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Dedication

To my wife and only Sun.

To close family and friends.

To the students who have helped me share Foundation Training.

With appreciation for what I got wrong, finding what felt right.
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Foreword

Wow, Dr. Eric Goodman’s new book, Foundations of Health, is a comprehensive and fascinating read that explores the connection between the mind and body.

I was fortunate to meet Eric, or “Air” as I call him, back in 2009, while I was working out with a fellow named Peter Park in Santa Barbara preparing for a movie. I was having terrible, debilitating back pain. I began working with Eric on my issues and his approach really helped me improve my overall health and strength. As a matter of fact, just recently, Eric told me he made his very first Foundation Training tape on my behalf, way back when.

Eric has spent years studying human physiology and movement and putting it into practice. He has helped me gain a better understanding of the physical, mental, and emotional aspects of being alive and how important it is to acknowledge these connections to heal. There are relatable metaphors throughout his book about pain in the body, which I found so interesting and inspiring. You may have a pain somewhere in your body that’s not really being caused by the particular area where the pain is coming from. Learning to interpret the signals the body is giving, and how to respond to the signals, are important parts of well-being. The whole idea about pain being information, and reacting to that information properly, is the key to healing ourselves.

Let’s say there’s a light and it’s not on so you think there’s something wrong with the light. You can’t figure out how to turn the light on. You’re going to the bulb, you’re looking at it until you realize that you’ve got to go over to the light switch on the wall. The light doesn’t turn on where the light actually is, or where you think it should be, you have to go to its energy source to flip the switch. The body works in a very similar way.

I remember I had a gig, playing guitar with my band, The Abiders. My thumb was killing me. My whole hand and grip were just terrible. I couldn’t bar a chord on my guitar. I called up Eric to see if he had any suggestions.

He said, “I’m going to tell you how to fix it right now. Find the sensitive spot in your elbow, put pressure on this point until it hurts, keep the pressure on it, and open and close your hand ten times.”

I said, “No Eric, it’s not in my elbow.”

He said, “Listen to me, do what I’m telling you.”

I did what he said to do, and poof! my pain was gone, no joke. All of a sudden, I could move my hand and play guitar.

The human body is amazing in its ability to heal itself, especially in stressful times. Eric expresses the importance of being curious about your physical conditions when presented, about how your body is reporting to you about the stress or situation. He helps us to dance with that stress. Life is a dance, man, and Eric is inviting you to join in. He encourages following the old saying “practice makes perfect.” Just like playing a musical instrument and practicing, moving up and down the fret board, practicing and getting better. The human body is an instrument to train, practice, and manage until it becomes not second nature, but first nature in how you manage stress, recovery, and your health. It’s all connected, man!

Eric continues to help me on many fronts with my physical health. He offers me mental and spiritual boosts with his knowledge. Eric’s visionary approach to mindful movement and his teachings to harness the body’s natural ability to heal is powerful. I am so grateful for Eric’s guidance, friendship, and knowledge all of these years. He has helped me gain new insight, and he’s given me the tools I use for a pain-free existence.

I encourage anyone who is interested in the connection between the mind, body, and healing to take a deep dive into Eric’s work and to dance the dance of self-healing.

—Jeff Bridges




Introduction

I didn’t arrive where I am today by design, I’ll admit. I attended a traditional chiropractic school and was taught the standard subjects: anatomy and physiology, diagnosis and treatment. But as someone who actively seeks new information, who is deeply curious about the body, I never stopped learning. The more I learned, the more seemingly disparate protocols began to coalesce. The connections between different ways of healing just kept happening. Things I’d long suspected turned out to be true. Ideas I’d flirted with were suddenly justified in the latest scientific journals. Commonalities from patients’ experiences began to make sense.

From all of this growing and connecting, all of these wanderings and discoveries, a unified theory emerged—one that focuses mostly on the concept of pain. I have come to realize that much of what we think we know about pain—what it means and how to treat it—is wrong. We fear and avoid the wrong things, and we look to the wrong places for solutions—which keeps us from finding immediate relief. Ultimately, it hampers us from living healthy lives in the long term. In the fifteen years I’ve been treating patients, my definition of what pain is—indeed, of what health looks and feels like—has evolved dramatically. It’s grown more expansive, encompassing a wider and wider range of disciplines. Based on personal experience, sage advice from my peers, stories from my patients, and the latest scientific research, I’ve developed a theory of why things go wrong in our bodies and what we need to do to not only fix those things but to potentially prevent them from happening in the first place. I was thrilled when everything came into focus and I could pass on my wisdom to the people I treat; it’s been transformative to my practice.

Foundations of Health is a great leap forward for me, moving beyond the standard terrain of biomechanics and spinal adjustments to incorporate other complementary modalities of care that, when employed together, can help you become pain free and set you on the path for a healthy, vibrant life. Some of these ideas have come to light relatively recently, so the exciting new science behind them is still emerging. But this journey started long ago, at a skateboard camp in Woodward, Pennsylvania, when I was only fifteen years old.

LEARNING FROM PAIN

In the summer of 1996, at Camp Woodward, an action sports camp in Pennsylvania, I dislocated my shoulder for the first time. Even after surgery, the injury meant I could no longer play hockey, which was my greatest passion and which I had planned to pursue in college.

As devastating as it was to have that future foreclosed, the loss also led me to an opportunity to shift, to grow in a radically new way. The one bright spot in my rough postsurgical recovery (twelve weeks in a brace) was rehabilitation with a gifted physical therapist named Chris. He taught me how my shoulder actually worked, explaining why my tendons had torn and how stabilizing the shoulder would relieve the pressure. He ended up fundamentally changing how I thought about the human body.

From there, Chris introduced me to weight training, and after I had worked with him for a year, both my shoulders felt more powerful than they had before I was injured. He showed me what it feels like when the support system around a joint or an injury is protected through strength. And he didn’t just teach me what to do, he taught me why I needed to do it, the theory behind the practice. I felt better than I ever had, and I knew instinctually that I probably hadn’t needed that operation as much as I needed the right kind of strength training to solve for that particular injury.

This was more than just the beginning of my journey with pain. My damaged shoulder and subsequent rehab led to the most intense spark of curiosity I had ever felt. I was connecting what I knew (my own sensations of pain and strength) with what I didn’t know but very much wanted to (how the human body works). As I would come to realize, experience is the only way I know how to learn, and it’s the only way I know how to teach: by leaning into what we feel in our own bodies and lives. Instead of running away from pain, I learned to listen to it and let it teach me something. That listening is at the heart of my entire philosophy.

To further follow up on these early lessons, I decided to become a doctor of chiropractic medicine, the field that teaches the most about the structure, form, and function of the human body. Three years into the program, though, I developed chronic back pain so severe that I almost quit.

The pain had been steadily creeping up on me. Playing ice hockey and doing in-line skating led to early back stiffness. Then came years of swimming, diving, water polo, and lifting weights that further compressed my spine. I’d been trying to manage it by taking various painkillers and getting myofascial massages, physical therapy, and chiropractic adjustments. But it had become so bad that I knew if I went to the gym, I would hardly be able to walk the next morning. The seven A.M. drive to school hurt, as did sitting for eight hours a day in a classroom.

By my third year, I was actively seeing patients. The irony of treating people for the very same symptoms I was unable to address in myself was not lost on me. By the time I was twenty-seven, the pain and intensity were so severe that I turned to a group of doctors who specialized in back issues. An MRI showed major degeneration of most of my lumbar vertebrae, the worst being L4, L5, and the upper sacrum at the base of the spine. My bottom two vertebrae, the L5 and S1, were sitting directly on top of each other. No wonder I was in so much pain.

My doctors agreed that I needed two-level fusion surgery. They told me they’d stop the sacrum and last lumbar vertebrae from grinding against each other by grafting bone to my spine and fusing them together. The L4 would also be included in the circumferential bridge, to create additional relief and stability. It sounded like a drastic but effective solution. I dug into the medical literature and learned that there was a 20 percent chance the procedure wouldn’t work. Plus, there was a risk that the operation would cause even more severe problems. I also couldn’t help feeling that this course of action would be a betrayal of what I’d worked for. I’d spent years studying to become a chiropractor, which is a profession aimed at managing and healing musculoskeletal issues without surgery.

I was still young and athletic. Why was my body experiencing such frequent pain? Why was I being told my twenty-seven-year-old spinal discs were as worn as those of an old man? I was an aspiring doctor who had committed my life to understanding our musculoskeletal system. I must have missed something big to be feeling this bad.

I decided that I had to at least try to figure out what was going wrong, and to explore whether there was a legitimate nonsurgical solution. I knew that meant thinking beyond what I was learning in school. Truth be told, I was often frustrated during class. I never understood why anyone thought just realigning the spine without addressing the muscles that support it was a satisfactory long-term solution to anything. I learned that basic lesson from the physical therapist who helped me with my shoulder. Why wouldn’t the same apply to my back health?

FINDING FOUNDATION

It took some time and a whole lot of trial and error, but eventually I recognized something fundamental. I was moving incorrectly. We all are.

More specifically, we move in ways contrary to how our bodies are constructed to move. Many of us endure chronic pain because of it. In our modern age, when so much of our time is spent sitting and staring at screens, our instincts have failed us. Since we aren’t given an operating manual for our bodies, I set out to create one of my own.

I began rehabilitating myself, exploring varied flexion and extension exercises, sometimes further injuring my back along the way. Each of those brief self-inflicted pains helped me understand how localized sensation connected to the rest of my body. That insight eventually developed into a unique form of biomechanics—i.e., a series of postures, poses, and movements designed to teach individual muscles to act within strong, flexible chains of muscles. To my delight, it worked. My pain subsided, my mobility increased, and I learned to move my body in more natural ways. I made sure what I was doing was truly effective and long-lasting before I told my doctors that I appreciated their diagnosis but was passing on the surgery.

In healing myself, I learned that by training your posterior muscle chain—shoulders, back, butt, and legs—to share the burden of support, you take the obligation of force absorption away from joints and toward these large muscle groups. This allows you to disperse weight more evenly and maintain your alignment, even under stress. In addition to strengthening the muscles, these poses elongate and actively decompress your spine, create space between your well-stretched muscles, help to anchor your pelvis, and greatly ease your movement. All of these insights eventually turned into Foundation Training.

Based on these experiences and protocols, I wrote my first book, Foundation (2011), and another book after that, True to Form (2016). These books explain the biometric techniques that I developed and the movement and chiropractic principles behind them.

PART OF THE CURRENT

I was evangelical about my new ideas. Indeed, how could I not be? I had fixed myself and was having terrific success using these new techniques in healing my patients. One of the greatest pleasures it brought me was a community of like-minded people—professionals who worked in pain management or physical therapy or chiropractic medicine at the forefront of their fields. Those people introduced me to the work of other thinkers and writers, and my understanding and base of knowledge kept expanding. I started listening more and talking less. I realized I was substantially more valuable as part of this group than I was on my own. I was no longer interested in trying to prove the theory behind Foundation Training. I knew it worked, but now I wanted to understand how it could work in conversation with other people’s ideas about health and pain management.

I began thinking of my work as part of a strong current sweeping us toward wellness.

There are so many ways to get better, to be healthy. We are all working toward the same goal, and there is no one right way to achieve it. The only thing you must do is plunge into the current. Look around and be open to learning and experiencing new things.

For over a decade now, I have been soaking in what experts in related areas of health have been doing, paying careful attention to what has and hasn’t worked for me and for my patients, and exploring the evolving science underneath it all. I’ve opened myself up to a whole host of new practices and modalities to complement and enrich my training. And I have also come to see, in my patients’ lives and my own, that the ongoing project of working toward emotional and mental wellness is just as important as any physical regime. There is an essential synergy between these two kinds of work, and that’s become a cornerstone of my approach.

LEARNING FROM PATIENTS

This evolution of my thinking could not have been possible without my patients. For the past ten years, I have surrounded myself with people who have pushed the boundaries of the work we are doing together. They have done far more than improve their own physical and mental selves. Their struggles and insights have contributed to a unique collective wisdom that resonates widely and that others can learn from. Just as a body works within a system—and it’s important to heed the whole system—our body of knowledge benefits from shared systems as well. What I first intuited, then honed on myself, and eventually shared with patients comes full circle when shared as a community to complete our understanding about how these practices can work to heal us.

In this book, you’ll meet some of these patients and hear their stories. Seychelle Webster is a champion paddleboarder whose debilitating neck injury forced her to retrain her body and rethink her definition of strength. Josh Holland is a top-notch trainer and biohacker who has learned to treat his own severe scoliosis, believe it or not, with breathing. Surfer and waterman Erik Antonson and I developed protocols for him to manage the debilitating pain of spondylolisthesis without surgery. Tony Blauer, a master in the self-defense community, faced challenges that stretched the level of injury that Foundation Training could address. Jackson Fortunato came to Foundation Training terrified that his injuries might sideline his jiujitsu career. After a lifetime of hard-core sports, Patti Sheaff, a legend in the California surfing community, was broken down in more ways than she could count, but dedicated to remaining well enough to do the things she loves. Firefighter Evan Halquist has been applying the principles of Foundation Training to strength training and turning an ever-growing number of his fellow firefighters on to our work.

You’ll also hear directly from folks who aren’t patients but who have a wealth of expertise and knowledge that has enriched my work and my thinking in this book. Pat Helma is a chiropractor who’s become a vital sounding board and a wise part of the Foundation team. Alli Cost’s experience as a pediatric occupational therapist has revolutionized how I think about the ways in which Foundation Training can be applied to younger patients. Ben Carraway’s understanding of the neurology of stress and the process of adaptation has become a backbone for Foundation Training theory.

Throughout the book, I’ll turn to Jessie Salas, whom I’ve known since I was twenty-one. Jessie’s immediate and complete immersion in Foundation Training has imbued it with fresh energy, strength, and commitment since 2014. He is a gifted, inspiring coach who has brought our work into new arenas. Jessie retired from a decorated seventeen-year firefighter career in order to lead Foundation Training into Fire Fighting and First Responder health initiatives, as well as develop the Baseline Strength program. Jessie and I share the role of co-leader in our Instructor Education Courses.

Foundations of Health presents, for the first time, my theory for holistic self-healing and incorporates treatments that work powerfully in conjunction with Foundation Training biomechanics. It is the culmination of fifteen years of daily research and experience but also of listening intently to the people I’ve treated and using their experience to expand the way I approach my work. I’m excited to share this next evolution of Foundation Training and hope that you find it a powerful guide for enhancing your life.




Chapter 1

Pain and Healing: A New Understanding

WHAT IS PAIN?

The body is a vastly complex ecosystem, an environment of linked systems that interact symbiotically and synergistically. Each of our body’s main processes, from digestion to circulation and respiration, work in concert to keep the whole body functioning, balanced, and healthy. Our blood carries digested nutrients and oxygen from the lungs to cells across the body, including in our bones, which in turn create new blood cells. Our musculoskeletal system creates a protective cage around organs like the liver and kidneys, which rid the body of waste produced by (among others) bone cells. Muscular contractions in the digestive tract and movement in the skeletal system create healthy digestive, lymphatic, and immune systems. Healthy breathing improves muscular flexibility, circulation, and lymphatic drainage, which improves our immunity. All of our parts work together to create a thriving whole.

Seeing those intersystemic connections involves holding a lot of complex ideas together at once, and that is no small task. Nowhere is this challenge clearer than in the way we understand pain. Our conventional medical approach most often looks at pain as something local, something that exists only at the place that hurts the most. For example, if your wrist hurts, your wrist is the problem. If you have a headache, then you must have a problem in your head. Back pain means you have something wrong with your spine. So we treat the immediate location of the pain instead of its source. This really doesn’t work.

Our understanding of pain is best comprehended—and treated—when we consider it in the context of the whole body. Seen this way, the real answers are more complex: that wrist pain might be the result of stimulated nerves in the spine or neck. That headache might be the result of untreated scalene (neck) inflammation, perhaps even digestive dysfunction or a chronically clenched jaw. That back problem might be the result of a hip or knee injury causing you to overcompensate and put too much pressure on the lower back. From this point on, I want you to understand that pain constitutes information and we are going to learn how to harness that information toward healing.

The big picture here is that chronic pain is often not a localized issue at all. It is a failure in the ecosystem, a breakdown somewhere in the relationships between the body’s various systems. The symbiosis and synergy that should be happening is interrupted, and that failure ripples out well beyond its point of origin. Pain may result from a purely mechanical or neurological breakdown, but it could just as easily be a block in the communication between two systems.

Consider headaches again, for instance. Of course, some are caused by a musculoskeletal response, from sleeping wrong or whiplash. But many headaches are a digestive and lymphatic issue: there’s something in our guts that shouldn’t be there, and the body is responding with inflammation during its attempts to purge.

I have come to define pain as some kind of interruption of flow, and that flow can involve any tissue in the body. Pain can manifest itself in so many ways that if you’re just reacting to the symptom—the sore knee, the frozen shoulder—you aren’t listening to what your body is trying to tell you. This is of course frustrating, because we all want a definitive diagnosis, and in some ways, it’s much easier to think about just fixing your elbow or addressing the pain in your neck. While some exercises will help alleviate these issues, I have found that the better, more long-lasting fix seems to lie in improving the intersystem relationships within the body. When these systems learn to communicate more effectively and efficiently, the body no longer needs to send out a distress signal, and pain vanishes.

Here’s another example from my own life. Since middle school I’ve had digestive issues that would come and go, a low-grade irritable bowel syndrome that flared up occasionally, causing discomfort. This never got so bad that it had a huge impact on my physical health, but it absolutely affected my state of mind. Despite constantly chasing the perfect diet, I couldn’t digest food easily, and I was often tired. This became more of an issue for me in graduate school, when I was under stress and sitting in class eight hours a day. If you remember, it’s also when the pain in my back had reached a crisis point. I knew from the X-rays that my lower back—my L4, L5, and S1—was my worst injury. That’s right where your spine meets the sacrum, which then connects to the pelvis.

You know what’s right in front of that? The sigmoid region of the large intestine, the same digestive tissue that had been mildly irritating me for over a decade. One of the biggest changes that I noticed with Foundation Training over the years was a radical improvement in my digestion. At the time, I was focused on my spine injury, trying to create space around and strength in the damaged bones and tissue. But it turns out that creating that space had an enormous impact on my digestive health. The improvement in my digestion was directly correlated with more energy and creativity and a greater sense of well-being. Every single one of those things improved as my back, and then my digestion and elimination, became healthier.

If I had gone to a doctor for my low-grade bowel issue, they would have examined my diet, looked for any blockages or physical issues, and most likely ended up prescribing an antacid or NSAID to help with inflammation. Few practitioners would have correlated digestive health with back pain, and even I didn’t make the connection at the time. But now that’s how I view every symptom I am presented with in my own body, as well in those of my patients. Every focal point of pain tells a larger story, and as our first patient found out, if we aren’t listening to that larger story, we have no chance of adequately addressing the pain.

AVOIDING THE TRADITIONAL PATH

Sixty-four-year-old Patti Sheaff is a passionate lifelong surfer who for the past ten years has been evolving away from a “call the doctor/treat the injury” approach to her pain. But it’s important to remember where she started.

Patti Sheaff, Surfer


I took a fall snowboarding in 2010 and shattered my sacrum. That was the turning point, the start of probably four years—maybe more—of a lot of agony, a lot of trying to figure out how to get strong. Just dealing with the pain was my main objective at that point. I was athletic—still surfing—but just in so much pain I couldn’t pick my surfboard up off the ground.

I worked for UCLA for a good part of my life, so I had decent health insurance. I had epidurals, a little microsurgery, and then I found RFAs, which are radiofrequency ablation, a procedure where they go in and burn all the nerves on your spine. I had maybe nine epidurals throughout those four years, and two or three RFAs, and the microsurgery. Some of them helped with the pain, but I was also on Percocet for about three or four years. It meant I could surf and play, but then six months later, the pain would come back—that’s how it works.

On top of that, I’ve
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