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SPINAL MANIPULATION

Spinal manipulation has been used to treat not only back and neck pain, but also many
other conditions (J Balon et al, N Engl J Med 1998; 339:1013; G Bronfort, Neurol Clin 1999;
17:91). A recent commentary questioned its safety (E Ernst, CMAJ 2002; 166:40).

EFFICACY — For neck and low back pain, trials have not demonstrated an unequivocal
benefit of chiropractic spinal manipulation over physical therapy and education (DC Cherkin et
al, N Engl J Med 1998; 339:1021; EI Skargren and BE Öberg, Pain 1998; 77:201). A review of 6
randomized controlled trials of spinal manipulation for prevention of non-migrainous
headaches in a total of 286 patients concluded that spinal manipulation was better than ice
pack applications and massage and as effective as amitriptyline (H Vernon et al, Complement
Ther Med 1999; 7:142). For treatment of other conditions such as asthma, dysmenorrhea and
enuresis, a recent review of placebo-controlled studies found no statistically significant evi-
dence that spinal manipulation differed from a sham intervention (E Ernst and E Harkness, J
Pain Symptom Manage 2001; 22:879).

ADVERSE EFFECTS — Given the popularity of spinal manipulation, serious adverse
effects are relatively rare, but repeated reports of arterial dissection and stroke associated
with cervical spine manipulation and cauda equina syndrome associated with manipulation of
the lower back suggest a cause-and-effect relationship (RP Di Fabio, Phys Ther 1999; 79:50;
WJJ Assendelft et al, J Fam Pract 1996; 42:475). The vertebral artery, which is anchored to
the base of the skull, appears to be most commonly affected after manipulation of the neck;
vertebral artery dissection and thrombosis can cause brain-stem stroke (E Ernst, Stroke 2001;
32:809; C Stevinson et al, J R Soc Med 2001; 94:107).

CONCLUSION — Spinal manipulation can cause life-threatening complications. Manipu-
lation of the cervical spine, which has been associated with dissection of the vertebral artery,
appears to be especially dangerous.
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