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Chiropractic Profession
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Editor's note: Dr. Rosner joins fellow columnists Drs. Christine Goertz and Dana Lawrence in
addressing the recent Forbes opinion piece by Steven Salzberg. Dr. Rosner provides an evidence-
based rebuttal to the article; Drs. Goertz / Lawrence provide tips on how DCs should (and should not)
respond (click here to read).

The degree of bias and misinformation hurled at the chiropractic profession in Steven Salzberg's

recent article in Forbes1 ["New Medicare Data Reveal Startling $496 Million Wasted on
Chiropractors"] has struck this writer as reaching a nadir in journalism, conjuring up images no more
hospitable than orangutans throwing feces at each other at the municipal zoo. In just two pages,
Salzberg's article has attempted to tattoo the chiropractic profession with no less than eight alarming
darts by:

Stating that subluxations have no scientific basis1.
Citing the $496 million disbursed by Medicare for chiropractic services as "stunning"2.
Arguing that the funds allocated by the NIH for alternative medicine through NCCAM is "an3.
egregious waste of money"
Calling the practice of chiropractic "highly dubious"4.
Insisting that "the entire field [of chiropractic] was invented out of thin air"5.
Warning that chiropractic manipulation can cause a stroke6.
Trotting out the anti-vaccine position taken by some chiropractors7.
Comparing spinal adjustments to what transpires in the wrestling ring, spiced with a nearly full-8.
page lurid image of two women twisting each other into the shapes of pretzels

Each of these points can be easily and thoroughly refuted, with just a sampling shown as follows:

Subluxations: The fact that spinal fixations and/or inflammations can produce pathological1.
results which are reproducibly identifiable can be traced to numerous published studies, not the
least of which are Henderson and Cramer's descriptions of the effects of induced fixations2 or
Song's segment specific reduction through spinal adjustments of a variety of indicators of
inflammation3 which, if prolonged, could be construed to be life-threatening.

Medicare expenditures: A recent special edition of Time magazine pointed out that the medical-2.
industrial complex spends more than three times as much as what has been spent by the
military-industrial complex in Washington, D.C. Indeed, this entire edition was titled, "Why
Medical Bills Are Killing Us."4 This information has been artfully ignored in Salzberg's
arguments, nor do I recall chiropractors ever having been mentioned even once in this
publication.

http://www.dynamicchiropractic.com/mpacms/dc/article.php?id=57048
http://www.forbes.com/sites/stevensalzberg/2014/04/20/new-medicare-data-reveal-startling-496-million-wasted-on-chiropractors/
http://healthland.time.com/why-medical-bills-are-killing-us/


It is ironic that Salzberg bemoans Medicare's presumably gargantuan sum of $496 million
disbursed to chiropractors (all 48,000-plus of them within the U.S.), whereas in the very same
article he states that an amount more than 20 percent greater than that ($610 million) has been
doled out to just 100 of the 878,194 actively licensed physicians in the same territory.5

From 1994-2004, low back pain-related Medicare expenses increased by 629 percent for
epidural steroid injections, 423 percent for opioid medications, 307 percent for MRIs and 220
percent for lumbar fusion surgeries, while chronicity and disability related to spinal-related
disorders have steadily increased.6 Again, I don't recall chiropractors ever having been
mentioned in these figures.

NCCAM allocations: The NCCAM allocation from the NIH in 2013 was $123.813 million.7 The3.
entire NIH budget for the same year, on the other hand, was $30.80 billion.8 What "egregious"
bite out of the NIH budget could NCCAM's share possibly be? You do the math (0.41 percent).
And this for a health care paradigm that no less a body than the Institute of Medicine argues is
mandatory over the next decade.9

While on the subject, let's talk about those "egregious" expenditures. In 2008, medical errors
cost the United States $19.5 billion, with $17 billion directly associated with additional medical
costs (ancillary services, prescription drugs, inpatient and outpatient care), $1.4 billion
attributed to increased mortality rates, and $1.1 billion due to 10 million days of lost
productivity.10 Does anyone wish to belabor the term egregious here?

Highly dubious profession: Given the high rating for spinal manipulation (well above that for4.
spinal surgery) back in 1994 by what was then the Agency for Healthcare Policy Research,11 and
given that as many as 94 percent of spinal manipulations are performed by chiropractors,12 what
actually emerges as the dubious factor here is Salzberg's desperate attempt to staple this term
onto the chiropractic profession.

Field of chiropractic invented out of thin air: Chiropractic was derived from clinical observation.5.
A careful reading of D.D. Palmer's early works attests to the attempts to ground chiropractic on
the evidence available to the practitioner at that time.13 Early descriptions of endocrinology, for
example, were no more precise, with estrogens not even being understood until the 1930s.

Chiropractic can cause a stroke: The fact that spontaneous dissections occur at frequencies far6.
exceeding those that studies have attempted to link to chiropractic,14 plus thorough descriptions
as to the actual mechanisms of arterial dissection,15-16 should give ample pause to the suggestion
chiropractic is a likely cause of stroke.

While on this topic, I should point out that conservative estimates reveal at least 200,000
Americans die from preventable medical errors each year.10, 17-18 This statistic easily swamps the
presumed stroke rate by at least several orders of magnitude. Does anyone wish to dwell upon
the safety issue with figures like these?

Chiropractors take an anti-vaccine position: A survey undertaken in 1994 indicated at that time7.
that more than half of the chiropractic profession did not condemn vaccination.19 Since that
time, the Canadian Chiropractic Association "accepts vaccination as a cost-effective and
clinically efficient public health preventive procedure for certain viral and microbial diseases, as
demonstrated by the scientific community."20 While the medical journal Pediatrics indicates that
the anti-vaccination position taken by a minority of the profession is a "continuing source of

http://nccam.nih.gov/about/budget/appropriations.htm


embarrassment to their more evidence-based colleagues,"21 it should be remembered – as stated
by Craig Nelson – that there are health professionals other than chiropractors who are capable
of unreason on this subject.22

Wrestling represents the spinal adjustments performed by chiropractors: This is vaudeville,8.
plain and simple. It is difficult to imagine that a publication respected in its field should have
signed on to such a gruesome image while professing to offer a modicum of truth in reporting.
On this side of the aisle, would my having represented the author of the Forbes article as a
werewolf have accomplished any meaningful objective? It is tempting to be able to dismiss
Salzberg's article as infantile as it is uninformed, had it not appeared in such a respected and
widely disseminated publication as Forbes.
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