
Eric, 

My name is James Wilson and I am a long time mountain biker. I love mountain biking more than 

anything else besides my family and truly think that it is the best sport on earth.  

The unique demands it presents have led me to dedicate the last 10+ years to researching the best ways 

to help riders improve their speed, endurance and confidence on the trail. As the founder of MTB 

Strength Training Systems I’ve had the pleasure of working with hundreds of riders around the world, 

including World Cup pros like Aaron Gwin and Ross Schnell as well as countless weekend warriors. 

The reason that I am writing you today is because I am planning on doing blog post about the sticker 

that is being shipped out on the crank arm of Trek mountain bikes. It troubles me for several reasons 

that I wanted to explain and get your thoughts on. The one I’m specifically referring to reads: 

“This bicycle is to be equipped with pedals that have a positive foot-retaining device such as toe-clips or 

clipless-type pedals.” 

This recommendation troubles me because it leads one to believe that flat pedals are not a viable option 

for your mountain bikes. While I understand that it doesn’t impact the warranty and is more of a 

suggestion that anything else – at least according to the dealer I asked about it – this sticker makes a 

recommendation that is based on no real evidence.  

First, there is no way the type of pedal can impact the forces on the bike in a way that would cause a 

potential structural problem. This means that the recommendation can only be based on the perceived 

need to use a positive foot-retaining device for pedal stroke and foot placement purposes.  

However, the idea of pulling up on the backstroke and needing to have the axle under the ball of the 

foot have been shown to be invalid theories or are, at the very least, debatable.  

I can reference the Mornieux (et al. Int J Sports Med 2008; 29:817-822) and Korf (et al. Med Sci Sports 

Exerc 2007; 39:991-995) studies as well as this EMG reading to back up the idea of not needing to pull 

up on the backstroke while there is no hard evidence to the contrary. This is a view of the pedal stroke 

shared by several high level coaches including Andrew Coggan and Darcy Norman. 

As far as foot placement goes, there is no evidence for the need to push through the ball of the foot. 

However, there is compelling evidence that the human body prefers a more mid-foot position on the 

pedal. I can also cite Joel Friel and Greg Choat as two other high level cycling coaches who do not 

recommend placing the axle of the pedal under the ball of the foot.  

Instead, like me they point to a more mid-foot position for placing the foot. This position does not 

require a positive foot-retaining device to maintain like the forefoot/ toe down position you see when 

pushing through the ball of the foot. 

As you can see, the need for a positive foot-retaining device for pedal stroke or foot placement purposes 

is highly debatable at best. In fact, there is no evidence to support this idea and there is at least some 

evidence supporting the opposing views.  

Making recommendations based on highly debatable views about the pedal stroke becomes a problem 

for mountain biking for two reasons.  
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First, most rationale mountain bikers would at least agree that starting out on flat pedals is a good idea. 

This is also a view shared by every skills coach I have ever talked to about this subject, who’ve all said 

that flat pedals are safer to learn on and build better habits for beginners than toe-clips or clipless 

pedals. 

However, we also know that beginners are the ones most likely to actually read and pay attention to 

recommendation stickers on bikes. This sticker unfairly pressures beginners, who may not even consider 

using flat pedals because they think that their new bike is not supposed to be equipped with them.  

And this leads us to the second problem, which is that this sticker also gives the impression that not 

having a positive foot-retaining device will lead to sub-par performance on the trail. This gives some 

riders the impression that it is better to quit mountain biking than switch to flat pedals. 

Every year we lose hundreds – if not thousands - of riders who either quit or don’t even try mountain 

biking in the first place because of the mental stress and crashes caused by being attached to their 

pedals. This sticker simply feeds into this very real problem.  

I know because I have hundreds of emails and comments on my blog from riders telling me this…which I 

will be happy to forward to you if you like. I’ve personally talked with many people who quit or never 

tried mountain biking from fear of being attached to their pedals and not knowing that they could be a 

very good rider on flat pedals.  

I am in no way suggesting that flats are better than a foot-retaining device or that there isn’t some 

potential benefit from being attached to your pedals, especially when racing. I am simply saying that the 

advantages of the positive foot-retaining device have been misunderstood as have the supposed 

disadvantages of flat pedals.  

There is a real advantage to mountain bikers learning to ride on flat pedals, both to the individual rider 

and to the sport as a whole. I simply want to let riders choose the system that best works for them 

based on their development as a rider and in their degree of dedication to higher level performance like 

you see in racing.  

Some riders -such as beginners and the casual enthusiast - can achieve a high level of performance and 

comfort on flats and I think that it is time we started having a more honest discussion about the true 

value of both systems, something this sticker does not allow us to do. 

With this in mind, I would like to suggest that Trek remove the stickers from their mountain bikes or at 

least change the wording. It should be clear that it is just their recommendation and not something that 

will actually impact the ability of someone to ride their mountain bikes in a safe and effective manner. 

By doing this they will be confirming their dedication to the spirit of mountain biking and helping more 

riders discover and enjoy our awesome sport.  

Lets’ not lose a single rider to the false impression this sticker could give them, leading them to not even 

consider flat pedals as an option and ultimately quitting before they get a chance to really see what 

mountain biking is all about. 

Again, this is not about flat pedals being better than a positive foot-retaining device, it is about 

understanding the real value and application of both systems specifically for mountain bikers. 



Misapplying either pedal system in the name of blind ideology isn’t helping advance our sport as a whole 

and this sticker seems to be doing just that. 

Thanks in advance for your time and consideration, you can reach me at XXX-XXX-XXXX or at 

james@bikejames.com.  I look forward to hearing your thoughts, my plan is to publish this letter and 

your response on my blog in the next week or two.  

Sincerely, 

James Wilson 

MTB Strength Training Systems 

www.bikejames.com 
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