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Spinal Decompression 101

By James Edwards, DC

Last March, the American Chiropractic Association (ACA) adopted an official policy on the 
coding of spinal decompression services. Since so few have had the opportunity to 
review the ACA's policy, this column is devoted to the ACA's position, as well as several 
other subjects relating to spinal decompression therapy. 

If you are confused about the claims being made about spinal decompression and do not 
know which spinal decompression system you should consider purchasing; if you 
currently have a spinal decompression table, but don't know how to market or code your 
services; or if you do not have any office procedures relative to your spinal 
decompression therapy service - you are most definitely not alone! 

In fact, just one short year ago, my office was in the exact same boat. After purchasing 
our spinal decompression table, I searched high and low for the answers to those 
questions, but quickly found that they simply were not available. I didn't know the best 
way to market our spinal decompression services; didn't know how to properly code the 
services; and didn't know what practice procedures we should utilize. 

Well, that was then and this is now! After a full year of "trial and error" marketing, 
developing office procedures and researching proper coding, I now have what I consider 
a vast knowledge of what you should do - and more importantly, what you should not 
do. 

Coding of Spinal Decompression Services 

First and foremost, it is extremely important to make sure you code spinal 
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decompression therapy correctly. While many doctors are coding spinal decompression 
therapy as Therapeutic Exercises (97110), Therapeutic Activities (97530) or Manual 
Therapy (97140), I strongly recommend against doing that because I believe it would be 
billing fraud. I also strongly recommend against using surgical codes for the treatment 
since spinal decompression therapy is not surgery and could definitely subject the 
provider to prison time. 

In my opinion and the opinion of the ACA, the two appropriate codes for spinal 
decompression therapy are 97012 (Traction), which will result in very limited 
reimbursement under insurance policies; and S9090 (Vertebral Axial Decompression), 
which usually will result in no reimbursement. 

My office uses the S9090 billing code for two reasons. First, we are telling the insurance 
company exactly and correctly what the treatment is. While insurers will most likely deny 
the service, most do not have a prohibition against a doctor, as a PPO provider, 
collecting for the treatment from the patient. Second, it allows the provider to charge an 
amount that corresponds with the cost of the spinal decompression system and the staff 
time spent during each session. 

Office Practice Procedures 

After taking the patient's history and then giving an explanation of how spinal 
decompression works (by stopping the muscle guarding so decompression can occur at 
the disc level), candidly outline the following four major points to the prospective spinal 
decompression therapy patient. 

●     Give the patient the basis for the number of treatment sessions (e.g., my office 
uses a 20-session protocol). 

●     Spinal decompression, if billed correctly, is rarely covered by insurance. Explain 
why. 

●     The session fee for spinal decompression (all sessions) should be paid in advance. 
In our office, we explain the rational basis for that requirement. 

●     Should chiropractic adjustments and/or passive therapy and/or active therapy be 
indicated, explain that those treatments will be governed by the provisions of the 
insurance contract. 
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After furnishing that forthright and candid information to the prospective spinal 
decompression patient, apply no pressure whatsoever. In fact, ask the patient what they 
would like to do. Some want to think about it or talk to their spouse, while others are 
eager to be examined so they can begin treatment immediately.

In the final analysis, almost all who come in for a consultation ultimately begin (and 
complete) the 20-session protocol. To ensure that there is no misunderstanding between 
the patient and our office about our fees and how the service will be coded and billed, we 
have the patient sign an acknowledgement of the agreement.

Use the Web to Promote Your Service

Most surprisingly, my office's spinal decompression Web site has been our best source of 
new disc patients, with very little cost. In regard to your spinal decompression Web Web 
site, it is important that it be professional, clean and easy to navigate. However, it is not 
enough to put a Web site up and expect visitors to find you. It is important to have 
keywords in the title section of all of your Web pages so the search engine crawlers can 
find your Web site. More importantly, I strongly recommend you sign up for both Google 
Adwords and Yahoo! Search Marketing, both of which are very inexpensive. Once you 
do, your ad or listing will appear whenever anyone from your city searches for the 
keywords you have posted.

If you have questions or want additional information on any issue related to spinal 
decompression coding, including office procedures and marketing, please contact me by 
e-mail. To review the ACA's official coding policy on spinal decompression therapy, visit 
www.marketdts.com/aca.doc.

Click here for more information about James Edwards, DC. 
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