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What is rheumatoid arthritis?

Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is an autoimmune disease that causes
chronic inflammation of the joints. Rheumatoid arthritis can also
cause inflammation of the tissue around the joints, as well as in
other organs in the body. Autoimmune diseases are illnesses that
occur when the body tissues are mistakenly attacked by its own
immune system. Because it can affect multiple organs of the body,
rheumatoid arthritis is referred to as a systemic illness and is
sometimes called rheumatoid disease. While rheumatoid arthritis is
a chronic illness, meaning it can last for years, patients may
experience long periods without symptoms. Typically, however,
rheumatoid arthritis is a progressive illness that has the potential

to cause joint destruction functional disability.

Who is at risk for rheumatoid arthritis?
Rheumatoid arthritis is a common rheumatic disease, is three times
more common in women as in men. It afflicts people of all races
equally. The disease can begin at any age, but it most often starts
after age 40 and before 60. In some families, multiple members can
be affected, suggesting a genetic basis for the disorder.

What is juvenile rheumatoid arthritis?

Juvenile rheumatoid arthritis (JRA) is arthritis that causes joint
inflammation and stiffness for more than six weeks in a child aged
16 or younger. Inflammation causes redness, swelling, warmth,
and soreness in the joints, although many children with JRA do not

complain of joint pain. Any joint can be affected, and inflammation
may limit the mobility of affected joints.

What is the difference between normal, healthy
joints and arthritic joints?

A joint is where two bones meet to allow movement of body parts.
Arthritis means joint inflammation. The joint inflammation of
rheumatoid arthritis causes swelling, pain, stiffness, and redness
in the joints. The inflammation of rheumatoid disease can also
occur in tissues around the joints, such as the tendons, ligaments,
and muscles. In some patients with rheumatoid arthritis, chronic
inflammation leads to the destruction of the cartilage, bone, and
ligaments, causing deformity of the joints. Damage to the joints
can occur early in the disease and progress as the individual ages.
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An example showing the differences between a normal, healthy joint, a
joint affected by osteoarthritis, and one affected by rheumatoid arthritis

What causes rheumatoid arthritis? s rheumatoid
arthritis?

The cause of rheumatoid arthritis is unknown. Even though
infectious agents such as viruses, bacteria, and fungi have long
been suspected, none has been proven as the cause. The cause of
rheumatoid arthritis is a very active area of worldwide research.
Some scientists believe that the tendency to develop rheumatoid
arthritis may be genetically inherited. It is suspected that certain
infections or factors in the environment might trigger the immune
system to attack the body's own tissues; resulting in inflammation in
various organs of the body such as the lungs or eyes. Environmental



factors also seem to play some role in causing rheumatoid arthritis.
Recently, scientists have reported that smoking tobacco increases
the risk of developing rheumatoid arthritis.

Remissions, relapse, and flare

The symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis come and go, depending on
the degree of tissue inflammation. When body tissues are inflamed,
the disease is active. When tissue inflammation subsides, the
disease is inactive (in remission). Remissions can occur
spontaneously or with treatment and can last weeks, months, or
years. During remissions, symptoms of the disease disappear and
patients generally feel well. When the disease becomes active again
(relapse), symptoms return. The return of disease activity and
symptoms is called a flare. The course of rheumatoid arthritis varies
from patient to patient, and periods of flares and remissions are

typical.

The symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis come and go, depending on

the degree of tissue inflammation

What are the symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis?
When the disease is active, symptoms can include fatigue, lack of
appetite, low-grade fever, muscle and joint aches, and stiffness.
Muscle and joint stiffness are usually most notable in the morning
and after periods of inactivity. Arthritis is common during disease

flares. Also during flares, joints frequently become red, swollen,

painful, and tender. This occurs because the lining tissue of the joint
(synovium) becomes inflamed, resulting in the production of

excessive joint fluid (synovial fluid). The synovium also thickens with

inflammation (synovitis).

Rheumatoid arthritis symptoms can include fatigue, lack of appetite, low-grade
fever, muscle and joint aches, and stiffness (Photo)

In rheumatoid arthritis, multiple joints are usually inflamed in a
symmetrical pattern (both sides of the body affected). The small
joints of both the hands and wrists are often involved. Simple tasks
of daily living, such as turning door knobs and opening jars can
become difficult during flares. The small joints of the feet are also
commonly involved. Chronic inflammation can cause damage to
body tissues, cartilage, and bone. This leads to a loss of cartilage
and erosion and weakness of the bones as well as the muscles,
resulting in joint deformity, destruction, and loss of function.

In rheumatoid arthritis, multiple joints are usually inflamed in a symmetrical pattern
(both sides of the body are affected



How is Rheumatoid arthritis Diagnosed?

Early diagnosis for RA is very important to start treatment by anti
rheumatic drugs which is called DMRDS (Disease Modifying Anti-
Rheumatic Drugs) as soon as the diagnosis is settled to stop
irreversible damage to the joints. There is no single test for RA but
consulting a rheumatologist is very important. The main symptoms of
rheumatoid arthritis are pain, stiffness, warmth and swelling of the
joints of hands, wrists, elbows, feet, ankles and knees affecting both
sides of the body at the same time for many weeks (More than six
weeks), morning stiffness of more than one hour depending on

extended immobilization during sleep.

How is Rheumatoid arthritis treated?

Early diagnosis is very important to relieve symptoms and control the
disease to lower the chance of joint destruction. Treatment usually
continues for long time or throughout life including medicines
(DMARDS) are used to achieve remission with regular monitoring of
disease activity at 1 to 3 months interval looking for decrease in
joints pain and swelling intensity by counting tender and swollen
joints, and the patient will be able to his work and able to walk long
distance. These drugs are slow acting and take weeks to act but their

action last long for long time.

Why is rest and exercise important?

A balance of rest and exercise is important in treating rheumatoid
arthritis. During flare-ups (worsening of joint inflammation), it is best
to rest the joints that are inflamed. When joint inflammation is
decreased, guided exercise programs are necessary to maintain
flexibility of the joints and to strengthen the muscles that surround
the joints. Range-of-motion exercises should be done regularly to
maintain joint mobility. Swimming is particularly helpful because it
allows exercise with minimal stress on the joints. Physical and
occupational therapists are trained to provide specific exercise

instructions and can offer splinting supports§

At home you can do these things to control disease:

e Rest when you are tired

e Protect your joints from any trauma
e Use splints, canes or walkers

e Exercise regularly

e Stay a healthy weight

e Be in contact with your doctor

Who is a rheumatologist?

A rheumatologist is a medical doctor who specializes in the
non-surgical treatment of rheumatic illnesses, especially arthritis.
Rheumatologists have special interests in unexplained rash, fever,
arthritis, anemia, weakness, weight loss, fatigue, joint or muscle
pain, autoimmune disease, and anorexia. They often serve as
consultants, acting like detectives for other doctors.
Rheumatologists have particular skills in the evaluation of the over
100 forms of arthritis.
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Normal Joint Osteoarthritis Rheumatoid Arthritis
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