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Osteoarthritis is a very common joint disease 

that aff ects roughly one in ten Canadians. 

People who suff er from it live with chronic 

pain and over time the disease may 

restrict their movement. 

Fortunately, this disease progresses slowly 

over many years, so there is time to manage 

the symptoms and fi gure out how to cope 

with them. This guide was designed to 

help you understand osteoarthritis and 

learn how to live with it. 
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DEFINITION:
ARTHRITIS: An infl ammation of the joints
OSTEOARTHRITIS: A joint disease 
that breaks down the cartilage 
covering the ends of your bones

WHAT IS OSTEOARTHRITIS?
A healthy joint has cartilage (a strong, fl exible, elastic tissue) 
that covers and protects the ends of your bones. This tissue 
acts as a shock absorber when the joint bears weight. The 
smooth surface of the cartilage helps the bones slide past one 
another easily. 

Osteoarthritis damages cartilage, causing it to become coarse 
and worn, which can lead to pain, stiff ness, and swelling.

Over time, the cartilage may disappear completely, causing 
the bones to rub against one another, joint deformities, and 
increased pain.

 An infl ammation of the joints
 A joint disease 

that breaks down the cartilage 
covering the ends of your bones

ARTHRITIS OR
OSTEOARTHRITIS?

There are several 
types of arthritis. 

Osteoarthritis is the 
most common form. 
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WHAT CAUSES  
OSTEOARTHRITIS?
The exact cause of osteoarthritis is unknown. However, there 
are several factors that increase the risk of osteoarthritis:

Age: The older we get, the more likely we are 
to get osteoarthritis

Obesity and being overweight: Weight puts pressure on 
the joints, which could lead to osteoarthritis

Prior injuries: Osteoarthritis can develop in joints 
damaged by injuries

Family history: Certain 
genetic factors may 
contribute to the 
development of 
osteoarthritis

 Certain 

TRUE OR FALSE?
Osteoarthritis is a normal 

part of aging.

FALSE. Osteoarthritis can 
also develop after an injury or 

abnormal stress on a joint. 
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WHICH JOINTS
ARE AFFECTED?
Osteoarthritic can aff ect any joint, but the most commonly 
aff ected are:

Knees

Hips

Neck

Lower back

Ankle and the 
base of the 

big toe

Wrist, thumb, top 
and middle knuckles
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WHAT ARE THE WARNING SIGNS 
AND HOW DOES THE DISEASE 
EVOLVE OVER TIME?
Usually the symptoms of osteoarthritis manifest gradually. This 
disease develops over many months or even years. Possible 
symptoms include:

Joint sti� ness: In the morning or after a period of 
inactivity. The stiff ness lasts for fi fteen to twenty minutes, 
then disappears.

Joint pain: When the disease fi rst appears, big 
movements cause pain. Then as it develops, day-to-day 
activities become painful. Resting the joint eases the pain. 
Over time, the pain becomes constant during the day and 
can even disrupt your sleep.

Joint in� ammation: Osteoarthritis causes joint swelling, 
which can make it more diffi  cult to move. 

Crepitus: Joints aff ected by osteoarthritis tend to grate, 
which feels like the joint is being tapped over and over with 
a small hammer, often accompanied by crackling sounds. 
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WHAT CAN I DO TO EASE 
THE PAIN AND MANAGE 
OSTEOARTHRITIS?
There is no cure for osteoarthritis. However, there are many 
ways to manage the symptoms and slow the disease’s progress. 
This section o� ers tips on how to ease the pain and 
make osteoarthritis more manageable. Combine these 
suggestions for better results. 

1. PAINKILLERS AND ANTI-INFLAMMATORIES
These medications are used to relieve joint stiff ness, pain, 
and infl ammation in order to improve their function. 

Pain-relieving or anti-infl ammatory gels, creams, and ointments 
release products that are absorbed by the skin. These 
products help to temporarily relieve pain. 

There are also oral medications that are eff ective at easing 
pain and infl ammation. Some are sold over the counter, 
while others must be prescribed by a doctor. Talk to your 
health professional to fi nd out which one is right for you. 
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As the disease evolves, your doctor may decide to give you 
direct joint injections to manage the pain. 

Not everyone who suff ers from osteoarthritis needs to take 
medication. However, it may be recommended to treat more 
serious pain as needed, or administered regularly to ease severe 
and chronic pain. 

2. HOT OR COLD?
If pain and sti� ness are the main issues, heat can be 
benefi cial. Taking a hot bath or shower, applying a hot pack, 
hot water bottle, or seed-fi lled heating bag for 15 to 
20 minutes can ease your pain. However, you should avoid 
sleeping with a heating pad on your joints. To improve 
heat conduction and protect your skin, place a damp towel 
under the heating pad. Adjust the temperature so you don’t 
get burnt. 

When swelling is the main issue, cold is best. It helps reduce 
pain and in� ammation. A bag of vegetables, crushed ice, 
or ice cubes are good alternatives to store-bought 
compresses. Place a damp towel on your skin to improve 
conduction and protect your skin. Apply cold for 10 to
15 minutes and wait at least two hours between 
applications. 

If there is no in� ammation, you can apply heat or cold 
depending on your preference. Remember that heat isn’t 
recommended if the joint is infl amed. You should also avoid 
cold if you have circulation problems (for example, Raynaud’s 
Phenomenon). 
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WARNING
Heat isn’t recommended for infl ammations.
Avoid cold if you have blood circulation problems. 
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Do this type of exercise 
2 to 4 times a week with 
a day of rest in between sessions. 

Muscle-strengthening 
exercises maintain or increase 
the tone of muscles that support 
the joints, making them more 
stable and better protected from 
a fall or blow. These exercises 
also strengthen the bones 
and improve your posture. 

3. EXERCICE
Physical exercise is a good way 
to combat the pain caused by 
osteoarthritis because it increases 
fl exibility and muscle tone.

Regular exercise in moderation is 
bene� cial for your joints and does 
not aggravate osteoarthritis. On the 
contrary, not exercising enough the joints 
aff ected by osteoarthritis can lead to the gradual weakening 
of nearby muscles. 

Strengthen your joints with a variety of physical activities. It 
will help alleviate the symptoms of osteoarthritis, reduce pain, 
and protect your joints—plus it will improve your mood!

Physical exercise is a good way 
to combat the pain caused by 
osteoarthritis because it increases 

Regular exercise in moderation is 
does 

osteoarthritis. On the 
contrary, not exercising enough the joints 

DID YOU 
KNOW THAT

a lack of exercise can
make muscles weaker

and increase join
stiff ness and pain?
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Stretching improves the fl exibility of 
muscles and tendons surrounding the 
joints and maintains their mobility. It also 
reduces pain and stiff ness. You’ll fi nd 
some examples of stretching exercises 
in the appendix at the end of this guide. 

Stretch every day.

Endurance exercises get joints 
moving and lubricates them 
naturally, preventing damage. 
Endurance exercises improve your 
cardio-respiratory health, give 
you energy, and help you reach 
or maintain a healthy weight. Be 
careful with exercises that have a 
repetitive impact on your joints. 
Cycling, yoga, or swimming are 
exercises that have a low impact 
on your joints.  

Do this type of exercise for 
30 minutes, 4 to 7 times a week 
at a moderate intensity. 
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IF YOU ARE STARTING 
TO EXERCISE AND 
YOU ALREADY HAVE 
OSTEOARTHRITIS

Talk to a health or sport specialist to make sure your 
planned activity is appropriate. 

Choose low impact sports. Recommended activities 
include swimming, walking (wear shoes with shock-
absorbing soles), cycling, and yoga.

Warm up before starting to exercise.  

Finish exercising with some stretches—it helps loosen up 
the muscles that were at work. 

Know how to adapt the exercise if you feel pain or 
discomfort. Treat painful or swollen joints with care. 



4. REST
When a joint is painful, swollen, and hot, it’s best to give it 
a rest to avoid making cartilage lesions worse. This doesn’t 
mean that your whole body needs to rest! When the pain 
has died down, you can return to your normal activities. 

5. WEIGHT
Maintaining a healthy weight helps reduce the pressure put 
on your hips, knees, spine, and feet. It also reduces pain. 

Losing ten pounds (4.5 kilos) reduces the pressure on 
your knees by around forty pounds (18 kilos)! That’s 
huge when you think of the number of steps you take 
in a day. Losing weight now can help reduce joint 
damage in the future.

1515
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THE KEY TO SUCCESS
IS WHAT YOU EAT!
Some eating habits can improve the wellbeing of people living 
with osteoarthritis. By carefully choosing what you eat, you 
can reduce the risk of infl ammation, strengthen your joints, and 
maintain a healthy weight! Here are a few dietary tips:

1. EAT MORE FRUITS AND VEGETABLES!
This food group should be an integral part of your daily 
diet. Try to eat fruits and vegetables as part of every meal 
and every snack. They’ll increase your fi ber intake, they’re 
a good source of energy, and they’ll help you keep your 
weight in check. Red fruits have a lot of antioxidants, and so 
do citrus fruits, which also help boost your immune system. 
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2. EAT LESS SUGAR!
A healthy diet includes eating fewer sugary foods, such as 
pastries, cookies, and soft drinks. Get into the habit of not 
sweetening your tea or coff ee. To add fl avour to your cereal, 
try adding some fresh or dried fruit.

3. EAT FEWER FATTY FOODS!
Carefully choosing the amount and type of fatty foods you 
eat will help reduce your risk of developing arthritis and 
reduce joint infl ammation. Try to limit your consumption of 
products containing a lot of butter, cream, and saturated 
and trans fats. 

At the end of the day, the challenge is to adopt a healthy, 
balanced diet. It will have a positive eff ect on your osteoarthritis 
and your health in general!

SUGGESTIONS FOR YOUR SHOPPING BASKET:
Fruits and vegetables

Fish (salmon, sardines, herring, mackerel)

Tofu and legumes

Whole wheat grains

Walnuts, almonds
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KEEP YOUR JOINTS HEALTHY
A few changes to your habits can help you prevent osteoarthritis 
and slow the progression of the disease. 

BE CAREFUL OF HEAVY LOADS
If you need to lift something heavy, avoid bending over with 
your legs straight. Get near to the load, bend at the knees, 
keep your back straight, and lift slowly using the muscles in 
your arms and legs. 

Hold the load close to your body when you move it, and be 
careful never to lift it above your waist.
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Never rotate your upper body when moving heavy objects—
turn on your feet instead. 

When carrying bags, try to balance 
the weight on either side of your body 
or switch arms regularly. 

When carrying bags, try to balance 
the weight on either side of your body 

TIP
When shopping, 

use a shopping trolley 
and when travelling, 

use a suitcase 
with wheels. 
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LIMIT REPETITIVE ACTIONS
This doesn’t necessarily mean you have to stop enjoying your 
favourite sports or pastimes. Just do these activities for 
shorter periods of time. For example, if you love gardening, 
instead of weeding for hours on end, spend 15 to 20 minutes, 
then go do something else and come back to it later. Take 
breaks!

AVOID BEING STATIONARY
Don’t remain standing (without walking), kneeling, or sitting for 
long periods of time. Change positions often, stretch every 
half hour, and walk around a bit. This will help you avoid joint 
stiff ness, fatigue, and pain caused by constant pressure on the 
same joints. 



AIDS TO IMPROVE 
YOUR DAILY LIFE!
Joint changes caused by osteoarthritis can make moving painful 
and daily tasks like climbing the stairs or simply opening a jar 
harder to do. There are special devices available so you can 
stay independent. But they need to be properly adapted and 
used correctly to help you get around rather than cause further 
injuries.

Canes and walkers, when used properly, can reduce 
pressure on your feet, hips, and knees by up to 60%. They 
are perfect for periods of severe pain to help the joint rest. 

Grab bars and safety bars in the bath can help you get 
up and avoid falls. 

21
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An adjustable seat for the bath 
makes it easier to move about.

A raised toilet seat is more 
comfortable.

Adapted medicine containers 
are bigger and have larger lids 
that are easier to open. Ask your 
health professional for easy-to-open 
containers or for help removing safety 
seals that are sometimes tricky to get off .

Jar-openers make it easier to open jars.

With a grabber, you can avoid bending down.

Don’t be afraid to ask your health professional for help. They 
can help you fi nd ways to do things to ease the tension on your 
joints in your daily activities. 

for the bath 

that are easier to open. Ask your 
health professional for easy-to-open 
containers or for help removing safety 
seals that are sometimes tricky to get off .

WARNING!
Containers with 

large lids will be easier 
for you to open, but 
easier for kids too. 

Be careful! 
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CONCLUSION
Living with osteoarthritis isn’t easy. Fortunately, there are lots 
of tips on how to slow the disease’s progression and learn to 
live with it. Again, adopting good living habits is part of the 
key to living well with osteoarthritis. There are over-the-counter 
and prescription medications that can help you manage the 
pain caused by this disease. And don’t be afraid to talk to your 
health professional about it!
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AP
PE

ND
IX

A FEW STRETCHING 
EXERCISES ANYBODY CAN DO

To avoid injury, we recommend that you start slowly 
and gradually increase the length and intensity 

of stretching exercises. If you can, start with 
10 repetitions for each exercise. 

Depending on what you can handle, increase 
your repetitions by 5 each week until you 

get to 30. Know your limits! In some cases, 
it might be best to consult a health professional 
to make sure the exercises you choose will work 

for you. Here are some examples of exercises 
you could get into the habit of doing!
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1
POSITION: STANDING, HEAD FACING 
FORWARD, ARMS AT YOUR SIDE

NECK

Turn you head to the left
Hold it there for fi ve seconds
Face forward again
Repeat the exercise on the right side



OSTEOARTHRITIS
A Guide to Osteoarthritis Prevention and Relief26

2
POSITION: STANDING, HEAD FACING 
FORWARD, ARMS AT YOUR SIDE

SHOULDERS

Make little clockwise circles with your 
 left shoulder, then go counter clockwise

Repeat with your right shoulder
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3

EXERCISE 2
POSITION: ON YOUR BACK, 
KNEES BENT

EXERCISE 1
POSITION: LYING FLAT 
ON YOUR BACK

BACK

Place your hands under your left thigh 
 and pull it towards you

Hold for 20 seconds, then release
Repeat with your right leg

Place your hands under both knees
Guide your knees and thighs towards the ground on

 the right side, then the left
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4
EXERCISE 1
POSITION: STANDING, 
BACK STRAIGHT

Place your hands on a table 
 or the back of a chair

Swing your left leg forward and 
 back with your knee slightly bent

Repeat with your right leg

EXERCISE 2
POSITION: SITTING, 
BACK STRAIGHT

Place your left heel on a stool
Bend your upper body forward, 

 keeping your back and leg straight
Hold for 10 seconds
Return to the starting position
Repeat with your right leg

HIPS
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5
EXERCISE 1
POSITION: LYING ON THE FLOOR, 
ONE KNEE BENT SO YOUR FOOT IS FLAT 
ON THE FLOOR

Inch your left foot towards you while 
 keeping your bum on the fl oor. 
 Bring your heel in as close 
 as possible to your bum

Hold for ten seconds
Return to the starting position
Repeat with your right leg

EXERCISE 2
POSITION: STANDING, 
BACK STRAIGHT, FEET 
SHOULDER-WIDTH APART

Place one hand on the wall
Bend your left leg back behind you
Hold for ten seconds
Return to the starting position
Repeat with your right leg

KNEES
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6
EXERCISE 1
POSITION: SITTING, 
BACK STRAIGHT

Place your heel on a stool
Keep your leg straight
Point your toes forward then fl ex

 them back towards you
Repeat with your right foot

EXERCISE 2
POSITION: SITTING, 
BACK STRAIGHT

Raise your left leg, without bending
 your knee

Make little clockwise circles with your
 foot while keeping your leg stationary

Repeat the action in a counter 
 clockwise direction

Repeat with your right foot

ANKLES



SOURCES AND USEFUL LINKS:
The Arthritis Society 
www.arthrite.ca

Familiprix
www.familiprix.com

L’arthrose: je fais le point! 
http://static.capsana.ca/corpo/pdf/autres/l_arthrose_je_fais_
le_point-fr.pdf

http://www.guide-arthrose.com/arthrose-et-alimentation/
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1Only pharmacists are responsible for the professional activities of the pharmacy practice. 
They use various tools such as the PSST! (Plan to Stay in Shape Today) program.
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