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Of risk and rates and chiropractors
I've never been to a chiropractor because I was afraid that the "cracking" of my neck and back might hurt me. My friend has been seeing a chiropractor for years and swears by him. She says that the proof they're safe is that chiropractors pay a whole lot less for malpractice insurance than doctors do. Is she correct?
Yes, chiropractors pay a lot less than physicians do for malpractice insurance. On average, they pay $1,000 to $1,500 annually. Physicians pay many thousands more annually for insurance. Internal medicine doctors pay $12,000 to $30,000 annually, depending upon how many procedures they do. Surgeons, such as orthopedists, gynecologists, neurosurgeons and obstetricians, may, in some cases, pay upwards of $80,000 to $100,000 per year. These are premiums based upon a clean history of no lawsuits. If there have been any lawsuits directed against a physician or chiropractor, these rates will be even higher.

Due mostly to larger and more frequent lawsuit settlements (not the bear stock market as some might believe), malpractice premiums have been rising at a rate of 25 percent to 40 percent a year. Chiropractors (who are doctors) still enjoy relatively cheap malpractice premiums.

If chiropractors were frequently causing broken bones and paralysis from adjustments, one would assume that there would be huge lawsuits resulting from injury. This would be reflected in the malpractice premiums they pay. The fact that most chiropractors enjoy low rates should be clear evidence of their safety record.

Chiropractic care does carry some risk of breaking bones in patients with osteoporosis or failing to identify underlying disease (such as cancer that has spread to bone causing pain). These risks appear to be small.

While not appropriate for every medical condition, I see chiropractic care as a useful treatment for a number of musculoskeletal conditions. I also consider it to be useful in combination with physical therapy, acupuncture or massage therapy. It's important to be first evaluated by a physician any time acute pain or trauma occurs, just to make sure that there's not a medical condition or surgical problem that needs to be addressed. As with physicians, there are good and bad chiropractors, so ask around.

By the way, chiropractors don't "crack" bones with treatment. Rather, the movement of bones releases gas from the joint causing a "pop" or "crack" sound.

For those who say that chiropractors ask that you keep coming back, I would counter that if your doctor wrote you a prescription for muscle relaxants or pain pills, would he only write for one or two pills?  Of course not. If you're getting relief with chiropractic care, isn't that better than having to take more pain pills?
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