


What is Chiropractic?

     Chiropractic is primarily the manipulation of the spine in an effort to treat or prevent disease or to reduce discomfort. Chiropractic as it is understood today was invented in the late 19th century by Daniel David Palmer. He conceived the notion that all disease results from vertebrae in the spine being out of place (“subluxations”), and that forceful manipulation of the vertebrae (an “adjustment”) can prevent or treat disease. He gave varying explanations for this idea, often claiming that nerves carry a spiritual energy, called “innate intelligence,” and that obstruction of the flow of this energy by vertebral subluxations cause medical symptoms. 
     There is no reliable evidence that vertebral subluxations as Palmer described them exist or cause disease, and even many chiropractors do not believe that they are real or can be detected and treated by chiropractic methods. Nevertheless, many chiropractors, especially those who do still believe in Palmer’s theories, reject modern scientific explanations of illness. It is not unusual for these practitioners to deny that infectious organisms cause disease, and to recommend avoiding conventional medical care, such as vaccination and antibiotic therapy. 
     Other chiropractors have rejected the subluxation idea and the claim that manipulation of the spine can prevent or treat disease in other parts of the body. These practitioners focus on the possible usefulness of chiropractic manipulation to treat back pain only, and often recommend both chiropractic and conventional medical therapy.
     There is little consistency to the kind of therapy chiropractors provide. While most forcefully manipulate the spine, there are many different techniques and much controversy in the chiropractic literature about them. Chiropractors often apply treatments other than spinal manipulation, such as laser light, magnets, and electrical stimulation, and many recommend other alternative treatments such as herbs and acupuncture. Overall, there is no universally accepted definition of what chiropractic is, what kinds of treatments it encompasses, or what conditions it might be useful for.
     Chiropractic theory and practice has been applied to animals since Palmer’s time. Despite the dramatic and obvious differences between the anatomy of the human spine and that of all other mammals, chiropractors have often asserted that subluxations occur and cause disease in veterinary patients in the same way as in humans, and they have recommended therapeutic adjustment for animals. Even many chiropractors who do not believe in subluxation theory claim to be able to identify and treat back pain and other problems in animals.



Does It Work?

     Despite decades of research and the use of imaging methods such as x-rays, CT scans, and MRI, no reliable evidence for the existence of Palmer’s vertebral subluxations has been found. Studies, even in journals devoted to chiropractic, have shown that common methods for detecting subluxations are unreliable. Individual chiropractors do not consistently identify the same sites for supposed subluxations in a given patient, nor can multiple chiropractors examining the same person agree on where the patient’s problem is located. Research studies show that the identification of a specific spot in the back as the source of a problem is essentially the same as picking a location at random.
     Extensive research has been done on humans for use of chiropractic treatment in many different diseases. Many factors complicate interpretation of human clinical trials, so confidence in the results can only come from consistent, repeatable outcomes of numerous well-designed trials conducted by different investigators. 
     When the best quality studies are reviewed, they find spinal manipulation to be ineffective for almost all conditions in which it has been tested. There is some reasonable evidence that spinal manipulation can provide mild relief for back pain (an improvement of about 10 points on a 100 point pain scale). This level of relief is no greater than that provided by conventional medical therapy such as stretching, exercise, physical therapy, and non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs. 
     As is often the case with alternative therapies, there is no high-quality research on spinal manipulation or other chiropractic therapies in animals. Only small studies with poor controls for bias and lack of objective measures of outcome have been done. At this time, any claims for the usefulness of chiropractic treatment in animals are unfounded. Significant underlying anatomical differences between humans and other mammals suggest that therapy useful only for lower back pain in humans is unlikely to be relevant to disease in our four-legged veterinary patients.



Is it safe?

     Mild side-effects, such as headache, soreness, dizziness, and numbness occur in roughly half of human chiropractic patients. Much more rare, but also much more serious events have been reported. Tears in vertebral arteries can occur following manipulation of the neck, and these have led to stroke and permanent disability or death in a number of patients. Fractures of the vertebrae and rupture of intervertebral disks have also been reported
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"The most rigorous of these studies suggest that spinal manipulation is not associated with clinically relevant specific therapeutic effects."

Ernst & Harkness
Spinal Manipulation: a systematic review of sham-controlled, double-blind, randomized clinical trial.
J. Pain Symptom Mgt 

2001:22;879-888
"From a mechanical standpoint, it should be obvious that the forces on the spine of an animal that walks on four limbs are quite different from those of humans…Thus, even if human chiropractic theories were plausible, direct application of those theories to animals might not be warranted.”
David Ramey, DVM

Complementary & Alternative Veterinary Medicine Considered
“Truth is truth. It will not break, like a bubble, at a touch; nay, you may kick it about all day like a football, and it will be round and full at evening.”
Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr.
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Key Points

· There is no compelling evidence for the concept of vertebral subluxations. They cannot be reliably identified, and even many chiropractors no longer believe they exist.

· The best clinical research shows that spinal manipulation provides no benefit for most conditions. It can provide mild relief of back pain in humans, at best equal to conventional medical therapy. 

· There is no good-quality research to suggest spinal manipulation is of benefit in animals. 

· There are several mild side effects commonly associated with chiropractic treatment in people, including headache, soreness, dizziness, and numbness. There are also rare but serious risks that can lead to disability or death in humans. 

· No reliable research evidence exists regarding the safety of chiropractic treatment in animals



















































