Patello-femoral pain syndrome
Patellofemoral pain syndrome (PFPS) is characterized by pain around the kneecap, often worsened by activities such as running, squatting, or climbing stairs. The condition is typically caused by improper tracking of the patella, muscle imbalances, or overuse, which increases stress on the patellofemoral joint. In runners, the repetitive strain from quadriceps contractions during running can exacerbate the issue, particularly in those who rapidly increase their mileage or run on hard surfaces.
Plantar Fasciitis 
Plantar fasciitis refers to the inflammation of the plantar fascia, the thick band of tissue at the bottom of the foot, due to repetitive stress. During the heel strike phase of running, the heel absorbs up to three times the body’s weight. As the plantar fascia becomes overstressed, it loses its ability to support the body’s weight, leading to pain in the heel and/or arch of the foot.
Iliotibial band (ITB) friction syndrome
ITB friction syndrome arises when the iliotibial band, which runs along the outside of the thigh, rubs against the outer knee. This friction can cause irritation and pain, particularly after long runs. The injury is more common in runners who use improper form, run on uneven surfaces, or experience muscle imbalances. Strengthening the hip and thigh muscles and ensuring proper running mechanics can help reduce the risk of developing ITB friction syndrome.

Chronic Exertional Compartment Syndrome (CECS)
Chronic exertional compartment syndrome occurs when the muscles of the lower leg swell during exercise, leading to increased pressure within the muscle compartments. This elevated pressure causes pain, especially during prolonged running. The pain typically resolves after activity ceases but can become more severe if left untreated. In extreme cases, untreated CECS may develop into acute compartment syndrome, requiring surgical intervention. Runners at risk may benefit from reducing mileage, improving running form, and using orthotics or supportive devices.

Gastroc-Soleus Strain/Rupture
A gastroc-soleus strain or rupture involves injury to the calf muscles, often caused by overstretching or excessive force during running. This injury can range from a mild strain to a complete rupture, resulting in significant pain, swelling, and difficulty walking. Ultra-runners are especially vulnerable due to the prolonged, repetitive strain on the calf muscles. Treatment includes rest, ice, compression, elevation, and, in severe cases, surgery to repair the rupture.

Achilles Tendinopathy
Achilles tendinopathy is an overuse injury characterized by pain and inflammation of the Achilles tendon, which connects the calf muscles to the heel bone. The constant strain on the tendon during long-distance running can lead to microtears and degeneration. Runners who engage in high-mileage training are particularly prone to this condition. Treatment often involves rest, strengthening exercises, physical therapy, and sometimes injections to reduce inflammation.

Medial Tibial Stress Syndrome (“Shin Splints”)
Medial tibial stress syndrome, or shin splints, results in pain along the inner edge of the tibia due to inflammation of the muscles, tendons, or bone tissue. Repetitive stress from running, particularly on hard surfaces or with improper form, can cause microfractures in the tibia, where the muscle tissue pulls away from the bone. This condition is most common in runners who increase their mileage too quickly or have insufficient strength and flexibility in the lower legs. Proper rest, stretching, and addressing biomechanics can help alleviate symptoms.


How to Avoid Running Related Overuse Injuries
1. Gradually Increase Mileage: Avoid sudden increases in distance by following a structured training plan that increases your weekly mileage in increments. Some sources recommend that you do not increase your mileage or intensity by more than 10% each week. This allows your body time to adapt to the demands of long-distance running.
2. Include Rest and Recovery Days: Incorporating rest days and light recovery runs helps prevent overtraining and allows muscles, tendons, and ligaments time to repair and rebuild. Cross-training activities such as swimming, cycling, or yoga can provide a full-body workout without the impact stress of running, helping to maintain cardiovascular fitness while giving the primary running muscles a break.
3. Focus on Proper Technique and Strengthening: Proper running form plays a significant role in preventing injuries. Runners should focus on maintaining a relaxed posture, proper foot strike, and a smooth, consistent stride to avoid unnecessary stress on the joints. Additionally, strength training exercises for the core, hips, legs, and feet are essential for promoting stability, reducing muscle imbalances, and enhancing overall running efficiency. A stronger body is better equipped to handle the repetitive impact of long-distance running and less prone to overuse injuries.
4. Wear Proper Equipment and Footwear: Wearing the right shoes is important for injury prevention. Replace running shoes every 300-500 miles, as worn-out shoes can lose their cushioning and support, increasing the risk of injury. If needed, consider using insoles or orthotics to address specific foot needs. Additionally, rotating between multiple pairs of running or recovery shoes allows the foam to recover over the course of 24 hours, providing better cushioning for each run. If you have questions about running shoes, want to get a proper shoe fitting, or want to learn more about inserts that may be right for you, we recommend visiting Fleet Feet in West Reading, PA (610-320-9097).
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