
 
What is Arthritis? 
Arthritis is often referred to as a single disease. In fact, it is a term that refers to more 
than 100 medical conditions that affect the musculoskeletal system, specifically joints 
where two or more bones meet.  In some forms of arthritis tissues outside the joint 
are also affected.  
 
There are more than 3 million Australians living with arthritis. It is the leading cause 
of disability and chronic pain in Australia (The Bottom Line Report - Access Economics 2005). 
 
Three of the most common forms of arthritis are: 

1. Osteoarthritis  
Osteoarthritis happens when a joint between two bones becomes worn. In a 
healthy joint, the ends of the bones are covered by a smooth layer of 
cartilage. The cartilage stops the bones grating together and helps the joint 
move smoothly. The cartilage also cushions the bones. In osteoarthritis, the 
cartilage becomes damaged and can be the result of an injury or fracture, 
being overweight and/or hereditary factors.   

 
2. Rheumatoid Arthritis 

Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is a disease that causes inflammation of the joints, 
usually in the hands, feet and knees. It can also affect other organs in the 
body. RA is an auto-immune disease. That is a disease in which a person’s 
immune system attacks the tissues lining the joint. This causes inflammation 
and results in swelling, pain and stiffness of affected joints. Persistent 
inflammation damages the cartilage and bone and may result in joint 
deformity.  

 
3.  Gout  

Gout is caused when tiny crystals of uric acid form in the joints. This causes 
irritation and tissue inflammation. It normally affects the joint of the big toe first, 
but can proceed to the knees, ankles and hands. Attacks can occur very 
quickly and, if left untreated, may last for a week. Without correct management 
attacks can become more frequent and last longer. 

 
HOW DOES IT AFFECT YOU? 
Arthritis can affect different people in different ways but the most common symptoms 
are pain, swelling and stiffness in one or more joints, and fatigue. Most people get 
aches and pains in their muscles and joints from time to time and such pain is often 
short lived. However, pain in your joints and stiffness in or around the joints, which 
has no obvious cause, could be due to arthritis. 
 
Symptoms/signs of arthritis to look for include: 

 Aching or swelling around the joints 
 Pain in knees or hips when climbing stairs or walking 
 Early morning stiffness in the joints 
 Difficulty dressing e.g. tying shoelaces or doing buttons 
 Difficulty getting in and out of cars 
 Tiredness 
 Muscle weakness 
 Loss of motion or mobility 
 A general feeling of being unwell 
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 Weight loss 
 Mild fevers or night sweats and  
 Skin rashes  

These symptoms are not specific to arthritis, however, and can be caused by other 
illnesses. These symptoms are not present in all types of arthritis. 
 
DON’T DELAY, SEE YOUR DOCTOR if you have any of the above symptoms.  
 
How is it diagnosed? 
If you have any of the symptoms mentioned above, it is important to see your doctor. 
Early diagnosis will reduce pain, minimise deterioration in your condition and help 
you maintain mobility. Your doctor will check your medical history and do an 
examination. Other tests such as blood tests, x rays and scans may also be required. 
Your doctor may also refer you to a rheumatologist who is a specialist in this field of 
medicine. 
 
What you should remember for your first visit to your doctor 
It is important for your doctor to know 
▪ how long you have had the pain 
▪ which joints are affected 
▪ when you get pain and what seems to cause it 
▪ what makes the joint feel better or worse 
▪ whether anyone else in your family has had arthritis or joint pain 
 
Don’t forget to 
▪ Write down your questions before you see the doctor 
▪ Keep a record of your symptoms 
▪ Tell your doctor about other medicines and herbal remedies you use  
 
What is the treatment? 
There is no single cure for arthritis, however many forms of arthritis can be effectively 
controlled to give you a better quality of life. 
 
Because arthritis affects people differently the treatment decisions for your arthritis 
will be tailored accordingly. It is very important you develop a good partnership with 
your doctor and healthcare team. Members of the healthcare team may include your 
doctor, rheumatologist, orthopaedic surgeon, physiotherapist, occupational therapist, 
pharmacist, podiatrist (a person who cares for your feet), registered nurse, social 
worker, psychologist and nutritionist. Your family and friends can be of help, too. 
 
How can you help yourself? 
It is important you take an active role in understanding and treating your condition. 
The following check-list will help you begin the first steps in working towards living 
well with your arthritis. 
. 

 Take control by knowing your disease – find out what type you have and then 
discover the best ways to improve your condition 

 Don’t delay, see your doctor 
 Work with your healthcare team and be an important part of it 
 Know about your treatment options 
 Find new ways to stay active - regular exercise helps build and maintain 

healthy bones, muscles and joints. E.g. walking 



 
 Learn techniques to help manage your pain - talk to your doctor about 

managing your pain, this can include areas other than medicines - 
Physiotherapy (a therapy which can help with mobility and independence) 
and Hydrotherapy (warm water exercise) can help you.  

 Acknowledge your feelings and seek support 
 Make food choices that count - maintain a healthy balanced diet to keep 

within the healthy height to weight range 
 Balance your life – when you have arthritis, you need to find the right balance 

between work, activity and rest. Be flexible – if you are having a bad day, 
change your plans. Find new activities that you can do with your arthritis that 
will give you satisfaction. E.g. line dancing, gentle exercise/Tai Chi 

 Stress management and relaxation – Recognise when you are becoming 
stressed. Find activities that will relieve stress – learn relaxation techniques 
like meditation and yoga. Set aside sometime to relax e.g. a favourite place in 
the garden 

 
 
The content is not meant to replace a diagnosis from your doctor. It contains general 
information regarding Arthritis as a collective term for a group of diseases. 
 
For specific diagnosis and treatment you need to see your healthcare professional – 
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For all arthritis information: FREECALL1 800 011 041 
 

WEBSITE www.arthritisaustralia.com.au 
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