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A recently published study reveals the intriguing results of a telephone survey of 2,055 U.S.

adults.1 One of the project's researchers was David M. Eisenberg, MD, well-known for his 1991 and
1997 studies on "alternative care," which were among the first to demonstrate just how widely

used chiropractic and other forms of nonmedical care really are.2-5

The survey was conducted to "assess therapies used to treat back or neck pain." The authors found
that 33% of U.S. adults had suffered back or neck pain in the previous year. Of those, 38%
experienced only low-back pain, while 16% suffered only neck or upper-back pain. A whopping 46%
reported their pain was in more than one location.

The study goes on to compare various forms of "complementary" versus "conventional" care. The
most interesting results involve use and patient satisfaction: (see graph A.)



Interestingly enough, more people saw a "complementary" provider for neck pain and complicated
pain that a medical provider. Medical providers actually saw 50 percent more back-pain patients
than did complementary providers. (see graph B.)

 

Chiropractic providers were considered "very helpful" by approximately twice as many patients as
medical providers. But even more patients deemed massage "helpful" for all but neck and upper
back pain where chiropractors remained dominant. (see graph C.)



 

DCs enjoyed a 2-to-1 margin over massage therapists in terms of the number of back- and neck-
pain patients they saw; the margin was even greater for the estimated total number of visits for
1997.

The authors also make the following point:

"Complementary professionals combined to provide an estimated 203 million visits specifically for
the treatment of back and neck pain in 1997, leaving only 426 million complementary professional
visits for all other purposes combined. By comparison, in 1997 there were approximately 386
million visits to all primary care physicians for any reason at all."

This last comment reflects the proverbial "pie" carved up annually between providers. (Needless to
say, this does not take into consideration over-the-counter [OTC] drugs, vitamins and other forms
of care that do not require a visit to a provider.) There were only 1,015 million visits to providers of
any kind in 1977. Back and neck pain resulted in 203 million visits to complementary providers
(20% of all visits), of which 88.5 million visits were to doctors of chiropractic (8.7% of all visits).

Given this reality, the only way for chiropractic to grow at a greater rate than the population is to
take some of these visits away from medical or other complementary providers.

Given the sorry percentage of patients that found MDs "very helpful" for back and neck pain, this is
the first place chiropractic should focus to gain market share. We obviously do it better, and should
be allowed to care for those patients first. However, chiropractic must also be mindful of the
inroads being made by other nonmedical providers. As their numbers continue to swell, the
competition for a bigger slice of the "pie" will continue to intensify.
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