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INTRODUCTION
Recent advances in biotechnology, focusing on spinal decompression, have evolved
into effective non-surgical treatment for herniated and degenerative spinal disc disease –
major causes of spinal pain. Injured discs can be treated by non-surgically decompressing the
affected spinal segment, which significantly reduces intradiscal pressures, thereby permitting
healing and recovery (1). The purpose of this study was to investigate the clinical outcomes
of spinal decompression therapy for patients suffering from low back pain caused by
herniated and degenerative disc disease.
The most prevalent cause of low back pain and disc disruption is an alteration of
normal kinetic function. As a person utilizes various ranges of motion, spinal discs deform as
a result of pressure changes within the disc. As a result of disc deformation, nuclear
migration and elongation of annular fibers occurs. The intervertebral disc is a mechanical
structure, which acts in a purely mechanical manner, consists of sheets of fibers forming a
fibrocartilagenous structure, creating a strong supporting outer wall and an inner
mucopolysaccharide gel nucleus. The outer wall and gel act hydrodynamically because of
intrinsic pressure, to create a fluid enveloped within a semi rigid container (2).
Over the years, Nachemson (3) has conducted extensive research on the intradiscal
pressure changes that accompany common daily activities. Change in intradiscal pressure are
vital to maintaining homeostasis, both in and around the spinal disc. Discogenic injury is
usually complicated by physical displacement, tissue edema, and muscle spasm, which
combine to raise intradiscal pressures and restrict fluid migration (4). Based on this research,
an abundance of ergonomic devices and exercise programs have been designed for prevention
and treatment of lower back injury.
Subjects
Over 500 potential patients were screened for the following inclusion criteria: (1) pain
due to herniated and bulging lumbar discs that is more than four weeks old, (2) recurrent pain
from a failed back surgery that is more than six months old, (3) persistent pain from
degenerated discs not responding to four weeks of conservative therapy, (4) patients available
for four weeks of treatment protocol, and (5) patients at least eighteen years of age.
The symptomatology of selected patients included both low back pain and radiating
neuritis into the lower extremities. MRI documentation obtained six months or less from the
initiating event was required. Only patients diagnosed with herniated and degenerative discs
with at least a four-week onset were eligible. Thirty-seven (37) patients claimed their current
injury was their first experience with low back and leg pain. Excluded were patients with
prior surgical procedures, those with only disc degeneration documented by MRI, and patients
exhibiting no radiation of pain. All patients selected had been continuously undergoing
various therapies without resolution. Seventy-three (73) patients had previously experienced
one to three epidural injections, prior to this episode of back pain. Twenty-two (22) of those
patients had epidurals for their current condition. Use of pain medication to avoid surgery
was common, as expected.
For the purpose of this study, a revised Oswestry questionnaire was utilized in
attempts to quantify information related to measurement of functional status. Ten categories
of questions, about everyday activities, were asked prior to the first session. Thirty days
following the last treatment, the patient underwent a final consultation wherein the
investigator re-examined the symptom status and documented answers according to a point
value system. The investigator had no prior knowledge of the patient’s prior responses. The

numerical point value was assigned only to compare before and after levels of perceived
disability and was not intended to determine degrees of disability.
MRI documentation was used to confirm diagnosis and specific disc level of injury.
Objective categorization was used to regulate the findings of physical examination. Each
category was determined as either grossly present or not present. The same investigator
would determine if reflexes were sluggish, normal, or absent. Straight leg raise that caused
radiating pain into the lower back and leg was categorized as positive, but if pain remained
isolated in the lower back it was considered negative. The investigator determined if an
abnormal gait and kyphosis were present due to discopathy. Lumbar range of motion was
measured with a goniometer. Limitations ranging from normal to over 15 degrees in flexion
and over 10 degrees in rotation and extension were positive findings. The investigator used
pin prick and soft touch to determine the presence of gross sensory deficit in the lower
extremities. Patient findings were consistently recorded during each stage of treatment.
Procedure
The patient protocol (Appendix A) provided for twenty (20) treatments of spinal
decompression over a six-week course of therapy. Each session consisted of a forty-five
minute treatment on the DRX9000 equipment, which creates decompression in the disc space.
The treatment was followed by fifteen minutes of ice and interferential frequency therapy in
attempts to consolidate the lumbar paravertebral muscles. Patients reported some increased
soreness directly from treatment, which was immediately relieved with the use of these
modalities. The patient regimen included two weeks of daily spinal decompression treatment,
followed by three sessions per week for two weeks, concluding with two sessions per week
for the remaining two weeks of therapy. The formula for determining the proper amount of
pressure applied was 10 lbs less than half the patient’s body weight on the first day of
treatment, half the patient’s body weight on the second day of treatment, and finally 10 lbs
above half the patient’s body weight thru the duration of their sessions. The angle of
treatment was set according to manufacturer’s protocol.
During the initial two weeks of treatment, the patients were instructed to wear lumbar
support belts, limit activities, and were placed on light duty at work. In addition, they were
prescribed Naprosyn 375 mg, to be taken one hour before therapy and at bedtime during the
first two weeks of treatment. After the second week of treatment, medication was decreased
and moderate activity was permitted. Patients who had improved by 50% were instructed on
various lumbar stretching exercises to be performed in conjunction with treatment.
A typical session would begin with the patient being fitted with a customized lower
and upper harness to fit their specific body frame. The patient would step onto a platform
located at the base of the DRX9000, which simultaneously calculated body weight and
determined proper treatment pressure. The patient was then lowered into the supine position,
where the investigator would align the split of table with the top of patient’s iliac crest. A
pneumatic air pump was used to automatically increase lordosis of the lumbar spine for
patient comfort. The patient’s chest harness was attached and tightened to the table. An
automatic shoulder support system tightened and affixed the patient’s upper body. A knee
pillow was placed to maintain slight flexion of the knees. Using the previously calculated
treatment pressures, spinal decompression was then applied. After treatment, the patient
received interferential frequency (80-120Hz) therapy and cold packs to consolidate
paravertebral muscles.

Biotechnology
The equipment used in this study was the DRX9000, which represents significant
innovations in the biotechnology and is FDA approval for use in the performance of patient
spinal decompression. The DRX9000 was designed to lower intradiscal pressures in a
controlled manner for a sustained period of time.
Parameters of treatment are determined according to patient the weight, extent and
nature of disc herniation, disability of the patient, age, and pain intensity. After proper
placement of the patient on the treatment table in the supine position, the physician assures
that the split of the table is placed at the top of the patient’s iliac crest so as to achieve
separation of the lumbar joint. By using a specially designed chest harness and shoulder
support system, the upper body is then fixed to the treatment table. Utilizing a pneumatic air
pump, positioned below the lordotic curve of the lumbar spine, a fulcrum to the angle of
distraction is then created.
(schematic drawing of the DRX9000)

After identifying a specific lumbar disc correlated with MRI findings, specific
angulation is provided automatically by the DRX9000 so that the physician can maximize the
decompression effect on individual lumbar motor units, levels L1-L5. Precisely controlled
distractive forces are then applied minimizing any traumatic effect on injured paraspinal
ligaments and muscles, allowing intradiscal pressure to decrease significantly. The DRX9000
utilizes advanced Servomotor technology to apply these forces precisely on a logarithmic
curve, thereby avoiding proprioceptor responses which may create muscle spasm.
Through use of the DRX9000’s software programming, the treating physician has the
ability to make specific adjustments in various degrees of applied distraction pressure.
The resultant applied negative pressure allows diffusion of fluids and nutrients into the disc
space that otherwise are blocked by increased intradiscal pressure.

DATA ANALYSIS
Data was collected from 219 patients treated during this clinical study. Study
demographics consisted of 79 female and 140 male patients. The patients treated ranged from
24 to 74 years of age. Fourteen (14) patients dropped out of treatment, due to various causes
ranging from scheduling conflicts to discomfort. Their results were not included in the
computation of data. Only patients who were diagnosed by MRI with herniated disc and
degenerative disc and received
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The data was divided in six groups:
1. The first group contained 67 cases which included all patients with a single lateral
herniation.
2. The second group contained 22 cases which included all patients with a single central
herniation.
3. The third group contained 24 cases which included all patients with a single herniation
with disc degeneration.
4. The fourth group contained 17 cases which included all patients with multiple
herniations (two or more) with disc degeneration.
5. The fifth group contained 57 cases which included all patients with multiple
herniations (two or more) without disc degeneration.
6. The sixth group contained 32 cases which included all patients with a single lateral
herniation with disc degeneration.

RESULTS
Treatment was successful in 86% of the 219 patients included in this study. Treatment
success was defined by a reduction in pain to [0] or [1] on the pain scale. The perception of
pain was none [0] to occasional [1] without any further need for medication or treatment in
188 patients. These patients reported complete resolution of pain, lumbar range of motion
was normalized, and there was recovery of any sensory or motor loss. The remaining 34
patients reported significant pain and disability, despite some improvement in their overall
pain and disability score.
In this study, only patients diagnosed with herniated and degenerative discs with at
least a four-week onset were eligible. Each patient’s diagnosis was confirmed by MRI
findings. All selected patients reported [3] to [5] on the pain scale with radiating neuritis into
the lower extremities. By the second week of treatment, 77% of patients had a greater than
50% resolution of low back pain. Subsequent orthopedic examinations demonstrated that an
increase in spinal range of motion directly correlated with an improvement in straight leg
raises and reflex response. Table 2 shows a summary of the findings obtained during this
study by category and total results. At the thirty-day follow up, only five patients were found
to have relapsed from the initial treatment program.

Table 2
Decompression Therapy
Study Group Categorized by MRI Findings
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DISCUSSION
The aim of this study was to explore whether there was a positive clinical outcome for
the treatment of herniated and degenerative disc disease using improved biotechnological
non-surgical spinal decompression. The findings demonstrate that 86% of patients reported
complete resolution of pain, lumbar range of motion was normalized, and there was recovery
of pre-treatment sensory or motor loss. Spinal decompression therapy has been described in
both the Journal of Neurosurgery (5) and the textbook Pain Management: A Practical Guide
for Clinicians (6). Spinal decompression is distinguishable from conventional spinal traction.
After reviewing the literature, one of the most significant differentiations between these two
modalities, was that traditional traction has proven to be less effective and biomechanically
inadequate to produce optimal therapeutic results (5,6,7,8). In fact, one study by Mangion (7)
concluded that any benefit derived from continuous traction devices was due to enforced
immobilization rather than actual traction. In another study, Weber (8) compared patients
treated with traction to a control group that had simulated traction and demonstrated no
significant differences. Research confirms that traditional traction does not produce spinal
decompression.
Instead, decompression, that is, unloading due to distraction and positioning of the
intervertebral discs and facet joints of the lumbar spine, has been proven an effective
treatment for herniated and degenerative disc disease, by producing and sustaining negative
intradiscal pressure in the disc space. Matthews (9) used epidurography to study patients
thought to have lumbar disc protrusion. With applied forces of 120lb x 20 minutes, Matthews
was able to demonstrate that the contrast material was drawn into the disc spaces by osmotic
changes. Goldfish (10) speculates that the degenerated disc may benefit by lowering
intradiscal pressure, affecting the nutritional state of the nucleus pulposus. Ramos and Martin
(5) showed by precisely directed distraction forces, intradiscal pressure could dramatically
drop into a negative range. A study by Onel (11) reported the positive effects of distraction
on the disc with contour changes by CT scan. High intradiscal pressures associated with both
herniated and degenerated discs interfere with the restoration of homeostasis and repair of
injured tissue.

SUMMARY
In conclusion, non-surgical spinal decompression provides a method for physicians to
properly apply and direct the decompressive force necessary to effectively treat discogenic
disease. Utilizing the biotechnological advances of the DRX9000, spinal decompression was
found to relieve symptoms and restore mechanical function to 86% of patients previously
thought to be surgical candidates. Our results indicate that in treating 219 patients with MRI
documented disc herniation and degenerative disc diseases, treatment was successful as
defined by (1) pain reduction, (2) reduction in use of pain medications, (3) normalization of
range of motion, and (4) recovery of sensory or motor loss. Biotechnological advances of
spinal decompression indeed reveal promising results for the future of effective management
of patients with disc herniation and degenerative disc diseases.
* Dr. Gionis serves as Chairman, American Board of Healthcare Law and Medicine
(Chicago), and is a Diplomate Professor of Surgery, American Academy of Neurological and
Orthopaedic Surgeons; Fellow, International College of Surgeons; and Fellow, Royal College
of Surgeons. Dr. Gionis received his M.D. degree from the Medical University of South
Carolina (1975), M.B.A. from Pepperdine University Graduate School of Business (1995),
M.H.A. from the Seton Hall University, Center for Public Service (2001), and J.D. from the
John Marshall Law School, Chicago, Illinois (2001).
References:
1. Eyerman E. MRI Evidence of Mechanical Reduction and Repair of the Torn
Annulus Disc. International Society of Neuroradiologists, Orlando. Oct. 1998.
2. McDevitt C. Proteoglycans of the intervertebral disc. In: Gosh, P, eds. The Biology
of the Intervertebral Disc. Boca Raton: CRC Press, 1988: 151-170.
3. Nachemson A. Measurement of intradiscal pressure. Acta Orthop Scand 1960;
(Suppl 43):1.
4. Cyriax JH. Textbook of Orthopaedic Medicine: Diagnosis of soft tissue lesions. 8th
ed. London: Balliere Tindall: 1982.
5. Ramos G, Martin W. Effects of vertebral axial decompression on intradiscal
pressure. J Neurosurgery 1994; 81: 350-353.
6. Shealy CN, Leroy P. New concepts in back pain management: Decompression,
reduction, and stabilization. In: Weiner, R, eds. Pain Management: A Practical
Guide for Clinicians. Boca Raton: St. Lucie Press, 1998: 239-257.
7. Pal B, Mangion P, Hossain MA, et al. A controlled trial of continuous lumbar
traction in back pain and sciatica. Br J Rheumatol 1986; 25:181-183.
8. Weber H. Traction therapy in sciatica due to disc prolapse. J Oslo City Hosp 1973;
23(10):167-176.
9. Matthews J. The effects of spinal traction. Physiotherapy 1972; 58: 64-66.
10. Goldfish G. Lumbar traction in interdisciplinary rehabilitation of low back pain.
CD Tollison and M Kriegel, eds. Baltimore: Williams and Williams, 1989.
11. Onel D, Tuzlaci M, Sari H, Demir K. Computed tomographic investigation of the
effect of traction on lumbar disc herniations. Spine 1989; 14(1): 82-90.

