
What is  
Osteoarthritis?

Joints that may be affected by OA.
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the symptoms may be lessened if treated. It’s 
important to see your doctor to get the correct 
diagnosis and treatment plan. 

What Happens in Osteoarthritis? 
In normal joints, a firm, rubbery material called 
cartilage covers the end of each bone. Cartilage 
provides a smooth, gliding surface for joint 
motion and acts as a cushion between the bones. 
In OA, this cartilage breaks down, leading to 
symptoms such as pain and swelling and problems 
using the joint.  

As the cartilage breaks down, changes occur in 
the underlying bone. Bony growths called spurs 
develop on the bone surface at the margins of the 
joint; they can be seen on an X-ray. Bits of bone 
or cartilage may float loosely in the joint space. 
The membrane lining the joint (the synovium) 
may also become inflamed because of the cartilage 
breakdown. 

Symptoms 
OA symptoms tend to build over time rather than 
show up suddenly. Symptoms can vary depending 
on which joint is involved, as well as your age, 
weight, joint alignment, fitness and physical activity 
level. However, some common symptoms include:

• persistent or recurring pain, aching or
tenderness in and around a joint

• stiffness and limited range of motion in a joint

• mild swelling around a joint

• clicking or cracking sound when a joint bends

• enlargement or changes to the shape of a joint

Joints affected by osteoarthritis usually hurt or 
feel stiff during or after use. Stiffness after not 
moving for a while is also common. For example, 
you may find it hard to use the joint in the 

Osteoarthritis (OA) is the most common form 
of arthritis. In the past, OA was perceived as part 
of the normal aging process, resulting from years 
of wear and tear on joints. However, doctors 
now see that other factors may be involved, 
including genetics. 

OA can affect any joint, but it occurs most often in 
the knees, hips, lower back and neck, small joints 
of the fingers, and the bases of the thumb and 
big toe. The shoulders and temporomandibular 
(jaw) joints may also be affected. Other joints are 
rarely involved, except as a result of joint injury or 
unusual stress on the joint. 

Nearly 27 million people in the United States 
have OA. However, not everyone has joint 
symptoms because of it. OA can be serious, but 
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OA in the Fingers 
If your hands are affected by OA: 

• They may be visibly swollen.

• You may develop bony growths (spurs) at the
edges of your joints, causing them to become
painful and enlarged.

• You may notice redness, swelling, tenderness
and aching, especially in the early stages of
OA as these bony growths are forming.

• You may feel pain at the base of the thumb.

• Activities requiring pinching movements may
be difficult.

OA in the Feet
If your feet are affected by OA: 

• You may feel pain and tenderness in the large
joint at the base of the big toe.

• Your toes may press against the top of your
shoe with pain at the knuckles of the feet.
Wearing tight shoes and high heels may
worsen the pain.

morning, but after moving for a few minutes, it 
may feel better. Then, later in the day it may hurt 
after use. 

OA in the Hips 
If your hips are affected by OA: 
• You typically will feel pain in the groin area

or buttocks.

• You will feel pain on standing and walking.

• You may experience pain on the inside of your
knee or thigh; this is called referred pain.

• You may limp when you walk.

• You might eventually have difficulty doing daily
activities such as putting on shoes and socks.

OA in the Knees
If your knees are affected by OA: 

• You may feel pain or a “grating” or “catching”
sensation when you move your knee.

• It may be painful to walk up or down stairs or
to get up from a chair, especially after sitting
for a prolonged period.
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OA in the Spine 
If your spine is affected by OA: 

• You may feel stiffness and pain in the neck
and lower back caused by breakdown of
the discs in the spine and resulting bony
overgrowth.

• Extra pressure on the nerves in your spinal
cord can cause a condition commonly
referred to as a pinched nerve, resulting in
pain in your neck, shoulder, arm, lower back
or legs (sciatica).

• Pressure on the spinal cord or nerves as
they exit the cord may cause weakness or
numbness in your arms or legs.

To learn more about OA go to  
www.arthritis.org/aboutoa. 


