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Overview of Arthritis & the 
Older Adult 
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Education Health Care Professionals 

Part 4: Recommendations for 

Management 
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Two critical factors for achieving optimal health outcomes:  
 

 

 

Management of RA 

 

(Arthritis Alliance Canada, 2014; Peters et al, 2010; RiskAnalytica, 2010) 

Canadian Rheumatology Association Recommendations 

1. Early access to diagnosis and treatment with tight control. 

“Early treatment and access to DMARDs and biologics were 

shown to result in a reduction in health care costs and 

disability for RA.  Although the costs of these drugs are high, 

the benefits that stem from this intervention were shown to far 

outweigh the cost of the intervention.”  
(RiskAnalytica, 2010) 

 

2. A treat-to-target (T2T) approach to achieve low disease 

activity and remission 

AND 
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● Age bias is defined as: 

    “Any shift in a health provider’s patient management, which is based  

     solely on the patient’s age, and not on physical condition”  

     (Segen’s Medical Dictionary, 2012)  

● According to van Onna & Boonen, several studies have found 

that many rheumatologists preferred less intensive treatment 

options in older patients and that younger patients were more 

likely to receive DMARDS at an earlier stage than their elderly 

counterparts.  

● “A delay of more than 12 weeks from symptom onset to 

therapy initiation results in a lower chance of attaining 

remission and an increased chance of progressive joint 

damage.” (AAC, 2014) 

 

 

 

Addressing Age Bias  

 

 

(Arthritis Alliance of Canada, 2014 ; Segen’s Medical Dictionary, 2012; van Onna & Boonen, 2016)  
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● Treatment focuses on symptom 

management 

● The goals of treating osteoarthritis are to: 

1. reduce pain 

2. reduce disease progression (not often possible) 

3. improve function 
 

 

 

 

Managing OA 

 

(Alberta College of Pharmacists & Alberta Medical Association, 2012; Roddy et al., 2005)  
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● Strengthening and aerobic exercises have been shown to improve 

function and health status in those with OA of the knee and hip.  

Exercise therapy should be individualized and take into account co-

morbidity and overall mobility.  It may help to slow the progression of 

the disease.  

● “(W)eight loss has been shown to improve OA symptoms in weight 

bearing joints” (ACP & AMA, 2012) 
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● Septic Arthritis is a medical emergency 

● Early diagnosis along with swift and aggressive treatment  

are vital to achieving favourable outcomes.  

● It is important to note that older adults are at an increased 

susceptibility to adverse outcomes from the use of 

antimicrobial therapy. 

● Increasing age is a risk factor for developing septic arthritis 

and in close to 60% of cases the knee or hip are involved. 

● While diagnosing infection in the elderly is challenging due 

to clinical changes being more subtle and general; changes 

in mental state, functional deterioration, cognitive 

impairment, weight loss, anorexia and falls may be 

indications of sepsis.  

Septic Arthritis 

 

(Mathews, 2010; Mader et al., 2000)  
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Hip and knee replacement surgery have 

been shown to make major 

improvements in the quality of life for 

many, but there are no strict guidelines 

as to candidates for surgery. It tends to 

be considered when treatment of 

symptoms is inadequate and the 

surgical risk of the individual.   

 

 

Surgical Treatment Considerations 
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Alberta College of Pharmacists & Alberta Medical Association, 2012; Jamsen, et al., 2013) 

A review of preoperative clinical and operative data with follow up 

mortality data on nearly 2000 patients aged 75 and over with 

osteoarthritis who had primary total hip and knee replacements 

performed, found that those with functional limitations and comorbidity 

before the surgery were at higher risk of mortality.  
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Other Management Considerations  
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(Lin et al., 2003) 

In a 2003 randomized controlled trial looking 

at the effects of improving depression care in 

older adults with arthritis found that on top of 

experiencing a reduction in their depressive 

symptoms, the intervention group also had 

lower mean scores for pain intensity and 

reduced interference in daily activities due to 

pain resulting in improved quality of life and 

functional status.  

Steroid injections can provide pain relief for a period of between 6 

weeks to 6 months but may increase risk of osteoporosis, fractures and 

osteonecrosis. 
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Non-Pharmacological Treatment Options 

(Cramp, F. et al, 2013; DeSantana, et al., 2008; Parmelee et al., 2015; Coggins, 2014) 

8 

● Cramp, et al. found that there is evidence to support that 

physical activity and psychosocial interventions provide 

benefit in relation to self-reported fatigue in adults with RA.   

● A review of the use of Transcutaneous Electrical Nerve 

Stimulation (TENS) as a non-pharmacological treatment 

option for pain referenced a meta-analysis which showed 

positive effects for relief of chronic musculoskeletal pain.  

Caution should be used when treating older adults with 

cardiac pacemakers. 

● Addressing sleep disturbance related to OA  through 

supporting sleep hygiene may help alleviate pain and 

depression. 
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Improving Quality of Life 

● Provide patient education and self-

management resources. 

● Offer emotional support and refer to group 

exercise & fall prevention programming. 

● Provide strategies to address fatigue 

● Recommend environmental modifications.  

● Investigate mobility aids / orthotics to 

support function and reduce risk of falls.  

● Surgery and rehabilitation can produce 

positive outcomes in those without 

numerous comorbidities. 

● Support smoking cessation. 

● Promote a balanced diet with increased 

intake of foods with anti-inflammatory 

properties and reduction of foods which 

increase inflammation. 
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Overview Summary > Arthritis 

 Arthritis is a prevalent chronic condition in Canada 

affecting greater numbers of women than men and 

increasing with older age. 

 Early treatment is important for better outcomes 

regardless of age. 

 Co-morbidities and disease effects on older adults 

result in further negative outcomes than in younger 

adults. 

 Screening for co-morbid disease and risk factors 

should be a regular part of care for the elderly. 

 Goal oriented approaches supporting disease self-

management through education and healthy lifestyle 

choices are recommended to maintain/prolong 

function and improve quality of life. 
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