Citation:
Smith, LC and Hanley, B (2013) Comparisons between swing phase characteristics of race walkers
and distance runners. International Journal of Exercise Science, 6 (4). 269 - 277 (9). ISSN
1939-795X
Link to Leeds Beckett Repository record:
https://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/id/eprint/185/
Document Version:
Article (Published Version)

The aim of the Leeds Beckett Repository is to provide open access to our research, as required by
funder policies and permitted by publishers and copyright law.
The Leeds Beckett repository holds a wide range of publications, each of which has been
checked for copyright and the relevant embargo period has been applied by the Research Services
team.
We operate on a standard take-down policy. If you are the author or publisher of an output
and you would like it removed from the repository, please contact us and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.
Each thesis in the repository has been cleared where necessary by the author for third party
copyright. If you would like a thesis to be removed from the repository or believe there is an issue
with copyright, please contact us on openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.

Original Research
Comparisons between Swing Phase Characteristics of Race
Walkers and Distance Runners
LAURA C. SMITH†1 and BRIAN HANLEY‡2
1University
†Denotes

of Salford, Salford, UK; 2Leeds Metropolitan University, Leeds, UK

graduate student author, ‡Denotes professional author
ABSTRACT

International Journal of Exercise Science 6(4) : 269-277, 2013. The aim of this study
was to analyze swing characteristics during race walking and to compare these with distance
running. The rules of race walking demand that no visible flight time should occur and the stance
leg must be straightened from initial contact to midstance. Previous research has not examined
whether these rules also have an effect on swing and what consequences might arise. Ten male
race walkers and ten male distance runners walked or ran respectively on an instrumented
treadmill for 10 km with two in-dwelling force plates. Trials lasted 30 seconds and simultaneous
2D video data were recorded and digitized at 125 Hz. The moment of inertia of the thigh, shank,
foot and whole lower limb was calculated using the parallel axis theorem. The distance runners
were faster with longer strides, although cadence was not different. The race walkers had shorter
swing times, longer contact times, and smaller maximum knee flexion angles (100° ± 6) than the
distance runners (56° ± 6). The smaller knee flexion angles in race walkers meant they
experienced greater swing leg moment of inertia than the distance runners but there were few
associations in either group between knee flexion angle or moment of inertia with key
performance parameters. Swing phase kinematics in race walking are restricted by the rules of
the event and result in knee angular motions different from those in distance running, preventing
race walkers from reaching the speeds attainable by distance runners.
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INTRODUCTION
Race walking and distance running form
part of the athletics program in the Olympic
Games
and
all
major
athletics
championships. Unlike distance running,
which it resembles physiologically (1), race
walking is an abnormal form of gait with
rules that dictate that no visible loss of
contact should occur and that the knee
should be straightened from first contact
with the ground until the ‘vertical upright
position’ (19). Because of the implications of
this rule, previous research in race walking
has focussed on the knee’s movement

during the stance phase (5,8,14) rather than
during swing. However, the swing phase
might also be affected by the rules of race
walking, thereby having an influence on
key kinematic variables such as stride
length and making it different from
distance running technique.
Walking (or running) speed is the product
of stride length and cadence. Stride lengths
are considerably greater in competitive
distance running because race walkers are
not permitted a visible flight period while
by contrast there are no restrictions on a
runner’s technique. Whereas stride lengths
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between 3.22 and 3.66 m have been
recorded in competitive distance running
(9,15,30), the stride lengths of even the
world’s best race walkers only range
between 2.12 and 2.38 m (women) and
between 2.44 and 2.72 m (men) (13).
However, distance runners and race
walkers have similar cadences ranging
between 1.50 and 1.65 Hz (4,5,13,15,21,30).
Because their cadences (and therefore gait
cycle durations) are similar, a comparison
of the components of cadence (such as
swing time and flight time) can aid an
understanding of the effects of the
restrictions on race walking gait that do not
apply to distance running. Comparing race
walking with a well-understood gait such
as distance running could be helpful in
understanding the unique and abnormal
gait of race walking, which might be more
difficult to achieve if analyzed in isolation.

found that very brief flight times (up to 0.04
s) do frequently occur (5,14).
The swing phase is influenced by a number
of variables, including joint angles and
inertial properties of the segments (23).
Knee flexion during the swing phase
reduces the moment of inertia (MOI) of the
lower limb (3) and greater knee flexion is a
characteristic of fast running (10). This is
because a reduction in MOI facilitates a
faster and more efficient swing phase that
increases cadence and speed (25). However,
race walking is different from running
because of the straightened knee rule that
makes it critical for race walkers to fully
extend their knee toward the end of
terminal swing. It is possible that this
requirement means the race walker must
avoid flexing the knee to an extent that a
rapid reversal to full extension by initial
contact could be problematic (due to the
requirement for a high angular velocity of
the knee during late swing that might lead
to injury (6)). Furthermore, from a coaching
viewpoint Villa (29) recommended not
raising the foot too high during swing
(instead keeping it close to the ground) so
that it could return to the ground quicker
and reduce the possibility of a visible loss
of contact. A small number of studies have
reported the maximum knee flexion angle
during swing in race walking (5,20,32) with
a range found between 87 and 108° (where
the knee sagittal plane angle is considered
to be 180° in the anatomical position). By
comparison, measurements of the same
variable in distance running ranged
between 47 and 57° in overground and
treadmill tests of 11 athletes (30).

The swing phase in gait occurs when the
leg is moving through the air. Novacheck
(26) stated that the purpose of the swing
phase is to reposition the leg from the
instant of toe-off to initial contact. In a
running gait cycle there is always a flight
period when both legs are at different
stages of their swing phases (25) and typical
swing times contribute between 64 and 78%
of a running gait cycle’s duration,
dependent on speed (22,25). By contrast,
Murray et al. (24) found that the
stance:swing ratio in two male race walkers
was 51:49 and 50:50 respectively, although
slightly higher swing proportions of 53%
(women) and 55% (men) have been
reported in much larger samples of elite
international competitors (14). With regard
to the swing proportions in race walking, it
is worth noting that although the rules
stipulate that no visible flight time is
permitted within race walking, research has
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of bipedal locomotion, the rules of race
walking make it a distinct form of gait
where the athletes cannot take advantage of
some features of running technique. The
straightened knee rule in race walking only
applies during the stance phase, but it is
possible knee kinematics during swing are
also affected. While the knee swing angle in
race walking has been measured in some
earlier studies, its importance has not been
established with regard to key performance
parameters such as speed and stride length
and further research is therefore warranted.
The aim of this study was to analyze swing
characteristics of the lower limb during race
walking and to compare these with
distance running. It was hypothesized that
due to the rule of race walking, that (i) race
walkers would experience less knee flexion
during swing compared with distance
runners, and therefore have greater lower
limb moments of inertia; (ii) that race
walkers would have shorter strides and
shorter swing times compared with
distance runners; and (iii) that smaller leg
moments of inertia would correlate with
running speed and cadence.

athletes normally competed over a range of
distances, from 5 km to 50 km.
Protocol
Each athlete either race walked or ran on an
instrumented treadmill for 10 km
(h/p/cosmos, Gaitway, Traunstein) at a
pace equivalent to 103% of their season’s
best time (e.g. a runner whose personal best
for 10 km was 30 minutes would complete
the test 10 km in 30:54). The race walkers
were
monitored
by
experienced
international coaches to ensure they were
complying with the rules. The treadmill
belt was kept at a constant speed for the
duration of each test. The treadmill
incorporated two in-dwelling piezoelectric
force plates (Kistler, Winterthur) that
recorded the position of the center of
pressure (COP); the COP measurements
were combined by the software with
measurements of the belt’s movements to
allow stride length to be measured. After a
10-minute warm-up and familiarisation
period on the treadmill (all participants
were used to training on treadmills), data
were recorded at 1000 Hz for a period of 30
s after approximately 2 km. Twodimensional
video
data
were
simultaneously collected at 250 Hz using a
high-speed camera (RedLake, San Diego).
The shutter speed was 1/500 s, the f-stop
was 2.0, and there was no gain. The camera
was placed 5.3 m from and perpendicular
to the treadmill. The resolution of the
camera was 1280 x 1024 pixels. Extra
illumination was provided by two 1250 W
lights placed at the side of the camera. Two
3 m high reference poles were placed one
meter apart in the center of the camera’s
field of view in the center of the treadmill
and used later for calibration (up to a
height of 2 m). The experimental set-up was
maintained
throughout
testing
and

METHODS
Participants
Ten male race walkers and ten male
distance runners gave informed consent
and the study was approved by the
faculty’s Research Ethics Committee. The
race walkers’ mean stature was 1.83 m (±
0.07) and mass 69.0 kg (± 9.3) and the
distance runners’ mean stature was 1.80 m
(± 0.07) and mass 66.6 kg (± 5.4). Both sets
of athletes took part in senior competition
(national and international level) and their
personal best times for 10 km ranged from
30 to 35 minutes (distance runners) and
from 41 to 45 minutes (race walkers). The
International Journal of Exercise Science
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participants were not made aware of when
data collection occurred to avoid any
conscious changes to gait.

(31). Mass and inertial properties for the
thigh, shank and foot segment were taken
from de Leva (7). The radius of gyration
data for each segment were taken from
Winter (31). Thigh, shank, foot and whole
lower limb MOI values were reported in
kg·m2, and in addition the MOI of the total
lower limb was normalized for each
participant by dividing by body mass and
leg length squared (17). The smallest MOI
value found during swing has been
described as the minimum MOI. Each
athlete’s full swing MOI data were
interpolated to 101 points using a cubic
spline (28). Stride length was measured as
the distance between successive right foot
contacts (toe-off to toe-off). Cadence was
calculated as the reciprocal of stride time.
The knee angle was calculated as the
sagittal plane angle between the thigh and
shank segments. The knee was considered
to be 180° in the anatomical standing
position, and the smallest knee angle
measured during swing has been described
as the maximum knee flexion angle.

The video files were resampled at 125 Hz
and manually digitized by a single
experienced operator (more than 350 video
sequences digitized in published research)
to obtain kinematic data using motion
analysis software (SIMI Motion, Munich).
The motion of the right leg of each athlete
was digitized on one occasion, during the
first entire gait cycle to be completely
visible. The digitized points were the joint
axis centers of the hip, knee, ankle, heel and
the foot-tip. Identification was based on
superficial bony landmarks that had
markers placed on them during testing.
Each video was first digitized frame by
frame and adjustments were made as
necessary using the points over frame
method (2). The magnification tool in SIMI
Motion was set at 400% to aid identification
of the markers placed on the body
landmarks. Digitizing was started at least
10 frames before the beginning of the stride
and completed at least 10 frames after to
provide padding during filtering (27).
Kinematic data were filtered using a
recursive
second-order
low-pass
Butterworth digital filter (zero phase-lag) of
10 Hz (26).

Statistical Analysis
All statistical analyses were conducted
using PASW Statistics 18 (IBM SPSS, Inc.,
Chicago, IL). Independent t-tests were
conducted to compare values between race
walkers and distance runners, with
adjustments made if Levene’s test for
equality of variances was less than 0.05. To
help reduce the chances of a type I error, an
alpha level of 1% was set. Pearson’s
product moment correlation coefficient was
used to find associations between gait
variables, and only those correlations
greater than 0.7 were included in this study.

De Leva’s (7) body segment parameter
model for men was used to obtain center of
mass data for the right thigh, right shank,
and right foot. These data, along with the
joint coordinate data, were used to calculate
the MOI of the thigh, shank, foot and total
lower limb using the parallel axis theorem

International Journal of Exercise Science
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Table 1. Means ± SD and between-subjects effects of key variables.
Race walkers

Distance runners

t18

p

Speed (m/s)

3.53 (± .18)

4.91 (± .16)

17.84

< 0.001

Stride length (m)

2.29 (± .10)

3.25 (± .23)

11.95

< 0.001

Cadence (Hz)

1.53 (± .05)

1.52 (± .09)

0.35

0.727

Swing time (s)

0.36 (± .01)

0.45 (± .03)

8.90

< 0.001

Contact time (s)

0.29 (± .02)

0.18 (± .02)

10.29

< 0.001

Flight time (s)

0.04 (± .01)

0.15 (± .01)

21.69

< 0.001

Toe-off (°)

152 (± 8)

161 (± 5)

3.31

0.004

Maximum flexion (°)

100 (± 6)

56 (± 6)

16.75

< 0.001

Initial contact (°)

181 (± 3)

158 (± 5)

13.22

< 0.001

Lower limb (kg·m2)

1.53 (± .29)

1.20 (± .34)

2.35

0.030

Lower limb (norm)

0.033 (± .002)

0.023 (± .003)

8.98

< 0.001

Knee angle

Minimum MOI

2	
  

RESULTS

running group, stride length was correlated
positively with swing time (r = .70, p =
0.024) but negatively with cadence (r = –
0.88, p = 0.001), and swing time was also
negatively correlated with cadence (r = –
0.87, p = 0.001). In the race walking group
speed was correlated with stride length (r =
.75, p = 0.013).

There was no difference between the
groups for stature (t18 = 1.04, p = .314) or
mass (t18 = 0.70, p = .492). The values for the
key variables measured in the study are
shown in Table 1. The race walkers’ mean
swing time of 0.36 s (± 0.01) represented
55.8% (± 1.8) of their total stride time, while
the distance runners’ swing time of 0.45 s (±
0.03) represented 71.4% (± 2.2) of their total
stride time. This difference was significant
(t18 = 17.42, p < 0.001). In the distance
International Journal of Exercise Science

Figure 1 shows the averaged normalized
MOI values during swing for both groups.
The race walkers had a larger mean
minimum MOI value than the distance
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runners when expressed as normalized
values (Table 1). In the race walkers, the
minimum MOI for the lower limb
combined the values for the thigh (0.37
kg·m2 ± 0.07), shank (0.67 kg·m2 ± 0.14) and
foot (0.48 kg·m2 ± 0.09). The mean
contributions of each segment to the total
lower limb minimum MOI were therefore
24.2, 43.8 and 31.3%. In the distance
runners, the corresponding values were
0.47 kg·m2 (± 0.13) for the thigh, 0.46 kg·m2
(± 0.14) for the shank and 0.26 kg·m2 (±
0.07) for the foot. The mean contributions of
each segment to the total lower limb
minimum MOI in this group were 39.3, 38.4
and 21.8%. When normalized, there was no
difference between groups for the
minimum values for MOI of the thigh (t18 =
1.15, p = 0.265), although race walkers had
higher minimum MOI values for the shank
(t18 = 10.32, p < 0.001) and foot (t18 = 17.67, p
< 0.001).

Figure 1. Average normalized moment of inertia
values during swing for both race walkers and
distance runners.

DISCUSSION
The aim of this study was to analyze swing
characteristics of the lower limb during race
walking and to compare these with
distance running. From the point of view of
kinematic performance parameters, the
distance runners in this study were faster
than the race walkers due to their longer
stride lengths. Mean cadence was not
different although the proportion of time
spent in swing was greater in the distance
runners, and the longer stride lengths in the
distance runners were associated with
longer flight times. The race walkers’ much
shorter mean flight times were expected
because of the requirement for the race
walkers to adopt a technique that avoided a
visible loss of contact.

In the race walkers, maximum knee flexion
angle was correlated positively with
minimum normalized lower limb MOI (r =
0.78, p = 0.008) and negatively with both
flight time and swing time percentage (r = –
0.71, p = 0.023 and r = –0.72, p = 0.020
respectively). No significant correlations
were found between either maximum knee
flexion angle or normalized MOI with
speed or swing time. In the distance
runners, maximum knee flexion angle was
similarly
correlated
positively
with
minimum normalized lower limb MOI (r =
0.80, p = 0.005) but once again no
correlations were found with key
performance parameters such as stride
length and cadence.

International Journal of Exercise Science

The smaller mean range that the knee
flexed through following toe-off for the race
walkers (from 152° to 100°) compared with
the distance runners (from 161° to 56°)
meant that the race walkers’ knees reached
a much smaller maximum knee flexion
angle during midswing. In addition, the
race walkers’ average knee angle of 181° (±
3) at initial contact was larger than that of
the distance runners and these figures
274
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suggest that the race walkers prevented
knee flexion from reaching the magnitudes
achieved by the runners so that full knee
extension by initial contact was facilitated.
Maintaining this range of motion for every
stride during a walking race (Olympic
distances are 20 km and 50 km) (14,16)
requires appropriate strength endurance
and mobility, particularly in the last quarter
of the 50 km race where technique tends to
break down with subsequent decreases in
pace (16). In addition, appropriate training
needs to consider the potential for injury to
key knee muscles such as the hamstrings
(which are frequently injured in race
walking (11)) due to peak stretch and
negative work demands during swing (6).

potential negative consequences (i.e.
disqualification) are not outweighed by any
benefits to speed. The recommended
technique might not be easily achieved
because of its abnormal pattern compared
with running; athletes must be patient in
developing optimal techniques with
appropriate training programs (12,18) and
coaches should monitor their development
closely.
The race walkers had greater MOI values
for the whole lower limb, shank, and foot
than the distance runners. The greater knee
flexion angle during the running motion
meant that the distal segments of the lower
limb were closer to the hip axis during
midswing and meant that the foot only
contributed 21.8% of the lower limb
minimum MOI compared with 31.3% in the
race walkers. As in race walking, more
acute knee flexion angles were associated
with lower MOI values of the lower limb
during distance running. The rules of race
walking make it a stereotyped form of gait
(8) whereas distance runners are not under
similar constraints and so their varied
stride lengths and cadences might have
been a cause of the lack of associations
between MOI values and key performance
variables.

The knee flexion angles and swing time
proportions were similar to those found in
previous research on race walking
(5,14,20,32) and distance running (22,25,30).
In the race walking group, the correlation
between maximum knee flexion angle and
minimum MOI showed that the negative
effect of the technique adopted was a
greater inertial resistance to swing.
However, the lack of any association with
speed or either of its components suggests
that swing MOI might not be a critical
factor in success and in terms of being
competitive in race walking, maintaining a
technique that facilitates knee extension at
heel-strike is more important. In addition,
restricting the amount of knee flexion
during swing might also be important in
maintaining very short and undetected
flight times, as maximum knee flexion and
swing time percentage were both positively
correlated with flight time. The coaching
recommendation that race walkers avoid
too much knee flexion so that full knee
extension is achieved at initial contact (29)
is supported by this study’s results as the
International Journal of Exercise Science

The movement of the lower limb during the
swing phase is an important component of
successful competitive gait and particularly
for race walkers who must obey two
specific rules. The rules of race walking do
not just affect the knee angle during stance,
but also during swing because of the need
for full knee extension prior to heel-strike
and in avoiding a visible loss of contact.
Athletes and coaches involved in race
walking need to be mindful of the need for
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appropriate technical development in line
with strength and endurance requirements.

11. Francis PR, Richman NM, Patterson P. Injuries in
the sport of racewalking. J Athl Training 33(2): 122129, 1998.

REFERENCES

12. Fruktov A, Korolyov G, Ozerov V. Technique
and faults in race walking. Mod Athlete Coach 22(3):
35-37, 1984.

1. Arcelli E. Marathon and 50km walk race:
physiology, diet and training. New Stud Athlet
11(4): 51-58, 1996.

13. Hanley B, Bissas A, Drake A. Initial findings of a
biomechanical analysis at the 2008 IAAF World Race
Walking Cup. New Stud Athlet 23(4): 27-34, 2008.

2. Bahamonde RE, Stevens RR. Comparison of two
methods of manual digitization on accuracy and
time of completion. Proceedings of the XXIV
International Symposium on Biomechanics in
Sports: 650-653; 2006.

14. Hanley B, Bissas A, Drake A. Kinematic
characteristics of elite men’s and women’s 20 km
race walking and their variation during the race.
Sports Biomech 10(2): 110-124, 2011.

3. Barrett RS, Besier TF, Lloyd DG. Individual
muscle contributions to the swing phase of gait: an
EMG-based forward dynamics modelling approach.
Simul Model Prac Th 15(9): 1146-1155, 2007.

15. Hanley B, Smith LC, Bissas A. Kinematic
variations due to changes in pace during men’s and
women’s 5 km road running. Int J Sports Sci Coach
6(2): 243-252, 2011.

4. Buckalew DP, Barlow DA, Fischer JW, Richards
JG. Biomechanical profile of elite women
marathoners. Int J Sport Biomech 1(4): 330-347, 1985.

16. Hanley B, Bissas A, Drake A. Kinematic
characteristics of elite men’s 50 km race walking. Eur
J Sport Sci 13(3): 272-279, 2013.

5. Cairns MA, Burdette RG, Pisciotta JC, Simon SR.
A biomechanical analysis of racewalking gait. Med
Sci Sports Exerc 18(4): 446-453, 1986.

17. Hof AL. Scaling gait data to body size. Gait
Posture 4(3): 222-223, 1996.

6. Chumanov ES, Heiderscheit BC, Thelen DG.
Hamstring musculotendon dynamics during stance
and swing phases of high-speed running. Med Sci
Sports Exerc 43(3): 525-532, 2011.

18. Hedge R. First steps in racewalking. Mod Athlete
Coach 40(1): 27-29, 2002.
19.
International
Association
of
Athletics
Federations. Competition Rules 2012-13. Monaco:
IAAF; 2011.

7. De Leva P. Adjustments to ZatsiorskySeluyanov’s segment inertia parameters. J Biomech
29(9): 1223-1230, 1996.

20. Knicker A, Loch M. Race walking technique and
judging - the final report to the International
Athletic Foundation research project. New Stud
Athlet 5(3): 25-38, 1990.

8. Donà G, Preatoni E, Cobelli C, Rodano R,
Harrison AJ. Application of functional principal
component analysis in race walking: an emerging
methodology. Sports Biomech 8(4): 284-301, 2009.

21. Lafortune M, Cochrane A, Wright A. Selected
biomechanical parameters of race walking. Excel
5(3): 15-17, 1989.

9. Elliot B, Ackland T. Biomechanical effects of
fatigue on 10,000 meter running technique. Res
Quart Exerc Sport 52(2): 160-166, 1981.

22. Mann RA, Hagy J. Biomechanics of walking,
running and sprinting. Am J Sports Med 8(5): 345350, 1980.

10. Enomoto Y, Kadono H, Suzuki Y, Chiba T,
Koyama K. Biomechanical analysis of the medalists
in the 10,000 metres at the 2007 World
Championships in Athletics. New Stud Athlet 23(3):
61-66, 2008.

International Journal of Exercise Science

23. Mena D, Masour JM, Simon SR. Analysis and
synthesis of human swing leg motion during gait
and its clinical applications. J Biomech 14(12): 823832, 1981.

276

http://www.intjexersci.com

SWING PHASE OF RACE WALKING AND RUNNING

24. Murray MP, Guten GN, Mollinger LA, Gardner,
GM. Kinematic and electromyographic patterns of
Olympic race walkers. Am J Sports Med 11(2): 68-74,
1983.
25. Novacheck TF. The biomechanics of running.
Gait Posture 7(1): 77-95, 1998.
26. Robertson DGE, Barden JM, Dowling J. Response
characteristics of different Butterworth low-pass
digital filters. Proceedings of the 2nd North
American Congress on Biomechanics: 105–106; 1992.
27. Smith G. Padding point extrapolation techniques
for the Butterworth digital filter. J Biomech 22(8/9):
967-971, 1989.
28. Van der Falk H. Cubic spline interpolation in
Excel.
Available
from:
http://www.falchemist.com/2010/automation/exc
el/spline-interpolation-excel/ [accessed 10th January
2013].
29. Villa F. NSA photosequences 12 and 13: race
walking. New Stud Athlet 5(3): 63-68, 1990.
30. Williams KR, Snow R, Agruss C. Changes in
distance running kinematics with fatigue. Int J Sport
Biomech 7(2): 138-162, 1991.
31. Winter DA. Biomechanics and Motor Control of
Human Movement (3rd ed.). Hoboken, NJ: John
Wiley & Sons; 2005.
32. Zhang D, Cai X. Analysis of lower limb
movement in elite female race walkers under new
rules. Proceedings of the XXVIII International
Symposium on Biomechanics in Sports: 1009-1010;
2000.

International Journal of Exercise Science

277

http://www.intjexersci.com

