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Abstract
Atticle History: Objectives: Barefoot shoes are recognized as a product for managing
Eggg;’g_‘jzzgngccé‘r’:sgrz%; musculoskeletal disorders, and prolonged use of inappropriate shoes can
Accepted: 25 December 2025 have negative health consequences. Despite the growing use of these shoes
ePublished: 20 March 2026 in Iran, there is limited evidence regarding the associated clinical and

practical challenges. Examining the experiences of vendors can help
identify barriers to the supply and use of this product, providing practical
data to improve prescription practices, consumer education, and the
quality of clinical care.
Methods: This qualitative, ergonomics-focused study examined the
challenges and opportunities of using barefoot shoes in Iran from the
*Corresponding author: vendors' perspective. Data were collected using a modified Anderson
Shafe Abbasi, Department of questionnaire, validated by three orthotics and prosthetics specialists, and
Sports Pathology and Corrective completed by ten vendors. The thematic analysis of the data highlighted
Exercises, Faculty of Physmal the needs and challenges related to barefoot shoes in the Iranian market.
Ecucaiion end Spoii Sclenozs, Results: Athletes, individuals with normal weight, and those with forefoot
Allameh Tabataba'i University, deformiti d the highest satisfacti th barefoot sh h
Tehran, Iran deformities reported the highest satisfaction with barefoot shoes, whereas
individuals with conditions, such as severe flat feet or back pain without
Email: shafe.abbasi20@gmail.com custom insoles, faced challenges. Additionally, foot scanning and the
design of personalized insoles play a crucial role in improving comfort and
reducing foot pain.
Conclusion: Barefoot shoes can improve the function of foot muscles when
designed and used ergonomically. However, individuals with back pain,
high arches, heel spurs, corns, or various types of blisters should use them
with caution because improper use may exacerbate pain and worsen
clinical symptoms.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Shoes, as an interface between the body and the
environment, play a crucial role in musculoskeletal
health, and their ergonomic design must be grounded
in biomechanical principles. Barefoot shoes, inspired
by Dbarefoot walking, reproduce natural foot
movements and enhance balance and muscle
performance, although improper use may lead to
injury. In Iran, the use of barefoot shoes is limited due
to cultural, economic, and environmental barriers.
This  qualitative study, wusing a structured
questionnaire, examined the ergonomic characteristics
of barefoot shoes and user experiences from the
perspective of retailers to clarify the relationship
between design and user needs, and to provide a basis
for improving the design of these shoes.

Materials and Methods

After obtaining ethical approval from the Barefoot
brand, participants were selected using purposive
sampling. The inclusion criteria included retailers
with more than one year of experience in selling
barefoot shoes in person and who were actively
involved in collecting customer feedback. The
exclusion criteria included unwillingness to share
experiences or withdrawal from the study at any stage.
Among the 30 retailers identified in Tehran, Iran, 12
met the inclusion criteria; however, two declined to
participate, resulting in a final sample of 10 retailers
(eight women and two men) who completed semi-
structured interviews after providing informed
consent. Interviews were conducted at the retailers'
workplaces, and data were collected using a
questionnaire covering work experience, customer
characteristics, and general market insights. The
questions  explored retailers' perspectives on
challenges, opportunities, customer needs, and
features of barefoot shoes. The study adopted a
qualitative design, with Braun and Clarke's Thematic
Analysis, to gain an in-depth understanding of
retailers' experiences as intermediaries between
manufacturers and consumers. Because the total
retailer population was small (30 individuals) and only
10 were directly involved in customer evaluation, the
researchers considered the sample size sufficient for
data saturation. A key limitation was the restricted
generalizability of the findings to the broader Iranian
population. The data collection tool was adapted from
Anderson et al.'s questionnaire and modified based on
the feedback of three orthotics and prosthetics
specialists. The trustworthiness of the data was
ensured through Lincoln and Guba's criteria, including
member check, peer review of the analytic process,
and documentation of analytic procedures. The data
were transcribed line-by-line and analyzed in three
stages: open, axial, and selective coding. Continuous
comparison was used throughout coding, and the
accuracy of the interpretations was verified through

participant review.

Results

The results indicated that retailers, with an average
experience of 1-2 years and monthly sales of 20-25
pairs of barefoot shoes, reported diverse user
experiences. From the users' perspective, the most
positive features of barefoot shoes included lightness,
comfort in the toe and hallux area, flexibility,
breathability, and high durability. In contrast, high
cost, simple design, excessive foot freedom, rigid
soles, and pain or fatigue during early use were
highlighted as drawbacks. Retailers reported that
barefoot shoes are lightweight, zero-drop, and made of
soft uppers that create a sense of "comfort and
support.” However, some users complained of heel,
knee, or back pain over time. According to retailers,
barefoot shoes are more suitable for individuals with
normal arches and strong foot muscles, and can
enhance balance and reduce pain. Nevertheless, users
with flat feet, heel spurs, or excess body weight may
experience discomfort. Suggested improvements for
increasing customer satisfaction included diversifying
shoe lasts, incorporating shock-absorbing pads, and
enhancing aesthetic design.

Discussion

The findings indicated that the barefoot shoe market
in Iran is still in its early growth phase, and retailers
have limited experience with long-term consumer
interactions. Lightness, comfort, and relief of toe pain
were the primary reasons consumers selected barefoot
shoes, whereas major weaknesses included high cost,
minimalistic design, and low cushioning. Early-stage
pain or fatigue—particularly among inexperienced
users—highlights the need for proper education and a
gradual adaptation period. Users consider the ideal
barefoot shoe as a combination of comfort,
functionality, and aesthetics, with an ergonomic
design supporting arches and joints, contributing most
to user satisfaction. Barefoot shoes facilitate natural
foot movement due to their lightweight and flexible
structure, though they may cause discomfort in
individuals with flat feet or those who are overweight.
Overall, enhancements in ergonomics, the addition of
shock-absorbing pads, greater design variety, and user
education could improve consumer experience and
satisfaction. A significant limitation of the present
study was the scarcity of specialized retail centers and
limited access to a broad user population.

Conclusion

The findings showed that barefoot shoes in Iran are
still in the early adoption stage, and both user and
retailer experiences are developing. Gradual use of
these shoes by individuals with normal arches and
strong foot muscles may improve comfort, reduce
pain, and enhance mobility. However, users with flat
feet, excess body weight, or structural foot disorders
may experience pain and joint stress. Although the




lightweight and flexible design of barefoot shoes is an
advantage, limited cushioning, high cost, and the need
for gradual adaptation remain significant challenges.
Overall, the effectiveness of barefoot shoes depends

on informed wuser adaptation, alignment with
individual  biomechanical characteristics, and
application  of  scientifically  grounded and
personalized design principles.
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