Chiropractic
Summary
Chiropractors use their hands to examine and treat problems of the bones, muscles and joints.
People often visit a chiropractor for help with back and neck pain, headache, injuries and joint stiffness.
Chiropractors are trained to recognise when you will and will not benefit from their care and to refer you to
other health practitioners when necessary.
You do not need a referral to see a chiropractor.

What is chiropractic?
The word ‘chiropractic’ comes from the Greek words cheir (meaning ‘hand’) and praktikos (meaning ‘done’) –
namely, done by hand. Chiropractors are primary contact practitioners (which means they can see patients without
a referral from a GP). They focus on treating the spine by using their hands to examine and treat health conditions
related to the bones, muscles and joints (musculoskeletal problems).
Chiropractors are trained to recommend exercises to treat and rehabilitate health conditions related to the bones,
muscles and joints, as well as to provide nutritional, dietary and lifestyle advice.
They use a broad range of methods to diagnose musculoskeletal problems, including hands-on clinical examination,
and diagnostic imaging such as x-rays or MRIs. These and other diagnostic methods are used to determine when
chiropractic treatment is appropriate.
If chiropractic care is not appropriate, or if your health condition needs to be co-managed with other health care
professionals, your chiropractor will refer you to the appropriate health care provider.
In many cases, such as lower back pain, chiropractic care may be a person’s primary method of treatment. For
some medical conditions, chiropractic services may complement or support medical treatment by relieving the
musculoskeletal aspects associated with the condition.
You do not need a referral to see a chiropractor unless you are seeking treatment through Veterans’ Affairs or the
Medicare Chronic Disease Management program.

When to consider chiropractic care
Painful joint and back problems can be caused by work, accidents, sports injuries, household chores, and even the
stress of daily living.
Chiropractic care may help if you are experiencing aching joints or muscle pain that is affecting your ability to get
through the day, or preventing you from doing your favourite activities. It can also help maintain healthy spine and
joint function, even if you do not have painful symptoms.
People commonly visit a chiropractor for help with:
back pain
neck pain
headache
whiplash
strains and sprains from daily activities
overuse injuries
work and sports-related injuries
arthritis
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restricted movement in the back, shoulders, neck or limbs

Referrals for chiropractic care
You do not need a referral to see a chiropractor unless you are seeking treatment:
under Medicare’s Chronic Disease Management program
through the Department of Veterans’ Affairs

Chiropractic examination
When you attend a chiropractic examination your chiropractor will:
conduct a thorough medical history
look at your vital signs – namely your body temperature, pulse, respiration rate (breathing rate) and blood
pressure
visually inspect for spinal curves or other visible health indicators
use their hands to palpate (feel) your spine and the muscles and other soft tissues that support it
conduct orthopaedic examinations – these are examinations designed to detect health conditions relating to
the spine, bones, joints, muscles and soft tissues, including ligaments and tendons. Among other things, an
orthopaedic exam includes moving the joint and measuring its range of movement
conduct neurological examinations – these are examinations designed to assess the function of your motor,
sensory and cranial nerves (such as testing your reflexes and testing for numbness).
Where required, your chiropractor can also refer you directly for other diagnostic tests such as an MRI or x-ray.
Based on their examination, your chiropractor will give you a differential diagnosis (that considers all of the
potential causes of your primary complaint) and a working diagnosis (the most likely cause of your primary
complaint). They will explain this diagnosis, including its natural history (when you would expect it to resolve), the
treatment options available to you and any benefits or risks associated with those treatments.

Chiropractic treatments
Common chiropractic treatments include a range of different techniques, such as:
spinal manipulation, sometimes called an adjustment – using the hands to apply controlled force to a joint of
the spine
mobilisation – gentle movement of the joint to increase its range of motion
exercises
reassurance
application of heat or ice
stretching
soft tissue techniques – such as massage
activity modification – suggesting how to make changes to your day-to-day activities to alleviate discomfort
and enable recovery
lifestyle advice – such as healthy eating and physical activity advice
physiologic therapeutics – such as use of ultrasound, laser or TENS
orthotics – shoe inserts that help support the feet and improve posture and alignment
drop piece table technique – the use of a specially designed table to help mobilise a joint in a controlled way
treatment of other joints, including feet, ankles, shoulders, wrists, elbows.
Your chiropractor will discuss these with you as part of a shared decision-making process.
Spinal manipulation

One of the most common and well known therapeutic procedures performed by chiropractors is spinal
manipulation (sometimes referred to as a ‘chiropractic adjustment’, although this technique is also used by
osteopaths and physiotherapists). The purpose of spinal manipulation is to restore joint mobility by manually
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applying a controlled force into joints that have become restricted in their movement as a result of a tissue injury.
Tissue injury can be caused by a single traumatic event, such as improper lifting of a heavy object, or through
repetitive stresses, such as sitting in an awkward position with poor spinal posture for an extended period of time.
In either case, injured tissues undergo physical and chemical changes that can cause inflammation, pain, and
diminished function.
Manipulation or adjustment of the affected joint and tissues restores mobility, thereby alleviating pain and muscle
tightness, allowing tissues to heal.
Spinal manipulation is very safe when performed by a trained, registered practitioner, although some people may
experience mild soreness or discomfort following treatment. This usually resolves within 12 to 48 hours. Your
chiropractor will discuss this with you prior to any intervention in a process called informed consent.

Regulation of chiropractic in Australia
In Australia chiropractic is one of the fourteen health professions regulated by the government via the Australian
Health Practitioner Regulation Agency. Chiropractors in Australia are required to register with the Chiropractic
Board of Australia. Chiropractors are subject to the standards, codes and guidelines established by the board.
To become a registered chiropractor in Australia you must have studied an accredited five-year chiropractic
program conducted at a university within Australia, or have completed an accredited program overseas that
satisfies the requirements set by the Chiropractic Board of Australia.

Finding a chiropractor
To find a chiropractor, use Chiropractic Australia’s ‘Find a member’ tool or the Australian Chiropractors
Association’s ‘Find a chiropractor’ tool.

Where to get help
AHPRA – Chiropractic Board of Australia Tel. 1300 419 495
Chiropractic Australia Tel. 1300 767 348
Australian Chiropractors Association Tel. 1800 075 003
Health Complaints Commissioner Tel. 1300 582 113
Transport Accident Commission (TAC)
WorkSafe Tel. 1800 136 089
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This page has been produced in consultation with and approved by:
Chiropractic Australia

Content on this website is provided for information purposes only. Information about a therapy, service,
product or treatment does not in any way endorse or support such therapy, service, product or treatment and
is not intended to replace advice from your doctor or other registered health professional. The information and
materials contained on this website are not intended to constitute a comprehensive guide concerning all
aspects of the therapy, product or treatment described on the website. All users are urged to always seek
advice from a registered health care professional for diagnosis and answers to their medical questions and to
ascertain whether the particular therapy, service, product or treatment described on the website is suitable in
their circumstances. The State of Victoria and the Department of Health & Human Services shall not bear any
liability for reliance by any user on the materials contained on this website.
For the latest updates and more information, visit www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au
Copyright © 1999/2020 State of Victoria. Reproduced from the Better Health Channel
(www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au) at no cost with permission of the Victorian Minister for Health. Unauthorised
reproduction and other uses comprised in the copyright are prohibited without permission.
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