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Choosing the right rock shoe will make the most difference to your climbing as precise and good footwork will 

save a whole load of energy for pulling through the hard bits of a climb. They also allow you to use different 

techniques to make certain moves possible. Fortunately for all of us there are a large number of rock shoes 

available to suit all shapes and size of foot and level of ability. 

Most rock shoes are made by hand as it is a precise and technical job which requires a high build quality since 

they are put through greater strains than everyday shoes. Scarpa and La Sportiva have factories in Italy, Boreal 

one in Spain and Five Ten in the U.S. 

The most important factor in choosing a rock shoe is fit; it’s almost the case of the shoe choosing you rather 

than you choosing the shoe. Just because a friend raves about a certain shoe, it doesn’t mean that it will work 

for you. That’s why we stock so many different shoes, the greater the selection the greater the chance of you 

finding a well-fitting shoe that does the job for you. 

When it comes to fit you should be keeping an eye out for the following: 

 Shoe size – normal shoe size is just a start and there isn’t a standardized sizing system so you may find 

you are a 41 in La Sportiva and a 42 in a Scarpa. Just because a friend says you should get two sizes off 

your street shoe it doesn’t mean that will work for you, fit is more important than the number. It’s best 

to try them on and see. 

 Gaps – rock shoes should almost fit like a sock in the sense that they should hug as much of the foot as 

possible. Any dead space or air-pockets should be kept to a minimum. The foot shouldn’t slide around 

inside the shoe. 

 Foot shape – some people have slim feet others wide, some people have a longer second toe than 

their big toe and the various permutations of these different shapes can be endless. By trying on 

different shoes you’ll find which shoe or manufacturer suits you best. A lower volume in the toe box 

may suit one person over another. 

 Tightness – Pain is insane as Five Ten say! Tightness is a very personal thing, if you’re just starting out 

think snug rather than tight. A bend in the toes helps climbing, but it’s up to you how far you want to 

go with that bend and the performance you want from it. Shoes will break in and mold to your feet so 

take this into account. 

 Socks – some people wear them, some people don’t. 

 

  
Top tip: Your feet swell through the day and if you’ve been climbing for a few hours or more they may be 

less sensitive to judge the fit so it’s best to try them on before you climb. 
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Other considerations:  

The Rubber Debate – So who has the stickiest rubber? It’s tricky to say and comparison is difficult- opinions 

are down to conjecture, hearsay and personal perception. For a while Five Ten rubber was said to be the 

stickiest and remains a favourite for Gritstone.  However, Chris Sharma uses Evolv, Adam Ondra La Sportiva 

and Dani Andrada Boreal so their rubber can’t be too bad either! One thing you can be sure about is that all 

rubbers used on rock shoes are of a high quality and for 99% of us it’s unlikely that we’ll ever come close to 

testing their limits. 

Laces or Velcro – Velcro shoes are easy to get on and off which can suit boulderers, but lace-ups can be 

cinched in across the whole foot so the fit can be more precise. If a shoe bags out over time or if you have a 

narrow foot laces might be a better choice. 

Materials – Rock shoes are made from synthetic fabric, leather or synthetic leather. Leather stretches the 

most especially across the width of the shoe. Synthetic shoes stretch the least though they will ‘bag’ out. Some 

shoes are lined and others are not, this will also affect how the shoe changes over use. Synthetic shoes tend to 

smell a bit more with use! 

Sole Shape – some shoes are fairly flat and straight others asymmetrical or very asymmetric, bringing your toe 

and the curve of your foot inwards. 

Banana Shoes – A number of shoes use tensioning between the toe and the heel with rubber strapping to give 

a pronounced hook or downwards point in the toe of the shoe. The idea of these shoes is to put all the force 

into the toe which is very useful on overhanging ground.  

Women’s fit – This is a frustrating misnomer.  Shoes are unisex, but because women tend to have lower 

volume feet a ‘women’s fit’ shoe will have a lower volume toe box and heel. Women generally have smaller 

feet so we stock these shoes in smaller sizes too.  

Larger fits – taller and heavier men might need a stiffer shoe to give more support to their calves. They have 

inserts in the sole of the shoe. We have a few shoes that cater for this need. 

Different rock types and climbing styles – The beauty of climbing is that it is so varied.  One minute you might 

be balancing your way up a slab then next pulling through a steep roof, or edging your way up a wall.  

Smearing on grit is very different from edging on limestone. A long multi-pitch route might require a comfy 

pair of shoes rather than a super tight pair. There are lots of different shoes that are best for different 

situations. Just ask our staff. 

Top Tip: As you progress with your climbing, consider having both a comfortable, hard wearing shoe to warm up 

and do your easy climbs in as well as a technical shoe that you keep in top condition for your hard ascents. This 

actually saves you money in the long run because you’ll be limiting the wear on your best shoes.  

 


