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Arthritis is a very 
common condition 
in Australia affecting 
people of all ages and 
from all walks of life. Its 
symptoms often have a 
big impact on the daily 
lives of people. 
Although arthritis can be difficult 
to live with, there are many simple 
measures that can help anyone with 
arthritis manage their symptoms and 
cope with daily life. They rely on 
input from a number of people but 
the most important person is you - 
the person with arthritis.

This book will put you on the path 
to managing your arthritis by taking 
an active role in understanding and 
treating your condition. By doing 
this, you will experience less pain 
and stay more active than those 
who feel there is nothing they  
can do.

The key steps listed on this page 
form a simple-to-follow check list 
for living well with arthritis. Read 
the rest of the information in this 
book to find out more about each 
of the steps - and good luck on 
your journey to better living! 

1	� Take control by knowing 
your disease 

2	� Don’t delay, see your 
doctor

3	� Work with your healthcare 
team and be an important 
part of it 

4	� Know about your treatment 
options

5	� Find new ways to stay 
active

6	� Learn techniques to help 
manage your pain

7	� Acknowledge your feelings 
and seek support 

8	� Make food choices that 
count

9	� Balance your life

10	� Call your local State/
Territory Arthritis Office

Introduction
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With arthritis, knowledge 
is invaluable.
Spend the time to understand what 
type of arthritis you have and then 
discover the best ways to improve  
your condition.

Many people with arthritis say that 
learning about their arthritis and what 
they can do about it gives them back 
a feeling of control over their lives and 
their health.

The information in this booklet is a 
good start to understanding your 
arthritis but to learn more phone your 
local State/Territory Arthritis Office or 
visit www.arthritisaustralia.com.au

See page 36 for contact details of 
your State/Territory Arthritis Office.

Arthritis - what is it?  
Arthritis is not a single disease. The word 
‘arthritis’ is a name for a group of more 
than 100 conditions that affect the 
joints. Arthritis can affect many different 
parts of the joint and nearly every joint 
in the body. People can be affected in 
all sorts of different ways but the most 
common symptoms of arthritis are pain, 
stiffness and swelling in one or more 
joints. The three most common types of 
arthritis are osteoarthritis, rheumatoid 
arthritis and gout.

Osteoarthritis
The most common form of arthritis is 
osteoarthritis (OA). It mainly affects 
people over the age of 40  
but it can develop at any age. OA 
can affect any joint in the body but 
it usually occurs in large joints that 
support the weight of your body such 
as the hips, knees and lower back. It 
can also occur in the hands, particularly 
at the base of the thumb and the end 
joints of the fingers and in the big toe.

“...common 
symptoms of arthritis 
are pain, stiffness 
and swelling...”

Step 1 TAKE CONTROL BY KNOWING YOUR DISEASE
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It is a condition that affects the 
whole joint including bone, cartilage, 
ligaments and muscles.

Osteoarthritis may include:

•	� inflammation of the tissue around a 
joint

•	� damage to joint cartilage - this is 
the protective cushion on the ends 
of your bones which allows a joint 
to move smoothly

•	� bony spurs growing around the 
edge of a joint

•	� deterioration of ligaments (the 
tough bands that hold your joint 
together) and tendons (cords that 
attach muscles to bones).

Osteoarthritis can be a result of:

•	� an injury to the joint, such as a 
broken bone or torn cartilage - 
which might have happened years 
before arthritis appears

•	� being overweight - this puts extra 
strain on weight-bearing joints and 
they may become worn under the 
pressure

•	� jobs involving repetitive movements, 
such as heavy lifting, kneeling and 
squatting

•	� family history - if your parents 
have or had arthritis, especially in 
the hands, you are more likely to 
develop it.

The symptoms of osteoarthritis vary 
from person to person. The most 
common signs are:

•	 joint pain and tenderness

•	 stiffness of the joints

•	� symptoms that worsen after 
overactivity or underactivity. For 
example, many people find their 
symptoms worsen after doing 
lots of activity such as walking 
or gardening, or after periods of 
inactivity such as when getting 
out of bed in the morning or after 
sitting for long periods.

Other symptoms may include: 

•	 swelling of the joints

“One of the most important 
things you can do is  
exercise the joints.”
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•	� muscle weakness, which may feel 
like the joint is unstable or will give 
way 

•	� a grinding sensation or clicking 
noises in the joints

•	 a feeling that the joint might lock

•	 loss of mobility.

A cure for osteoarthritis is yet to be 
uncovered however there are things 
you can do to manage the pain and 
limit further damage to the cartilage. 

One of the most important things 
you can do is exercise the joints. This 
helps because the cartilage relies on 
the fluid in the joint (‘synovial fluid’) to 
keep it healthy by providing nutrients 
and lubrication. Movement stimulates 
the body to produce synovial fluid and 
keeps it moving around the entire joint. 
Exercise also strengthens the muscles 
that support the joints and gives you 
greater mobility and flexibility.

See page 18 for more details 
about exercise.

Arthritis Australia has developed a new 
website www.MyJointPain.org.au 
to help people with osteoarthritis. 
The site can help create a tailored OA 
management plan for you. It provides 
tools to help you manage symptoms 
and provides detailed advice. It can 
also help you find support from local 
healthcare professionals.

Rheumatoid arthritis
Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is a disease  
that causes inflammation of the joints, 
often in the smaller joints, such as the 
joints in the hands and feet. However 
larger joints such as the hips and 
knees are also often affected.  
Women are three times as likely as 
men to develop rheumatoid arthritis.  
It usually starts to develop between 
the ages of 25 and 50 years.

Rheumatoid arthritis is classified as 
an autoimmune disease. The normal 
role of your body’s immune system 
is to fight off infections to keep you 
healthy. In an autoimmune disease, 
your immune system starts attacking 
your own healthy tissues. In RA, the 
immune system targets the lining 
of the joints (‘synovial membrane’), 
which becomes inflamed and 
thickened. This causes the body to 
produce larger than normal amounts 
of fluid in the joints (‘synovial fluid’), 
which leads to swelling, pain and 
stiffness. 

If the joint continues to be inflamed, 
the bones, the cartilage that covers 
the ends of the bones, and the 
muscles and ligaments of the joint  
can all become damaged. In advanced 
rheumatoid arthritis, this inflammation 
and swelling can cause the joint  
to become unstable and become 
deformed, making it difficult to  
use the joint. 

Step 1 - Take control by knowing your disease
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Step 1 - Take control by knowing your disease

The symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis 
vary from person to person but often 
include: 

•	 joint pain and tenderness

•	 early morning stiffness in the joints

•	 swelling in the joints 

•	� the same joints on both sides of  
the body are affected.

In the early stages, these symptoms 
may come and go with no particular 
pattern. In some people the symptoms 
may disappear for weeks or years - or 
never appear again. In other people, 
the symptoms can last a lifetime. 

Currently there is no cure for 
rheumatoid arthritis but there is a lot 
you can do to control it, manage the 
pain and live a full life with the disease: 

•	� see your doctor immediately - 
early diagnosis and treatment 
can limit joint damage caused by 
inflammation

•	� learn pain management techniques 
- like CBT (cognitive behaviour 
therapy), MBSR (mindfulness based 
stress reduction), relaxation and 
using hot and cold packs

•	� be physically active, especially warm 
water exercise, strength training 
and tai chi - these will strengthen 
supporting muscles and keep  
your joints flexible. They will also 
maintain your feeling of wellbeing. 

•	� learn how to protect your joints 
and pace yourself – use equipment 
such as specially designed cooking 
utensils and get plenty of rest. 
This will help you reduce stress on 
the joints and prevent you from 
becoming fatigued

•	� stop smoking - smokers are twice as 
likely to get RA as non-smokers

•	� take the medicines recommended 
by your doctor 

•	� seek support from other people and 
support groups - for advice, social 
contact and emotional support.

This book will tell you more about how 
to do each of these things and where 
to get more information and advice.

Gout

Gout is a common and painful 
condition. It was thought that gout 
resulted from overeating and drinking 
too much alcohol. In fact, gout can 
affect anyone regardless of diet and 
alcohol intake.

Arthritis Australia has recently 
launched a new website that brings 
together a range of people living 
with rheumatoid arthritis and other 
similar conditions. To hear directly 
from them, and their medical team, 
on how they have managed to 
survive and thrive visit  
www.empowered.org.au
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It often affects the joint of the big toe 
first, although it can go on to affect 
the knees, ankles and hands. 

Gout occurs as a result of high levels 
of uric acid in the body. Uric acid is 
a normal waste product but people 
with gout have higher-than-normal 
amounts of uric acid in their bodies. 
If uric acid levels remain high, tiny 
crystals form in the joints and other 
organs of the body. This causes 
inflammation, pain and swelling. 

Unlike other types of arthritis, which 
develop slowly, an attack of gout can 
occur quickly, even overnight. 

If an attack of gout is untreated, it  
will usually last about a week. Another 
attack may not occur for months, 
but if the causes of gout are left 
untreated, attacks may become more 
common and the joints can become 
permanently damaged.

Gout is aggravated by anything that 
reduces the kidneys’ ability to remove 
uric acid from the blood. Gout attacks 
can be prevented by:

•	� taking medicines to lower uric  
acid levels in your blood. These 
medicines need to be taken every 
day, whether you are having an 
attack or not.

•	� cutting down the amount of alcohol 
you drink and avoid drinking a 

lot of alcohol at one time (binge 
drinking). Talk to your doctor 
or see www.alcohol.gov.au for 
Australian Government guidelines 
on recommended alcohol intake

•	� keeping to a healthy body weight. 
An obese person is four times more 
likely to develop gout than someone 
with ideal body weight. However 
it is important to avoid fasting or 
‘crash’ dieting as this can actually 
increase uric acid levels and trigger 
a gout attack. A combination of 
healthy eating and regular physical 
acivity is the best approach.

•	 having a healthy balanced diet. 

See page 29 for more information 
about diet and gout.

Medicines and relaxation techniques 
can also help you manage the pain 
during an attack of gout. 

This book will tell you more about how 
to do each of these things and where 
to get more information and advice. 

Step 1 - Take control by knowing your disease
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Because arthritis can get 
worse if left untreated, 
you need to see your 
doctor as early as possible 
to get a proper diagnosis.

This will help you understand your 
arthritis and develop a plan for 
managing it. Early diagnosis and 
treatment can limit the effects of 
arthritis on your life and help you  
stay active and independent.

What to expect when you  
go to the doctor

When you first visit your doctor, you 
will be asked a number of questions 
about your symptoms including: 

•	� how long you have experienced  
pain 

•	 which joints are affected

•	� when you get pain and what  
seems to cause it

•	� what makes  
the joint feel  
better or worse

•	� whether anyone  
else in your  
family has had  
arthritis or joint pain. 

Your doctor may also order tests 
including: 

•	 blood tests 

•	� a test of your joint fluid  
(‘synovial fluid’)

•	 x-rays. 

At your next appointment, your doctor 
will tell you what the results were and 
whether you have arthritis. However 
it can often be difficult and take 
several visits to your doctor before the 
type of arthritis is diagnosed. This is 
because there is often no single test to 
diagnose some types of arthritis and 
the symptoms can be similar to other 
forms of arthritis.

What are the different  
types of tests

Blood tests
There are several blood tests your doctor 
may order. The main ones used to check 
for common types of arthritis are:  

•	� uric acid levels - a higher than 
normal level of uric acid means  
you may have gout 

•	� antibody tests - antibodies are 
substances the body normally 
produces to fight infections from 
things like bacteria and viruses. In 
some forms of arthritis that affect 
the connective tissue - the tissue 

Step 2 DON’T DELAY,  
SEE YOUR DOCTOR
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that binds other tissues and organs 
together - such as lupus, the body 
produces a type of antibody called 
‘antinuclear antibody’. Another  
type of antibody found in more 
than seven out of ten people with 
rheumatoid arthritis is ‘rheumatoid 
factor’ 

•	� inflammation tests - there are two 
main tests used to check if you have 
an inflammation: ESR (erythrocyte 
sedimentation rate) and CRP 
(C-reactive protein). Together with 
the other blood tests, your ESR and 
CRP levels will help your doctor 
decide whether you have a form 
of inflammatory arthritis such as 
rheumatoid arthritis.

Sometimes your doctor may order 
other, more specialised blood tests. 

At the same time as you have blood 
tests for arthritis, your doctor may  
also order blood tests to check your 
general health. These will show 
whether you have any other health 
conditions that may affect your 
arthritis or the medicines you can take. 

Tests of the joint fluid  
(synovial fluid)
To help diagnose some types of 
arthritis, your doctor may take a 
sample of fluid from the affected joint. 

Your doctor will do this by putting 
a needle directly into the joint, then 

drawing out a small amount of the 
fluid. It can hurt slightly but local 
anaesthetic may be used before the 
procedure. Your doctor will then  
have the sample checked under a 
microscope to see if crystals, such as 
uric acid from gout, are present.

X-rays
X-rays provide pictures of bones and 
can show changes in the shape of  
the joint, such as narrowing or 
deformities. X-rays are not always 
helpful in the early stages of arthritis 
as changes in the joint structure may 
not be visible for months or even years 
after arthritis begins. The amount of 
pain you are experiencing may not 
equal the amount of damage shown 
on the x-ray. For example, your joint 
may be very painful despite x-rays 
being normal. Pain can be associated 
with soft tissues such as muscles or 
tendons that are not visible on an 
x-ray. However x-rays are often useful  
to see if arthritis is well controlled or 
worsening over time.

“Early diagnosis and 
treatment can limit the 
effects of arthritis
on your life...”

Step 2 - Don’t delay, see your doctor
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The best way to live  
well with arthritis is by 
working closely with your 
healthcare team.

It may include a variety of healthcare 
specialists, such as doctors, 
pharmacists, physiotherapists, 
occupational therapists, podiatrists, 
nurses, psychologists and 
complementary medicine practitioners. 

Your doctor may also refer you to  
a rheumatologist (a specialist in 
conditions that affect the joints and 
the structures around them) who can 
provide you with the most up-to-date 
information and advice on all aspects 
of arthritis management and 
treatment. Your rheumatologist may 
develop a comprehensive arthritis 
management program with you and 
will assess your ongoing response to 
treatment. 

Remember, you are the most 
important member of your healthcare 
team. Make sure you establish and 
maintain good communication with  
all the other members. 

Making the most of  
your healthcare team

To get the most out of a visit to your 
doctor or other health professional it 
is important to be prepared. Here are 
some tips:

•	� Think about, and write down, the 
questions you want to ask before 
your visit

•	� Always take x-rays and test results 
related to your condition to the 
consultation

•	� Consider taking a family member or 
friend with you as a second set of 
ears

•	� Ask your doctor or health 
professional to explain any 
information that you did not 
understand

•	� Feel free to ask questions, especially 
about the benefits, side effects and 
costs of treatments 

•	� Tell your doctor or health 
professional if you need time to 
think or to discuss something with 
family members

•	� Write down any important 
information or instructions that you 
are given to help you remember

Step 3 WORK WITH YOUR HEALTHCARE TEAM 
AND BE AN IMPORTANT PART OF IT
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•	� Ask your doctor or health 
professional where you can learn 
more about your condition or 
treatment

•	� Tell your doctor about any other 
medicines, herbal remedies, creams 
or any other products you are using 
- including any you have bought 
from a supermarket, pharmacy or 
health food store. Any of these may 
interact with your arthritis medicines 

causing serious health problems 
or make other medicines (eg. 
prescription medicines) less effective.

If you are unsure about treating your 
arthritis or planning for the future, 
discuss this with one of your healthcare 
team or seek a second opinion. They 
can also advise you about support 
services for people with arthritis and 
where to find more information.

“Remember, 
you are the 
most important 
member of 
your healthcare 
team.”

Step 3 - Work with your healthcare team and be an important part of it
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There are many treatments 
to relieve pain and stiffness 
and slow the development 
of your arthritis.
Work with your healthcare team to 
find a combination of treatments that 
best suits: 

•	 your type of arthritis

•	 the joints affected

•	� the amount of pain or other 
symptoms you experience

•	 your lifestyle. 

A treatment program may include a 
combination of: 

•	� physical therapies including 
physiotherapy, occupational therapy 
and podiatry

•	� medicines including prescription, 
non-prescription and 
complementary medicines

•	 exercise

•	 weight loss and/or healthy eating

•	� pain management techniques such 
as relaxation and meditation

•	 emotional and social support

•	� finding a balance between activity 
and rest. 

This book will give you advice on all 
of these, as well as where you can get 
further information and advice. 

Physical therapies

Physical therapies are often an 
important part of a successful arthritis 
treatment program. 

Physiotherapists, occupational 
therapists, podiatrists and other 
therapists offer a range of treatments 
that will help your joints function better. 

When choosing any kind of therapist, 
look for an accredited practitioner 
or one who is a member of their 
professional association.

Physiotherapy 
Physiotherapists can advise you on 
exercise, posture and non-medicine-
based pain relief. They may also use 
techniques to keep your joints and 
muscles flexible. 

Step 4 KNOW ABOUT YOUR 
TREATMENT OPTIONS
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Treatments that physiotherapists  
may use include:  

•	 joint mobilisation

•	 hydrotherapy - exercise in water

•	� electrotherapy - the use of mild 
electrical impulses to treat pain  
and swelling

•	� braces and taping

•	� muscle strengthening exercises  
and stretches.

To find a physiotherapist, see the 
Australian Physiotherapy Association 
website www.physiotherapy.asn.au 
or look under ‘Physiotherapist’ in the 
Yellow Pages.

Occupational therapy
Occupational therapists can advise you 
on how to take stress and strain off 
joints affected by arthritis. 

They look at all aspects of your daily 
life, including your job, the work you 
do around your home, as well as your 
leisure activities. They can then show 

you ways to conserve your energy 
by simplifying daily tasks, and how 
to protect your joints when you are 
performing those tasks. 

Occupational therapists can also advise 
you on:

•	� any special equipment you might 
need to help you get about, such  
as walking sticks or wheelchairs

•	� splints and braces you might need, 
particularly for your hands

•	� aids and equipment that can make 
daily activities such as showering 
and cooking easier on your joints. 

To find an occupational therapist  
see the Occupational Therapy Australia 
website www.otaus.com.au or look 
under ‘Occupational therapist’ in the  
Yellow Pages.

Podiatry
Podiatrists treat problems in the feet. 
They can help you with footwear, 
nail care and orthoses (shoe inserts) if 
you have arthritis in your feet, legs or 
lower spine.

To find a podiatrist, see the 
Australasian Podiatry Council website 
www.apodc.com.au or look under 
‘Podiatrist’ in the Yellow Pages. 

“Physical therapies are 
often an important part 
of a successful arthritis 
treatment program.”

Step 4 - Know about your treatment options
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Step 4 - Know about your treatment options

Medicines 

Medicines can help:

•	� relieve arthritis symptoms, such  
as pain

•	 reduce inflammation and swelling

•	� slow down damage to joints in 
some types of arthritis. 

The medicines your doctor prescribes 
will depend on your type of arthritis 
and the severity of your symptoms. 
The most common examples include:

•	 pain relievers

•	 creams and ointments

•	� non-steroidal anti- 
inflammatory drugs

•	� corticosteroids and  
injections into the joint

•	 disease-modifying medicines.

Some of these medicines require a 
prescription from a doctor, but many 
are available over-the-counter from 
pharmacies. 

Always talk to your doctor and pharmacist 
before you start taking any medicines.

Find out what side effects may occur 
and watch out for them. Make sure you 
know what to do if you develop any side 
effects and how quickly you need to act. 

See page 33 for detailed 
information on how to take 
arthritis medicines safely.

Pain relievers (analgesics)
Paracetamol is a pain relieving medicine. 
It is often the first medicine your doctor 
will recommend if you need pain 
relief although new research is casting 
doubt on how useful it is for relieving 
arthritis-related pain. Paracetamol has 
few side effects when taken at the 
recommended daily dose. However 
taking more than the recommended 
daily dose can potentially cause severe 
liver problems. Ask your pharmacist or 
doctor for advice.

For severe, uncontrolled pain your doctor 
may prescribe stronger pain relievers 
such as a combination of paracetamol 
and codeine, tramadol and a range of 
morphine-like medicines (opiates). 

Pain relieving medicines have no effect 
on the joint inflammation or your 
arthritis. They simply stop you feeling 
the pain.

Creams, gels and ointments
These can be rubbed into the skin 
over a painful joint to relieve pain. 
Some creams and ointments relieve 
pain by simply warming or cooling the 
skin when rubbed in. Other creams, 
which appear to be more effective for 
pain, contain ingredients such as anti-
inflammatory medicine or capsaicin (a 
substance found in cayenne and chilli 
peppers) to help relieve pain.

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs
These are medicines that treat 
inflammation, pain and swelling.  
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They are usually the next step if simple 
pain relievers, creams and ointments have 
failed to control your arthritis symptoms. 

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
are commonly referred to as ‘NSAIDs’ 
(pronounced ‘ensayeds’).

NSAIDs stop the body producing 
substances that cause inflammation 
and pain. There are many different 
types of NSAIDs available, such as 
naproxen, ibuprofen or aspirin. There 
is also a certain group of NSAIDs called 
COX-2 inhibitors that are slightly less 
likely to cause stomach problems.

There has been a lot of controversy 
recently about anti-inflammatory drugs. 
Some studies have suggested that there 
may be a small increase in risk of heart 
attack or stroke in people who take these 
drugs at high doses. People with high 
blood pressure, kidney or heart problems 
or at risk of stomach bleeds need careful 
assessment by their doctor to make sure 
they are on the right drug at the most 
suitable dose for the appropriate length of 
time. Most people will have no problem 
but you should talk to your doctor or 
pharmacist before taking these medicines.

Corticosteroids
If you have severe pain and 
inflammation in your joints, then  
your doctor may prescribe a stronger 
anti-inflammatory medicine called a 
corticosteroid. These can be taken as 
tablets or given by injection directly 
into a joint, muscle or other soft tissue. 

Corticosteroids can have serious 
side effects if taken in high doses 
or for a long time (more than a few 
weeks). Your doctor will closely 
monitor you for side effects while 
you are taking corticosteroids.

Disease-modifying medicines
These medicines are used for 
inflammatory forms of arthritis, such 
as rheumatoid arthritis. Discuss these 
highly specialised medicines with your 
rheumatologist.

Complementary therapies
‘Complementary therapies’ are any 
treatments or therapies that are not 
part of the conventional treatment (such 
as medicines or surgery) of a disease. 
Complementary therapies are taken 
alongside conventional treatments and 
may also be known as ‘traditional’ 
or ‘alternative’ therapies. Examples 
of complementary therapies include 
acupuncture, massage, aromatherapy, 
naturopathy and herbal medicines.

Just like using conventional treatments, 
you should take reasonable care when 
using complementary medicines and 
therapies, including getting your 
doctor’s advice. Not all complementary 
therapies are regulated and may not 
be standardised in terms of purity, 
dosage, effectiveness or safety. This 
does not mean you should not try 
complementary therapies but do make 
sure you are fully informed about the 
treatment and seek advice from a 

Step 4 - Know about your treatment options
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Step 4 - Know about your treatment options

qualified practitioner so that you are 
not misled or given false hope.

Like any other treatment, complementary 
therapies may not be suitable for everyone 
- nutritional supplements may interact with 
prescribed medicines causing undesirable 
effects; magnetic therapy may cause 
interference with pacemakers; and some 
herbs and supplements should not be 
taken during pregnancy or if you are 
intending to get pregnant. 

For information about registered 
complementary therapy practitioners, 
contact the Australian Traditional 
Medicine Society on 1800 456 855, 
visit www.atms.com.au or contact  
the relevant registration body.

Weight control
Being overweight is a risk factor for 
some forms of arthritis, especially 
osteoarthritis (OA). Weight loss has 
been shown to significantly lessen pain 
in some joints and to help mobility and 
joint function. A dietitian and exercise 
physiologist can help devise a weight 
loss plan and assist you with this.

See page 27 for more information 
about weight control.

Joint replacement

If medicines have not worked for you, 
and you are unable to go about your 
day-to-day life because of pain and  
loss of mobility, you may require 

joint replacement surgery. These are 
commonly performed operations and 
most people find that joint replacement 
surgery improves their quality of life. 

Your doctor will refer you to an 
orthopaedic surgeon who can advise 
you on whether surgery is required. 

To make a fully informed choice about 
surgery, find out about the possible 
risks of surgery, waiting lists, costs  
and recovery time.

Glucosamine and chondroitin
Glucosamine and chondroitin are 
substances naturally produced by the 
body and may be useful for people 
with osteoarthritis, where there has 
been a breakdown of cartilage. It is 
thought that taking glucosamine and/
or chondroitin supplements may relieve 
the pain and prevent or slow the 
breakdown of cartilage in OA.
The results from studies of 
glucosamine and chondroitin are 
unclear. There have been some 
promising results, particularly  
from glucosamine sulfate, however 
newer studies show little benefit.
See Arthritis Australia’s Glucosamine 
and chondroitin information sheet  
for more about these supplements.
As with all supplements, you  
should ask your doctor or pharmacist 
for advice and information about 
possible side effects before taking 
glucosamine and chondroitin and 
check whether you can take it  
with your other medicines.
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Research has found that 
regular exercise is one  
of the most effective 
treatments for arthritis. 

Physical activity helps broadly in two 
ways. Firstly, exercise will help your 
arthritis by: 

•	� decreasing the pain in your joints 
and muscles

•	� maintaining and increasing the 
flexibility of your joints and muscles 

•	� strengthening muscles - this will 
help take the load off your joints, 
and make the joints more stable

•	� decreasing or relieving muscle 
tension - tension adds to the pain 
of arthritis and in the long term  
can lead to poor posture and  
joint deformity

•	� improving your posture and balance 
to reduce your risk of falling

•	 taking weight off affected joints

Secondly, regular exercise will improve 
your overall health. This means you 
will be able to do more in life, feel 
more in control of your arthritis and  
be better able to manage pain. In 
particular, exercise will:  

•	 improve your heart and lung fitness

•	� help control weight and reduce 

body fat - this will also reduce the 
load on weight-bearing joints such 
as feet, knees and hips

•	 decrease stress and depression

•	 strengthen bones

•	 improve your sleep 

•	 decrease fatigue and tiredness

•	� create a feeling of general  
wellbeing. 

Step 5 FIND NEW WAYS TO STAY ACTIVE
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Types of exercise that are 
beneficial for arthritis

Not all forms of exercise are 
appropriate for every kind of arthritis.

Before you start to exercise, it is 
important to ask your doctor and 
healthcare team to help you develop  
a program that will suit your type of 
arthritis, general health and lifestyle. 

Generally, you will need to do a mix  
of three types of activities: 

•	 mobility exercises

•	 strengthening exercises

•	 fitness exercises. 

Mobility 
These are exercises designed to 
maintain or improve the range of 
movement of the joints and muscles. 

Mobility exercises are especially 
important for stiff joints and muscles, 
although all your joints will benefit 
from being put through their range  
of movement each day.

Examples include moving each joint  
as far as it will comfortably go, 
through muscle stretches or yoga.

Strengthening
These exercises are designed to 
increase the power of the muscles. 
Strong muscles help to support 

and take pressure off sore joints. 
Strengthening exercises also help 
strengthen bones and improve balance.

Examples include exercises using weights, 
dumbbells and resistance bands.

Fitness 
These are the exercises that will 
benefit the heart, lungs and your 
general wellbeing. These are usually 
activities that use the larger muscles 
in the body, rather than exercising a 
specific area, and may make you ‘puff’ 
a little. Examples include brisk walking, 
swimming and cycling.

Arthritis friendly physical 
activity

There are many activities that can be 
beneficial for people with arthritis.  
The best activities are those you find 
enjoyable and are convenient. Low-impact 
exercises, with less body weight or 
force going through your joints, are 
usually most comfortable. Examples  
of low-impact activities include:

•	� walking - a simple way to increase 
fitness

•	� exercising in water, such as 
hydrotherapy (with a physiotherapist), 
swimming or water exercise classes

•	� strength training - using weights, 
resistance bands, gym machines or 
even just your own body weight
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•	� tai chi, yoga and pilates - good for 
flexibility and strength, as well as 
relaxation and stress management

•	 cycling

•	� dancing - excellent for flexibility and 
fitness and also helps build stability 
in the joints

•	 chair-based exercises. 

Water exercise is a popular exercise for 
people with arthritis. The buoyancy of 
the water takes pressure off painful 
joints and you may find you can move 
more freely than you can on land. Warm 
water can also be soothing for sore 
muscles and stiff joints.

Getting started

Talk to your doctor and/or health 
professional before starting an exercise 
program. A physiotherapist or exercise 
physiologist can suggest safe exercises 

and make sure you are doing your 
exercises correctly to prevent an injury.

As a general guide, all Australian adults 
should be aiming to do at least 30 
minutes of activity on most days of  
the week. You can do 30 minutes 
continuously or combine several 10 to 
15 minute sessions. If you have arthritis 
and you have not exercised for a while, 
you may need to start with shorter 
sessions (for example, 5 to 10 minutes). 
When you first start, do less than you 
think you will be able to manage. If you 
cope well, do a little bit more next time 
and keep building gradually. 

Always start your exercise with some 
gentle movements to warm up your 
body and your joints. This can help 
prevent pain and injury during exercise.

Cool down at the end of your session 
with some gentle movements and 
stretches. This can help prevent muscle 
pain and stiffness the next day.

If the thought of ‘exercise’ seems too 
hard, try increasing your daily physical 
activity. For example:

•	� get off the bus one or two stops 
earlier than you normally would  
and walk the rest of the way

•	� walk up stairs instead of waiting  
for the lift, or walk up one flight  
of stairs then take the lift

•	� park the car a little bit further from 
the shops instead of looking for the 
closest parking space.

Step 5 - Find new ways to stay active
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Step 5 - Find new ways to stay active

Sticking to an exercise 
program

If you have not been active for a while 
or you have pain and often feel tired 
and unwell, it can be difficult to make 
exercise a regular part of your life. 
Here are some tips for sticking with  
an exercise program: 

•	 do activities you enjoy

•	� do something that is convenient 
and affordable

•	 exercise with a friend or in a group

•	 start gradually and build up 

•	� set short-term goals for what you 
want to achieve. Write them down 
and put them on the fridge

•	� keep an exercise diary, so you can 
see how you are progressing

•	� vary your exercise routine so you 
don’t get bored. 

When to exercise

Try to do some form of exercise every 
day, even on bad days. If possible, try 
to exercise when:

•	 you have least pain

•	 you are least stiff

•	 you are least tired, and

•	� your medicines are having the 
most effect (ask your doctor or 

pharmacist about how to time your 
medicines with exercise if possible. 
This may help to make your exercise 
session more comfortable).

When to stop exercising or 
be careful

•	� Don’t vigorously exercise a joint that 
is red, hot, swollen or painful

•	� Stop exercising if it is causing you 
unusual pain or increases your pain 
beyond what is normal for you. 
Exercising through this type of pain 
may lead to injury or worsening 
of your arthritis symptoms. (Note, 
many people with arthritis have 
some amount of pain all the 
time. This is not a reason to avoid 
exercise. You should only stop if  
you notice extra or unusual pain 
while you are exercising)

•	� Use the two hour pain rule to 
measure how well your body is 
coping with an activity - if you have 
extra or unusual pain for more than 
two hours after exercising, you’ve 
done too much. Next time you 
exercise, slow down or do less

•	� Talk to your doctor, exercise 
physiologist or physiotherapist about 
any problems or questions you have 
about your exercise routine.
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You may have to  
accept that sometimes 
medicines, physical 
therapies and other 
treatments cannot  
relieve all of your pain.

Pain may limit some of the things 
you do, but it doesn’t have to control 
your life. There are many techniques 
you can use to cope with pain so you 
can go on living your life the way you 
want to. Your mind plays an important 
role in how you feel pain. Thinking of 
pain as a signal to take positive action 
rather than being scared or worried 
about it can be helpful. Also you can 
learn ways to manage your pain. What 
works for one person may not work 
for another, so you may have to try 
different techniques until you find 
what works best for you. 

Here are some things you can do to 
manage your arthritis pain:

•	� make sure you are making the  
most of your medicines and physical 
therapies. Visit your doctor regularly 
to make sure you are getting the 
best treatment for your arthritis 
symptoms 

•	� take care of your body. Exercise to 
improve your fitness and strength, 
eat a healthy diet, and get a good 
night’s sleep every night

•	� use heat and cold treatments for 
extra pain relief. A warm bath or 
shower, or a heat pack placed 
over a painful joint for 15 minutes, 
can provide effective pain relief. 
An ice pack may reduce swelling 
and relieve pain in the same way. 
Ask your doctor or physiotherapist 
which type of treatment (hot or 
cold) is best for you

•	� find some distraction techniques 
that work for you. These may 
include exercising, reading, 
listening to music, or seeing a 
movie. Anything that focuses your 
attention on something enjoyable, 
instead of your pain, will help you 

Step 6 LEARN TECHNIQUES TO HELP 
MANAGE YOUR PAIN
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•	� learn some relaxation techniques. 
When you are stressed, your 
muscles become tense, making  
pain feel more severe. Relaxation 
techniques such as meditation 
or deep breathing help decrease 
muscle tension

•	� ask your physiotherapist about 
transcutaneous electrical nerve 
stimulation (TENS). A TENS machine 
applies very mild electric pulses via 
small electrodes (pads) to block pain 
messages going from the painful 
area to your brain. TENS can be very 
useful for longer-term pain but does 
not work for all people. You should 

see a physiotherapist to trial a TENS 
machine, and to learn how to use it 
correctly

•	� some people with arthritis find 
massage and acupuncture useful  
to help control pain and improve 
relaxation but this has not yet been 
proven by research. It is wise to 
seek a registered practitioner who 
understands your condition.

You can find qualified massage 
therapists by contacting the Australian 
Association of Massage Therapists at 
www.aamt.com.au or  
1300 138 872 or the Myotherapy 
Association of Australia at  
www.myotherapy.org.au or  
(03) 9418 3913. The Australian 
Acupuncture and Chinese Medicine 
Association can help you find an 
accredited acupuncturist at  
www.acupuncture.org.au or  
1300 725 334.

“Relaxation techniques 
such as meditation 
or deep breathing 
help decrease muscle 
tension.”
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It is natural to feel 
frustrated, angry, scared 
and even depressed at 
the prospect of having 
arthritis.

Many people with arthritis fear 
what the future might hold and are 
frightened by the impact arthritis 
might have on their everyday life. 

It is not unusual either for a young 
person to feel especially angry or 
depressed at being diagnosed with  
a disease that is mistakenly thought  
to affect only ‘old’ people.

How to cope
People with arthritis often feel irritated 
about their limitations. This is a 
natural reaction. Unfortunately, it is 
likely there will be some activities you 
may no longer be able to do. Part of 
learning to live well with arthritis is 
to accept that certain things are no 
longer possible. 

To help you cope with the changes 
that arthritis brings you need to:

•	� find new activities and challenges 
that you can do with arthritis and 
that will give you satisfaction

•	� think about this process of 
adjustment as “just another part of 

growing” - it is about learning new 
skills and adjusting to experiences

•	� talk to people who have gone 
through what you are experiencing. 
Their experiences may not be 
identical but they can tell you about 
things that helped them

•	� talk to your friends, your doctor, 
a counsellor or a psychologist if 
you have strong feelings of loss 
or unhappiness. You are not 
alone and do not have to make 
these adjustments all by yourself. 
There are always people who 
can listen to you and help. Most 
people find talking through their 
experiences helpful.

Step 7 ACKNOWLEDGE YOUR FEELINGS 
AND SEEK SUPPORT
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Stress
Stress is the mind/body’s response 
to perceived fear or pressure. When 
you are in a demanding situation, 
you may have worrying thoughts and 
your brain releases chemicals that 
stimulate the rest of your body; your 
heart beats faster, your breathing 
changes, blood pressure rises and 
muscles become tense. People with 
arthritis need to learn how to manage 
stress, otherwise it can lead to muscle 
tension, pain and depression. 

Managing stress involves two steps: 

1.	�recognising when you are becoming 
stressed - learn to listen to your 
body and recognise the signs

2.	�finding activities that will relieve 
stress. 

There are many ways you can reduce 
stress. Talk to your doctor and other 
members of your healthcare team to 
find solutions that work for you.  

Some things that you can do for yourself 
that will help manage stress include: 

•	� being physically and mentally active 
- but don’t overdo it to the point of 
fatigue

•	� learning relaxation techniques - like 
meditation, yoga and tai chi

•	� learning deep breathing techniques 
- slowing and deepening your 
breathing will counteract the body’s 
stress response of fast, shallow 
breathing. Slow, deep breathing  
can also slow your heart rate 

•	� talking to friends and your healthcare 
team about things you find stressful 
- researchers have found that some 
people also benefit from writing 
about stressful experiences

•	� learning what situations you find 
stressful and either avoiding them, 
changing them or learning how 
to use your relaxation techniques 
when they occur 

•	� getting support from friends, family 
or other people with arthritis.

Dealing with depression
Depression is not just a low mood  
or feeling sad, but a serious condition 
that needs treatment. People with 
depression generally feel sad, down or 
miserable most of the time. They find 
it hard to be interested in normal  
day-to-day activities. Depression has 
serious effects on physical as well  
as mental health. 

“...talk to friends and 
your healthcare team 
about things you
find stressful...”
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Depression is common and affects up 
to one million people in Australia each 
year. Signs to watch for are: 

•	 feeling uncontrollably sad

•	� withdrawing from friends and 
family

•	� losing interest and pleasure in  
most of your usual activities

•	� thinking that no-one understands 
what you are going through

•	� feeling unable to cope, even  
with everyday things

•	 losing or gaining weight

•	 disturbed sleeping patterns

•	 tiredness and lack of energy

•	� poor concentration and not  
thinking clearly.

Like any other illness, the sooner you 
seek help the quicker your depression 
can be treated. Do not be afraid or 

embarrassed to speak with your doctor 
or healthcare team. They will be able 
to reassure you that your feelings are 
not unusual and that depression can 
be treated safely and effectively. 

Treatment for depression will depend 
on how long you have been depressed 
and the severity of your depression 
and may include: 

•	 medicines

•	 counselling

•	 consultation with a psychiatrist.

If you are depressed, one thing that 
will also help you greatly is finding 
someone you feel comfortable talking 
to, and expressing your feelings. This 
could be a member of your family, a 
friend, your doctor, a psychologist, 
counsellor or a support group. You are 
not alone. Ask for help and support 
when you need it. 

Contact your local State/Territory 
Arthritis Office to find out more about 
support services for people with 
arthritis or speak to your doctor. 

beyondblue provides information and 
advice about depression, anxiety, 
available treatments and where to get 
help. Visit www.beyondblue.org.au or 
call 1300 22 4636.

Lifeline provides a 24hr confidential 
telephone crisis support service for 
anyone across Australia needing 
urgent help. Call 13 11 14.

Step 7 - Acknowledge your feelings and seek support
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Food and arthritis

There are many myths about food 
and arthritis. Unfortunately, most 
of it is wishful thinking. No diet has 
been proven by research to cure 
arthritis and there is very little scientific 
evidence that specific foods have an 
effect on arthritis. For example, it is 
unproven that ‘acidic’ foods such as 
tomatoes can cause arthritis or make  
it worse. 

Except for gout, most foods will 
not have a direct effect on your 
arthritis, or on the pain and stiffness 
you experience. Be very cautious of 
special diets or supplements that 
claim to ‘cure’ arthritis or control its 
symptoms.

A healthy, balanced diet is important 
for maintaining your general health 
and wellbeing. 

If you are overweight, a healthy diet 
will also help you reduce your weight, 
which will lessen the pressure on 
weight-bearing joints such as knees, 
ankles, hips and spine. This will help 
reduce the amount of pain  
you experience. 

Some people with certain forms of 
arthritis can lose their appetite. If 
this happens to you, try eating more 
meals in smaller portions throughout 
the day. This will help provide the 
sustenance you need.

For more information about general 
healthy eating guidelines see the 
Australian Government’s Australian 
Dietary Guidelines at  
www.eatforhealth.gov.au

For more advice on how to have a 
balanced diet or healthy weight loss, 
talk to a dietitian. You can ask your GP 
to refer you to a dietitian or find one 
directly via the Dietitians Association of 
Australia - call 1800 812 942 or visit 
www.daa.asn.au 

There is also information and  
practical tips about weight control  
at www.8700.com.au

Foods that affect  
and reduce inflammation

Omega 3 oils
Although most foods have no effect 
on arthritis, studies show that eating 
foods rich in omega-3 fats can help 
reduce inflammation in some forms 
of arthritis. While these effects are 
modest compared to medicines, 
omega-3 fats do not have serious side 
effects. They also have other health 
benefits, such as reduced risk of heart 
disease and heart attack. 

Current research suggests omega-3 
fats are helpful for people with 

Step 8 MAKE FOOD CHOICES  
THAT COUNT
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inflammatory arthritis, such  
as rheumatoid arthritis, ankylosing 
spondylitis and psoriatic arthritis. There 
is also evidence that fish oils may help 
control symptoms of osteoarthritis and 
lupus (systemic lupus erythematosus).

Foods rich in omega-3 fats:

•	� oily fish: sardines and salmon have 
greater amounts of omega-3 fats. 
Try to eat these types of fish at least 
two to three times a week

•	� fish oil supplements: see the section 
below for more information

•	� ground linseeds and linseed oil  
(also called flaxseed)

•	 walnuts

•	 canola oil (also called rapeseed oil).

Fish oil supplements

Fish oil supplements are available as 
capsules or as a liquid. Different 
brands of capsules differ in the 

amount of omega-3 fats they contain 
so it is worthwhile to compare brands. 
Research suggests the dose needed to 
reduce inflammation in conditions 
such as rheumatoid arthritis is 2.7 
grams of omega-3 (EPA plus DHA) 
daily. This dose usually requires either:

•	� nine to 14 standard 1000mg fish oil 
capsules or five to seven capsules of 
a fish oil concentrate per day, or

•	� 15mL of bottled fish oil or five to 
seven mL of concentrated bottled 
fish oil per day.

Recent studies suggest that daily fish oil 
supplements which provide omega-3 
(containing a minimum of 180mg EPA 
plus 120mg DHA) may be useful for 
osteoarthritis.

(Note, fish oil can benefit your heart 
and general health at lower doses. 
However these doses, generally, will 
not control symptoms of inflammatory 
arthritis).

You may need to take fish oil 
supplements regularly at the 
recommended arthritis dose for two  
to three months before you notice 
improvements in your arthritis 
symptoms. If there is no change by 
then, the supplements are probably 
not effective for your arthritis.

It is important not to confuse fish oils 
with fish liver oils (such as cod liver 

Step 8 - Make food choices that count
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oil and halibut liver oil). Fish liver oils 
also contain vitamin A. Large amounts 
of vitamin A can cause serious side 
effects, particularly during pregnancy. 
To increase your intake of omega-3 
fats, you should do so by taking pure 
fish oils, not fish liver oils. 

As with all supplements, you should 
ask your doctor or pharmacist for 
advice before taking fish oil and 
check whether you can take it with 
your medicines.

Diet and gout

Some foods are commonly linked to 
attacks of gout. Often these foods 
tend to contain high levels of purines, 
a substance that can be made into 
uric acid in the body. Purine-rich foods 
include:

•	� meat – particularly red meat and 
offal, such as liver, kidneys and 
heart

•	� seafood – particularly shellfish, 
scallops, mussels, herring, mackerel, 
sardines and anchovies

•	� foods containing yeast – such as 
Vegemite and beer.

There is very little scientific proof that 
these purine-rich foods actually cause 
gout, or that avoiding these foods can 
prevent gout. You may miss out on 

important nutrients and vitamins by 
completely cutting these foods from 
your diet. For most people with gout, 
a healthy balanced diet is all that is 
needed to manage gout, alongside 
medicines to reduce uric acid levels. If 
you notice certain foods trigger your 
gout attacks, you may benefit from 
cutting down the amounts of those 
foods in your diet. However not all 
purine-rich foods are linked to gout. 
For example, a number of vegetables 
(asparagus, mushrooms, cauliflower 
and spinach) are rich in purines but 
do not appear to trigger gout attacks. 
You should get tailored advice from 
your doctor or a dietitian before 
starting a special diet for gout.

Another food source that can increase 
uric acid levels in the blood and lead to 
gout attacks is a type of sugar called 
fructose. It is found in high levels in 
soft drinks sweetened with corn syrup 
(not used in soft drinks manufactured 
in Australia), desserts, cakes, chocolate 
and fruit juice. 

“...foods rich in  
omega-3 fats can help 
reduce inflammation in 
some forms of arthritis.”

Step 8 - Make food choices that count
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When you have arthritis, 
you need to find the right 
balance between work, 
activity and rest. 
Many people find arthritis a tiring 
disease particularly if they are in pain. 
If you find this to be the case, listen to 
your body and be guided by it.  
Rest when you are tired and don’t 
force yourself to work or exercise 
through pain.

Learn how to pace yourself
Carefully plan and organise your 
activities so you make the most of 
your energy. Here are some simple tips 
to help you pace your activities:

•	� Try to plan your day so that you can 
alternate periods of activity with 
periods of rest

•	� When you know you have a large 
task to do, such as preparing a meal 
or cleaning a room, plan ahead and 
break the job into smaller tasks. 
Then work on completing the tasks 
one at a time, and follow each with 
a rest break

•	� Try to prioritise jobs. Do the hardest 
jobs when you are feeling your best 

•	� Take advantage of ‘good days’ 
to do the things you may have 
been putting off. Remember not 
to overdo it on these days as it 

could result in pain and fatigue the 
following days

•	� Simplify tasks. For example, buy  
pre-cut vegetables and meat to 
make cooking simpler. Find out 
about appliances that can make 
tasks easier (see below) 

•	� If you are having a bad day, be 
ready to change your plans and not 
force yourself to work through pain 

•	 Ask for help when you need it

•	� Visit an occupational therapist to 
discover ways you can save time 
and energy.

Learn about equipment that can 
make daily tasks easier
There are many appliances that can 
make your daily activities simpler and 
less tiring. These aids and equipment 
aim to protect your joints by reducing 
the effort you have to put in. Examples 
include:

•	� adapted cutlery and cooking 
utensils to allow easy gripping

“...alternate periods 
of activity with 
periods of rest.”

Step 9 BALANCE YOUR LIFE
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•	� tools to help with opening jars or 
bottles, and turning on taps

•	� equipment to make dressing and 
showering easier (such as long-
handled sponges for reaching your 
feet, long-handled shoe horns).

You can find out more information 
about these types of equipment at an 
Independent Living Centre. The 
centres do not sell items but are a 
one-stop reference for discovering 
what is available and where you can 
buy it. You can get advice, including 
where to purchase equipment, in 
person or over the phone. 
Occupational therapists are also 
available at the centres to provide 
advice about equipment. Independent 
Living Centres are located in each 
capital city. See www.ilcaustralia.org.au 
or call 1300 885 886 to find your 

closest centre and more information. 
(Note, the Independent Living Centre 
is called LifeTec in QLD and Assistive 
Technology Australia in NSW).

www.ilcaustralia.org.au
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You can have arthritis and 
still get the most out of 
life. You don’t have to 
stop doing the things  
you love doing. 
Contact your local State/Territory 
Arthritis Office to learn about the 
regular information sessions and 
arthritis self-management courses 
they hold. These will introduce you 
to a wide range of skills and small 
changes you can make that can lessen 
the impact of arthritis on your life, 
including:

•	� how to manage symptoms such  
as fatigue and depression

•	� how to communicate effectively 
with your doctor and healthcare 
team

•	� how to lessen your frustration  
and stress

•	 how to fight fatigue

•	 how to get more out of life. 

Each State/Territory Arthritis  
Office runs arthritis seminars and  
self-management courses in both city 
and rural areas. Everyone is welcome 
to attend. These are a great way to 
learn more, hear about the latest 
research and treatments, and meet 
other people with arthritis. 

Phone your local State/Territory 
Arthritis Office now to find out more 
about seminars, courses and services 
near you.

See page 36 for contact details of 
your State/Territory Arthritis Office.

Congratulations!
Now that you’ve learned more 
about living well with arthritis, 
you are already on your way 
to successfully managing your 
arthritis and lessening its impact 
on your life. It’s important to 
put what you have learned into 
practice. 

Re-visit the arthritis check list on 
page 3 from time to time to ensure 
that you continue to maintain 
control over your arthritis. 

Step 10 CALL YOUR LOCAL STATE/TERRITORY 
ARTHRITIS OFFICE
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All medicines have risks 
and benefits.
Always talk to your doctor or 
pharmacist about the medicines you 
are taking, including any herbal or 
complementary treatments, and what 
you are using them for, so they can help 
you choose the most effective medicine 
for your condition, health and lifestyle.  

Before you take any kind of medicine
Tell your doctor if you have allergies to: 

•	� any medicines - particularly aspirin, 
painkillers or anti-inflammatory 
medicines

•	� any other substances - such as 
foods, preservatives or dyes.

If you are pregnant, intend to become 
pregnant or breastfeeding, talk to  
your doctor as some medicines used to  
treat pain and inflammation are not 
recommended during these times. 
Inform your doctor of any other 
medical conditions you have because 
they may affect the medicines you  
can take and the best dose for you.

Taking other medicines
It is important to tell your doctor about 
all of the other medicines you are 
taking. This includes any that you buy 
without a prescription from a pharmacy, 
supermarket or health food shop. 
Some treatments may interfere with 
arthritis medicines which means you 
may need to take different amounts of 
your medicine, or you may need to take 
different medicines altogether.

Read the Consumer Medicine 
Information leaflet
Consumer Medicine Information (CMI) 
leaflets are available for all prescription 
medicines and some medicines that you 
buy over-the-counter at a pharmacy. 
Ask your pharmacist or doctor for a 
Consumer Medicine Information leaflet 
for your medicine. CMI leaflets provide 
easy to understand information on:

•	 what the medicine is for

•	 how to use the medicine

•	� possible side effects and what  
to do if they occur.

Call the Medicines Line
Medicines Line is a telephone service 
provided by the National Prescribing Service 
and Healthdirect Australia, for independent 
information about prescription, over-
the-counter and natural medicines from 
a registered nurse. Your question may 
be answered on the spot, or you may 
be referred to your GP or pharmacist, or 
put through to a NPS pharmacist. 

Phone: 1300 633 424  Monday to Friday, 
9am to 5pm EST. www.nps.org.au

Read the Australian Rheumatology 
Association’s patient medicine 
information
The Australian Rheumatology 
Association has developed a series  
of information sheets in collaboration 
with Arthritis Australia, covering most 
of the medicines commonly used to 
treat arthritis. Copies can be obtained 

Extra info MORE ABOUT USING MEDICINES SAFELY
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by ringing the Arthritis Infoline  
1800 011 041 or visiting  
www.rheumatology.org.au or  
www.arthritisaustralia.com.au

Before you start using any new 
treatment or therapy
Not all information you read or hear is 
trustworthy so always talk to your doctor 
or healthcare team about treatments you 
are thinking about trying. Here are a few 
steps to protect yourself: 

•	� Get an accurate diagnosis from  
your doctor. It is important to know 
exactly what type of arthritis you 
have before you start any treatment

•	� Get information about the 
treatment. Talk to your doctor 
about whether the treatment is 
likely to interact with your current 
treatments. You could also talk 
to your pharmacist or local State/
Territory Arthritis Office about the 
treatment. Keep in mind that the 
information given to you by the 
person promoting the product or 
therapy may not be reliable, or they 
may have a financial incentive to 
recommend a specific treatment. 

•	� Make sure the treatment or therapy is 
something you can afford, particularly 
if you need to keep using it

•	� Check a practitioner’s qualifications. 
Most therapies have a professional 
association that you can contact for 
more information or they can help 
you find an accredited practitioner. 

Some qualifications can be checked 
at www.ahpra.gov.au

Warning signs
Be on the look out for the following 
warning signs when considering any 
new treatment: 

•	� A cure is offered. There is currently 
no cure for most forms of 
arthritis so be wary of products or 
treatments that promise a cure

•	� The cure, treatment or therapy 
is described as secret. Legitimate 
practitioners share their knowledge 
so that their peers can review their 
findings 

•	� Proof for the treatment relies only on 
testimonials (personal stories). This 
may be a sign that the treatment has 
not been scientifically tested  

•	� You are told to give up your current 
effective treatments or discouraged 
from getting treatment from your 
doctor

•	� The treatment is expensive and  
not covered by any health fund.

Make informed choices and be wary 
of products and/or therapies that:

•	� claim to work for all types of 
arthritis and / or other disorders

•	 claim to be free from all side effects 

•	 don’t list the ingredients.

If you are still unsure about a 
treatment for arthritis, ring your local 
State/Territory Arthritis Office or ask 
your doctor or pharmacist for advice.

Extra info MORE ABOUT MAKING INFORMED 
DECISIONS ABOUT TREATMENTS
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My contact details
My name:

Telephone:

My GP
Name:

Telephone: 

My specialist
Name:

Telephone: 

My support team
Name:

Telephone: 

Name:

Telephone: 

Name Dosage Instructions

My medicines
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Arthritis Australia
Arthritis Australia is a not-for-profit organisation that provides support and 
information for all Australians affected by arthritis. 

Contact your State/Territory Arthritis Office to find out about the range of 
awareness and education programs, support services and resources available.
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