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Foot orthotics seem like a legitimate medical device, 
right?   

Some of your friends swear by them yet others can’t 
stand them.  

Your physiotherapist claims she can make them for 
you but the local chiropractor has a sign advertising 
them as well.  

Co-workers know of an orthotics clinic where they 
give you “free shoes” with your orthotics.  

Your family doctor handed you a prescription with the instructions to “go to any 
foot clinic”.  

If this sounds confusing, you aren’t alone. Most people have the 
same level of bewilderment when it comes to figuring out the orthotics industry.  

Sadly, the orthotic industry has an embarrassing secret - foot orthoses are 
essentially a no-man’s land. There is little, if any real regulation, and what little 
there is, seems to come from insurance companies (which really isn’t their 
responsibility).  

The absurdity seems to have no limits.  

Apparently both the Toronto Home Show and various 
Farmer’s Markets have resident “custom orthotics” 
kiosks. One of my patients actually got them as seen 
in the photo here. The guy in the booth made them in 
an hour and gave a receipt for insurance purposes. 
Unfortunately the insurance carrier did not pay for 
these devices and the patient did not get any pain 
relief. Is it me, or does that situation wreak of hoax, no 
matter how you look at it? Where is booth-man when 
something goes wrong? I guess there’s always next year’s Home Show? 

Aside from the inane, there is a growing body of research to suggest that 
properly made foot orthoses can provide significant benefit for a number of lower 
limb complaints.  

My goal in this report is to arm you with the facts because if you don’t receive 
proper care the first time, you may never try orthotics again. And as a 
consequence, you might be missing an opportunity for what is essentially an 
effective, non-invasive option for common lower limb conditions. 
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Getting off on the right foot… 
After 10 years of practice, in the 2000, I was elected to the Board of Directors of 
the Pedorthic Association of Canada (PAC) and was given the “Insurance and 
Government Relations” portfolio.  

At that time, I had no contacts in the insurance industry and I had no idea where 
we, as orthotics professionals, stood with insurers. What I did discover after 
those first few tentative phone calls to introduce insurers to the Pedorthic 
community, was that they were hungry for candid information and I was eager to 
educate.  It was the perfect time to start nurturing that relationship and has 
subsequently flourished to the point where many insurers view PAC as the “go-to” 
group for unbiased orthotic information. 

A focus on education, not partisan marketing, has paid off both in the Pedorthic 
relations with Canada’s Insurers but also in my personal relationships with 
patients and doctors. I have always felt that my role is primarily to educate, not to 
sell. If I educate properly, patients can decide whether foot orthoses are an 
appropriate fit for them and physicians known that I am “patient-centric”. 

My penchant for education also extended to my personal development. In 2004, I 
entered a graduate program at McMaster University to research foot orthoses 
first-hand.  

Much to my amazement, longstanding industry “facts” turned out to be nothing 
more than convenient fiction and experiments that I thought would provide simple 
answers lead to more questions.  

What I did become laser-clear about, is that my personal disposition doesn’t 
settle for the easy explanation, the convenient method or “faux technology” in the 
orthotics industry. My collaborative research efforts helped to put a new spin on 
how orthotics affect “walking economy” and assisted in bringing a “forward 
thinking” orthotics laboratory into the research limelight. None of this has come 
without its share of critics but unlike them, I am not safeguarding a reputation 
built on an outdated theory nor a country club membership. I want only the facts 
and I am glad to share them with anyone interested enough to ask. 

 

  



4	  
7	   7	  SECRETS	  YOU	  NEED	  TO	  KNOW	  ABOUT	  THE	  ORTHOTIC	  INDUSTRY	  

	  

	  

 

 

If you are a good candidate for orthotic devices, the results 
can be nothing short of outstanding. Often people go for years not 
looking to their feet as the source of a variety of musculoskeletal (muscle-joint) 
complaints. Examples of conditions that have a strong co-relation with a 
biomechanical issue of the feet include: 

• Plantar Fasciitis - significant heel pain first thing in the morning  
• Arch Pain - achy arches after prolonged standing or walking 
• Shin Pain - usually comes on after speed walking or running 
• Knee Pain - a variety of presentations  
• Hip pain - usually a bursitis 
• Achilles tendonitis - very stiff and tender at the back of the heel 
• 1st Toe Arthritis - the toe is often starting to form a bunion 

Example results… 
“I just wanted to tell you that I am doing so much better. I can run every day 
without pain and without any kind of stiffness in my hip. I am so happy that I don't 
have to wake up in the morning and be frustrated that my hip is limiting me. I 
simply wake up and run! I have even taken my orthotics and put them in different 
shoes, especially when I'm working.  
Who knew that a problem in my hip would have come from my foot... well I guess 
you knew!”  Nicole P., age 21, Markham, Ontario 
 
“That running career I thought would end a decade ago is still going strong, and 
at age 62 that really helps to keep my energy levels and motivation high. More 
significantly, every pair of orthotics has been comfortable. I’m delighted with the 
results.” Reid M., Ancaster, Ontario 

“Just a short note of thanks for I have had no problems with the orthotics from the 
start, and my pain in the left foot has considerably improved when I am wearing 
them.”  Maurice M., age 82, Dundas, Ontario 
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Here are the 7 secrets to help you sort the fact from the 
fiction.  
1. The orthotics industry is poorly regulated  

• Almost any health care professional can sell orthotics  
• The laboratories that manufacture orthotics for those professionals 

have no governing body to regulate them. Some produce truly custom-
made devices and some do not but it’s not always obvious who is 
operating with integrity.  

• While there are professional bodies that regulate members (ie. College 
of Pedorthics of Canada, College of Chiropodists of Ontario), they only 
have jurisdiction over their own members. Colleges cannot control 
those who simply hang out a sign offering orthotics (ie. Home Show 
“booth-man” or practitioners who are not licensed). 

• You should ask for the name of the professional college of anyone who 
is selling foot orthoses before committing to a purchase. All colleges 
have a directory of licensed members so check to see the person is 
listed (ie. www.cpedcs.ca/locate.htm and www.cocoo.on.ca) 

• If there is no licensing body, move along to another clinic. 
 
  Make sure the person is a member of a professional college  
 

2. Many businesses/practitioners sell orthotics as a sideline business  
• Just because someone may sell orthoses, does not make him or her 

well qualified to do so. 
• This problem is largely as a result of poor regulation (as mentioned 

above) and market saturation of certain professions in Ontario. 
• The more competition there is within a field of health care, the more 

likely those practitioners are to branch into other areas in order to 
diversify and offer more services.  
 

Ask yourself this simple question. 

Is this practitioner specifically educated in foot care or is their primary 
education something else? 
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3. Many practitioners who sell orthotics have no formal orthotics 
education  

• By formal orthotics education, I am referring to a school of post-
secondary education such as the Pedorthic Program at University of 
Western Ontario or the Chiropody Program at the Michener Institute 

• There are 4 professionals who are educated specifically in the area of 
foot orthoses:  

o Pedorthist, CPed(C) 
o Orthotist, CO 
o Podiatrist, DPM 
o Chiropodist, DCh 

• While each has slightly different specialty, all have had a minimum of 3 
years specializing in foot care following a university degree in science 
(BSc). 
 

4. Many orthotics are not truly custom-made  
• A most disturbing issue is that some of the practitioners selling 

orthotics don’t know the different between methods to create a custom-
made orthotic and those that create prefabricated or “customized” 
inserts. 

• Making a truly custom-made orthotic device is a very time consuming 
and messy process. There is also a significant amount of hands-on 
skill required of the orthotics technician who makes the devices. A 
lower volume of orthotics can be manufactured by this method. 
 

Time + Mess + Skill = Expensive Custom-made Orthotic 
 

• Some orthotics laboratories require cheaper, more automated methods 
to generate “foot orthotics” (and you’ll note that I didn’t say “custom-
made” devices because many are not truly custom-made devices). A 
high volume of orthotics can be manufactured this way. 

Speed + Less Mess + Little Skill = Inexpensive Non-custom Shoe Insert 
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• One common method used by many practitioners is the force plate or 
pressure pad (pictured above). 

• While not a “bad” technology per se when used to gather appropriate 
information, a pressure plate only provides a 2-dimensional 
representation of the foot. 

• The force plate and the resulting computer output may look 
sophisticated but it’s not germane to making a 3-dimensional cast of 
the foot. The computer extrapolates or 
make a “best guess” at the actual 
shape of your foot. 

• By definition, true custom-made 
orthotics requires a 3-dimensional cast 
of your feet (like the ones pictured 
here). 

• To be fair, it’s entirely possible to 
experience symptomatic relief from 
non-custom inserts. What you should 
be aware of is how much you’re paying 
for them. You can get a similar non-
custom device at a Dr. Scholl’s kiosk for $75.00 

 
5. Many clinics rely on incentives to attract customers for foot orthoses 

• “Free shoes” with orthotics 
• “2 for the price of 1” orthotics 
• “orthotics while you wait” 
• If a clinic bundles incentives with the orthotic, chances are good that 

quality suffers somewhere and it’s almost always the orthotic. 
• You will likely end up with a decent retail shoe (which is exciting) but a 

cheap prefabricated orthotic (which is not so good). 
• And if your insurance company discovers that they have financed your 

footwear, not only will they decline your claim but you may have 
reimbursement issues in the future for legitimate claims. 

DO NOT allow yourself to participate in insurance fraud. Just because a clinic is 
willing to deceive your insurance company, don’t be complicit. 
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6. Insurers are very specific about coverage for foot orthoses  
• If you have coverage under an insurance plan for foot orthoses, read 

the requirements very carefully. 
• The orthoses must be made from a cast of the feet using raw materials. 
• Most Insurers require the following information: 

§ A prescription from your family doctor for orthoses 
§ A letter of biomechanical assessment from the 

practitioner who made your orthoses 
• The insurer may have restrictions on the 

professionals who can prescribe and dispense the 
foot orthoses 

§ A laboratory invoice if an external laboratory was used to 
fabricate your orthoses 

§ Proof of full payment on clinic letterhead 

If there is any doubt about your coverage, ask the foot care professional to 
write a Letter of Predetermination of Coverage for your insurer 

7. Poorly made orthotics can hurt you! 
• At best, a poorly made orthotic will do nothing to correct or control your 

foot biomechanics and your symptoms will not improve. 
• In a worse case scenario, symptoms can progress to a more serious or 

permanent condition. 
• In my own practice, I saw a young man who developed bilateral tibial 

stress fractures by not being diagnosed and treated with proper 
orthotics at the outset of his symptoms. 

• The difference between the devices he received initially and those that 
he ultimately received from me was vast – a thin piece of rubber versus 
a properly contoured and body weight matched device that controlled 
his midfoot problem. 
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Supported by Research

Now that you are armed with this information, don’t be surprised if 
you know more about the orthotics industry than your family doctor or friends who 
have orthotics. Take their recommendations into account but also investigate 
local practitioners on the Internet. While a website isn’t a perfect predictor of a 
good practitioner, you will at least get a “feel” as to whether their information is 
sound.  

Don’t use price as an accurate indictor of practitioner qualifications 
or device quality. Many excellent practitioners, who provide truly custom-made 
devices, charge the same as those who sell non-custom inserts with have no 
particular expertise. In Ontario, the average cost for custom-made orthoses is 
$450 to $500. 

When you do decide on a clinic, you should receive a proper examination 
to determine if there is a strong relationship between your foot mechanical issue 
and the symptoms you are experiencing. Custom-made foot orthoses are not a 
panacea for all aches and pains. They only work well if they are designed to 
control a biomechanical problem of the feet. 

A proper examine includes:  

• A history of your condition 
§ A biomechanical examination in different postures including 

sitting, standing and walking 
§ There should be a discussion of examination results and why 

(or why not) orthotic therapy is being recommended 
§ It is the practitioner’s responsibility to provide you with a 

detailed letter of assessment for your insurance company 
§ And I believe orthotics professionals should also provide 

your family doctor with a clinical note to keep them in the 
loop 

 

So there you have it…all of the salient information necessary to put your best foot 
forward when it comes to navigating the foot orthotic industry. Use it to your 
advantage and pass on the knowledge. 

I welcome your comments on my blog. 

 

www.TheOrthoticExpert.com 

 

 

 


