
What Is Rheumatoid Arthritis?
Arthritis is a general term for inflammation of 
the joints. There are more than 100 different 
types of arthritis. Rheumatoid arthritis, or RA, 
is a chronic (long-term) autoimmune disease 
involving inflammation in joints and other parts 
of the body. While there is no cure for RA at 
present, the search is ongoing and many effec-
tive treatments are currently available.

Inflammation in RA causes pain, stiffness and 
swelling in and around joints. It can also dam-
age joints. In the early stages, however, you may 
not initially see redness or swelling, but you 
may experience tenderness and pain. X-rays are 
needed to identify evidence of joint damage. 
Prompt diagnosis and proper treatment are key 
to preventing permanent joint damage from RA. 

What Causes RA?
The cause of RA is not yet fully understood, 
although doctors do know that a disturbance in the 
immune system plays a leading role in the inflam-
mation and joint damage that occurs. No one 
knows for sure why the immune system goes awry, 
but there is strong scientific evidence that both 
genetic and environmental factors are involved. 

Who Gets RA? 
Anyone of any sex or ethnic group can get RA, 
although it most often strikes adults between 
the ages of 30 and 60. An estimated 1.5 million 
adults in the United States have RA. It is the 
most common form of autoimmune arthritis. 
Women are two to three times more likely to get 
RA than men. 

What Happens in RA?
In a healthy person, the body’s immune system 
detects invaders, such as bacteria and viruses, 
and sends chemicals to fight them. The body 
sends one set of chemicals to start the attack 
and another to stop it. That is what’s called 
the immune response, and it is normally well 
controlled. 

RA is an autoimmune disease, which means the 
immune system mistakes the body’s cells for 
foreign invaders and repeatedly attacks healthy 
tissues. White blood cells are sent to the synovi-
um – the tissue that lines the insides of the 
joints and produces synovial fluid, a clear sub-
stance that lubricates the joint and helps it move 
smoothly. The inflammatory process causes the 
synovium to thicken, making the joint feel puffy 
and swollen. 

If inflammation goes unchecked, it can damage 
cartilage, the elastic tissue that covers the ends of 
bones in a joint, as well as the bones themselves. 
Over time, there is loss of cartilage, and the joint 
spacing between bones can become smaller.  
Joints can become loose, unstable, painful and 

Environmental Factors and RA
Possible factors that may trigger the 
autoimmune response include:

• Smoking
• Infections
• Hormones

Damage to joints can occur early. 
That’s why doctors recommend  
early diagnosis and aggressive  
treatment to control RA. 
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lose their mobility. Joint deformity can occur, 
too. Joint damage cannot be reversed.

RA Symptoms and Effects
RA most commonly aff ects the joints of the 
hands, feet, wrists, elbows, knees and ankles. 
Along with pain, many people experience fatigue, 
loss of appetite and a low-grade fever. Joint stiff -
ness is usually worse in the morning and may last 
30 minutes or longer. Th e symptoms and eff ects 
of RA may come and go. A period of high disease 
activity is called a fl are. Ongoing high levels of 
infl ammation can cause problems throughout the 
body.  Because RA can aff ect body systems, such 
as the cardiovascular or respiratory systems, it is 
called a systemic disease. Here of some examples 

Is It Rheumatoid Arthritis?
These signs and  symptoms are clues to RA:

•Joint pain, tenderness, swelling or stiffness
for six weeks or longer

•Morning stiffness for 30 minutes or longer
•More than one joint is affected
•Small joints (wrists, certain joints of the

hands and feet) are affected
•The same joints on both sides of the body

are affected
•Fatigue
•Low-grade fever
•Anemia
•Blood tests show signs of infl ammation
•Blood tests show antibodies linked to RA

Your primary care physician may suspect RA. 
If so, you should be referred to a rheumatolo-
gist – a specialist with specifi c training and 
skills to diagnose and treat RA. 

of ways RA can aff ect the body beyond the joint:

• Eyes: Dryness, pain, redness and sensitivity to
light. Severe infl ammation in the eyes can lead to
impaired vision

• Mouth: Dryness and gum irritation or infection

• Skin: Rheumatoid nodules – small lumps under
the skin over bony areas

• Lungs: Infl ammation and scarring can occur in
the lungs, leading to shortness of breath

• Blood Vessels: Infl ammation of blood vessels
can lead to damage in the nerves, skin and other
organs

• Blood: Anemia, a lower than normal number of
red blood cells

Some of the joints that may be affected by RA

Neck
Jaw

Shoulders

Elbows

Wrists

Fingers

Knees

Ankles
Toes

Hips


