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One in five Americans suffers from arthritis or chronic joint symptoms.
Arthritis is a collective term covering more than 100 medical conditions,
which together are the nation’s leading cause of disability, second only
to heart disease as the leading cause of work disability.

Arthritis causes pain, loss of movement and swelling. Damage to joint
cartilage causes weakness, instability and visible deformities. Everyday
tasks like walking and brushing teeth become difficult.

While there is no cure for arthritis, almost everyone can reduce pain and
loss of function. While advances in drugs and surgeries account for part
of this improvement, it is also becoming clear that self-management is
also an important component of helping persons with arthritis of all
degrees achieve a better quality of life.

People with arthritis can contribute significantly to their own care. The
first step is accurate diagnosis and a treatment plan from their doctors.
Then they can develop a personal self-care plan that can lower pain,
improve function and make life more enjoyable. Self-management
strategies cover a broad range of actions ranging from nutrition, exercise,
physical therapies and coping skills, to use of assistive devices, stress
management, alternative therapies like massage and acupuncture, and
more. With so many options, learning as much as possible about the
disease and its treatment is the key to making living with arthritis easier.

Eating right and staying active is a good first step. There is no proven
“arthritis diet,” but experts recommend adding variety, eating more
foods with fiber and starch, and reducing intake of salt, fat, cholesterol,
sugar and alcohol.

Physical exercise is an important part of an arthritis treatment program.
A sedentary lifestyle actually adds to pain and stiffness, while exercise
increases energy, controls weight, helps in sleeping and fosters a better
self-image. Strong muscles are better able to support and protect joints
damaged by arthritis.
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