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Preface

Because so many people suffer from arthritis, and so many others know a sufferer personally, this is a condition which many are tempted to treat as trivial. In fact though, arthritis in its many different forms can cause devastation to the lives of those who suffer from it, as well as to those of their families.

Although the term ‘arthritis’ tends to suggest a single disease, in fact it incorporates a range of more than 100 separate conditions, some of which have certain similarities, and others of which are quite distinct. In this book, I take a look at some of the more and less common forms of the disease, but because the book is aimed at sufferers and their families, you will not find any complex medical explanations, just easy-to-understand descriptions of the conditions themselves, along with their causes and symptoms, information on how they are diagnosed and the treatment options which are available.

This book, however, is not just aimed at providing straightforward medical information, because arthritis is not a condition which touches solely on the physical existence of the sufferer. Like many chronic pain conditions, it frequently affects people at an emotional and psychological level too, impacting on every area of their lives, including their relationships and their work and home lives. It raises challenges and frustrations from every side and can leave those who are caught in its grip feeling helpless and isolated. Being diagnosed with arthritis can literally stir up feelings of grief for a life lost or altered beyond recognition. These are all issues that I have seen time and time again in the many, many patients that I have treated over the years, and yet they are ones which are all too often ignored.

Sadly, the treatment that many people receive for arthritis is what can only be described as one-dimensional. It focuses on traditional pharmaceutical medications which are aimed at tackling pain and other symptoms. Arthritis though, is not a simple disease. It is a highly complex condition which affects sufferers on many different levels and requires a much more sophisticated and multidisciplinary approach.

The fact is that much of the misery of arthritis can be avoided, but all too often those who are diagnosed with the condition are not shown how. No matter whether you or someone close to you has been recently diagnosed with the disease, or whether it has been part of your life for many years, it is my sincere hope that within the pages of this book you will find new hope and the way forward into a happier, more pain-free and more successful life.

Dr Christopher Jenner MB BS, FCRA

London Pain Clinic


Part One

Understanding Arthritis
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What Is Arthritis?

The word ‘arthritis’ literally means inflammation of the joints, but rather than referring to a single disease, the term actually covers more than 100 medical conditions which, in different ways and for different reasons, cause pain, stiffness and loss of movement. What all of these conditions have in common, however, is that they affect the musculoskeletal system, and the joints of the body specifically. Another mutual and unfortunate similarity is that none of these conditions are currently curable and most have the propensity to cause immense suffering and impairment to the quality of lives of those who experience their effects.

Arthritis is commonly thought of as a condition which affects only older members of society, and indeed some forms of the condition are not only more prevalent in those over the age of 55, but are responsible for more cases of disability in this age group in developed countries than any other single disease or illness. Other forms of arthritis, however, can develop during the various stages of life and some as early as infancy. As the disease takes hold, the weakness, swelling and instability of the joints which are fairly typical of many forms of the condition can make carrying out even the most basic activities difficult or even impossible, and in some cases can even produce visible deformities which only add to the sufferer’s distress.

There are almost 200 separate joints in the human body and arthritis can potentially affect any of these. In many cases, those who suffer from an arthritis-related condition find that more than one joint is affected, with knees, wrists, elbows, hands and hips being some of the most commonly affected areas. The joints of the spine too can fall prey to arthritis and in many cases the disease can become progressively worse and spread from one area of the body to another. Both the severity of the condition and the particular joints affected will do much to determine the extent of pain symptoms, as well as the potential for mobility to become restricted.

Although arthritis is principally a disease which affects muscle and bone, some forms of the condition have much more widespread effects and can, in fact, impact on the entire body. These systemic forms can, for example, cause damage to the body’s primary organs such as the heart, lungs, kidneys and even the skin, as well as impairing other bodily systems and functions. Osteoarthritis, which is the most common type of arthritis, however, is restricted to the joints, while the much more serious but widespread rheumatoid arthritis affects the joints, tendons and tissues of the body.

As I have suggested, different forms of arthritis attack the body in different ways. Certain types of the condition, for example, are caused by wear and tear and so typically affect those in the older age groups, whereas others are autoimmune diseases, are caused by infections or viruses, or develop as the result of an excess or depletion of certain substances in the body. Accidents and injuries can also be responsible for certain types of the disease, although it can sometimes be many years before the arthritis becomes apparent.

The different types of arthritis are not equally well understood, and in most cases medical science has yet to discover a definitive cause. There do, however, appear to be certain factors which make certain individuals more susceptible to one form or another of the condition and I will look at these in more detail when I consider age and gender issues in Chapter 2, as well as in Chapter 5 which deals specifically with the potential causes of the disease. Suffice to say for the moment, however, that alongside age and gender, hereditary factors, previous injuries to the joints and obesity all appear to play a part in the onset of the disease in some cases, and that certain other illnesses seem to act as a precursor to certain types of arthritis.

Like many other chronic illnesses and diseases, arthritis is one whose effects are not just felt at a physical level. Pain is an emotional as well as a sensory experience and living with chronic pain, not to mention the sometimes severe restrictions to mobility which many chronic pain conditions also inflict, can have a significant impact on emotional and psychological well-being too. Although there are clear links between these effects, even today some of those in the medical profession fail to take account of them fully and, in treating only physical symptoms, effectively contribute to the patient’s suffering as the effects of emotional and psychological distress begin to aggravate physical symptoms and set up a vicious cycle.

As I mentioned in the Preface though, much of the misery which is typically associated with arthritis is, in fact, avoidable, and it is my aim in this book to demonstrate why this is the case and just how sufferers can turn their lives around and experience a much improved quality of life. Education, of course, is at the very foundation of changing things for the better and, in reading what is to follow, you are taking the first vital step forward.

As you will discover as you read on, this book has not been written with the medical expert in mind, but is aimed at those who suffer from arthritis and those whose partners, family members or friends are afflicted with the disease and who wish to learn more about their conditions. As such, you will not be presented with any confusing or unnecessary medical terminology, just straightforward and easily understandable explanations. In fact, although the book does cover all the essentials in terms of the medical side of the condition, it quite deliberately avoids focussing too heavily on this aspect, but rather concentrates on the more ‘human’ considerations, such as how arthritis can affect the lives of sufferers and those around them and the practical steps that can be taken to minimise those effects.

Having said all of this, however, because arthritis is a disease which affects the joints, it is helpful to understand a little about the make-up of the joints and how they work so that the different forms of the disease make more sense and so that the effects of factors such as stress, exercise and diet can all be better appreciated. To this end, I will begin by offering a brief and simple explanation of the working of the joints, before moving on in the remainder of this chapter to provide an overview of both the effects of arthritis and the prognosis for those who suffer from the condition. You will find much more detailed information relating to each of the latter in Chapter 3 where I consider the main types of the disease.

How Joints Work

The joints in the human body are essentially where two bones meet and connect with one another. The knee joint, for example, is the point of connection of the thigh bone (the femur) and the shin bone (the tibia). Without joints, clearly we would not be able to bend and flex different parts of our bodies and in fact, in order for us to be able to do so efficiently and without causing ourselves any damage, the human anatomy is designed in such a way that we have different types of joints which move in different ways and which allow different degrees and angles of extension. You have probably heard of, for example, ball and socket joints and hinge joints, which are just some of the types to be found in our bodies.

Joints are made up of various components which are all designed to connect the bones and hold them in place, to protect the bones, to allow the joint to move as it should and to join one component to another. In the most common types of joints, known as synovial joints, the ends of the two bones and some of the other components which make the joints work are contained within a fibrous sac called a joint capsule or synovial sac. You can see what the cross-section of a healthy joint looks like in Figure 1.1.
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Figure 1.1 Cross-section of a healthy joint

The main components of the joint and what they do are as follows.

■   Cartilage – cartilage, or articular cartilage, is a tough material which covers the surface of the ends of the bones where they meet. It acts as a cushion to protect the bones and lets the joint work smoothly, but if it is worn away or otherwise caused to degenerate, then the bones can rub directly and painfully against one another.

■   Ligaments – ligaments are quite short fibrous cords, a bit like elastic bands, which are typically found around the joints and inside the joint capsule. They are attached to each of the bones and they not only hold these together and keep the joint stable, but they also hold the bones in the proper alignment.

■   Synovial sac – the synovial sac basically encompasses the joint. Within the synovial sac or membrane, the joint cavity is filled with synovial fluid which protects and lubricates the joint as well as providing nourishment to the cartilage.

■   Muscles – muscles sit outside the synovial sac but lie close to the joints. They are elastic tissues which have the ability to become shorter and longer, so allowing the joint to move.

■   Tendons – tendons are another type of fibrous cord, but unlike the shorter ligaments which attach bone to bone, these longer cords attach bone to muscle. Tendons have no elasticity like muscles, which is why you hear of tendons ‘snapping’, but instead they move with the muscle.

■   Bursa – although the bursa is not actually part of the joint itself, it does sit close by, in between the bone and the muscle. In many ways, it is similar to the synovial sac and it contains a lubricating fluid which helps muscle to move across muscle or bone more easily. You may have heard of the condition known as bursitis which is the inflammation of the bursa.

As I mentioned earlier, there are almost 200 different joints in the human body, all of which can potentially suffer from the effects of wear and tear, the loss of lubrication, deposits of crystals, infection or injury, or develop problems as the body starts attacking itself as is the case with autoimmune disorders. Arthritis is the result of something going wrong with a joint or joints, and frequently with the area around the joints, but precisely what goes wrong depends upon the type of arthritis that the individual is suffering from.

The Effects of Arthritis

The effects of arthritis can vary hugely from person to person and much will depend on the severity of the type of the disease which is experienced, as well as on how long the individual has had the condition. In addition, however, because our responses to pain can be determined by past experiences or, for example, by how our parents taught us to react to it, two people suffering from the same condition at the same level of severity for the same length of time can still experience it in entirely different ways. How well or badly patients accept and deal positively with their condition, meanwhile, can have an enormous impact on the severity of their symptoms.

Broadly speaking, the more common forms of arthritis tend to manifest themselves in the form of:

■   Discomfort

■   Persistent pain

■   Sharp, stabbing pains

■   A mixture of aches and pains

■   Stiffness

■   Restricted range of motion

■   Fatigue, and in some cases,

■   Swelling and redness of the joints

Other types of the condition, however, can also produce:

■   Rashes

■   Fever

■   Lumps of tissue under the skin

■   Loss of appetite

■   Weight loss

■   Anaemia

Usually, the intensity of arthritis symptoms tends to fluctuate, with sufferers experiencing both good days and bad. In cases where the condition has become chronic, however, and the individual lives in fear of the next bad day, the good days can become extremely difficult to appreciate and the patient’s whole life can become consumed with feelings of dread. On the bad days, meanwhile, the pain, lack of mobility and inability to even grip or hold things securely can lead to intense frustration and distress.

Another one of the difficulties associated with arthritis is that the disease can sometimes cause secondary problems. As mobility becomes impaired, exercise becomes more difficult and weight gets harder to lose, so the patient’s overall physical condition begins to deteriorate, even to the extent where the individual becomes housebound and bedridden, and infections such as pneumonia can much more readily take hold. In addition, where mobility becomes an issue, there is a greater risk of falls which can result in fractures and yet further complications. Treating arthritis early and using a holistic approach which not only aims to minimise pain, but also to improve and maintain function and mobility, is vital if the likelihood of secondary problems is to be reduced.

Aside from the physical effects of arthritis, as I said previously, in its chronic form the condition can also lead to emotional or psychological issues, with depression and anxiety often becoming very real side effects of the disease. The combination of intense pain and restricted mobility, along with the enforced changes which can impact on every area of sufferers’ lifestyles can leave them struggling considerably with their day-to-day lives and feeling hopeless about their futures. Fears of what lies ahead can soon become all-consuming as patients start on the downward spiral towards despair.

For those who do not suffer from arthritis, it can be hard to appreciate just how wide ranging its effects can be. Some signs, such as not being able to pick up or handle things, difficulties with walking or having to give up treasured hobbies may be more obvious, but behind all of these there can be problems with personal and intimate relationships, parenting issues, work issues, financial concerns and even concerns about image which often go unrecognised by the outside world. Frequently, sufferers themselves are taken by surprise at the extent to which their condition impacts on their existence and the way in which it can exacerbate problems which may already have been bubbling away under the surface. A relationship which was beginning to feel the very earliest signs of strain, for example, can suddenly feel overwhelmingly difficult when the pressures of the disease are added.

The Prognosis

At almost any level of severity, arthritis has the potential to affect a person’s life in one way or another, and in some cases those effects can be devastating. Even though there is no known cure for the disease at present that does not mean that sufferers cannot still live an active, productive and fulfilling life. In fact, a great deal can be done through the treatment and management of the disease to minimise its impact and restore a reasonable quality of life.

Considerable research has shown that by far the most effective approach to chronic pain conditions such as arthritis are those which are multidisciplinary. While pharmaceutical drugs alone can have positive impacts on levels of pain, they generally do little or nothing to affect mobility and can even cause side effects of their own which detract even further from the sufferer’s quality of life. Popping pills in itself can neither teach a patient how to accept their condition or manage their symptoms, nor how to restore any semblance of normality or quality to their existence. It cannot prolong their period of independence, keep them out of a wheelchair or help them to deal with the effects of their disease on their close personal relationships, their friendships or their work. In many cases, however, doctors’ responses to these conditions simply involve prescribing medication and leaving patients to sort the rest out for themselves.

Learning to live happily and successfully with arthritis requires a holistic approach which not only tackles pain and mobility issues directly, but also provides sufferers with practical solutions which allow them to continue their daily lives with minimal disruption. Although some type of medication often does form part of a treatment programme, only when it is combined with other types of therapy, other techniques and other conscious changes to lifestyle will it have maximum effect.

As you can imagine, the prognosis for those who suffer from arthritis varies hugely, irrespective of the type of the condition that they have been diagnosed with. Those whose conditions remain untreated can be doomed to lives of intense pain and misery in which the disease worsens and irreversible effects are experienced. At the other end of the spectrum, however, those who follow a multidisciplinary treatment programme and make a commitment to their own well-being have the potential to live relatively or even wholly pain-free existences with only minimal affects on mobility, and in which attitude and certain changes to lifestyle allow them to take full control of their lives.
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