
Understanding 
Rheumatoid 
Arthritis



What is rheumatoid arthritis?

Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is a chronic (long-term) disease 
mainly characterised by inflammation of the lining of the 
joints (called the synovium). 

What are the symptoms?
The following symptoms are associated with RA:

•  Pain, swelling and aching in and around joints,  
particularly the hands, feet and knees

•  Joints on both sides of the body are usually  
equally affected

• Joint stiffness, most noticeably in the morning

• Persistent fatigue and feeling ‘run down’

•  Muscle weakness associated with stiff joints  
and decreased physical activity

• Inability to sleep well at night due to painful joints
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What causes rheumatoid arthritis?

Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is known as an inflammatory disorder  
or autoimmune disease. It occurs when the body’s immune system 
becomes overactive and attacks the body’s own tissues. Normally,  
the immune system protects the body from invasion of germs and  
also repairs damage. However, when someone has RA their immune 
system causes inflammation in the joints. The exact cause of this 
defect in the immune system is unknown, although genetic factors 
may contribute to the disease. It is more common in people who 
smoke and in those who have a family history of RA.
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HEALTHY JOINT JOINT WITH RA

Gradual, joint erosion  

and narrowing between  

the joint spaces occurs.

Over time, bones can become more 

noticeably damaged or eroded.

JOINT DAMAGE IF NOT TREATED

Rheumatoid arthritis progresses  
in three stages:

1      Swelling of the synovial lining of the joint, causing pain, warmth,  
stiffness, redness and swelling around the joint

2      Rapid division and growth of cells causing the synovium to thicken

3      Inflamed cells release substances that may erode bone and cartilage,  
often causing the affected joint to lose its shape and alignment,  
resulting in more pain and loss of movement

RA can lead to long-term joint damage, resulting in chronic pain, loss of   
function and disability. 
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Important facts 

•  445,000 Australians (2%) report having RA,1 the second most  
common form of arthritis2

•  RA usually affects smaller joints, such as those in the hands and 
feet. However, larger joints such as the hips and knees can also 
be affected

•  RA can develop gradually or it can start with a sudden,  
severe attack

•  People often experience periods of remission when the disease 
subsides. Remission can vary from short periods of time to 
many years and, in some cases, the disease does not reappear

• RA can develop at any age2

• 5 out of 8 people with RA are female1 

•  It’s important to start effective treatment as soon as possible  
as RA is a progressive disease that can damage joints from its 
first onset

•  RA is a systemic disease, which means it can occasionally affect 
other organs in the body including the eyes, skin, lungs, heart 
and kidneys
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Helpful contacts

Local resources
If you are living with an inflammatory joint disease, there are many 
organisations you can call upon. Some offer information and advice; 
others provide counselling or advocacy. Many have local branches  
so that you can access resources and support networks near you.

Arthritis Australia                                
www.arthritisaustralia.com.au             
Freecall: 1800 011 041

Empowered – Arthritis Australia 
www.empowered.org.au

Health Direct Australia
www.healthdirect.gov.au
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International resources
Many international organisations also offer useful resources and 
information, but please remember that some treatments, advice and 
services offered overseas may not be relevant in Australia.

Dragon Claw
www.dragonclaw.net

Creaky Joints                                
www.creakyjoints.org
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