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FoR MAny PEoPLE LIVInG WITH ARTHRITIS, managing 

pain is very much a part of daily life. We know that 

the pain can be difficult to manage and exhausting 

to live with, and in severe cases, long term, it can 

lead to feelings of depression and despair.

There is no easy solution, but evidence suggests that 

having a better understanding of what pain is can 

help as you work to control your pain. We aim 

to provide a clear explanation of what pain is, 

and to outline some effective pain management 

options. Everyone is unique, and different types 

of pain management will work for different 

people. Arming yourself with information is the 

first step along the road to pain control and 

living life with arthritis to the full.
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What is pain?

Pain is the body’s way of signalling that something is 

wrong, occurring when excessive irritation or injury 

stimulates nerves in an area, and chemicals are released 

that stimulate nearby nerve fibres. These nerve fibres 

are like tiny telephone wires that transmit confusing 

sensations to the brain, where the signals are received 

and recognised as pain.

The vast majority of people with arthritis say that they 

are in pain at least some of the time. It is one of the 

most common symptoms of arthritis. It might occur as 

a result of the effects of inflammation – such as heat, 

redness, swelling and restricted movement – or because 

the joints themselves have become damaged and are not 

functioning efficiently.

Pain is generally categorised into two different kinds: 

acute (or short-term) pain, and chronic (or long-term) 

pain. What is the difference?
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Kinds of pain

• Acute pain (or short-term pain) is the kind of short-term 

pain we all experience from time to time, from stubbing 

a toe, spraining an ankle, or touching a hot saucepan. 

Acute pain like this alerts us to the fact that something 

is wrong, and prompts us to seek treatment or rest 

until the pain has gone and the damage mended.

• Chronic pain (or long-term pain) is pain that occurs 

either persistently or regularly over a few months or 

more. Most pain experienced by people with arthritis 

is chronic – it persists or recurs over a lengthy period of 

time, sometimes for a lifetime.

Both acute and chronic pain can lead to a third type of 

pain – a muscular pain brought on by the constant tension 

of protecting joints from painful movements.

People with rheumatoid arthritis may feel all these types 

of pain. People with osteoarthritis get most of their pain 

from damaged joints and aching muscles.
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Arthritis is a fluctuating condition, meaning that its 

effects can vary from day to day. Typically, there will be 

times when the symptoms of arthritis improve or even 

disappear (referred to as going into remission), and 

times when they worsen (known as flare-ups). There 

might be periods of extreme fatigue. Sometimes arthritis 

leads to changes in appearance, which can be hard to 

come to terms with.

This fluctuation can lead to a cycle of pain, depression  

and stress. Learning to manage pain will help to break  

the cycle.

The pain cycle

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050
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When we experience pain, nerve signals travel from the 

source of the pain to our brain along the spinal cord. 

As the brain receives these signals and registers the 

problem, we feel the pain.

‘The pain barrier’ is a phrase used to describe the 

blocking of these pain signals. If the signals do not travel 

along the spinal cord, and do not reach the brain, we do 

not feel the pain.

Many scientists think that the pain barrier comes into effect 

unconsciously to help us control our pain, as it prevents 

signals from reaching our brains, allowing us not to 

experience the pain. In extreme situations, the pain barrier 

can prevent our experience of pain in order to stay alert 

to help others. For example, if a family is injured in a car 

accident, the father may be so concerned for the safety 

of other members of his family that he doesn’t feel the 

pain of his own injuries. His concern somehow closes the 

pain barrier, preventing the pain signals from reaching 

his brain. once he knows his loved ones are safe, he may 

begin to feel his own pain as it breaks through the barrier.

The pain barrier

Prescribed 
pain control 
methods can 
help to reduce 
pain by 
directly and 
deliberately 
closing our 
pain barrier.
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Pain principles

Two principles are important to appreciate how we 

experience pain:

• each of us reacts to and manages pain differently, and

• how we deal with our pain can actually affect the way 

in which we feel it.

How you were brought up can make a difference to how 

you respond to pain. Were you able to feel comfortable 

showing that you were in pain, and allowed to deal with 

it positively, or was experiencing pain considered ‘bad’ or 

‘embarrassing’? How did your parents react to pain?

All these things, and a variety of other factors – such as 

anxiety and fatigue – can determine how your body will react 

chemically to pain and whether your nerves will transmit 

or block a potentially painful message to your brain.

The pain caused by arthritis can be persistent and 

sometimes severe. Living with this daily can be a real 

challenge, but it is a challenge that many people with 

arthritis successfully manage. The pain may be persistent, 

but you can work hard at not letting it dominate your life.

How our 
parents 
reacted to our 
pain when we 
were young 
can affect 
the way we 
deal with it as 
adults.
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you may find that your arthritis makes it difficult for you to 

carry out some everyday tasks, and that you’re easily tired 

or exhausted. But it is possible to help reduce the stress 

on your joints by finding new and different ways of doing 

things, such as learning to use your joints well.

Saving energy involves listening to your body for signals 

that it needs to rest, and pacing yourself to avoid 

exhaustion. 

There are seven basic guidelines for using your joints well 

and saving energy – these are outlined on the next page.

Using your joints well

Managing your pain
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Tips for using your joints well

1. Respect pain. If you have 

increased pain lasting for at 

least a couple of hours after 

you’ve completed a task, 

try do a little less next time, 

or go about it in a way that 

takes less effort.

2. Become aware of your body 

positions. It is a good idea to 

avoid being in one position 

for a long time, or any posture 

that make you feel stiff. It 

can help to avoid activities 

that need a tight grip or put 

too much pressure on your 

fingers. Try using equipment 

that helps reduce stress on 

joints, such as easy-turn taps, 

a pick-up reacher, hand rails 

or raised seats.

3. Control your weight as well 

as you can. Keeping to a 

healthy weight really helps 

reduce stress on weight-

bearing joints, can lessen 

joint pain, and even helps 

avoid joint damage.

4. Use your largest and 

strongest joints and muscles 

for daily tasks wherever 

possible. For example, use 

a bag with a shoulder strap 

across your back rather than 

holding a case or bag in one 

hand.

5. Try to balance rest with 

activity. Striking a good 

balance takes some practice: 

take breaks as and when you 

need them, but avoid resting 

for lengthy periods, as this 

can cause muscle stiffness.

6. Simplify your work. Plan 

ahead, organise and create 

short cuts. For example, at 

work, try to make good use 

of break times to change 

your position, to move 

around and to relax.

7. Don’t be afraid to ask for 

help. Take responsibility 

for yourself and ask for 

assistance when you need it.
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exercising

If you have arthritis you may well find exercise difficult 

and painful. But there are many different forms of 

exercise and it is possible for everyone to find one that 

they can do. Exercise is important, not only to burn up 

calories or to lose weight, but also to ease pain and 

stiffness, to keep joints moving, and to maintain and 

improve muscle tone. In addition, it has a positive effect 

on mood, which can help anyone living with arthritis to 

cope and to feel more confident. 

Different 
forms of 
exercise benefit 
different forms 
of arthritis. A 
physiotherapist 
should be able 
to help you 
work out what 
is right for you.
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It is important to minimise the pain exercise can cause 

and to do the right sort of exercise. The two-hour rule is 

helpful. If your joints still hurt two hours after exercise, you 

have probably done much. Reduce the amount next time. 

you might also find it helpful to take a painkiller about 40 

minutes before starting your exercise.

you need to use caution when you start exercising. For 

example, if you are experiencing a flare-up of rheumatoid 

arthritis, carefully try gentle stretching exercises  (see 

below). Sometimes at the beginning of any exercise 

programme your muscles or joints may feel stiff, so always 

warm up carefully, start with just a few exercises and 

slowly add more. Listen to your body. If it hurts excessively 

or if you begin to have unusual pain, stop. 

People with arthritis benefit from three types of exercise:

stretching exercises – also known as range of movement 

(RoM) exercises – can help ease joint pain and improve 

joint movement, helping you maintain maximum flexibility 

in your joints. It is important to work at maintaining as 

much range of movement as possible in any damaged 

 We have 
a booklet on 
Arthritis and 
Exercise. Go to 
arthritiscare.
org.uk or call 
our helpline to 
receive a copy.

Keep in mind the two-hour rule: if your 
joints still hurt two hours after exercise, 
you have probably done too much.
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joints to prevent any worsening of the joint condition or 

pain. This kind of exercise involves taking joints through 

their comfortable range of movement and then easing 

them just a little further. This should be done smoothly 

and gently so it can be done even when in pain and during 

a flare-up.

strengthening exercises are often recommended to help 

stiffness and pain, particularly in hips and knees. They 

work on strengthening muscles, which in turn help move, 

protect and support the joints more effectively. With 

stronger muscles, joints become more stable, and tasks 

such as walking and climbing stairs become easier.

Aerobic exercise raises your heart rate and makes 

you breathe faster – for example, walking, cycling or 

swimming. other activities, such as doing the housework 

or some gardening can also count as aerobic exercise. It 

is a good idea to aim to complete around 30 minutes of 

this kind of exercise five times a week, but it is important 

to build up to this slowly if at first it feels too much. 

Hydrotherapy or warm water exercises can be particularly 

good for your joints.

If you find 
a form of 
exercise that 
you enjoy, 
you will be 
more likely 
to keep it up. 
Many people 
find exercising 
with a group 
enjoyable.
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Applying heat and cold

Some people with arthritis find that hot and cold 

treatments can help alleviate the pain of a flare-up. It is 

useful to understand the difference between the two.

Heat serves to open up the blood vessels and increase blood 

flow; it tends to be good for soothing stiff or tired joints. 

Try, for example, warmth from a hot water bottle, a warm 

bath, or a heat pack from a pharmacy, warming clothes on 

a radiator or wearing thermal layers, or using an electric 

blanket or a mattress pad to alleviate morning stiffness.

Cold slows down the blood flow to an area, helping to 

reduce swelling and lessen muscle spasm; it tends to be 

better for acute inflammation felt in the joints during a flare-

up as it produces a numbing effect. Try, for example, applying 

a cold pack from a pharmacy or a pack of frozen peas.

CAUTIon: it is important to be careful when applying 

either hot or cold treatments: avoid scalding, and never 

apply a frozen pack without a barrier layer, for example 

a towel or tea towel between the pack and the skin, and 

limit the application of either to 10–15 minutes at a time 

before reapplying after a break.

The careful application of an ice pack to 
an affected joint can provide pain relief.
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you may find that a combination of heat and cold in a 

single treatment works best; this is called a contrast bath. 

It involves soaking a hand or foot in warm water, then 

cold, then warm again.

Using splints

If a joint is very inflamed it can be prone to further 

damage, and the pain experienced in any joint can be 

worse if the joint is moved too much. For these reasons, it 

can be worth considering some kind of a splint to support 

a particularly troublesome joint.

Splints are designed for both rest and activity, but are 

commonly obtained and worn for carrying out everyday 

activities.

your doctor, or an occupational therapist, will be able to 

advise you on where to source an appropriate splint.

Splints are 
designed to 
protect and 
support joints.
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Using a TeNs device

Some people have found that a TEnS device helps to 

reduce arthritis pain. TEnS involves stimulation of the 

nerves by low-level electrical impulses. Small electrodes 

are taped onto the skin near the painful area. These are 

connected by wire to a small battery-operated stimulator. 

It may create a tingling sensation, but does not hurt.

TEnS devices are believed to work by stimulating nerves 

to release natural endorphins, which close the pain 

barrier (see page 7). Along with acupuncture (see page 

25), TEnS seem to be particularly helpful for pain in the 

back and neck, but can be used for any joint pain.

Do not use TEnS without first consulting an appropriate 

health professional. It must not be used by anyone who 

has a pacemaker or by women in the early stages 

of pregnancy.

TENS is short for 
‘Transcutaneous Electrical 
Nerve Stimulation’.

 For further 
information, 
contact 
Arthritis 
Care for our 
factsheet on 
TENS.

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050
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Create your own pain management plan

Here are some tips to help you work out your own, tailor-made pain 

management plan.

• We all respond differently to medication. Be aware of how your 

body responds to painkillers and note when is the most effective 

time for you to take your medication. (Always be careful to take 

any medication in accordance with medical advice.)

• Try applying heat or cold to affected joints, or try having a 

massage. How beneficial did you find these? Be aware of how 

you respond both immediately and after a period of time.

• Make space in your day for rest. Take notice of when your body 

responds well to rest, and to the resting of specific joints in 

splints, and try to develop a positive rest routine.

• Make a note of anything that helps you feel relaxed and calm, 

and more in control of your pain. Try to practise those techniques 

that you find suit you best.

• Try practising relaxation or mindfulness – for example, 

developing techniques for conjuring up restful, pleasant images 

and memories.

• Work on having a generally healthy lifestyle to improve your 

sense of overall wellbeing.

• Practise stretching, strengthening and aerobic exercises.

• Prepare questions to put to healthcare professionals concerning 

your treatment programme and pain management – and ask them.
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The importance of 
rest and relaxation

Changing gear

Having arthritis and the pain that goes with it can 

sometimes lead to a life built around pain and immobility.

A way to reduce your pain is to change gear by 

emphasising things like optimism, humour, eating a 

balanced diet, daily exercise and enjoying a good social 

life. It can also include relaxation techniques, taking 

medication and keeping pain in perspective. By doing 

these things, many people with arthritis discover that they 

can feel good about themselves.

Such a change requires determination 

and practice, but many people find it 

works. Arthritis Care’s self-management 

programmes may help (see page 40).

you could talk to someone in your 

healthcare team at your GP’s surgery or 

the hospital about how you can make 

your life healthier. If you speak to other 

people with arthritis you could find out 

how they lead healthy lives.
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It’s a good idea to make time to enjoy a favourite activity 

such as writing, working on a hobby, socialising or being 

involved in a community organisation or faith group. 

Shuffle activities around to keep up your interest. Always 

remind yourself of what you can do rather than dwelling 

on situations that are now too challenging.

Forgetting about your pain

The amount of time you spend consciously thinking about 

pain will influence how much pain you feel. If you get 

locked into thinking continuously about your pain, you are 

probably experiencing it more severely than you would if 

you managed to turn your thoughts away from it.

Try to distract yourself by doing something you really 

enjoy. Pain is your body’s message to you to take 

appropriate action, and not necessarily to cease all 

activity.



20        Managing Pain

Sleep restores our energy and improves our ability to 

manage pain, letting the body restore itself so it can 

function at its best. It is thought that, while we sleep, 

the brain replaces chemicals, solves problems and sorts 

information. Sleep also enables our joints to rest.

Sometimes a brief nap is all you need to 

replenish your energy levels and rest your 

joints, or you may have regular trouble 

sleeping. It is worth considering just a few 

practical rearrangements – they really 

can make a difference. For example, is 

your bed comfortable, are your pillows 

supportive, and is there anything you can 

do to make your bedroom a more calming 

place, for example by fitting blackout 

blinds or simply de-cluttering? 

It can also help to establish a regular night-time routine, 

such as having a warm bath before bed, or reading for half 

an hour before going to sleep. It is also important to avoid 

any stimulants, such as caffeine, alcohol or cigarettes.

Getting a good night’s sleep

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050
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Fatigue

Anyone managing long-term pain is likely to feel very tired, but 

if your tiredness feels extreme, you may be experiencing fatigue. 

Fatigue differs from the usual experience of tiredness. It may 

be defined as an overpowering sense of tiredness, a feeling of 

exhaustion, and lack of energy. Because the experience of fatigue 

is subjective, it is difficult to characterise and to evaluate, but 

there are a number of recognised, common symptoms. These 

include feelings of heaviness in the limbs and body, exhaustion, 

a lack of energy, and difficulty concentrating. Chronic pain and 

inflammation are among the common causes of fatigue. 

If you need some advice on managing your fatigue, speak to your 

GP or rheumatology team. They should be able to organise a 

review of your drug treatment.

Also, avoid pushing yourself too hard, or thinking you ‘should’ 

be able to do more. Set goals for yourself that are realistic, and 

try to reserve what energy you have for those activities that are 

particularly important to you. And give yourself a break wherever 

you can from avoidable tasks, for example, by keeping a stock of 

pre-prepared healthy meals in the freezer for those days when you 

don’t feel like cooking a meal from scratch.
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Relaxation 
techniques

Relaxation techniques, such as visualisation, mindfulness 

meditation, or deep-breathing techniques, can help to 

alleviate some of the stress and fatigue that arthritis can 

cause. With practice, relaxation techniques can be very 

helpful not only for relieving muscle tension, but for 

reducing anxiety and promoting a general sense of calm 

and improved, more positive patterns of thinking.

When we are tense, our muscles compress our joints. 

As a result the muscles hurt and the joints are painful. 

Developing the ability to relax can help you reverse these 

effects and help you calm and control your body and 

mind. Like any new skill, it must be learned and practised. 

Try a number of different methods until you find some 

that work well for you. Here are a few very basic steps.

• Pick a quiet place and a quiet time. you will need 

at least 10 minutes to yourself, with no noise or 

distractions.

• Sit or lie in a comfortable position with your head 

supported and your eyes closed.

• Take a deep breath in, then breathe out slowly. Feel 

Some colleges 
of further 
education and 
secondary 
schools may 
offer relaxation 
classes.
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your chest and your stomach move in and out with 

each slow, deep breath.

• Continue to breathe deeply and slowly, while focusing 

on your breathing and any sensations or feelings that 

you find yourself experiencing.

• Try thinking of some calming words (such as ‘peace’) 

and focus on this, gradually encouraging your mind 

away from any busy thoughts.

With practice, relaxation becomes easier and you will be 

able to stop and practise for a few moments whatever 

you’re doing. Timing is important; attempting relaxation 

exercises after a meal will almost certainly send you to 

sleep, but if at first you do fall asleep, it doesn’t matter! 

next time, try to stay awake the entire time to consciously 

relax your mind and body.

Imagining pleasant scenes is a way to help control pain. 

This can become part of a relaxation exercise, rather like 

meditation.

Relaxation is 
a good way to 
combat pain. 

 Audio 
tapes or Cds 
of relaxation 
exercises can 
also be of help.
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Complementary 
therapies

Complementary therapies  are therapies that can work 

alongside (i.e. complement) conventional medicines –such 

as homeopathy, acupuncture, herbalism, osteopathy, 

chiropractic or reflexology.

Many people with arthritis try a range of complementary 

therapies in addition to the conventional drugs prescribed 

by their doctor, and many find that they help relieve pain 

and ease stiffness. Such therapies can also help you deal 

with some of the unwanted side effects of taking drugs, 

and they can be very effective in improving your general 

sense of wellbeing and helping you relax.

Complementary therapies often involve making certain 

lifestyle changes, for example changes in diet or exercise. 

Many people find these therapies effective, while others 

remain sceptical about the medical benefits. It is a good 

idea to discuss new therapies with your doctor before 

trying them, as some may interfere with medication.
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Acupuncture

Acupuncture is a treatment that originates from ancient 

Chinese medicine, and involves inserting very fine needles 

into parts of the body in order to stimulate nerves under 

the skin and in the muscles. This stimulation encourages 

the release of the body’s natural pain-relieving substances 

– endorphins. Acupuncture can be very effective in 

helping to alleviate pain in a range of conditions, including 

many forms of arthritis. Although it is sometimes available 

on the nHS, you are more likely to need to pay for private 

treatment. Speak to your doctor in the first instance, 

who will be able to refer you or put you in touch with a 

qualified professional.

Homeopathy

Homeopathy is founded on the principle that ‘like cures 

like’; its ‘remedies’ are drawn from the ailment being 

treated, but in a highly diluted form. They are available 

via homeopaths or from health shops and pharmacies. 

Exactly how homeopathy works is unclear and a 

contentious area, but some report successful pain relief. 

Acupuncture 
is widely 
found to be 
helpful in the 
relief of pain 
for a number 
of conditions.
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Herbalism

Herbal medicines are drawn from plants and plant 

extracts, and some have become very popular. 

For example, St John’s Wort appears to act as an 

antidepressant by raising serotonin levels, and Devil’s Claw 

is believed to have natural anti-inflammatory properties.

A word of caution: while herbal medicines are generally 

safe to take, there are exceptions, and some can reduce 

the effectiveness of certain prescribed drugs, so always 

check with your doctor before taking.

Reflexology

This is an alternative therapy, in which pressure is applied 

to certain areas, or ‘zones’, of the body (typically on the 

hands or feet) by a reflexologist. These zones are believed 

to map other areas or organs of the body, and the 

pressure is believed to effect a physical change in those 

areas. Although there is little medical evidence for its 

efficacy, reflexology has been reported to reduce feelings 

of pain in some instances.

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050
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Osteopathy and Chiropractic 

These regulated professions both offer a form of physical 

manipulation therapy that works on the musculoskeletal 

system to improve joint, posture and muscular problems, 

and help alleviate stiffness and pain in these areas. 

Practitioners may also suggest lifestyle changes or self-help 

exercises that can help sustain the benefits after treatment. 

Many people find osteopathy and chiropractic helpful. 

Massage

Massage can be very beneficial for general relaxation, and 

for soothing tired muscles and limbs. It can help relax and 

tone the muscles, and improve blood flow, providing relief 

from localised pain.

your partner or a close friend could help out, or you can 

go to a professional masseur. Self-massage is also possible 

(gently kneading the muscles in a painful area to increase 

blood flow and bring warmth). Be careful to massage 

around an inflamed joint, not directly on the joint itself, 

and always stop if pain develops.

Always 
check that a 
practitioner 
is registered, 
and seek out 
a personal 
recommendation 
if possible.
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Hydrotherapy

Usually overseen by a physiotherapist, hydrotherapy 

allows you to exercise your joints and muscles in a 

soothingly warm water pool. The warm temperature 

encourages muscle relaxation and eases pain in your 

joints. As the water supports your weight, the range  

of movement in your joints increases, also helping the 

pain to decrease.

Speak to your doctor or physiotherapist about how to 

arrange a hydrotherapy session. Some hospitals have 

hydrotherapy pools, often used for post-surgery recovery, 

to enable you to relax and exercise without putting 

pressure on the treated joint.

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050
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Tips for finding a complementary therapist

• Ask your GP if he or she can refer you on the nHS.

• It is always good to be guided by a personal recommendation 

if possible; ask people you know and trust if they can suggest a 

practitioner. If not, look online for an appropriate professional register, 

which should be able to give you a list of practitioners in your area.

• When you first make contact, check out details such as how long they 

have been practising, how much the treatment will cost, how long 

each session might take, and what you should expect.

• A good practitioner will always make you feel at ease, readily answer 

any questions you might have, and explain what treatment they intend 

to offer you. If you feel at all uncomfortable, say so, or look for an 

alternative.

• Make sure your complementary therapist has insurance before  

starting treatment.

• If a practitioner suggests you stop taking prescribed drugs, be very 

wary and speak to your doctor before taking any action. never stop 

taking prescribed drugs without discussing it first with your doctor. 

Stopping some courses of medication too early can be dangerous.

• Complications are very rare, but if you are pursuing any form of 

complementary therapy at the same time as receiving medical 

treatment or taking a course of drugs, it is wise to mention it to  

your doctor.
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Most people who have arthritis are prescribed some 

kind of pain-relieving or disease-controlling drug. There 

is a vast range of drugs available that specifically target 

and can help relieve the pain of arthritis. Whatever drug 

you are prescribed, you will need information from your 

doctor about what it is and how it may help. Here, we will 

run through the different types of drugs available.

Painkillers (analgesics)

These are drugs that can help relieve the pain and stiffness 

of arthritis, although they do not affect the arthritis itself. 

They include paracetamol or codeine, and they come 

in varying strengths, from lower-dose over-the-counter 

tablets, to stronger ones that are available only on 

prescription.

Paracetamol is the simplest and safest painkiller and the 

best one to try first.

Many pain-relief gels containing this type of painkiller can 

also be bought over the counter.

Never take 
more than the 
recommended 
dose of any 
painkiller. 
If in doubt, 
talk to your 
pharmacist or 
doctor.

Pain relief
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Non-steroidal, anti-inflammatory drugs 
(NsAIds)

These act to reduce inflammation and joint swelling, and 

so relieve the pain caused by inflammation and swelling. 

There are many different nSAIDs – ibuprofen, diclofenac 

and naproxen are among the most common.

While many people have no problems with them at all, 

nSAIDs do come with a couple of warnings. First, they can 

cause digestive upset – for example, indigestion or diarrhoea 

or, in very extreme cases, stomach bleeding. So you may 

need to be prescribed an anti-ulcer medication at the same 

time (known as proton pump inhibitors). Secondly, if used 

at higher doses or for prolonged periods of time, both 

older nSAIDs and the newer, safer Cox-2 inhibitors – which 

include celecoxib (Celebrex) and etoricoxib (Arcoxia) – can 

slightly increase the risk of stroke or heart trouble. So, 

current medical advice is that people who have had stroke 

or heart trouble should not take nSAIDs.

If your disease is controlled with disease-modifying drugs 

(see below), you may not need to take nSAIDs.

Always ask 
your doctor 
or pharmacist 
about which 
treatment is 
suitable for 
you, about 
side effects 
and about 
any other 
concerns you 
may have.
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disease-modifying drugs

Disease-modifying and immunosuppressive drugs are 

used for those types of arthritis that involve auto-

immunity, including rheumatoid arthritis and lupus. 

Immunosuppressive drugs help to dampen down the 

immune system’s attack on the joints. Drugs used to treat 

rheumatoid arthritis include methotrexate (Maxtrex), 

sulfasalazine (Salozopyrin, Sulazine), leflunomide and 

antimalarial drugs. For lupus, methotrexate, antimalarials, 

azathioprine and cyclophosphamide have proved helpful.

Disease-modifying drugs have to be carefully monitored 

to guard against possible side effects.

Biologic drugs

Anti-TNFs
In some forms of arthritis, the body produces an excess of 

a protein called TnF, which causes inflammation and pain, 

and can damage the bones and joints. Anti-TnFs suppress 

the action of this protein, so reducing the inflammation. 

TNF is short 
for tumour 
necrosis 
factor. 

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050
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The range 
of drugs 
available for 
arthritis pain 
is vast; always 
speak to your 
doctor if you 
have any 
questions.

Biologic 
drugs, such 
as serums 
or vaccines, 
are prepared 
from living 
organisms.

Anti-TnFs are a form of biologic drug. They include 

etanercept (Enbrel), infliximab (Remicade), adalimumab 

(Humira), certolizumab pegol (Cimzia) and golimumab 

(Simponi). The use of anti-TnFs is governed by strict 

guidelines, which have to be followed in assessing who 

can be treated. Anti-TnFs are not suitable for everybody 

but they can offer good control to some people with 

severe rheumatoid arthritis, ankylosing spondylitis or 

psoriatic arthritis, who have not been helped by other 

disease-modifying drugs. Ask your rheumatologist 

whether you could be a suitable candidate.

Other biologic drugs
For people with inflammatory arthritis who have not 

responded to anti-TnF treatment, there are other 

biologic drugs available, including rituximab (MabThera), 

abatacept (orencia) and tocilizumab (RoActemra). These 

drugs would be administered in hospital through a drip.

All biologic drugs are usually used along with 

methotrexate, although there are exceptions. Some  

drugs will work better for some people than others,  

and availability varies across the UK.



34        Managing Pain

steroids

Steroids (sometimes called corticosteroids) – such as 

prednisolone – are powerful drugs that can be very 

effective in reducing inflammation. They may be taken 

orally in tablet form, or by injection either into an 

inflamed joint or directly into a vein during a flare-up. 

your doctor will always try to give you the lowest possible 

dose of steroids for the shortest possible time, and will 

monitor you carefully while you are taking them. This is to 

guard against some of the potentially serious side effects 

of long-term use of steroids, which can include weight gain, 

high blood pressure, osteoporosis or diabetes.

If you are prescribed a course of steroids, it is very important:

1. not to stop taking them suddenly, as this can be 

dangerous; speak to your doctor if you have any 

concerns at all 

2. always to carry a steroid card with you to ensure that, 

if for any reason you are taken ill, doctors will always 

know to continue your treatment; if you have not got 

one, ask your pharmacist.

Note that 
the steroids 
prescribed for 
the treatment 
of arthritis 
are not the 
same as those 
sometimes 
used by 
athletes.

Never be afraid to ask questions about the medication you are being prescribed.
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Antidepressants

Sometimes a doctor may prescribe small doses of certain 

antidepressant drugs to help break the cycle of pain and 

stress that arthritis can cause. They can improve tolerance 

to pain, and, when taken before bedtime, have been 

found to improve quality of sleep.

The central nervous system releases a neurotransmitter 

called serotonin, which plays an important role in 

regulating the body’s ability to control pain as well as 

helping to stabilise mood. Certain antidepressant drugs 

act to rebalance the depletion of serotonin that occurs in 

depression.

They are usually best used in conjunction with other pain 

management techniques.

Depending on the form of arthritis, a doctor may also 

prescribe tranquillisers to reduce muscle tension and 

painful muscle spasms.

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050
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Tips for taking medication

• Make sure that you are absolutely clear about how much you 

should be taking of any drug, how often and when.

• Be sure to ask when you should take them – whether they are best 

taken with or after meals, or whether they should be taken on an 

empty stomach.

• Ask whether the drug will act immediately or only after some time.

• Research the potential side effects and know what to do if you  

get them.

other things to consider when taking medication:

• If you are a woman thinking of having a baby, it is very important 

you discuss this with your doctor. He or she may recommend 

that you cease taking some of your drugs several months before 

conception.

• If you are prescribed a new medicine, ask about the possibility of 

any negative interaction between it and anything else you might 

already be taking – including other medicines or herbal or food 

supplements.
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Surgery options

While many people with arthritis will never need to have 

surgery, others find it is very successful in relieving the 

pain caused by arthritis, improving mobility and reducing 

stiffness. It is usually the last resort after other treatment 

options have been explored.

your consultant will discuss with you any surgery 

options available for your particular needs. Surgery 

can be minor (to assess damage, to smooth joints or to 

repair cartilage) or it can be more intrusive (for example 

full joint replacement). other operations include 

the removal of the inflamed lining of the joint cavity 

(synovectomy); the repair of damaged tendons; the 

removal of bone to relieve pain; the release of trapped 

nerves; or the fusing of a joint to make it more stable.

of course there are always risks associated with surgery, 

and recovery may take a lot of time and effort on your part. 

But for most people who do need surgery, it brings about 

a dramatic improvement in pain levels and quality of life. 

 For more 
information 
see our 
booklet: 
Surgery and 
Arthritis.
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Where to find help

Getting the support 
you need

As you manage the problem of pain from your arthritis, 

Arthritis Care is always here to help, offering helpline 

support and training programmes, and our website 

and our other booklets provide more information on 

a range of subjects including exercise, medication, 

complementary therapies and independent living.

It is important to talk to someone – whether it is a 

member of your family, a health professional, or a friend. 

Don’t be afraid to ask questions, share your worries, 

and seek out the help and support that is available. 

Managing the pain of arthritis can be extremely difficult 

at times, and although others will not be able to 

magically take away your pain, even just talking about it 

can give some relief.

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050



Your healthcare team
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The first place to go to for help is the healthcare team 

at your local doctor’s surgery. This team includes 

your GP and the practice nurse. It may also include a 

pharmacist, an occupational therapist, a physiotherapist, 

a chiropodist, a social worker, and a counsellor or a 

psychologist.

your healthcare team will be able to advise you on the 

best ways to manage your pain, and on other helpful 

services that might be available to you in your area. It can 

be hugely beneficial to develop positive relationships with 

members of the team, so they have a good understanding 

of you and your medical history, and also so that you can 

share with them your frustrations and your successes.

The secondary healthcare team is usually based in the 

hospital rheumatology (or orthopaedic) department. It 

will have access to other hospital departments. Some 

departments include a nurse specialist, who may be 

available via a telephone helpline.

Healthcare 
services vary, 
so check what’s 
available in 
your area.
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self-management programmes

Self-management is all about taking control of your 

condition, rather than letting it control you, and pain 

management is an integral part of it.

Arthritis Care runs free self-management programmes that 

can be helpful and offer lots of ideas for managing your 

arthritis and taking control of your life, including a focus on 

coping skills and techniques for managing chronic pain.

Research has shown that after a self-management 

programme, participants manage their arthritis better. 

They report reduced fear about the future, and are able to 

communicate better with health professionals and family 

members. They also have increased self-confidence, and 

decreased stress and pain levels.

Programmes are offered in accessible places in the 

community setting. They are run by accredited trainers 

who all understand your needs, because they have 

arthritis and pain themselves. The emphasis of the 

programmes is on positive encouragement and they 

provide a great opportunity to share experiences with 

other people who have similar conditions.
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Sharing your 
experiences 
in a self-help 
group can 
be a source 
of valuable 
support – for 
you and for 
others.

Sessions include discussions, free-thinking, practical 

examples about how to carry out pain management 

techniques at home, and advice on setting an action 

plan (a verbal promise to yourself and the group) to 

encourage you to do things you might otherwise not do.

Topics include: knowing your pain; distraction techniques; 

breathing techniques; pacing; guided imagery, to take 

your mind off the pain and to relax your muscles; the 

importance of exercise; challenging negative thinking; and 

developing a positive belief in yourself.

self-help groups

Many people find that sharing and joining in with a 

group of other people with arthritis makes living with 

the disease easier. Self-help groups are user-led – that 

is, they are run by people who experience the condition 

themselves. It is often easier to take control of managing 

your arthritis when you can share and swap your 

experiences with others in a similar situation.

 get in touch 
with your local 
Arthritis Care 
office to find 
out what local 
groups are in 
your area or ask 
your doctor.
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It is quite common for anyone coping with long-term, 

chronic pain to experience feelings of anxiety, depression, 

or even anger. Sometimes people are afraid of counselling, 

fearing that others might think they ‘should’ be coping, 

or coping better than they are, by themselves. But 

counselling is a proven and effective type of therapy that 

provides an opportunity for you to talk about your feelings 

and fears in a confidential and supportive setting.

If you find you are experiencing symptoms of depression 

(such as poor sleep, changes in appetite, crying, or gloomy 

thoughts) let someone know. Ask your doctor about 

counselling or therapy. 

If you are looking to find a counsellor, be sure to 

approach one who is registered with an appropriate 

body such as the British Association for Counselling 

and Psychotherapy (bacp.co.uk) or the UK Council 

for Psychotherapy (ukcp.org.uk). Both offer a ‘find a 

therapist’ option on their websites.

Counselling
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If you are having trouble coping with severe pain, talk to 

your doctor about being referred to a pain clinic. There 

are hundreds of pain clinics run in various hospitals 

across the UK, bringing together a variety of supportive 

healthworkers including occupational therapists, 

physiotherapists and psychotherapists.

Pain clinics offer a variety of treatments, and many 

people find the support and guidance invaluable for 

developing their own pain management skills.

Many of Arthritis Care’s training programmes also 

include details on pain management. 

 see page 45 for contact details  
of your local Arthritis Care office. 

Counselling 
provides an 
opportunity 
for you to talk 
openly and 
confidentially 
about any 
issues that 
concern you.

Pain clinics and courses

arthritiscare.org.uk  
free helpline: 0808 800 4050



Here for you

If you have arthritis we understand how it can affect you, your life and those 

around you. Whether you’ve been recently diagnosed and want to find out 

more or you’ve been living with arthritis for a while, we’re here for you.

We believe there is always something you can do to reduce the impact of 

arthritis and look to the future with confidence. 

There’s a free helpline, a range of services and free information leaflets 

and booklets that you can find on our website or order by post. 

Talk to us

Talking about arthritis, sharing your concerns and how you feel can really 

help.  our free helpline is run by people with experience of arthritis who 

are there to listen and help you find answers to your questions.  our free, 

confidential phone line is open weekdays on 0808 800 4050.

We can:

• Help you with any questions you have about arthritis

• Help you understand the financial benefits that may be available to you

• Be there to listen if you need someone to talk to

• Provide you with information about staying in work

• Tell you about services and courses that can help you in your area

• Send you a range of free information leaflets and booklets.
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Talk to others

There are Living with Arthritis services all over the country, often run by 

people who have arthritis with the time to listen to what’s happening 

in your life, help you to understand your condition and manage your 

symptoms better and talk through your options.   

There are Arthritis Care groups and branches, run by people with 

arthritis, giving you the opportunity to spend time with others who share 

and understand what it’s like to live with arthritis. 

or you may prefer to visit our online community where you can chat to 

others with arthritis about the things that matter to you.  

To find out more go to arthritiscare.org.uk, call the free helpline 

weekdays on 0808 800 4050 or contact one of our offices:

• England: 020 7380 6540

• northern Ireland : 028 9078 2940

• Scotland: 0141 954 7776

• Wales: 029 2044 4155

Become a member of Arthritis Care and 
receive Inspire, the quarterly magazine for 
people with arthritis, full of the latest news, 
tips and recipes for living well with arthritis.

arthritiscare.org.uk  
Helpline: 0808 800 4050
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general

Arthritis Research UK

Funds medical research into 

arthritis and produces information. 

Tel: 0300 790 0400

arthritisresearchuk.org

dial UK

Details of your nearest disability 

advice and information service.

Tel: 0808 800 3333

scope.org.uk/support/disabled-

people/local/about

disability rights UK

A national campaigning organisation 

which also holds and publishes a 

very wide range of information on 

accessibility, holidays and general 

disability issues.

Student’s helpline:  

0800 328 5050

Equality Advisory Support Service: 

0808 800 0082

Personal budgets helpline:  

0300 555 1525

disabilityrightsuk.org

Northern Ireland: Disability Action

Tel: 028 9029 7880

disabilityaction.org

Disability Information Scotland

Tel: 0300 323 9961

disabilityscot.org.uk

Wales: Disability Wales

Tel: 029 2088 7325

disabilitywales.org

These three bodies hold 

information on disability 

organisations in the nations.

other useful 
organisations
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Health services

NHs

nHS Choices: for links to nHS 

services in your area,

nHS 111 Service: Tel: 111

nhs.uk

nHS Inform (Scotland): Tel: 111

nhsinform.co.uk

nHS Direct (Wales): Tel: 0845 4647

nhsdirect.wales.nhs.uk

Institute for Complementary and 

Natural Medicine

Umbrella body. Can help you find 

qualified practitioners locally.

Tel: 0207 922 7980

icnm.org.uk

British Complementary Medicine 

Association

Tel: 0845 345 5977

bcma.co.uk

Pregnancy and parenting

Contact a Family

national helpline, regional 

development officers and national 

network of groups and contacts. 

Publishes the CaF Directory of Rare 

Syndromes and specific conditions 

in children with their family support 

networks.

Tel: 020 7608 8700

Helpline: 0808 808 3555

cafamily.org.uk

Disability, Pregnancy and 

Parenthood International

Promotes the networking of 

information and experience on all 

aspects of disability, pregnancy and 

parenthood. Provides information 

sheets and information to 

individuals.

Helpline: 0800 018 4730

disabledparent.org.uk
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Children

Children’s Chronic Arthritis 

Association (CCAA)

Support for children with arthritis 

and their families.

Tel: 01905 745595

ccaa.org.uk

Equipment

Assist UK

Product demonstration centres 

throughout the UK.

Tel: 0161 832 9757

assist-uk.org

Pain

The British Pain Society

Information about chronic pain  

and pain clinics.

Tel: 020 7269 7840

britishpainsociety.org

Pain Concern

offers information and a helpline.

Helpline: 0300 123 0789  

(10am–4pm)

office: 0131 669 5951

painconcern.org.uk
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support for carers

Carers UK

Will supply contact details for 

office in the whole of the UK. 

Tel: 020 7378 4999

Advice Line: 0808 808 7777

carersuk.org

Carers Trust

Advice and information for people 

who care for a disabled person at 

home. Local branches in England 

and Wales. Can sometimes assist 

(locally) with emergency cover.

Tel: 0844 800 4361

carers.org

Crossroads Caring (scotland)

Tel: 0141 226 3793

crossroads-scotland.co.uk

Crossroads Care (Northern Ireland)

Tel: 028 9181 4455

crossroadscare.co.uk
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Can you help us?

We hope this booklet has been useful to you. It’s just one of our 

many publications that are free to anyone who is affected by arthritis. 

The challenges of living with arthritis are too often overlooked and 

underestimated. We’re here to change that. Now more than ever  

we need people like you to lend their time, experience and voice to 

help others.

Help us improve our information

We know that the people who use our information are the real experts. 

That’s why we involve them in our work. If you have arthritis you could 

help us improve our information. you can comment on a variety of 

information, including booklets and factsheets. If you’d like to know more 

about becoming a reviewer, email reviewing@arthritiscare.org.uk you can 

get involved from home whenever you like. you don’t need any special 

skills, just an interest in our information. 

share your experience

Would you be willing to share your story to help others manage the 

challenges of living with arthritis? Contact our helpline to speak to 

someone about getting your story online or in the media.



raise awareness

Could you help raise awareness of arthritis by putting up posters and 

leaflets in your local community pharmacy or supermarket? Whether it’s 

minutes or days, whatever time you can give will really make a difference. 

give money

The challenges of living with arthritis are too often overlooked and 

underestimated. We’re here to change that. But we can only do this with 

your help. Please help make sure we are there for everyone who needs 

us by making a donation today.
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To make a donation all you need to do is visit 
arthritiscare.org.uk/donate  
or call us on 020 7380 6540 

Thank you

Take on a 
challenge! 

Arthritis Care 
organises many 

fundraising 
events every 

year; see  
our website for 

full details.



We believe there is always something you can do to reduce 
the impact of arthritis. Call our free and confidential 

helpline. Talking about arthritis, sharing your concerns and 
how you feel, can really help.

There are free publications that you can find on our 
website or order by post. Or you may prefer to visit our 
online community where you can chat to others about  

the things that matter to you.

To find out more about arthritis and Arthritis Care call: 

0808 800 4050
(open weekdays 10am–4pm)

arthritiscare.org.uk

Arthritis Care, Floor 4, Linen Court, London N1 6AD
Registered Charity nos. 206563 and SC038693
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Please check our website for up-to-date information  
and reference sources or call 020 7380 6577.

Arthritis Care is a certified member of The Information Standard. 
This means that you can be confident that Arthritis Care is a reliable 
and trustworthy source of health and social care information.
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