
why dont physical therapists like
chiropractors
why dont physical therapists like chiropractors is a question that often arises within
the healthcare community and among patients seeking musculoskeletal care. Both
physical therapists (PTs) and chiropractors focus on treating pain and improving physical
function, yet there are notable professional disagreements and differing philosophies that
contribute to tension between these two disciplines. Understanding the reasons behind
this dynamic involves exploring contrasting educational backgrounds, treatment
approaches, scientific evidence, and professional boundaries. This article will delve into
these factors in detail, shedding light on why physical therapists may harbor reservations
about chiropractic care. Readers will gain insight into the complexities of interprofessional
relations and the impact on patient care.
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Differences in Education and Training

Duration and Curriculum Focus
The educational paths for physical therapists and chiropractors differ significantly, which
influences their clinical perspectives and treatment styles. Physical therapists typically
complete a Doctor of Physical Therapy (DPT) program that lasts about three years
following undergraduate studies. The curriculum emphasizes evidence-based practice,
anatomy, biomechanics, therapeutic exercise, and rehabilitation sciences.

In contrast, chiropractors attend chiropractic colleges for approximately four years,
focusing on spinal manipulation, diagnosis, and holistic approaches to musculoskeletal and
nervous system disorders. Their training centers heavily on manual therapies and spinal
adjustments rather than rehabilitative exercise and movement science.

Clinical Training and Exposure
Physical therapists undergo extensive clinical rotations in various settings, including



hospitals, outpatient clinics, and rehabilitation centers. This hands-on experience equips
them with skills to design individualized rehabilitation programs for diverse patient
populations. Chiropractic students also participate in clinical internships, but these are
predominantly centered around chiropractic manipulation techniques and may offer less
exposure to broader rehabilitative modalities.

Contrasting Treatment Philosophies

Approach to Patient Care
Physical therapists adopt a holistic and multimodal approach to care, integrating
exercises, manual therapy, patient education, and functional training to promote recovery
and prevent future injury. Their focus is on restoring movement, strength, and function
through active patient participation.

Chiropractors primarily emphasize spinal adjustments or manipulations as the cornerstone
of treatment, often targeting the alignment of the spine to alleviate pain and improve
nervous system function. Some chiropractic practices also incorporate lifestyle advice and
nutritional counseling, though the core remains manual spinal therapy.

Beliefs About the Cause of Pain
Many physical therapists view pain as multifactorial, influenced by biomechanical,
neurological, psychological, and social factors. Their treatment plans reflect this
complexity. Conversely, chiropractors often attribute pain to spinal subluxations or
misalignments, a concept that remains controversial within mainstream medicine.

Concerns Over Evidence and Scientific Validity

Evidence-Based Practice in Physical Therapy
Physical therapy as a profession has increasingly embraced evidence-based practice,
relying on rigorous scientific research to guide treatment decisions. Therapists use
interventions supported by clinical trials and systematic reviews to ensure safe and
effective care.

Criticism of Chiropractic Evidence
Physical therapists sometimes criticize chiropractic methods for lacking consistent
scientific validation. While some studies support spinal manipulation for certain conditions
like lower back pain, other chiropractic claims, particularly those related to subluxations
affecting overall health, lack robust evidence. This discrepancy fuels skepticism among



PTs regarding chiropractic efficacy.

Professional Boundaries and Scope of Practice

Overlap and Competition
Physical therapists and chiropractors often treat similar patient populations, such as those
with musculoskeletal pain and mobility issues. This overlap can lead to competition for
patients and professional recognition. Disagreements may arise over which interventions
are appropriate or who should take the lead in managing specific conditions.

Regulatory Differences
Licensing and scope of practice regulations vary by state and country, affecting how
physical therapists and chiropractors can deliver care. Physical therapists may view some
chiropractic practices as outside their own scope or inconsistent with standard medical
guidelines, contributing to professional friction.

Patient Safety and Ethical Considerations

Concerns About Risks of Chiropractic Manipulation
Physical therapists express concerns about the safety of certain chiropractic procedures,
particularly high-velocity cervical spine manipulations, which carry a small risk of serious
complications such as vertebral artery dissection. Although rare, these risks prompt
caution and criticism from PTs who prioritize patient safety through conservative
treatment methods.

Ethical Issues and Patient Education
Physical therapists advocate for transparent patient education based on current best
evidence. Some PTs worry that chiropractic practices may overpromise outcomes or use
treatment approaches lacking strong support, potentially misleading patients. Ethical
considerations around informed consent and realistic expectations are key points of
contention.

Differences in educational backgrounds and clinical training

Conflicting treatment philosophies and pain theories



Disparities in evidence-based support for interventions

Professional overlap leading to competition and boundary disputes

Patient safety concerns related to certain chiropractic techniques

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do some physical therapists have reservations
about chiropractors?
Some physical therapists have reservations about chiropractors due to differences in
treatment approaches, with physical therapists emphasizing evidence-based exercise and
rehabilitation, while chiropractors often focus on spinal manipulation.

Is the skepticism between physical therapists and
chiropractors based on scientific evidence?
Yes, skepticism often arises because many physical therapists prioritize treatments
supported by rigorous scientific research, whereas some chiropractic methods lack strong
empirical support.

Do physical therapists believe chiropractic care is
unsafe?
While most physical therapists acknowledge that chiropractic care can be safe when
performed properly, concerns exist about potential risks from spinal manipulation,
especially if done improperly or on certain patient populations.

How do physical therapists view the scope of practice of
chiropractors?
Physical therapists may view chiropractors' scope of practice as limited or overly focused
on spinal adjustments, whereas physical therapists typically employ a broader range of
interventions including exercises, manual therapy, and patient education.

Are conflicts between physical therapists and
chiropractors common in patient care?
Conflicts can occur due to differing philosophies and treatment methods, but many
professionals from both fields also collaborate effectively to provide comprehensive
patient care.



Can physical therapists and chiropractors work together
effectively despite differences?
Yes, when both professionals respect each other's expertise and focus on patient
outcomes, they can collaborate to create complementary treatment plans that benefit
patients.

Additional Resources
1. Behind the Tension: Physical Therapy vs. Chiropractic Care
This book explores the historical and professional tensions between physical therapists
and chiropractors. It delves into differing philosophies, treatment methods, and scientific
foundations that contribute to the divide. Readers gain insight into how these differences
impact patient care and professional collaboration.

2. Cracking the Code: Understanding the Physical Therapist’s Perspective on Chiropractic
Offering an in-depth look at the skepticism physical therapists often have toward
chiropractic practices, this book examines the evidence base and clinical outcomes. It
highlights concerns about safety, efficacy, and the scientific rigor of chiropractic
treatments. The author encourages dialogue to bridge gaps in understanding.

3. Manual Conflicts: Why Physical Therapists Question Chiropractic Methods
This work investigates the hands-on techniques used by both professions and why physical
therapists may view chiropractic adjustments with caution. It discusses the biomechanical
and neurological principles behind each approach. The book aims to foster mutual respect
through education.

4. Professional Boundaries: The Clash Between Physical Therapy and Chiropractic
Focusing on scope of practice and professional identity, this title examines how
competition and differing educational standards fuel mistrust. It also addresses legal and
ethical challenges faced by both groups. The book advocates for clearer communication
and cooperative care models.

5. Evidence and Ethics: Physical Therapy Critiques of Chiropractic Care
This book scrutinizes the scientific evidence supporting chiropractic interventions from
the viewpoint of physical therapists. It also considers ethical implications of treatment
recommendations that may lack solid research backing. Readers are encouraged to
critically assess all therapeutic options.

6. The Science Divide: Why Physical Therapists Remain Wary of Chiropractors
Exploring the epistemological differences between the two professions, this book
highlights how contrasting approaches to science and research create barriers. It
discusses the role of clinical trials, patient outcomes, and professional standards. The goal
is to promote evidence-based practices across disciplines.

7. Healing Hands or Harmful Cracks? Physical Therapy’s Concerns About Chiropractic
This title focuses on patient safety and risk management, detailing physical therapists'
apprehensions about certain chiropractic techniques. It reviews case studies and clinical
incidents that have influenced professional opinions. The book suggests strategies for



minimizing risks in manual therapy.

8. Bridging the Gap: Toward Collaboration Between Physical Therapists and Chiropractors
Offering practical solutions, this book proposes ways to improve cooperation and
understanding between the two professions. It discusses interprofessional education,
shared patient care models, and communication strategies. The aim is to enhance patient
outcomes through teamwork.

9. Chiropractic Controversies: A Physical Therapist’s Guide to Understanding the Divide
This comprehensive guide provides an overview of common controversies surrounding
chiropractic care from a physical therapy lens. It covers topics such as spinal
manipulation, patient education, and treatment efficacy. The book serves as a resource for
clinicians seeking to navigate interdisciplinary challenges.
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