
Chiropractic vs. Medical Care for LBP: Advantage, 
Chiropractic 
 
 Among low back pain (LBP) sufferers who seek the services of a health care 
provider, an estimated 70% choose either a medical doctor or a doctor of 
chiropractic for care. In this study designed to compare the relative effectiveness 
of chiropractic vs. medical management of LBP patients, 2,870 adult patients with 
low back pain of mechanical origin (acute or chronic) were enrolled over a two-
year period from the practices of 51 chiropractic clinics and 14 general practice 
community clinics in the area surrounding Portland, Oregon. At baseline and at 
various intervals over the next four years, patients rated the intensity of their 
current pain levels on a pain scale of 0-100, and completed a questionnaire 
designed to measure the effects of their pain on functional disability. 
 
 Results: The greatest degree of improvement was seen within three months 
of the initial treatment of back pain, with a "modest advantage" seen for 
chiropractic care over medical care of chronic pain patients in the first 12 months. 
At the one- and three-month intervals, "clinical importance" was achieved with 
chiropractic care administered to chronic LBP patients; comparing chiropractic vs. 
medical care, the average difference in pain scores was 12.2 points at one month 
and 10.5 points at three months, favoring chiropractic care. 
 
  In a separate analysis that categorized differences in care by leg pain, "a 
potentially clinically important advantage" for chiropractic care in chronic patients 
with pain radiating below the knee was also seen in the first 12 months following 
care. In this case, again comparing chiropractic vs. medical care, average 
differences in favor of chiropractic ranged between 18.3 points and 21.7 points in 
the first year for pain, and between 9.0 points and 13.9 points over the first three 
years for disability, using the pain scale. 
 
  "Our study supports the generalizability of systematic reviews of the 
efficacy of spinal manipulation for pain and functional disability to the 
effectiveness of chiropractic care in clinical practice," the authors noted in their 
conclusion. "In terms of relative effectiveness, chiropractic care demonstrated 
advantage over medical care for chronic patients in the first year, particularly for 
those with leg pain radiating below the knee." 
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