
Symptoms 
Osteoarthritis symptoms can happen in any joint. But they are most likely 
to affect your hands, fingers and thumbs, knees, neck, lower back and hips. 
Symptoms vary from person to person, but common signs include:

	 •	pain—especially during or after activity

	 •	swelling or tenderness—even when you apply light pressure

	 •	stiffness—often in the morning and after you sit for long periods  
  of time

	 •	loss of flexibility—where you can’t move your joint through its normal  
  range of motion

	 •	a grating feeling or crunching sound—when you move your joint, it  
  sounds like bones rubbing together 

If your symptoms last more than two weeks or you feel feverish or have a 
rash or skin redness along with your joint symptoms, talk to your doctor. 
You may have another condition, like rheumatoid arthritis. 

Treatment
The goals of treatment are to relieve joint pain, help your joints work  
better and help you lead a more active life. Your doctor will likely suggest  
a combination of the following:

	 •	Medicine—This can be over-the-counter or prescription and come  
  in a pill or cream. Your doctor may suggest more than one medicine  
  to help ease pain, reduce swelling or both. Always take your medicine  
  as prescribed. And don’t stop taking it without talking to your doctor  
  first, even if you feel better.

	 •	Physical therapy—Your doctor may recommend a physical therapist  
  or pain management class. You’ll learn exercises to help you  
  strengthen your muscles, move easier and reduce or cope with pain.  
  You may also see an occupational therapist to help you learn new  
  ways to do daily tasks, so you put less stress on your joints. For  
  example, you might learn to open doors by leaning into them instead  
  of using your arms. Or you may use a tool to pick things up instead of  
  trying to grip them with sore fingers.

	 •	Procedures—You may have nonsurgical procedures like injections  
  or electronic nerve stimulation to help block pain signals. If other  
  treatments don’t work, your doctor may recommend surgery. This 
  can reduce pain or fix a damaged joint.

Osteoarthritis

If you have osteoarthritis, the 
cushioning in your joints has worn 
away over time. This cushioning, 
called cartilage, is slippery tissue 
that covers the ends of your bones. 
It absorbs pressure and allows 
your bones to glide smoothly 
without grinding against each other. 
When your cartilage wears away, 
your bones rub together, causing 
symptoms like pain, swelling  
and stiffness. 
Osteoarthritis is the most common 
type of arthritis. While there is no 
cure for osteoarthritis, treatments 
and lifestyle changes can improve 
your symptoms to help you lead a 
full, active life. 

1
(continued on other side)

cartilage worn away, 
causing bones to  

rub together



What You Can Do
Try these tips to help reduce symptoms and manage your osteoarthritis: 

	 •	Exercise—Regular, gentle exercise, like walking or swimming, can  
  strengthen the muscles around your joints to help keep them flexible.  
  Strong muscles support your joints, so they rub less. Aim for 21/2  
  hours of exercise each week. Talk to your doctor before you begin a  
  new exercise routine, and start slowly.

	 •	Plan ahead for activity and rest—Repeated stress on your joints can  
  worsen symptoms. So plan periods each day of activity and rest, and  
  switch off between them. Also, help manage pain by getting 7 to 8  
  hours of sleep each night. If you have trouble sleeping, talk to your doctor.

	 •	Listen to your body—Pay attention to how you feel. If you feel pain,  
  stop or slow down. If your body hurts after an activity, cut back or try  
  something else next time.

	 •	Lose extra weight—Being overweight puts added pressure on your  
  joints. Make a weight-loss plan with your doctor, and ask your family  
  to join you for exercise and healthy meals. Even losing just 10 lbs. can  
  reduce joint stress and pain.

	 •	Apply heat and cold—Heat can ease pain and stiffness. Cold can  
  reduce pain and swelling and numb a sore joint. Try a warm towel,  
  heating pad or warm bath. Or apply an ice pack or bag of frozen  
  veggies wrapped in a towel. Ask your doctor if heat or cold is better  
  for you.

	 •	Ask about assistance tools—Special footwear, insoles, canes, braces  
  and other devices can reduce pain and pressure on your joints,  
  provide support, or hold your joint in position while you sleep or  
  exercise. Talk to your doctor about different options.

	 •	Commit to making the most of living with osteoarthritis—  
  Osteoarthritis can affect your emotional well-being. Feel in control by 
  making a plan with your doctor to manage your symptoms: Studies  
  show that taking an active role in your treatment can help you live  
  better and feel less pain. Focus on what you can do, not what you  
  can’t, and practice a positive attitude. 

Remember: 
	 •	There’s	no	cure	for	osteoarthritis,	but	treatment	and	self-help	 
    techniques can help you manage it.

	 •	Always	take	your	medicine	as	prescribed.	Don’t	stop	taking	your	 
    medicine without talking to your doctor, even if you feel better.

	 •	Exercise	regularly,	lose	extra	weight	and	get	enough	sleep	 
  each night.

    To learn more, visit
         HealthyAdvice.com/ 

Osteoarthritis101
         You can also visit these 

websites:

	 	 • Arthritis Foundation 
     www.arthritis.org 

  • MedlinePlus 
     www.medlineplus.gov 

	 	 •	National Institute of  
     Arthritis and  
     Musculoskeletal and  
     Skin Diseases (NIAMS) 
     www.niams.nih.gov
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