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The Chiro researcher 

Hello, and welcome to the 

Chiroresearcher column! It’s 

good to be back in Caffeine 

magazine after a wee rest from 

the last issue. Thanks to Boran 

for taking on the editorial reins, 

and good luck for your reign! 

 

Who cares how the 

adjustment works? 

 

You might be interested to know that for the past three 

years I’ve been researching the effects of manipulation 

(SMT) on inter-vertebral motion. For a long time it has 

been believed that SMT ‘frees’ fixations (one of the more 

plausible of the proposed mechanisms; apologies to those 

of a Gonstead persuasion), but does it actually do this? If 

not, what does it do?  

 

I have been able to put these very questions to the test 

because, at AECC, we are one of the few centres in the 

world that can measure continuous inter-vertebral 

motion, with OSMIA. I therefore measured this motion 

in the cervical spine of patients with neck pain before 

and after a course of SMT, to see if SMT is associated 

with changing it. “Why bother?” I hear some of you cry (I 

didn’t really, just guessing, but I’m right, amn’t I?) “Why 

bother! We know the adjustment works! Who cares how 

it works?!” 

 

Well I for one care (obviously) and I’m not the only one 

(honestly...). Systematic reviews1,2, considered to be at 

the top of the evidence ‘tree’, tell us that SMT is a decent 

option for (chronic) low back and neck pain3, but 

unfortunately it does not stand out as clearly superior to 

any of the other treatments considered effective—and 

none of them appear to be that good, at the population 

level anyway. The NICE guidelines for LBP in the UK 

are about to be revised and it will be interesting to see if 

the recommendations for SMT remain intact, or 

not...Why does SMT not stand out as a superior 

treatment given that chiropractors, and others, swear by 

it? 

 

Back pain— symptom, not diagnosis 

 

The problem with SMT (and all other treatments for 

that matter) is that it is used (almost exclusively) to 

treat a symptom (non-specific spinal pain) and this 

symptom probably encompasses a number of different 

diagnoses; we just can’t diagnose them yet. However, if 

we were to discover that inter-vertebral motion had 

something to do with this pain, in some people, wouldn’t 

we be able to better target SMT? If we only used SMT on 

those who ‘needed’ it, wouldn’t it then stand out as the 

amazing treatment many believe it to be? This is the 

holy grail of chiropractic research, and it’s why I’m doing 

it (putting myself through three years of hell! No, it’s not 

all bad for those of you considering a PhD...really...) 

 

Latest SMT research—for neck pain in the over 

65’s 

 

Recently published  in The Spine Journal is a 

randomised clinical trial (best design for assessing 

whether treatments work) on the treatment of neck 

pain4. SMT (manip/mob/some muscle work) combined 

with home exercise (sound familiar?) resulted in greater 

pain reduction after 12 weeks of treatment compared 

with both supervised exercise + home exercise and home 

exercise alone. This appears to be a well conducted study 

and validates a typical approach to neck pain employed 

by chiropractors! (However, biomechanical outcomes eg 

cervical range of motion, did not change significantly 

between treatment groups). Check it out. 

 

Does the adjustment do anything to inter-

vertebral motion? 

 

Unfortunately, at this time, I can’t answer this question 

in print (sorry!) because I’m presenting my results at 

BritSpine 2-4 April 2014 at University of Warwick and 

(pending acceptance) at the ECU Convention in Dublin, 

29-31 May 2014. They would not be best pleased if I was 

singing about the results beforehand so, watch this 

space. Or maybe I’ll see you at one of these conferences? 

 

Ref: 1. Cochrane Review SMT for CLBP (http://bit.ly/1iiSMiA) 

2. Cochrane Review SMT for ALBP (http://bit.ly/1anIldL)  

3. Non-invasive treatment—Neck Pain Task Force (http://bit.ly/

LuMsJj) 4. http://bit.ly/1jb33kf  

 
P.S. Did you know you can find previous 

Chiroresearcher columns plus some info about my 

research online?  

 

Go to: www.chiroresearcher.wordpress.com. Enjoy. 

 

Any questions? 

 

jbranney@aecc.ac.uk 
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