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INTRODUCTION

Osteoarthritis (OA), more commonly known as de-
generative joint disease, is a chronic arthropathy affect-
ing more than 21 million Americans today,1 most of
them adults age 60 and older. In the United States, OA
is the most common type of arthritis; the prevalence of
arthritis in the United States by the year 2020 will be,
according to estimates, approximately 60 million cases.2

The incidence of OA varies from 1% to 4% per year.3

Among older adults, it is the most prevalent articular
disease. By age 60 years, more than 80% of the popula-
tion has radiographic evidence of OA, approximately
40% is symptomatic, and approximately 10% has limi-
tation of daily activities.4

The underlying disease process of OA involves the
progressive deterioration and loss of articular cartilage

accompanied by bone remodeling and new bone for-
mation, leading to the loss of normal bone structure
and function. Often more generalized in women than
in men, OA is a leading cause of functional impairment
and disability in the United States.5 Not surprisingly, the
disease has a profound economic impact. In 1994, the
estimated direct and indirect costs related to OA were
$15.5 billion dollars, with more than half of this amount
resulting from loss of work.6

This manual will review briefly the definition, etiology,
and epidemiology of OA, highlighting some specific risk
factors. The pathogenesis of OA also will be examined, as
will its most common clinical manifestations and its diag-
nosis. In discussing the management options available
for patients with OA, the manual will consider the rela-
tive effectiveness of both nonpharmacologic modalities,
including patient education and physical and oc-
cupational therapy, and pharmacologic therapy; surgical
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