
According to the Arthritis Foundation, an 
estimated 54 million American adults 
have doctor–diagnosed arthritis.1 There 
are many ways to manage arthritis pain, 
including healthy lifestyle changes, 
medications and surgeries.

What is arthritis?
Arthritis is a condition marked by pain, stiffness,  
inflammation and swelling in the joints. Symptoms can 
be mild, moderate or severe. They may stay the same  
for years or get worse over time. It is not a single disease; 
there are more than 100 different types of arthritis and related conditions.2

Osteoarthritis is the most common type of arthritis, especially in older adults. It occurs when 
cartilage (a strong but flexible tissue that acts as a cushion between bones) wears away. When 
the cartilage wears away, bone rubs against bone, causing inflammation. The main symptoms 
of osteoarthritis are joint pain and stiffness. It may also cause swelling and loss of motion of 
the joint. As it progresses, the joints can lose their normal shape. Also, small deposits of bone 
called bone spurs may begin to grow on the edges of the joint.3

Rheumatoid arthritis is an autoimmune condition in which the immune system attacks the 
tissues of the joints. Its cause isn’t clear, but experts believe a combination of genetics and 
environmental factors may trigger autoimmunity.2 Unlike osteoarthritis, it usually begins at a 
younger age, has additional symptoms and is symmetrical.3

What causes osteoarthritis? Who’s at risk for osteoporosis?

Osteoarthritis usually happens gradually over time. 
Several things can increase one’s risk of developing 
it, including:3

•  Getting older
•  Gender
•  Family history
•  Being overweight
•   Stress from work or sports
•  Joint injury

Certain factors have been associated with an 
increased risk of osteoporosis.4,5 Place a check 
mark by each risk factor that applies to you.

Other warning signs include:
•   Stiffness in a joint after getting out of bed or 

sitting for a long time
•  Swelling in one or more joints
•   Cracking or creaking feeling, or a sound of bone 

on bone

Arthritis: Find relief 
from joint pain
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Treating arthritis
There are many options for treating arthritis. Some—like medications or surgeries—involve 
working with your doctor, but others are things you can do on your own such as exercising, 
eating an inflammation-fighting diet and watching your weight.

Note: Treatment options vary and not every treatment is right for every person. Talk to your 
doctor to determine which treatment is best for you.

 Arthritis medications
There are many types of medications that a doctor may recommend for reducing pain 
and inflammation. Learn about some of the options in the table below.4

Type of medicine Examples How it works

Analgesics Acetaminophen and mild narcotic 
painkillers like oxycodone, 
hydrocodone, methadone, 
tramadol and morphine

Relieves pain by blocking pain signals 
in the central nervous system

Corticosteroids Hydrocortisone and prednisone Reduces inflammation by imitating 
the effects of cortisol, a hormone that 
impacts chemicals and cells involved 
in the body’s immune response

Nonsteroidal  
anti-inflammatory 
drugs (NSAIDs)

Aspirin, ibuprofen, naproxen 
sodium and COX-2 inhibitors

Decreases inflammation by 
preventing enzymes called 
cyclooxygenase (COX) 1 and 2 from 
producing prostaglandins, which is 
one of the body’s biggest contributors 
of inflammation and pain

To learn more about these medications and others, go to www.arthritis.org/drugguide. 
Your doctor may also recommend a topical pain reliever.3 These may work in a variety 
of ways:
•  Stimulate the nerve endings to divert the brain’s attention from joint pain
•   Lessen the amount of a neurotransmitter responsible for sending pain messages to 

the brain
•  Block prostaglandins (chemicals that cause pain and inflammation)
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 Exercise
Physical activity is one of the best treatment options for arthritis. The Arthritis Foundation 
considers it the most effective non-drug treatment for decreasing pain in people 
with osteoarthritis.5

Exercise can benefit the body and the mind by:
•  Boosting mood and giving you a positive outlook
•  Decreasing pain and inflammation
•  Improving flexibility and range of motion
•  Helping lower or maintain body weight to reduce stress on joints

There isn’t just one type that’s best; many types of exercise offer benefits.
•   Flexibility (or range-of-motion exercises) includes gentle stretching and exercises that 

move joints through their full range of motion. These activities can help maintain and 
increase joint flexibility.

•   Aerobic activities are those that strengthen the cardiovascular system. They may 
also improve endurance and build stamina, and they’re good for helping control body 
weight. Examples include walking, bicycling and swimming.

•   Strengthening activities help improve muscular strength and endurance. When the 
muscles around a joint are strong, it may help provide the joint with better support.

Ask your doctor how much is right for you, and whether or not there are any special 
guidelines you should follow.

 Watch your weight
Carrying around extra weight puts more pressure on the joints and may lead to 
more pain and stiffness, and extra body fat has been associated with an increase 
in inflammation.6

The key to controlling body weight is to find a balance between the amount of calories 
you consume and the amount of calories you burn. Slow weight loss—about one to two 
pounds per week—is better for keeping the weight off long term.

 Eat inflammation-fighting foods
Some foods may help control inflammation; others may worsen the pain. The 
Mediterranean diet focuses on many foods that may help ease inflammation.7

•   Fish. Fatty, cold-water fish like salmon, tuna, sardines, herring and scallops are rich 
in omega-3 fatty acids, which may help reduce inflammation. Aim for three to four 
ounces of fish  twice per week.

•   Fruits and vegetables. These are loaded with antioxidants to protect the body’s 
cells from harmful free radicals. Focus on anthocyanin-rich cherries, strawberries, 
blueberries and blackberries, as well as vitamin C-rich citrus fruits. Choose vegetables 
like broccoli, kale, Brussels sprouts, cabbage and cauliflower to reduce inflammation. 
Aim for nine or more servings of fruits and vegetables per day.

•   Olive oil. This is rich in oleocanthal, a compound with properties similar to anti-
inflammatory drugs. Try to get two to three tablespoons per day.

•   Nuts and seeds. These are rich in inflammation-fighting monounsaturated fats. Some 
varieties have omega-3 fatty acids, magnesium and vitamin E, which can all help 
keep inflammation under control. These benefits can come from only about one ounce 
per day.
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•   Whole grains. Fiber-rich whole grains can help you maintain a healthy weight and 
may help reduce inflammation. At least half of the grains you eat each day should be 
whole grains. 

 Additional tips for managing arthritis
Alternative therapies may also help relieve pain on a short- or long-term basis.8

•   Use heat and cold. Heat helps relax aching muscles, and ice helps numb the area to 
relieve pain and reduces swelling and inflammation. Don’t use either treatment for 
longer than 20 minutes at a time.

•   Pace your activities. Switch between periods of activity and periods of rest to give 
your joints a break from repetitive movements.

•   Massage. This may help increase blood flow and warmth to a strained area, but be 
sure to choose a therapist who is familiar with arthritis.

•   Meditation. This may help reduce stress and relax tense muscles, as well as reduce 
the brain’s response to pain.

•   Acupuncture. When a licensed therapist inserts fine needles at specific points on the 
skin, it may help encourage the release of pain-relieving chemicals.

•   Transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation (TENS). This involves being hooked up to 
a device that sends electrical pulses to the nerve endings to help block pain messages 
to the brain.

•   Grab some gadgets. Use gadgets like a cane, splint, orthotic shoes, walker, jar openers 
or a steering wheel grip to make daily activities easier.

•   Stay positive. The pain of arthritis can make everyday life a daily battle. Staying 
positive by practicing self-care, getting support and learning how to work through the 
pain of arthritis can help you feel in control of your life, which is much more useful 
than feeling helpless.

 Joint surgery
If joint pain is severe and all other treatment options have been exhausted, your doctor 
may recommend joint surgery.3

•   Arthroscopy involves removing any floating pieces of bone, cartilage or other debris 
from the joint.

•   An osteotomy involves shifting or repositioning the bones. Bone may be removed 
or added near a damaged joint to improve alignment and stability and to help shift 
weight from a damaged area to an undamaged area.

•   Joint resurfacing is a procedure to smooth out, or resurface, bones by replacing 
damaged surfaces with implants.

•   Joint replacement involves replacing a worn-out joint with a man-made prosthesis. 
Joint replacements may be partial or total.

The decision to treat arthritis with surgery is dependent on many factors, including 
your age, the intensity of your pain and how much your arthritis interferes with your 
lifestyle. Keep in mind that surgery of any kind carries risks, and the recovery process 
can be difficult.
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a 
healthcare professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor 
before beginning an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.
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