Common Joint Problems Education Series: Understanding Arthritis and Osteoarthritis


UNDERSTANDING ARTHRITIS AND OSTEOARTHRITIS
What is Arthritis?

Arthritis means inflammation of the joints. There are over 100 forms of arthritis and rheumatic diseases. These diseases may cause pain, swelling in the joints and stiffness.

What are the different forms of arthritis?

Some types of arthritis include Osteoarthritis (OA), Rheumatoid arthritis (RA), Fibromyalgia, Systemic lupus erythematosus, Scleroderma, Juvenile rheumatoid arthritis, Ankylosing spondylitis, Gout

What are the common symptoms of Arthritis?

• Joint swelling in one or more areas
• Early morning stiffness for more than a few minutes 
• Inability to move a joint normally or recurring pain or tenderness in a joint. 
• Redness or warmth in a joint which is obvious 
• Unexpected weight loss, fever or weakness combined with joint pain
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Who gets Arthritis?

Arthritis is usually perceived as a disease of old age, however, arthritis can occur from the age of 6 months. It is usually more common between the age of 15-65.

What are the factors that can lead to Arthritis?
Age. Arthritis is the leading cause of physical disability among adults 18 years of age and older, with OA being the most common form of arthritis in this age group. Your risk of developing arthritis depends on your age.  

Gender. In general, arthritis occurs more frequently in women than in men. Before age 45, OA occurs more frequently in men; after age 45, OA is more common in women. RA also occurs much more frequently in women than in men. About two to three times as many women as men have RA.


Obesity. Obesity increases the chances of getting OA, particularly for women. There is a clear link between obesity and the development of OA of the knee in women. Diet and exercise can help with weight control and minimize the stress on weight-bearing joints, such as your knees.

Work factors. Work-related repetitive injury and physical trauma contribute to the development of OA. If you have a strenuous job that requires repetitive bending, kneeling, or squatting, you are at high risk for OA of the knee.

Should People With Arthritis Exercise?

Yes. Studies have shown that exercise helps people with arthritis in many ways. Exercise reduces joint pain and stiffness and increases flexibility, muscle strength, cardiac fitness, and endurance. It also helps with weight reduction and contributes to an improved sense of well-being.

What Types of Exercise Are Most Suitable for Someone With Arthritis?

Three types of exercise are best for people with arthritis:

· Range-of-motion exercises (e.g., dance) help maintain normal joint movement and relieve stiffness. This type of exercise helps maintain or increase flexibility.

· Strengthening exercises (e.g., weight training) help keep or increase muscle strength. Strong muscles help support and protect joints affected by arthritis.

· Aerobic or endurance exercises (e.g., bicycle riding) improve cardiovascular fitness, help control weight, and improve overall function. Weight control can be important to people who have arthritis because extra weight puts extra pressure on many joints. Some studies show that aerobic exercise can reduce inflammation in some joints.

How Much Exercise Is Too Much?

Most experts agree that if exercise causes pain that lasts for more than 1 hour, it is too strenuous. People with arthritis should work with their physical therapist or doctor to adjust their exercise program when they notice any of the following signs of strenuous exercise:
· Unusual or persistent fatigue
· Increased weakness
· Decreased range of motion

· Increased joint swelling

· Continuing pain (pain that lasts more than 1 hour after exercising)

“Let’s now look at the most common form of arthritis in Singapore, Osteoarthritis”
OSTEOARTHRITIS
What is Osteoarthritis?
Osteoarthritis (OA) is also known as "degenerative joint disease". It is thought to be mainly a problem of "wear and tear" and hence affects the elderly more than the young. When it occurs in the younger age groups, it is usually associated with injury or previous damage to the joint. Certain occupations may also make a person more prone to osteoarthritis in certain joints. 
Types of Osteoarthritis
Almost any joint can be involved in osteoarthritis. However the pattern of joint involvement, X-ray changes and the absence of certain features on blood tests can help to distinguish it from other forms of arthritis. 

The small joints of the hands are commonly involved in "generalised osteoarthritis". This form of OA tends to occur in females, can run in families and there is no underlying cause. OA of the hands rarely causes severe symptoms and the function of the hand remains good for many years.

The spine is also commonly involved in OA. When this is severe, the surrounding nerve roots may be pinched and cause tingling, numbness or weakness. Other names for spinal OA are "cervical spondylosis" when the neck is involved and "lumbar spondylosis" when the lower back is involved.

Large joints can also be affected, especially the hip and the knee. Other joints include the ankle, the shoulder and the elbow. When only one joint is involved, it is likely to be "secondary OA" where there is an underlying cause such as previous trauma.

What are the Symptoms?
Joint pains tend to occur after prolonged use. As such, symptoms are usually worse towards the evening. This is in contrast to inflammatory forms of arthritis where symptoms are generally worse in the early morning.

There may also be periods where the joint can become red, warm and swollen. Arthritis due to deposition of crystals in the joint can mimic osteoarthritis.

What are the treatments?.
Weight Control
This is especially important for the large weight bearing joints such as the hip and the knee. There is no need for specific dietary adjustments except for a weight reducing diet in those who are overweight.

Physiotherapy and Exercise
Physiotherapy is important to maintain strength in the surrounding muscles. The affected joint 
will then be subjected to less stress and strain. Walking aids are also prescribed for this purpose. In general, swimming is an exercise that is beneficial to almost any form of arthritis. Some sports which place severe demands on the joints may not be suitable but the patient should aim to keep as fit as possible. This includes stopping cigarette smoking.

Appropriate Footwear
Shoes should be comfortable and of a good fit. They should provide good support and even weight distribution. High heels are generally not helpful. Sports shoes usually fulfill most requirements of a good shoe.

Medications
Most medications are prescribed for control of symptoms only. Simple painkillers can be very helpful unless the joint is inflamed. When this happens, non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs or injection of steroids into the joint can provide relief. Some of these medications are associated with side effects such as gastrointestinal irritation.
Natural Options
Certain natural or herbal supplements have been shown to help control the symptoms of arthritis. Natural herbs such as ArthridTM have been studied in human clinical studies to show a benefit in patients having arthritis. ArthridTM is a herbal preparation containing two ingredients. In a 2003 study conducted in 30 patients, the active ingredient in ArthridTM was shown to produce significant pain relief, reduction in swelling and improvement of joint stiffness and movement in patients with OA. Some studies also show that ArthridTM may have a protective effect on the bone cartilage when compared to non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs.
Joint Replacement
In advanced stages, replacement of a severely damaged joint can produce very good results especially for the hip.

Conclusion
Osteoarthritis is a common condition. Much can be done for patients to enable them to live as normal a life as possible. For further information consult your doctor or healthcare professional.
Excerpts of this article have been taken from the following sources. For further information refer to: National Arthritis Foundation website, www.arthritis.org.sg; National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases (NIAMS), USA website www.niams.nih.gov
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