
“DOES A RUNNER stink after a workout?” is 
akin to the old question, “Does a bear sh*t 
in the woods?” Of course runners stink! 
Apparel has come a long way since the 
running days of yore, when runners wore 
cotton that soaked up sweat, caused chaf-
ing, and was hardly breathable. But with 
the development of technical fabrics, like 
polyester, came the stench from a 20-miler. 

“It’s not actually the sweat that smells,” 
says Matt Taylor, CEO and founder of run-
ning apparel company Tracksmith. “Syn-
thetic fabrics like polyester are the perfect 
breeding ground for odor-causing bacteria.” 

In an effort to combat runner stink, 
companies turn to two methods: develop-
ing gear that uses naturally odor-resistant 
materials like merino wool, or enlisting 
antimicrobial additives made from a variety 
of chemicals and compounds. 

Activewear brands often embed Swedish-
based Polygiene technology, which uses 
silver chloride (silver salt) to fight odor. As 
with all antimicrobial additives, 
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    D O

• Rinse or air out your gear 

immediately after a run. 

“Hop in the shower with your 

shorts on. You’ll immediately 

address the sweat that’s 

trapped in the fabric,” Taylor 

says. Deputy test editor Jeff 

Dengate swears by this prac-

tice too.

• For stinky gear, wash as 

soon as you can with laundry 

detergent. Be sure to follow 

bottle instructions on how 

much to use; detergent 

formulated for sports gear is 

highly concentrated, mean-

ing you don’t need to use as 

much as the regular stuff. 

• Follow the care instruc-

tions on the garment label. 

    D O N ’ T

• Put your gear in the dryer 

on high heat. “Natural fibers 

like merino and cotton will 

shrink in the heat,” Taylor 

says. “Most synthetic fabrics 

can withstand high heat, 

but it can impact anything 

bonded—like artwork on 

your favorite race shirt.” 

• Wash your anti-odor gear 

after every run. While the 

benefits of merino won’t 

fade with washing, treated 

clothing lasts only about 50 

washes before the anti-odor 

features break down. (Plus, 

the less you wash, the less 

water and chemicals you 

use, which is good news for 

the environment.) 

there’s concern about long-term health and 
environmental risks. (Silver nanoparticles in clothing, 
for example, enter the water system during washing.) 
While Polygiene tech is EPA-approved, some experts 
argue that the additives need to be studied more exten-
sively to rule out negative impacts. 

A 2013 study published in Environmental Science 
& Technology looked at activewear that used silver 
nanoparticles for its antimicrobial properties. Research-
ers found that while the chemicals did rub off on skin, 
this is likely less worrisome than applying creams 
containing the same silver nanoparticles, such as some 
sunscreens. (Ingesting the particulates can lead to sig-
nificant DNA damage, according to research from MIT 
and Harvard’s School of Public Health.) The problem 
is that when it comes to these concerns, we don’t know 
how much is too much.

Then there’s merino wool, which, while more expen-
sive than synthetic fabrics, is naturally anti-odor and 
has become the gold standard in athletic wear. 

“Merino doesn’t allow bacteria to colonize, thanks to 
the thread’s shape and texture,” Taylor says. “It’s very 
different from polyester, which has a smooth surface area 
that allows bacteria to grow.” Not unlike a petri dish.

Some brands, including Tracksmith, use both merino 
and Polygiene in select items; Tracksmith’s merino- 
blend Brighton Base Layer has stood the test of time 
in durability and fresh scent because of wool’s natural 
odor-fighting properties. Just take note that products 
treated with antimicrobials like Polygiene will start to 
lose their anti-stink capabilities over multiple washes. 

We put these items through the paces on back-to-back-to-back-to-back runs without washing. 
I wore each piece of gear for no fewer than three consecutive workouts, ranging from easy 
runs to speedwork to 10-milers. Then each item went into the wash at least once. 

D O ’ S A N D D O N ’ T S O F AC T I V E W E A R CA R E

TR ACKSMITH SESSION

SPEED SHORT S  / $72

Shorts can stink, espe-
cially if you run com-
mando. The Polygiene 
liner in these shorts 
doesn’t totally avoid 
postrun smell but helps 
mitigate it, something 
Taylor acknowledges. 
And the airy fabric of 
the shorts keeps things 
breezy, compared with 
tights or compression-
style shorts. 

IBE X BAL ANCE SPORT S BR A  / $65

Ladies, you can wear all the 
merino base layers you want, 
but if your sports bra isn’t 
merino, your stuff still might 
stink. This bra is designed for 
medium impact, but this tester’s 
34A chest felt supported and 
comfortable on long runs and 
during speed work. It’s been on 
five sweaty runs, including two 
10-milers, and still doesn’t smell. 
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