
What Is Arch Support in Shoes and
Why It Matters

Arch support is a raised, contoured area built into a shoe’s insole or midsole

that cradles the curved underside of your foot. Its main job is to hold up your

foot’s natural arch so it doesn’t flatten excessively when you stand, walk, or run.

This keeps your foot aligned, spreads pressure more evenly across the sole, and

reduces strain on the ligaments and tendons that hold everything together.

The Arches of Your Foot

Your foot has two main arches. The medial longitudinal arch runs along the

inside of your foot from heel to toe. It’s the one most people picture when they

think of an “arch,” and it’s been the primary focus of foot research for nearly a

century. This arch gets its stiffness from a network of ligaments and from the

plantar fascia, a thick band of tissue that acts like a bowstring connecting your

heel to your toes.
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The second arch, the transverse tarsal arch, spans the width of your foot around

the midfoot area. The small tarsal bones are arranged in a curved, bridge-like

formation, and the long metatarsal bones attach to them in a similar arc.

Together, these two arches create a spring-like structure that absorbs impact

and propels you forward with each step.

How Arch Support Works

When your arch collapses during walking, it increases strain and motion at the

joints in your hindfoot, midfoot, and forefoot. Arch support counteracts this by

propping up the medial longitudinal arch and limiting excessive inward rolling of

the foot, known as overpronation. By catching the arch before it drops too far,

the support offloads tension on the plantar fascia and the tendon that runs

behind your inner ankle bone.

Beyond structural alignment, arch support also redistributes pressure across

the bottom of your foot. Instead of concentrating force on your heel and the ball

of your foot, a contoured insole spreads that load over a larger surface area.

This reduces hotspots that lead to pain. Research on foot orthoses also suggests

that the contact between the support and your arch provides clearer sensory

feedback to your muscles, helping them activate more efficiently for

stabilization and shock absorption.
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Why Arch Type Matters

Not everyone needs the same level of support because arches vary significantly

from person to person. About 20% of adults have flat feet, a condition where

the arch sits low or touches the ground entirely. High arches are less common

but create their own set of problems, since a rigid, elevated arch absorbs less

shock and concentrates pressure on the heel and ball of the foot.

A simple way to check your arch type at home is the wet foot test. Dip your foot

in water, step onto a piece of cardboard, and look at the print. If the middle

section of your footprint is about half filled, you have a neutral arch. If the print

shows your entire sole with no curve inward, you have a flat arch. If you see very

little of your midfoot in the print, your arch is high.

Your arch type directly influences what kind of shoe or insert will feel best. Flat-

footed individuals generally benefit from firmer, more pronounced arch support

to prevent collapse, while people with high arches often need cushioned

support that fills the gap beneath their arch and helps distribute impact forces.
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Conditions Arch Support Can Help

Plantar fasciitis is the most common reason people seek out arch support. The

condition involves irritation of the plantar fascia, usually felt as sharp heel pain

with your first steps in the morning. Orthotic insoles reduce this pain by

minimizing the stretching and stress on the fascia during standing and walking.

Insoles with a deep heel cup add another layer of relief by cupping the soft

tissue around the heel bone, making that natural padding more effective at

absorbing impact.

Overpronation, where the foot rolls too far inward with each step, is another

frequent target. When pronation is excessive, it strains the plantar fascia and

can pull the ankle, shin, and knee out of alignment over time. An arch support

that fills in beneath the medial arch corrects this inward motion at its source.

It’s worth noting that the benefits have limits. A study on people with knee

osteoarthritis found that medial arch supports did not significantly change the

forces acting on the inner knee joint and produced no immediate reduction in

knee pain during walking. So while arch support is effective for foot and ankle

mechanics, its ability to fix problems further up the leg is less certain.
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Types of Shoes by Support Level

Running shoes and walking shoes generally fall into three categories based on

how much arch control they provide.

Neutral shoes are lightweight and flexible with no specific features to

correct pronation. They offer basic cushioning and are designed for

people whose feet don’t roll excessively inward. If you have a neutral

arch and no foot pain, these are typically all you need.

Stability shoes are built for overpronators. They have a firmer, more

supportive midsole that extends into the heel and cradles the arch.

They’re slightly stiffer and heavier than neutral shoes, but the tradeoff is

better alignment control through each stride.

Motion control shoes are the most structured option, designed for

people with flat feet, severe overpronation, or larger body frames. They

combine significant midsole arch support with a reinforced heel cup and

rigid construction that prevents the foot from rolling during each step.

These are noticeably heavier and stiffer than the other categories.

Best Shoes for
Walking

VIVAIA Shop Now
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Materials Used in Arch Support

The two most common materials in shoe midsoles and insoles are EVA foam

and polyurethane, and they perform quite differently over time.

EVA (ethylene-vinyl acetate) is exceptionally lightweight with good initial shock

absorption, which is why it shows up in most athletic shoes. The downside is

that EVA compresses with use. After months of daily wear, the cushioning

flattens out and the arch support loses its shape. It’s also less resistant to oil

and chemicals, so it wears faster in tough conditions.

Polyurethane is denser and heavier, but it maintains its cushioning properties

even with prolonged wear. It resists oil, chemicals, and abrasion, which makes it

a better choice for work boots or shoes that need to last. The tradeoff is a

heavier feel on your foot and less of that soft, springy sensation you get from

fresh EVA.

Cork is a third option found in some aftermarket insoles and sandals. It molds

to the shape of your foot over time, creating a custom fit, but it’s heavier and

less shock-absorbent than foam-based materials. Some orthotic insoles layer

multiple materials, placing a rigid shell or firm foam for arch structure

underneath a softer top layer for comfort.

Built-In Support vs. Insoles vs. Custom Orthotics
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Most shoes come with a thin, removable insole that offers minimal arch

support. Higher-end athletic shoes build more substantial contouring into the

midsole itself, which can’t be removed but provides consistent support

throughout the shoe’s lifespan.

Over-the-counter insoles are the middle ground. They range from soft,

cushioned options for mild discomfort to semi-rigid designs with pronounced

arch profiles for overpronation. These typically cost between $20 and $50 and

can be swapped between shoes. The firmness of the arch matters: research on

foot orthoses shows that harder arch supports shift more load toward the front

of the foot and increase motion at the toe joints, while softer versions distribute

pressure more gently.

Custom orthotics are prescribed by a podiatrist and molded to the exact shape

of your foot. They’re the most targeted option for structural problems but cost

significantly more, often several hundred dollars. For most people with mild to

moderate arch pain, a well-chosen over-the-counter insole paired with an

appropriate shoe category provides meaningful relief without the expense of a

custom device.
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