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Championship Chiropractic
AN INTERVIEW WITH MICHAEL MILLER, DC

Michael Devitt

Almost a quarter-century ago, Dr. Michael Miller became the official chiropractor of the New
England Patriots. Since that time, he's treated hundreds of players, watched ownership of the team
change hands three times, and seen the Patriots go from one of the worst franchises in the
National Football League to a team for the ages, winning three of the past four Super Bowls -
including a 24-21 victory over the Philadelphia Eagles in Super Bowl XXXIX in February 2005.

In this exclusive interview with Dynamic Chiropractic, Dr. Miller provides some insight into what
it's like to provide chiropractic care to the NFL elite.

DC: How did you first get involved with the Patriots? Did you have any experience with other sports
teams before you started working with them?

MM: They were basically the first professional team that I began working with. It began when they
introduced me to a few players who had nagging injuries and were slow to respond to conventional
medical treatment. They asked me if I could take a look at some of the players and see if there was
some way I could rehabilitate them.

The first player who came into contact with our offices was Rick Sanford, a defensive back. That
was 24 years ago. He played for the team for seven years. We were able to get him back into
perfect playing form, and as a result of him being impressed with the results he had with
chiropractic care, when he left professional football, we were able to influence him into becoming a
chiropractor. He's one of a few NFL players who have become chiropractors. He's a chiropractic
physician in South Carolina now.

I've been the official chiropractor for 24 years now. Of the 32 NFL teams, there are approximately
27 chiropractors associated with teams at this time. Some have official status; others are
consultants or see players on an as-needed basis.

DC: Do you travel with the Patriots during road games, or do you just work at home games at
Gillette Stadium?

MM: My position with the Patriots involves me being present during mini-camps, training camp,
preseason games, regular-season games (both home and away), and postseason games.

DC: Did you get to go to the Super Bowl? What was that experience like?

MM: The first Super Bowl win following the 2001 season was the most exhilarating and exciting
one for me, only because I had been working with the team for many years, and I had experienced
two championship seasons where we won the AFC [conference championship], but did not win the
Super Bowl. [The first Super Bowl win] climaxed at the end, with Adam Vinatieri's field goal
winning it in the last few seconds.

It was very exciting. Emotionally, it's something that can only be likened to the emotional feeling



on my wedding day, or at the birth of my children. It brought tears to my eyes just to be able to
jump up in the air and know we'd finally won the biggest event the NFL sponsors. Since then,
we've won two other Super Bowl championships. The Kraft family [the team owners] has done
everything in its power to offer the players any benefits they can as far as treatments or anything
they feel would be beneficial to the players becoming successful on the field. [They] decided a
chiropractor should go on road trips with the team. With the presence of chiropractic, in the case
of someone who was having musculoskeletal problems, you could address the situation on the field,
see the player in the locker room, before, during or after the game, and the rehabilitation process
would allow the player to remain active and become a contributing force on the team.

As a matter of fact, as a result of that, Romeo Crennel, who was the defensive coordinator for the
Patriots and just became head coach of the Cleveland Browns, informed the chiropractor on [the
Browns] that he now expects him to go on road trips with the team, as the Patriots have done.
[Romeo] felt that the Patriots' head coach knew and understood that this is an important force to
be dealt with, and that it gave an edge over other teams that didn't use chiropractors on their away
games.

DC: When did you start going on road games with the team?

MM: Approximately 10-11 years ago.

DC: On average, how many players do you treat in a given week during the regular season? Do you
also see any players between games?

MM: During the games, I see an average of at least 40 players, coaches, and other personnel who
are affiliated with the team. I would say just about 90 percent get chiropractic services, because
the present coaching staff of the Patriots has almost mandated chiropractic care with the players.
The coaches speak about it at team meetings, as the new players and rookies come into the team in
the preseason. During mini-camps, they explain the significance of chiropractic, and that we have a
chiropractor who has had phenomenal results in dealing with injuries and preventing them from
occurring, and that they would like the players to proactively be treated [by] me and begin a
chiropractic course of care.

During the season, if there are any injuries, they (the medical staff) will generally send the player
to my office to be evaluated. By game time, just about everyone on the roster is adjusted, and you
start to learn the idiosyncrasies of each player, because each one wants certain things checked on
them. Some are very firm with extremity adjusting; others enjoy use of a specialized technique that
we use, called Graston Technique. Basically, it takes me about four hours before the game to go
through the entire roster.

DC: So, you're at the stadium several hours before kickoff, already working on players?

MM: Yes. And then during the game, if anything were to occur other than something mild that we
could correct on the field, we generally would bring the player into the locker room and see what
we could do.

DC: Do you see the players as frequently during the off-season? How many of them come in for
care?

MM: I would say the majority of players who are veterans on the team and know the importance of
chiropractic come here in the off-season when they're in town, on a weekly basis.

DC: What types of conditions do you see most frequently with the football players? Do you have any



success stories you could share about working on certain players?

MM: We treat a myriad of different problems, from cervical spine injuries to "stingers" and
"burners," where the players have numbness and pain radiating into the upper extremities. We
treat them for migraine headaches, shoulder and brachioradiculitis problems, where there's some
irritation from the cervical spine into the upper extremities. We treat them for thoracic problems,
lumbar spine sprains and strains, sciatic nerve irritation, and different extremity problems that
may occur during the season. We've had to do extremity adjustments on the temperomandibular
joint in the jaw. We've done shoulders, ankles, toes, knees, fingers - you name it. Any part of the
body that's been exposed and injured, we check, and they do get significant results with it.

In the last few years, we began [using] Graston Technique, which utilizes stainless-steel
instruments. These instruments are able to work with some soft-tissue mobilization, where the
doctor is actually able to feel resistance in the tissue where there's been some myofascial irritation
or scar tissue, and the bars, as they run over the tissue, break up and release some of the fibrotic
tissue, and rebuild collagen fibers to restore the tissue back to normal function. With one of the
players who has had chronic problems with hamstring issues, [linebacker] Willie McGinest, we
used this technique last year. We started using it on him, with amazing results. For someone who
would constantly have hamstring issues, once that technique was used on him, it seemed to break
down and rebuild the tissue, and he became a dynamic force on the team.

When the players see you doing something different with another player, they almost get a form of
jealousy. They'll say, "Why are you using that on him? Why haven't you tried that on me?" They
want to see "the magic bars," as they call them. So, we've used it on other players for plantar
fasciitis on their feet, Achilles tendonitis, and problems with epicondylitis of the elbows. When
Corey Dillon joined the team last year, he had a history of chronic hamstring and low-back
complaints. We used the technique on him, with the same amazing success. He became the leading
rusher, made it into the Pro Bowl, and helped us to achieve our goals and win [another] Super Bowl
championship.

The thing about our team is each player has a philosophy that the success of the team is measured
by the sum of its parts. There are no individual heroes. Every player contributes to the success and
to a championship, and as you go from game to game, it seems that with this team, there are
always one or two players who stand out in each game; make a play that results in a turnover or
turns things around so that the team wins the game. They know that all of their actions contribute
to the win. It isn't just a select group of players who are responsible week after week for bringing
the team success.

DC: Speaking of the team aspect, how do the other members of the medical staff view chiropractic?
What's the opinion of the medical doctors and the athletic trainers?

MM: I was with the first trainer on the Patriots for 20 years. We started out together, and there
was a perfect bond between the two of us. He had respect for what I did, and I had respect for his
profession. We worked hand in hand. He would actually send every player as they were introduced
to the team over to my office, so we would get to introduce ourselves to the player at an early
stage. We'd familiarize them with the philosophy of chiropractic, and discuss with them the fact
that if they did choose chiropractic care, they would have an edge over people who didn't utilize
the service, because it would prevent a lot of the injuries that may have been hampering them in
the past. We would reduce the likelihood of those injuries occurring. So, we always had a good
relationship.

The medical team and I have mutual respect for one another. When it comes to an injury on the



field, the head orthopedic surgeon will usually go on the field with one of the trainers. I do not go
out for that. They will assess the player. The player may say, "I strained my neck. I felt a little jolt
in my neck. Can I see Dr. Miller?" Usually, it's not a problem, unless they feel that the player needs
X-rays prior to rule out a fracture. They have enough respect to say, "Yes, you should see Dr.
Miller. Let's go that route."

It's been very good. All of the trainers on the team, including the head trainer and his assistants,
some of the orthopedic staff, and the massage therapist, are all patients of mine as well.

DC: So, you're seeing everybody, not just the players.

MM: Right. We're not getting any anti-chiropractic sentiment. That's from the direction of the head
coach. When they know that he utilizes chiropractic care for himself and wants it for his players,
they embody his philosophy.

DC: That's a pretty powerful statement. The head coach's philosophy sort of trickles down to the
rest of the team and the organization.

MM: Exactly. And through my 24-year association with the team, we've always treated the head
coaches and assistant coaches. So they (the trainers) see that. They know the head coach believes
in it. And the trainers have to embody what the head coach believes, or there would be friction
from that end. But it's a very good combination of talent on the team, and everyone knows their
place and knows that one person isn't responsible for keeping the players on the field. It's a
combination of work from all of the professions.

DC: In addition to the Patriots, do you see other patients?

MM: I have a private practice in Norwood, Massachusetts, where we see the "weekend warrior"
types. I've also seen professional hockey players, speed skaters, powerlifters, boxers, golfers,
Golden Gloves champions, and so on. I enjoy the sports injury part of it, because I'm certified in
sports injury and rehabilitation. That's the primary part of my practice, but we have patients who
come from all different niches that they participate in, whether it's weekend sports, college sports,
or high school athletics. The office is pretty varied as to the types of patients we see. It's not just
devoted to sports injuries.

DC: What kinds of differences do you see between treating a member of the Patriots versus a
typical patient who comes into your office?

MM: The conditions may be similar in what you treat, but professional or elite athletes are more
aware of their bodies. They're aware when something isn't in alignment. They can tell. Their bodies
are obviously much more conditioned than the average athlete as well, because they're exercising
five or six days a week. Their tone is different, and they rehabilitate a lot faster than an average
person who may be out of shape. The major difference is they're aware of when their machinery
isn't working at 100 percent efficiency. They're much more in tune with their bodies, and they are
more committed to getting an end result, whereas once the average patient starts to feel better,
they will say, "Well, I'm fine now, my symptoms have alleviated." They have the philosophy that
there's nothing wrong with them unless they're in pain. The professional players come in on a
preventive basis. With or without pain, they know they want to maintain the integrity of their spine.

It's a lot of work. Sometimes, doctors come to me and say, "I'd love to do what you're doing. It must
be awesome to deal with professional athletes, especially when they're world-recognized
champions." But they don't understand the commitment involved, or the hours spent away from
your family to travel. It's not just a glorified position. There's a lot of work involved. Some of the



orthopedic staff who go with us on the road, they're there in case an injury occurs that they may be
involved in the treatment of, but they're in a more relaxed state. They don't have to be constantly
seeing one player after the other.

DC: You're basically working from kickoff until the game's over.

MM: Exactly. And then after the game, the elite athletes are allowed by the training staff to be
treated. So, when I'm on the road, and even after a home game, they may allow half a dozen of the
high-profile players to remain afterward for me to check, because they don't want to go the rest of
the week before they come to my office again. We obviously don't have the time to go through four
hours after the game and see the whole roster, although there are times where I think in the
players' minds, they would like to do it over again. I just don't have the energy left after treating as
many players as I do.

DC: What advice would you give to a chiropractor who wants to work with a sports team? How can
he or she get involved and get that relationship going?

MM: I would recommend that first of all, they get out in the community and show commitment to
the community they practice in, by participating in some of the high school events. They should
also take different postgraduate courses in sports injury programs, rehabilitation programs, and
different chiropractic seminars that deal with those issues. It's very hard to get into the market of
becoming a sports chiropractor for an NFL team, an NBA team, or a Major League Baseball team,
because the doctors there are pretty much well-positioned. They've worked for it, and they have a
relationship with the team. A lot of the younger doctors who call my office want to get involved
with professional sports teams. Unless you get a doctor who decides to retire and leave the team,
it's hard to see someone taking over.

DC: There are only so many of those jobs to go around.

MM: Yes, and there are hundreds, perhaps thousands of doctors who would like the opportunity to
work on professional teams. I think that working on college teams, or applying for positions on the
Olympic Committee and trying to get on there, will help. It's all name recognition. Once you
establish results with a professional athlete, that athlete works for you. I started out with one
player on the team 24 years ago. Now, I've seen hundreds and hundreds, all because it
mushroomed as a result of the results with other players, and how they interpret what you do and
the commitment you have for them.

It's not an easy system to get into, but if you're doing it even on a college or high school basis, the
reward for the results you get, and the appreciation you get from the players, are the most
rewarding things you can have in life. The players recognize your commitment. As a player
understands what you've done for them and they appreciate you, they start to give game balls to
you. They'll score a touchdown or get an interception - and all of a sudden, they'll come over to you
and want you to have [the] ball. I've had players give me their first NFL touchdown ball. Adam
Vinatieri, the kicker on our team, gave me a pair of his shoes in appreciation for helping him out.
Those little things mean more to me than any other monetary reward, because they're things that
can't be replaced, and they come from the player's heart and soul. They appreciate what you've
done, they see the results in themselves, they feel better, and they want to give something back to
you.

DC: Thank you.
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