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Palmer Center for Chiropractic Research begins patient recruiting for study on low back pain and smoking cessation among active-duty military members in Pensacola

Researchers from the Palmer Center for Chiropractic Research, headquartered in Davenport, Iowa, are looking for 250 active-duty military members who suffer from low back pain and are serving at the Naval Air Station Pensacola in Pensacola, Fla., to participate in a unique study. Called “Assessment of Chiropractic Treatment for Low Back Pain and Smoking Cessation in Military Active Duty Personnel (ACT1),” the research project focuses on determining how chiropractic care may relieve low back pain and improve function in active duty service members, with a sub-study to assess the impact of a chiropractic intervention on quitting tobacco use.

The studies began in October at the Pensacola site, which is one of four military installations around the country where participants are being recruited. Active-duty military personnel participating in the study must have low back pain and be between 18 and 50 years of age in order to be eligible. The Palmer Center for Chiropractic Research is the largest institutional chiropractic research effort in the world, with funding from outside sources such as the National Institutes of Health and the Health Resources and Services Administration totaling more than $35 million since 2000. The Center is affiliated with Palmer College of Chiropractic, the founding college of the chiropractic profession, and is located on Palmer College’s main campus in Davenport, Iowa.  

In February 2011, scientists at the Palmer Center for Chiropractic Research, the RAND Corporation and the Samueli Institute were awarded a landmark $7.4 million grant by the
Department of Defense (DOD) Office of Congressionally Directed Medical Research Programs. The grant is funding a four-year research project with three separate clinical studies to assess chiropractic treatment for military readiness in active-duty personnel. 

This is the largest single award for a chiropractic research project in the history of the chiropractic profession. The first clinical study (ACT1), which began recruiting patients at its first site in September 2012, will assess the effectiveness of chiropractic manipulative therapy for pain management and improved function in active-duty service members who have orthopedic injuries or disorders of the low back that do not require surgery. A sub-study of ACT1 will examine the impact of a chiropractic intervention on smoking and tobacco cessation.

Low back pain is the most common cause of disability worldwide, but it is even more prevalent among active-duty military personnel. A recent study published in Archives of Internal Medicine reported that back pain is most prevalent in soldiers in combat deployments, and it is among the most likely conditions to interrupt combat duty. Back pain has been characterized as “The Silent Military Threat,” because of its negative impact on mission readiness, and the degree to which it compromises a fit fighting force. For these reasons, military personnel with low back pain need a practical and effective treatment that relieves their pain and allows them to return to duty quickly, but also one that preserves function and military readiness, addresses the underlying causes of the episode and protects against re-injury.

Smoking is a proven risk factor for major illnesses including lung cancer, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), heart attacks, stroke and a host of other related cancers and vascular syndromes. A 2009 report by the Institute of Medicine reported an overall smoking rate of more than 30% in active-duty military personnel, with additional data suggesting that as many as two thirds of deployed military personnel use tobacco. The report recommended that the DOD promote smoking cessation programs to ensure abstinence. Because research has linked smoking with back pain severity and duration, and smoking has also been implicated as self-medication for back pain, chiropractors are increasingly interested in this problem and are well-positioned in promoting cessation of tobacco use by their patients.

Potential research study participants will be examined at Naval Hospital Pensacola or its affiliated health clinics to determine whether they qualify for the study. Those who qualify will be enrolled into the study and receive either conventional medical care for low back pain or chiropractic care in addition to conventional medical care over a six-week period. Participants will be followed for three months through the use of web-based questionnaires accessed from any computer at weeks two, four, six and 12 to gather information on their back pain status and tobacco use. All examinations and treatment are provided at no charge to participants.

Anyone interested in participating in the study should contact Pensacola Site Clinical Project Manager Sharon Phillips at (850) 377-9183 or sharon.phillips@palmer.edu. For more information on the Palmer Center for Chiropractic Research, go to www.palmer.edu/research.  
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