Arthritis is a term that applies to more than 100 diseases of the body.  Simply put, arthritis means joint inflammation.  Most commonly, we refer to two diseases when we speak of arthritis:  Osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis. 

Osteoarthritis refers to the gradual breakdown of cartilage in the affected joints.  This generally occurs as a result of repetitive stress or damage to the joints, often due to an individual’s career or sports.  The breakdown of cartilage allows the bones of the joint to rub together causing pain and inflammation.  Eventually, these damaged joints can form bony knobs called nodules which can greatly limit motion.  Osteoarthritis is the most common form of arthritis seen in the US.  It affects an estimated 21 million adults, and more women than men.  A number of traditional medications have been employed over the years to combat the effects of this disease including NSAIDs like Aleve or ibuprofen, acetaminophen (Tylenol), topical pain relievers, and prescription medications such as tramadol (Ultram), Celebrex, and antidepressants.  

Rheumatoid arthritis is a chronic disease that affects the synovium of the joint.  Rheumatoid arthritis is thought to be an autoimmune disease.  By this, we mean that the body’s immune system attacks the healthy tissues of the joints.  Rheumatoid arthritis can affect any joint of the body, and often affects the body bilaterally or on both the left and right sides.  Unlike osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis can also affect the heart, lungs and blood.  Rheumatoid arthritis is thought to have a genetic link, but it is often triggered by environmental factors such as infection and injury.  Rheumatoid arthritis affects only 1% of adults in the US, and is two to three times more likely in women than men.  Although rheumatoid arthritis usually affects adults between the ages of 20 to 50 years, it is also seen in young children as juvenile rheumatoid arthritis.  Many of the same traditional treatments are employed to alleviate the symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis as are used in osteoarthritis, with a few additions.  Prescription medications such as TNF (Tumor Necrosis Factor) blockers like Enbrel, and DMARDs (disease modifying antirheumatic drugs) like methotrexate are used to suppress the immune response.  In addition, other immunosuppressants are commonly used to limit the attack on the joints.  A number of surgical procedures are also used to treat rheumatoid arthritis. 

Today many individuals are seeking out alternative forms of therapy to treat diseases.  This is no different when speaking of arthritis.  Each year millions of people in the US are going outside what is considered “conventional medicine” to find relief for the pain, inflammation, and stiffness of arthritis.  Although disputed by many as “quack medicine,” a variety of alternative treatments are available, and may bring relief to those fighting the agony of arthritis.  

Acupuncture is the ancient practice of placing small metal pins at different points on the body to elicit a response.  Although studies have produced mixed results on the benefits of acupuncture, many people will attest the relief of pain they have received from this procedure.  The best advice one could receive about acupuncture is to think it over carefully and consult a medical professional for an educated opinion on the matter.  Acupuncture should only be sought by those who have a positive attitude towards receiving its benefits.  

Copper and magnetic jewelry have been promoted by a number of infomercials and companies for the benefits of pain relief and improving the equilibrium of the body.  Studies however indicate no benefit to wearing these bracelets or necklaces.  This may not necessarily mean that these are useless, but more of a mind over matter effect, than a medicinal effect.

Homeopathic remedies have been touted for centuries for their supposed benefits.  Homeopathy refers to a practice of diluting solutions many times until almost no “active” ingredient is present.  The idea behind homeopathy is that “like treats like”, meaning that using a small response in the body from a dilute agent, will alleviate future pain or symptoms by inhibiting a response from the body’s immune system.  This is widely refuted by the mainstream medical community because of a serious lack of evidence.  

Herbal and dietary supplements have become widely marketed and used by consumers in the past ten years.  Much of this is associated with the ideas that “if it is natural, it can’t be bad.”  This is true and false.  While many supplements are beneficial and do not pose any threat, a huge number of these products can produce serious adverse effects and interact with many commonly used medications.  The best advice for anyone looking to go natural is to always consult a doctor or pharmacist before starting any new therapeutic product.  

A couple of the supplements that have shown to be fairly effective at treating the symptoms of osteoarthritis include glucosamine sulfate and chondroitin sulfate.  These are possibly the best known products, with the best evidence to support their use.  They are often found together as a combination product.  

For rheumatoid arthritis, some studies have suggested the use of fish oil to alleviate the stiffness often experienced in the morning.  Commonly used for lowering cholesterol, fish oil may help individuals find relief from morning pain and stiffness in rheumatoid arthritis.  

Reminders and tidbits about herbals and supplements
1. These products are not evaluated by the FDA, so they do not have to meet the same quality, safety, and efficacy standards as other drugs

2. Many of these products interact with a wide array of medications that are widely used for various diseases.  It is very important to speak with a doctor or pharmacist before starting any of these products.

3. Many herbal products and supplements are plant and animal derived.  Individuals with allergies to plants, weeds, fish, shellfish, and other foods should be wary of taking any of these products without speaking to a doctor or pharmacist.

