
Swollen joints, 
stiffness, pain?  
These are the   
signs of rheumatoid 
arthritis

Karen Weaver, 47,
rheumatoid arthritis patient



Rheumatoid arthritis is a condition where the body’s defence system attacks the joints 
causing them to be inflamed and painful. The disease can cause serious disability if it is 
not caught early. 

The main symptoms are stiffness, swelling and pain in the joints. 

…about   rheumatoid arthritis

…about how to  spot 
rheumatoid arthritis

You should visit your doctor if you experience one or more of the following symptoms:

• stiff joints (especially in the morning) 
• swollen joints
• pain in your joints

In addition, rheumatoid arthritis can also cause excessive fatigue.

Rheumatoid arthritis can affect people of any age, although it is more common in people 
over 40. The condition is also more common in women than in men. 

It is important to recognise that children and young adults can be affected by 
rheumatoid arthritis too. If young people have the symptoms set out above, they should 
also seek advice from their doctor.  



…about seeing your  
doctor  early

It is important to diagnose rheumatoid arthritis early, so that treatment can prevent more 
serious damage to the joints. So, if you experience symptoms, visit your doctor. The 
earlier rheumatoid arthritis is diagnosed, the easier it is to treat.

…about other types of  arthritis

The majority of people with arthritis have a type of arthritis called osteoarthritis - which 
is more common as people get older and happens gradually. It is difficult for people to 
know whether they have rheumatoid arthritis or osteoarthritis so they should consult 
their doctor. Doctors can also provide advice about managing osteoarthritis.  

These symptoms may not be caused by arthritis – for example, they could be the result 
of an injury caused by physical activity but it is still important to get them checked out.

My symptoms began shortly before the birth of my third 
child but intensified after my daughter was born. I would 
regularly experience intense pain in my knees, hands and 
feet that would last up to 24 hours. I could barely walk and 
was unable to pick up my baby daughter. My husband 
even had to help me into bed as it was so painful. My 
GP referred me to a rheumatologist. I was provided with 
a series of treatments which did in the end, relieve my 
symptoms. Since beginning the right treatment, I have my 
life back and can play with my children again, something 
I was previously unable to do. During the worst phase, it 
felt like my body was prematurely ageing but my treatment 
has made me feel ‘normal’ again. I would urge anyone with 
swollen, stiff or painful joints to visit their GP and get it 
checked out. The sooner you do this, the sooner you can 
get the right treatment.

 Karen Weaver, aged 47



Unclear about anything?

 Visit nhs.uk/ra 

This leaflet can also be made available on request in alternative formats. 

Email enquiries@phe.gov.uk

© Crown copyright 2015

2903345 1p 5500k Jan15 (TAU)

…about other sources of
help and information

Arthritis Care www.arthritiscare.org.uk  
Arthritis Research UK www.arthritisresearchuk.org 
National Rheumatoid Arthritis Society www.nras.org.uk  

…about your visit to your  doctor

Your doctor will assess your symptoms and may send you for a blood test or refer you to 
a local hospital for other tests.

…about  treatment  for
rheumatoid arthritis

Although there is no cure for rheumatoid arthritis, modern drugs stop the progression of 
the condition and enable people to manage their symptoms effectively. There are also 
lifestyle changes that can help improve the condition.

http://www.nhs.uk/ra
mailto:enquiries%40phe.gov.uk?subject=
http://www.arthritiscare.org.uk
http://www.arthritisresearchuk.org
www.nras.org.uk
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