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Arthritis and Nutrition 

More than 52 million adults in the U.S. have some type of arthritis. 

Symptom of arthritis include joint pain and/or stiffness, which is 

usually worse in the morning or after periods of inactivity. Other 

symptoms may include fatigue, eye problems, poor appetite, fever, 

rash, and joints that are red or warm to the touch. Symptoms can  

develop suddenly or slowly, but if you have any of these signs for 

more than two weeks, it may be time to see your doctor. 

Scientist think that genes, environmental triggers, an immune system that does not work 

properly, and lifestyle factors, such as obesity and injury, are contributing factors. Early  

diagnosis and treatment are key to slowing disease progression and/or preventing joint  

(or organ) damage. Your primary care doctor may diagnose and treat your arthritis.  

However, you may need to see a rheumatologist or orthopedist, doctors that specialize in 

treating arthritis.  

Types of Arthritis and Related Conditions  

 Osteoarthritis is the most common, caused by the  

breakdown of cartilage (the tissue that covers the ends of 

joints). Risk factors include repetitive movement, age, 

and excess weight.  

 Rheumatoid Arthritis is an autoimmune disease, which 

means the body’s immune system mistakenly attacks 

healthy tissue. This can cause joint inflammation,  

cartilage erosion, and joint damage.  

 Psoriatic Arthritis and Lupus are also autoimmune  

diseases.  Lupus causes damage to the skin, joints, blood, 

kidneys, heart, and lungs while psoriatic arthritis has 

symptoms such as inflamed skin and joints. Studies  

suggest psoriatic arthritis is more likely to develop in 

people who have lupus. 

 Gout occurs when uric acid builds up in the body,  

especially the joints. This causes pain and swelling,  

most commonly in the big toes, ankles, and knees.  

 Fibromyalgia involves chronic widespread pain  

in the muscles and fatigue.  



 Omega-6 Fatty Acids are precursors to inflammation, while omega-3 fatty acids are anti-inflammatory. In 
the average American diet, Omega-6s are over consumed leading to increases in inflammation. Common 

sources are soybeans, corn, safflower, sunflower, canola oil, nuts, and meat. Try cooking and using more 
olive oil such as on salads or for sautéing and eating more fish. 

 Salt – a high salt intake increases inflammation and may increase the risk for developing rheumatoid  

arthritis. Look for foods that are low in sodium or have no salt added, particularly canned and processed 

foods like deli meats, frozen entrees, fast foods, and packaged snacks. You can still add flavor to your 

food by using other herbs and spices such as ground pepper, oregano, cumin, minced garlic or powder, 

onion powder, and any seasoning mix that does not have salt. 

Treating Arthritis  

 Medications for pain relief and inflammation. 

 Complementary and alternative medicine therapies 

include supplements, massage, physical therapy, yoga 

and tai chi), acupuncture, biofeedback therapy,  

meditation and relaxation techniques.  

 Healthy lifestyle habits. Regular exercise and eating 

an anti-inflammatory diet (rich in fruits, vegetables, 

whole grains and healthy fats) may help ease  

inflammation and pain.  

 Surgery. When other treatment options are not  

effective, joint surgery may be the best option.  

What to Eat or to Limit to Reduce Inflammation and its Effects on Arthritis 

Arthritis is inflammation in the joint that causes 

pain or stiffness. The amount of inflammation 

you have is affected by many factors such as 

diet, activity level, hydration, illness, smoking, 

and alcohol intake.  

Here are your food choice recommendations: 

 Red Meat - specifically saturated fat.  

Substitute red meats with chicken, fish,  

legumes, or nuts. 

 High-Fat Dairy and Cheese - from yogurt to 

cheese to milk to ice cream. In general, 

avoid full-fat dairy and products with added 

sugar. Note that Greek yogurts and kefir 

milk have probiotics and early research  

suggests that probiotics and a healthy gut 

microbiome decrease inflammation and 

could help with arthritis symptoms. 



  Sugar Sweetened Beverages and added sugars – limit their consumption as excess can promote  

inflammation. This includes candy, cakes and cookies. Use unsweetened or diet beverages and add 

natural flavors like fresh lemon to your drink. Canned fruits are better packed in water, light syrup 

or juice, not the heavy syrup. In addition, choose unsweetened applesauce. It is recommended that 

you limit added sugars to no more than 9 teaspoons per day. 

 Fried Foods – Use an air fryer or bake it instead. Fried foods often have other ingredients (breading, 

salt, and added sugar) that can lead to inflammation. Use healthier fats like olive, avocado, and 

flaxseed oils, not canola, corn, or soybean oil or butter as a rule. 

 Alcohol can have some anti-inflammatory properties because some types 

like red wine contain antioxidants. For rheumatoid arthritis, the  

recommended limit is 5 ounces of red wine per day. Red wine has been 

associated with being protective of joint health. For other types of  

arthritis, like gout, alcohol can trigger a flare-up. 

 Refined Carbohydrates (white flour or white rice) have most of the fiber 

and nutrients are stripped away when processed. This leaves the grain as a 

simple carbohydrate, which is more likely to spike your blood sugar and 

increase inflammation. Aim to eat more complex carbohydrates like 

brown rice, quinoa, and whole grains. 

 Gluten is a protein in grains (wheat, barley, and rye). Some preliminary 

research has found that a gluten-free diet has been associated with 

some improvements for rheumatoid arthritis symptoms and  

reduced inflammation.  

 

There are many books available on the 

subject of inflammation and healthy  

eating and this is but one example. 

A diet rich in fruits, vegetables, fish, nuts 

and beans but low in processed foods and 

saturated fat, is not only great for overall 

health, but can also help manage disease 

activity. This is the familiar Mediterranean 

diet plan, which has been touted for its  

anti-aging and disease-fighting powers. 

 

Studies confirm that eating foods  

commonly part of the Mediterranean  

diet can: 

•    Lower blood pressure. 

•    Protect against chronic conditions,  

ranging from cancer to stroke. 

•    Help arthritis by curbing inflammation. 

•    Benefit your joints as well as your heart. 

•    Lead to weight loss, which can lessen 

joint pain. 

Mediterranean Diet Benefits  



Consumer-centered access for  
long-term care information, 
referrals and assessments.   

Call 382-8481, 1 for  
New York Connects 
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New York State Expanded In-Home Services for the Elderly (EISEP), Community Services for the Elderly Act (CSE), Congregate Services Initiative (CSI), and the 

Wellness In Nutrition (WIN). 
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Do you have a questions or concerns about what to eat?   

If you are participating in services offered by Schenectady 

County’s Senior and Long Term Care services, you are  

eligible to have a free consultation with a Registered Dietitian.  

Call Cornell Cooperative Extension, Schenectady County at 

518-372-1622, ext. 269.  Leave a message, if necessary, for 

dietitian to call you back. 

Check out our website for nutrition resources:  

http://cceschenectady.org/nutrition-for-seniors 
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Strawberry and Yogurt Smoothie 

Ingredients for 4 servings 

1 quart (4 cups) ripe strawberries or frozen, unsweetened 

1 cup plain low fat yogurt or Greek yogurt 

1/2 cup orange juice 

1 tablespoon sugar 

Directions: Hull the fresh berries or use frozen. Blend all  

ingredients on the highest speed for about 15 seconds. Store 

in tight container in refrigerator for a few days. 

Banana and Orange Juice Smoothie 

Ingredients for one serving 

¾ cup orange juice½ cup sliced banana 

2 teaspoons brown sugar 

1/8 teaspoon almond extract 

mint sprig 

In blender, combine orange juice, banana, 

sugar and almond extract. Add ice cubes and 

blend until thick and smooth. Add sprig of 

mint if desired. 

Recipes from  

The Healthy.com 

Stay focused on the big picture 

Reducing inflammation can be very different for each person which means there 

is no exact blueprint, diet plan, or right-or-wrong way to follow an anti-

inflammatory diet. Focus on making small changes such as eating more produce, 

choosing less processed foods, and eating more often at home. The big picture is 

making changes gradually and not to give up everything you like to eat. Focus on the big picture to 

reduce inflammation and improve your overall health. 


