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Vinh Pham is a licensed physical therapist with over a decade’s experience working with industry-leading health and wellness brands and treating top athletes, celebrities, and entrepreneurs. He is the founder of Myodetox, a group of design-forward manual therapy clinics that are reimagining the traditional therapy and rehab experience. Using his unique system of manual therapy, Vinh posts daily educational videos that help millions of people learn how to take care of their bodies. Vinh is a graduate of McGill University in Montreal, Canada. Follow him on Instagram (@VinnieRehab) and visit his website at Vinnie-Rehab.com
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About the Book

Futureproof your body and relieve chronic pain resulting from sitting, slouching and other bad lifestyle habits.

In Sit Up Straight world-class physical therapist Vinh Pham dissects how people really move and offers a set of easy-to-perform daily stretching and exercise routines.

Early in his career, Vinh discovered that most of his patients came to him already in pain – a result of poor, deeply ingrained lifestyle habits that misaligned their joints and tightened their muscles.

Vinh’s answer to this has been a revolutionary concept: instead of reacting to chronic pain after it flares up, what if we focused on a movement discipline that not only prevents injuries but leads to longer lives, healthier bodies and a clearer mind?

Sit Up Straight outlines a process that starts with a daily posture hygiene regimen. Performed correctly, these exercises will lock in protection against posture-related ailments for the rest of the day.

Coach to a range of celebrity clients – from Olympians to Grammy Award-winning artists – Vinh also provides stretching and exercise routines for specific ailments and, best of all, he offers a series of customised movements based on age, gender and the kind of work we perform.

Sit Up Straight shows that the solution to becoming pain-free is easier than we think.




Praise for SIT UP STRAIGHT

“My body was wrecked after four seasons of shooting Into the Badlands. . . . In just four sessions Vinh ‘fixed’ me! Besides the amazing treatment, what I appreciated is that he gave me exercises I could take home to, literally, get me straight. You may not be a martial artist or even a high-level athlete, but I can guarantee that you’re doing something in your daily routine that isn’t good for your body. . . . Sit Up Straight teaches you how to ‘futureproof.’ ”

—Daniel Wu, executive producer and star of AMC’s Into the Badlands

“The kind of twisting that athletes must do to win snowboarding medals isn’t possible without maximum flexibility. Your movement goals may not involve competing at the X Games, but if you want to understand how your body works and how you can make it work for you in the future, read Vinh’s book.”

—Chloe Kim, World, Olympic, and X Games halfpipe champion

“Vinh Pham is one of those with ‘the knowledge.’ Listen to him. He’ll save you from pain, and help you push past what you thought were your limits.”

—Joe De Sena, New York Times bestselling author of Spartan UP! and executive producer of NBC’s Spartan: Ultimate Team Challenge

“A wonderful book . . . As a trainer, I’m all about having fun. But you can’t have fun if you’re in pain. Sit Up Straight is a mobility map that steers us away from pain and closer to our best self. Read it! Your body will thank you!”

—Kaisa Keranen, founder of Just Move, frequently seen in such magazines as Vogue, Shape, and Self

“This book can dramatically affect the person you’ll be years from now. Vinh delivers quick and effective movements that won’t take much time and can easily be implemented.”

—Jen Esquer, DPT, ranked one of the best physical therapy trainers on Instagram by Shape magazine and cohost of The Optimal Body podcast

“Sit Up Straight offers a lot more than the admonition in the title. (Spoiler alert: Your mom wasn’t wrong.) Its posture-improving exercises show you where you lack mobility and stability, giving you valuable tools to fix the problems you have and prevent the ones you’re at risk of developing.”

—Lou Schuler, National Magazine Award–winning journalist, former fitness director at Men’s Health, and author of The New Rules of Lifting

“Performing at a high level in the gym—or just getting through life without pain—is about more than willing yourself to finish. It’s about understanding how body part A works with body part B. No one knows that better than Vinh. His book is a road map to a life of no limitations.”

—Ron Boss Everline, entrepreneur and fitness trainer

“This book asks you to get honest with yourself about the daily toll you’re taking on your body. . . . Sit Up Straight isn’t just for the slouchers among us. It’s an insight-filled manual for anyone with muscles and joints—yes, that’s all of us—who wants to remain pain-free. Integrating this daily into your life can make a big difference!”

—Chris Mohr, PhD, RD, co-owner of well-being consulting company Mohr Results, Inc.

“Keeping your body in good alignment and health not only allows you to move freely but helps all the intricate systems in your body work in harmony. Vinh is a movement expert who’ll teach you new things . . . . Read his book now and you’ll be reaping the rewards years from now.”

—Fai Khadra, artist
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PREFACE

IN EARLY 2020, before the coronavirus shut down the world, I raised money to expand the North American footprint of Myodetox. As part of that process, I spent a lot of time meeting with investors and dealmakers. This was high-level networking of the sort that suits my outgoing personality. I love meeting people and exchanging ideas and opportunities. I feed off that energy and creativity. It makes me feel as if I’ve plugged into some mysterious energy source.

Though I’ve been a physical therapist since 2007, I never thought my work would lead to me being introduced to a powerful tech-industry lawyer—someone used to executing mergers and acquisitions involving billions of dollars. This lawyer was a promising enough connection that, after he and I spoke by phone, my Myodetox team and I flew to San Francisco for the sole purpose of meeting with him. As part of the visit, we scheduled a Myodetox session to take place in his office, the goal being to further his understanding of exactly what it is I do.

After arriving at the airport, my colleagues and I made our way to his office, located in a futuristic-looking high-rise soaring above the downtown financial district. The elevator swooshed up to the fiftieth floor and stopped with a beep; as we stepped out, smiling staffers whisked us inside.

After choosing from among what seemed like several dozen flavors of coffee, I was led into the lawyer’s corner office, which offered a sweeping view of downtown San Francisco. It’s the sort of view that I’m sure makes the occupant feel like a master of the universe. The lawyer came out from behind his desk to greet me. The office walls were practically papered with degrees; in various corners, piles of documents were stacked high.

First, we talked about business. He wanted to know more about what Myodetox does and what—beyond our more contemporary vibe—differentiates us from our competitors. I explained that we’re a chain of physical therapy clinics with an innovative approach to treating patients: Rather than waiting for patients to come to us in pain, our team works to prevent injury altogether by futureproofing the body. Our mission is to make healthcare accessible to everyone by making “self-care” a lifestyle.

Eventually the conversation turned to the lawyer’s own body. Suddenly he transformed from a brilliant, self-assured tech titan to a person speaking about his body with about as much understanding as a five-year-old playing Operation. “My back has really been bothering me lately,” he said. “It’s this part right here. Do you know what that is?”

It was the lumbar spine, a pretty basic part of the human anatomy.

“Can you sit up straight?” I asked. When patients come to me with back issues, this is always one of the first things I ask. How your spine looks when sitting tall is often a tell to what’s causing the pain.

After I spent a few minutes talking with the lawyer about the importance of maintaining a strong posture—especially crucial for someone like him, who sat for most of the day—as well as other techniques like engaging the core muscles and doing some light treatment, I blurted out something that was probably less than diplomatic.

“You’re one of the smartest people I’ve ever met,” I said, “yet you have to ask a random bearded Asian guy from Toronto how your back works?”

I explained that I wasn’t trying to make him feel bad, but that the issue he was facing was exactly what I was trying to solve with my company: how to increase the baseline knowledge people have of their own bodies. I firmly believe that people should have at least a rudimentary understanding of the only thing they truly own. I want to get them out of pain, futureproofing their bodies so they can maximize their full potential and live longer.

Part of building a business like mine is meeting with numerous investors and VIPs. Most are type A, and many are brilliant. I’ve noticed a commonality, though, in meeting with them individually, as I did with that tech-industry lawyer. Many have made enormous sacrifices to fulfill their business dreams, but what they’ve sacrificed above all else is their health. They worked hard, relentlessly attending to every business detail, yet paid little heed to their own body. Until one day, surrounded by success and wealth, they woke up and realized that their body had betrayed them. Or, rather, they’d betrayed their body. Because they ignored it.

The sad result is that they don’t even have the opportunity to enjoy the fruits of their labor. They’re saddled with health issues and chronic pain, spending much of their free time (and hard-earned money) in the doctor’s office rather than on the links or playing with their grandkids. It’s the biggest regret most of these high achievers have.

I’ll be the first to admit that I’ve been guilty of this, too. I ignored my body in my early years to build my company. To stop this downward spiral, I had to create a better way to take care of my body—it’s called futureproofing. The key is following a posture hygiene plan that isn’t much more complicated than brushing and flossing your teeth every day. Think of it as “brushing your spine” and “flossing your muscles.” It’s not hard, but you have to do it every day to avoid problems down the road.

See, the most valuable possession you own is your body. The more time you spend taking care of your health regularly earlier, the less time you’ll spend being sick and unable to move later. Conversely, the less time you spend taking care of your health, the more time you’ll eventually spend ill and partially or completely immobile.

The idea that a person must choose between the two—either health or success—was always a false choice, anyway. Taking better care of your body can make you even more successful in life.

So it’s time to take charge and take care of your body like a boss—a benevolent and inspiring leader, not the one you tune out because they’re discouraging. Have you ever felt ignored at work? Imagine how your knee feels. When was the last time you checked in with your muscles and joints? I’m guessing you make regular trips to the doctor and dentist for checkups and preventive care (or at least I hope you do). Usually, the nurse measures your blood pressure and the dental assistant takes X-rays even in the absence of symptoms; monitoring your internal systems for trouble is simply a default. But when was the last time you visited someone to see if your knee was working well? Do you even know which muscles control your knee? Do you pay attention to any of the muscles that work tirelessly for you every day from morning to night, taking you where you need to go?

Before you beat yourself up too badly, I’ll point out that you have a partial excuse. There’s so much material out there about losing weight, building muscle, and gaining strength, but so little on injury prevention and movement optimization. Even the books that are written on the subject are geared toward experts (personal trainers or physical therapists). There’s precious little information available for the average person. So this book collects everything I’ve learned from taking classes, treating patients, and talking with other experts in the field—and I convey it with a simplicity that eliminates the need to obtain an advanced degree in physiology.

It’s important to keep this in mind: If you break, you can’t help others. My parents’ generation was always about taking care of other people. Now the new buzzword is self-care. At first, you might think self-care is selfish and self-absorbed, the glorification of oneself. But self-care is actually about making sure you’re healthy so you can be more effective at taking care of others, just as you’re supposed to put on your own oxygen mask before helping others on a plane.

Time may never be your ally, but it doesn’t have to be your enemy. Follow this plan, and you and time can achieve a truce, one that allows you to pursue your dreams, enjoy good health, and make your mark on the world.




1

POSTURE, PAIN,
AND A PANDEMIC

GIVEN THAT YOU OPENED or downloaded this book, I’m guessing your days of feeling 100 percent have been growing increasingly rare. Maybe your neck feels achy and stiff, to the point that the simple act of turning your head from side to side makes a sound like milk hitting a bowl of Rice Krispies. Perhaps your back aches down around the tailbone and higher up as well. After you’ve been staring at a screen for any length of time, a dull ache forms, so you massage your temples for relief. Eventually that dull ache becomes a steady drumbeat that makes you reach for a bottle of aspirin or something more powerful.

Why does it have to be this way? When did life stop being fun and effortless? What the hell is wrong with me?

When you stand up and begin moving around, your hips resist. This tightness has changed the way you walk, although it’s happened so gradually that you don’t even realize it—until you catch a glimpse of yourself in a window’s reflection, and your gait doesn’t look free and effortless like it once did. The swagger of youth has given way to the creakiness of old age, which may seem inevitable, except . . . you’re not old yet. You only look and feel old. You’re starting to move the stiff way your parents did. You try to reach down and touch your toes, but, argh, jolts of pain shoot up the back of your hamstrings. Stretch the muscles on the back of your leg any farther and they threaten to snap like rubber bands pulled past their limit.

That’s just the start of the issues plaguing you around the clock, though. You wonder, Where did my energy go? You used to work so much and play so hard that you forgot to sleep half the time. Now nine o’clock isn’t the start of your evening; it’s bedtime. It feels like someone unplugged your body from a wall socket. You’re so irritable that your friends and family feel like they’re walking on eggshells around you. Your digestion feels sluggish and incomplete; it’s as though there’s a traffic jam in your colon and your stomach is bickering with your brain.

All these issues and more have begun playing with your mind in ways that have you questioning your self-worth. It’s hard to decipher what’s causing what. You know exercise is one way to regain control of your life and body, yet all your symptoms make working out seem like a Herculean task. This hole I’m in feels so deep, you keep thinking, yearning for the days when your body worked instinctively. Now you view everything through the prism of your pain, discomfort, and lack of mobility, and it sucks.

One question lingers: Can I get back to where I was? Or is it all downhill from here?

I’m here to answer yes to the first question, and no to the second. I’ve seen it myself with literally hundreds of patients I’ve treated over the years.

One of those patients illustrates what I mean. On a fall morning in 2010, a nurse named Nancy Elliott came to see me in Toronto for physical therapy. She was hunched over and shuffled her feet, moving as though she were eighty years old, not fifty, as her chart indicated. A short way into my exam, I learned that she’d been dealing with crippling bursitis in her hips for years and that I was the fourteenth medical doctor or physical therapist she’d seen.

Despite all of this previous medical attention, Nancy had actually gotten worse, not better, under care. Her hips ached on both sides, preventing her from sleeping for more than brief interludes. And to make matters worse, the painkillers, cortisone shots, and other drugs she’d taken had left her with terrible stomach issues. She felt awful. Doctors had suggested operating in an attempt to reduce her pain, but she clung to the hope that it was possible to feel better without resorting to surgery.

I wanted to see how she walked. As Nancy rose gingerly from the examination table and began moving across the room, her feet splayed outward like a duck. This simple task seemed to overwhelm her. Finally she maneuvered herself back to a chair, wincing as she sat back down.

“Oh my God, I’m miserable,” Nancy admitted.

Later she told me I was the first practitioner who’d bothered asking to see how she walked. “None of them asked—not the orthopedic doctor, not even the physiotherapist I saw three times a week for over a year. They all asked, ‘Where are you sore?’ before focusing on that area. But it wasn’t helpful. It didn’t reduce my pain.”

I was interested in her gait and her posture, and what I observed was a prescription for the issues she was experiencing. Both Nancy’s posture and movement were a mess because she’d developed several bad habits to compensate for her original set of problems, one habit compounding the next.

I don’t focus exclusively on the site of a patient’s pain. For starters, pain isn’t necessarily a reliable indicator of an injury’s source. A heart attack is a great example. You could be having one, and part of your heart could be dying, yet you might not feel much chest pain. Instead, you might feel pain in your arm, jaw, or back. The mind plays an influential role in how we perceive pain and how it manifests. Have you ever seen a kid fall, scrape their knee, and look over at their parents before starting to cry? Or have you noticed that your finger hurts before it even touches a flame? Your brain listens to signals from your body before it creates the sensation of pain.

The disconnect between pain and its source can be further complicated by time. For example, patients often come to see me because of knee pain, but my initial assessment may suggest that the problem actually lies in their feet. The pain in their knees is collateral damage from compensating for other issues, probably over many years. This distinction is crucial, because in this case, treating a patient’s knees won’t fix their problem.

When I talk about posture, how you stand gives me a sense of where you spend most of your time. If I see your hip hiked up on one side, your pelvis rotated one way, and your shoulder elevated on the other, I will do something you may not expect. I will ask you about your life—what you do, what drives you, and what your hopes and dreams are.

Like a detective trying to piece together clues to solve a mystery, I began working with Nancy twice a week in an attempt to identify a single root cause of her various problems. If I tried something with Nancy and it didn’t work, we didn’t let it sidetrack us. I’d suggest something else. When we found a technique that did help, we’d keep at it, building on that success in subsequent sessions.

Finally, after two years, Nancy was pain-free and had emptied her medicine cabinet of pills. I pieced together enough clues to resolve the underlying issues that had caused her chronic pain. And as is so often the case, it all began with her posture. Because where there’s bad posture, pain and misery are sure to follow.

Futureproofing: The Key to Healthy Longevity

As a physical therapist who oversees a chain of clinics under the brand Myodetox, I’ve been treating patients like Nancy nearly every day since 2007. During that time, I’ve encountered hundreds of people crippled by debilitating pain, unclear about what caused it and about how it can be fixed. Many of these patients have seen numerous physical therapists, pain management specialists, and doctors before arriving at my clinic. What I encounter time and again is chronic pain caused by poor posture and a sedentary lifestyle that robs people of their mobility and flexibility and saps their strength. All of these elements feed on and amplify one another. But poor posture lies at the heart of it all. When we address postural issues, pain can resolve and people can move with greater ease and comfort. A vicious cycle becomes a virtuous cycle.

While pain may not be the root cause of your problem, often it’s the most pressing manifestation. It may well be the reason you sought out this book. In many respects, we’re still in the early stages of understanding the science underlying pain: how it happens, how it’s managed, and hopefully, how it can be stopped. Why does an injury to one part of the body result in pain in another, seemingly unrelated part of the body, as described above? Why is some pain fleeting and some continuous? Unlike bones and organs, the central nervous system can be remodeled by chemical and physical changes. But the science is an abstraction when you’re in chronic pain. The pain is all that matters for you in that moment. It has a claustrophobic effect, shrinking the world around you. It’s probably making your life a misery, and you want to know how the hell to get rid of it.

Chronic pain isn’t the temporary sensation that comes from a stubbed toe or a headache. It’s enduring, the continuation of pain long after the original transmitter of that pain is gone. It can become overwhelming, and it can make someone desperate. According to the journal Progress in Neuro-Psychopharmacology & Biological Psychiatry, “Individuals with chronic pain are at least twice as likely to report suicidal behaviors or to complete suicide.” People on the verge of such a tragic act often live like prisoners in their homes, spending their days on the couch watching TV and popping pain meds, silently mourning lost careers and dead relationships. The prescription medications they rely on can become a health problem in their own right, causing severe side effects and leading to addiction. In the United States alone, thirty-eight people a day, on average, die from an opioid overdose. Many of those tragedies began with prescription pain medicines.

Opioid abuse and addiction have become epidemics because so many people end up hurting, and it’s cheaper and easier to get a drug prescription than it is to receive good therapy. Patients shuffle in and out of clinics, looking for relief from their back pain, torn ligaments, pelvic pain, aching shoulders, and other ailments. Back pain is now a billion-dollar industry, with 70 percent of U.S. adults experiencing it at some point during their life. That’s why I’m so passionate about these issues, and why I intend to help solve them. I envision a world where back pain isn’t a leading growth industry.

Physical therapy, like much of Western medicine, tends to be reactive. The medical system, including physical therapy, focuses on fixing problems rather than preventing them from happening in the first place. Most of the people who land in my office do so in pain. Rather than helping them maximize their full potential, I spend the initial sessions “course-correcting” and simply restoring them to their baseline, which should have been their starting point. Sometimes you have to take one step back to take two steps forward.

I believe optimal alignment and movement patterns will slow down the potential wear and tear from aging. My full-body-treatment approach restores balance by decreasing tension, reducing pain, aligning posture, increasing range of motion, and building strength. I have no doubt that the easier it is for you to line up with gravity, the better you’ll breathe, digest, stand, sit, and move.

One of my idols is Bruce Lee, the martial arts icon and movie star. I loved Bruce’s disdain for convention, his disregard of boundaries. Unlike his peers, he dabbled in bodybuilding-style workouts and read muscle magazines in search of new workout ideas. I’m similarly curious, open-minded, and unorthodox when it comes to physical therapy. I don’t adhere to one school of thought. I pick and choose from among different approaches, combining techniques I like into what works best for my patients while discarding what doesn’t.

Traditional physical therapists take a local approach to whatever ails a patient: “Your foot hurts. Let me look at your foot” or “Your knee hurts. Let me look at your knee.” My physical therapy approach is holistic, incorporating various strategies, many of which might seem unrelated at first. When patients tell me what’s wrong with them, I don’t view their complaint, whatever it might be, in isolation. I don’t even consider it solely in the context of their whole body. I view it in the context of their life. The wisdom of that approach seems self-evident, but it’s surprisingly rare in my field.

Low back pain, neck stiffness, serial headaches—they’re all the result of using the body in a way that it wasn’t designed for. The modern lifestyle of long work hours, a constant tethering to electronic devices and gadgets, and lack of exercise certainly doesn’t help. This lifestyle was ubiquitous before 2020, but for many people, the coronavirus pandemic sent it into overdrive. Suddenly, long work hours became endless work hours as
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What Your Posture Is Saying to the World
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