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Chiropractic: The Big Winner

By Ronald Feise, DC

Over the past decade, independent health care researchers have investigated the treatment effects of physical

therapists vs. doctors of chiropractic when it comes to spine care. Let’s examine a couple of those research

papers to see why it’s no contest.

Example #1

The first study was a cost-effective analysis of patients with low back pain that compared head-to-head the

costs of physical therapists vs. the costs of chiropractors.1  This study assessed the medical records of

14,787 patients and was published in the Journal of the American College of Occupational and

Environmental Medicine. The research team consisted of four PhDs, two PharmDs and one MD.

Study participants were employees of a heavy equipment manufacturer who were mostly male, in their late

40s, and with an above-average middle-class income. Subjects were divided into two main categories,

depending upon their presenting symptoms: low back pain with neurological symptoms and low back pain

without neurological symptoms.

Total costs, as defined for this study, included imaging, health care professional visits, medications,

injections, surgery and disability payments.

winner - Copyright â Stock Photo / Register Mark Total costs for low back pain patients with neurological

findings were $6,983 for chiropractors vs. $17,194 for physical therapists. Total costs for low back pain

patients without neurological findings were $6,768 for chiropractors vs. $13,449 for physical therapists.

That is an enormous difference!

This study also examined why chiropractors are more cost-effective. It determined that chiropractors are less

likely than physical therapists to recommend incongruent health care services for patients with low back

pain, such as imaging, medications, injections and surgery.
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Example #2

The second study examined the recurrence rate of back pain after a back injury among three types of health

care providers: medical doctors (who served as the reference group), chiropractors and physiotherapists.2  

The study was conducted by four PhDs and one Doctor of Science, and was published in the Journal of 

Occupational Rehabilitation. This research team analyzed data from a cohort of 5,511 workers with an

initial episode of back injury.

The type of health care provider first visited for back pain was a determinant of recurrence. Chiropractic

patients experienced the fewest recurrences (-19 percent compared to MDs), while physiotherapy patients

experienced the most (49 percent). These differences raise concerns regarding the use of physiotherapists as

gatekeepers for spinal injuries.

The Bottom Line

These two studies represent the tip of the research iceberg. There are more than two dozen studies that point

in one direction: Chiropractic services are more economical than physiotherapist services, and chiropractors

are more effective in the treatment of spinal conditions than physiotherapists.
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