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Introduction

Inflammatory arthritis is a broad term that refers to a group of
autoimmune diseases characterized by inflammation in the
joints and surrounding tissues. Unlike osteoarthritis, which is
primarily a result of wear and tear on joints, inflammatory
arthritis is driven by an overactive immune response that
mistakenly attacks the body's own tissues. This group of
conditions can lead to significant pain, swelling, stiffness, and
long-term joint damage if left untreated. Among the most
common types of inflammatory arthritis are Rheumatoid
Arthritis (RA), Psoriatic Arthritis (PsA), Ankylosing Spondylitis
(AS), and lupus. This article delves into the causes, symptoms,
types, diagnosis, and available treatments for inflammatory
arthritis.

What is inflammatory arthritis?

Inflammatory arthritis is an umbrella term for various
autoimmune diseases where the immune system erroneously
targets healthy joints and other tissues. The hallmark of these
diseases is chronic inflammation, which can cause significant
joint pain, swelling, and stiffness. Over time, this inflammation
may lead to joint damage, deformity, and disability.

Unlike non-inflammatory arthritis, such as osteoarthritis,
where cartilage wears down over time, inflammatory arthritis
involves systemic immune activity. The immune system, which is
designed to protect the body from infections and foreign
invaders, mistakenly identifies the body’s tissues specifically the
joints as harmful. This results in the immune system attacking
the joints, causing inflammation and pain.

Description

Causes of inflammatory arthritis

The exact cause of inflammatory arthritis is not fully
understood, but it is believed to be the result of a combination
of genetic, environmental, and immune system factors. Some of
the known causes and risk factors include:

Genetic predisposition: Family history of autoimmune
diseases increases the risk of developing inflammatory arthritis.

Immune system dysfunction: An overactive immune response
triggers inflammation in the joints and surrounding tissues.

Environmental triggers: Infections, smoking, and other
environmental factors can trigger or exacerbate the condition.

Hormonal influences: Certain types of inflammatory arthritis
are more common in women, suggesting a potential role of
hormones in disease development.

Symptoms of inflammatory arthritis

The symptoms of inflammatory arthritis vary depending on
the specific condition and its severity. However, there are
common symptoms that patients with inflammatory arthritis
tend to experience:

Joint pain: One of the earliest and most common symptoms,
usually affecting multiple joints symmetrically.

Joint swelling: Inflammation causes the joints to become
swollen, tender, and warm to the touch.

Stiffness: Especially morning stiffness that lasts for more than
30 minutes, which is a hallmark of inflammatory arthritis.

Fatigue: Systemic inflammation can lead to feelings of
extreme tiredness and exhaustion.

Loss of function: Over time, inflammation can damage the
joints, leading to decreased range of motion and function.

Fever: Some patients may experience low-grade fevers,
particularly during flare-ups.

Types of inflammatory arthritis

Inflammatory arthritis encompasses several distinct diseases,
each with its own specific symptoms and patterns of joint
involvement.

Rheumatoid Arthritis (RA): Rheumatoid arthritis is the most
common type of inflammatory arthritis and is characterized by
symmetrical joint involvement, meaning the same joints on both
sides of the body are typically affected. RA primarily targets the
small joints of the hands and feet, but it can affect larger joints
as well. Over time, RA can lead to joint deformities and systemic
complications, including cardiovascular issues.
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Psoriatic Arthritis (PsA): Psoriatic arthritis is associated with
the skin condition psoriasis, which causes red, scaly patches on
the skin. PsA often affects the joints in the fingers and toes,
leading to a condition known as dactylitis, or “sausage digits.”
The disease can also affect larger joints, the spine, and the
tendons, causing pain and inflammation.

Ankylosing Spondylitis (AS): Ankylosing spondylitis primarily
affects the spine and sacroiliac joints, causing chronic pain and
stiffness. Over time, the inflammation can lead to the fusion of
vertebrae, resulting in a loss of flexibility and posture changes.
AS often starts in young adults and is more common in men.

Lupus (Systemic lupus erythematosus): Lupus is an
autoimmune disease that can affect multiple organs, including
the joints. Joint pain and inflammation are common in lupus
patients, although the disease can also involve the skin, kidneys,
heart, and lungs. Lupus arthritis is often mild compared to RA
but can still lead to joint damage if left untreated.

Juvenile Idiopathic Arthritis (JIA): Juvenile idiopathic arthritis
refers to several types of inflammatory arthritis that affect
children under the age of 16. The disease can range from
affecting a few joints to causing widespread inflammation, fever,
and organ involvement. Early diagnosis and treatment are
crucial to preventing long-term damage.

Diagnosis of inflammatory arthritis

Early diagnosis of inflammatory arthritis is critical to managing
the disease and preventing joint damage. Diagnosis usually
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involves a combination of physical examination, laboratory tests,
and imaging studies. Common steps in the diagnostic process
include:

Physical examination: A healthcare provider will assess joint
tenderness, swelling, and range of motion.

Blood tests: These can help identify markers of inflammation,
such as elevated Erythrocyte Sedimentation Rate (ESR) and C-
Reactive Protein (CRP). Other specific tests include Rheumatoid
Factor (RF) and anti-Cyclic Citrullinated Peptide (anti-CCP)
antibodies, which are used in diagnosing RA.

Imaging studies: X-rays, ultrasound, and MRI scans may be
used to assess the extent of joint damage or inflammation.

Conclusion

Inflammatory arthritis is a debilitating group of autoimmune
diseases that, if left untreated, can lead to severe joint damage,
disability, and decreased quality of life. Early diagnosis and
treatment are crucial to managing the disease and preventing
long-term complications. With advancements in treatment
options, including biologics and targeted therapies, many
patients are now able to control their symptoms and lead active,
fulfilling lives. However, ongoing management and lifestyle
changes remain essential for maintaining joint health and overall
well-being.
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