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The Problem

The Disconnect:
U.S. Public Favorability of chiropractic: 70%
Undergrads Favorability of chiropractic: 73%
No experience: “Would visit a chiropractor if needed”: 60%
Experience: Have had a positive experience: 75%
“Reputable profession” and “provide quality care”: 85% 
(ugrads) and 76% (gen public)
Would recommend becoming a D.C. to a friend: 71%

(Widmeyer 2011)
Annual % of U.S. population visiting a chiropractor: 8%

(Marchiori ACC-RAC 2013) 
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The Problem

Contrast with Dentistry
U.S. Public favorability of dentistry:  72%
Undergrads favorability of dentistry: 75%
Annual usage of dentistry by U.S. public: 71%
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Social Movement Model

Defined:

• Social movements can be viewed as collective 
enterprises seeking to establish a new order of life.   

(Blumer, 1969)

• Collective activities designed to bring about primary 
changes in an existing society

• A group of people with a common ideology who try 
together to achieve certain general goals
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Social Movement Characteristics

•Recognition of the need to change – crisis 
•Agency: Blame/Culprit/Cause of Problem 
(Benford et al. 2000)

•Prognostic activity leading to solution-finding
•Call to Action



Social Movement Drivers of Success

•Vision/Mission consistency and clarity
•Empirical support
•Credibility of leaders/frame-
makers/articulates (Benford et al. 1982)

•Resource availability (knowledge, $, 
labor, solidarity, legitimacy support from 
power elites)



Example: The Environmental Movement

Definition: Advocacy of the preservation or improvement 
of the natural environment, especially the social and 
political movement to control environmental pollution
History: 
• 60s-70s: Pollution
• 70s-80s: Anti-nuclear Movement
• 80s: Ozone Depletion 
• 90s-00s:Climate Change, 
• 2010s: GMOs
Current Status: Acceptance



Environmental Movement Mainstream



Professional Social Movements

• McCarthy and Zaid (1973 and 1977) argued for 
“professional social movements” 

• Civil Rights Movement

• Model for Chiropractic?



The Landscape: Health Care System in Crisis

• Declining health
• 80% of premature deaths preventable by altering 

lifestyle behaviors
• 80% of prescription pain medication consumed in U.S.
• 19% of GDP spent on health care
• U.S. rank in health care (WHO composite measure): 

#38 (#1 in per capita spending)



Changing Priorities

Societal attitudes toward health care are moving 
toward measures that demonstrates that care is:
• Safe
• Effective
• Inexpensive
• Accessible

These are the same values the chiropractic profession 
has embraced for over a century. (Brimhall 2013)



Primary Care

Critical Shortage of Primary Care
• “The United States may lack as many as 200,000 

medical physicians by 2020.”     

• “Physician shortages will force the medical  profession 
to redefine itself in ever more narrow scientific and 
technological spheres while other disciplines evolve 
to fill important gaps.”   (Richard “Buz” Cooper, MD)



Funding Models Changing

Health Care Policy Moving …
• Away from fee-for-service 
• Toward value and benefit

Research and clinical experience has repeatedly 
demonstrated better outcomes (benefits) and value 
(affordability, effectiveness) for chiropractic care when 
compared to other approaches.



Health Delivery Changes

Integrated Care Settings
• Hospitals/Veterans Administration-Department of 

Defense
• Accountable Care Organizations (ACO)
• Patient-Centered Medical Home (PCMH)



Vision

• Unifying Vision: “Spinal Health and Wellness”
(Palmer College 2012)

• Develop shared commitment around a common vision
• Lead the provision of spinal health and wellness for the American 

public
• Goal Statement – “Moving the Needle”: The American public will 

understand the link between spinal health and wellness and use 
chiropractic care to achieve improved health outcomes



Strategy

• Bill O’Brien, ACC Presidents’ Retreat, 2011:

• “Your primary and outstanding characteristic 
is your variance, your failure to agree.”

• And:

• “You need to understand the difference 
between a  problem and a dilemma.”



Strategy

1. Increase Tolerance; Stop Striving for Unreachable 
Goal of Unity; Give Respect and Mutual Support

Given the value of diversity within the profession and the 
improbability of unity in the profession…IAF now recommends the 
development of a mature tolerance among chiropractors, and the 
authentic pursuit of the distinct visions of the focused-scope, 
middle-scope, and broad-scope wings of the profession. (Emphasis 
added)

(Bezold, 2013)



Strategy

2. Build Comprehensive Plan with Stakeholder Input 
from Across the Profession

• FCLB
• State Boards
• National Associations
• State Associations
• CCE
• NBCE
• D.C. degree-offering programs
• Suppliers/Vendors
• Patients Association(s)



Strategy: Plan Components

3. Build Broad Objectives:
• Expand annual usage of chiropractic care from 8% to 16%
• Decrease use of avoidable drugs by x%
• Increase consumption of healthy foods, decrease consumption 

of foods know to produce negative health impacts
• Decrease obesity rates by x%
• Increase longevity across all demographic groups, reversing 

current downward trend in longevity (first generation to have a 
shorter lifespan than their parent) by x years

• Bring an evidence base to health care policy
• Introduce, support and implement polices that encourage health 

behaviors (e.g. limited size portions of food and beverages)



Tactical Approaches

Start Doing
• Create conversations about broad strategic issues 

using a strategic focus (e.g. enrollment)
• Develop cadre of public health care policy experts
• Develop and implement social media strategy
• Embrace culture of mature tolerance



Tactical Approaches

Start Doing
• Capitalize on polycephalous nature of the 

profession (Gerlach and Hine 1970)
• Segmented Appeal: different groups appeal to different 

constituencies
• Loose coordination is all that is required
• Hard to be delineated by opposing groups
• Not dependent on any one leader (diffuse risk)
• Some elements highly legitimized



Tactical Approaches

Continue Doing:
• Expand public health presence
• Develop coherent messaging/branding around agreed 

theme: e.g. “spinal health and wellness”
• Deepen legitimizers

• Regulators
• Research base
• Accreditation

• Marginalize those outside of the margins



Tactical Approaches 

Stop Doing
• Stop allowing internal arguments to bleed into public 

discourse (CCE hearings, social media postings)
• Stop confusing dilemmas with problems
• Stop allowing differences to stop progress of health 

care
• Stop making disparaging remarks or jokes about 

people with a different paradigm: mature tolerance 



Conclusion

• Status Quo Unacceptable – Stakes are too high
• Social Movement Framework may provide a powerful 

tool to bring the various elements together in a 
positive way

• Primary Focus: mature tolerance to recognize the 
worth and value of all factions and institutions

• Shared Consciousness about a future in which 
chiropractic has a much bigger impact on a public that 
needs the services in an era of a failing health care 
system and declining health care



Many thanks.

Brian J McAulay
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