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FOREWORD BY DR LAUREN FREID


Living with arthritis can feel like an overwhelming and daunting task, which is why Emily Johnson’s debut book Beat Arthritis Naturally is fundamental to understanding how you can take ownership of your health and condition and feel better. With this, her second book, Eat Well with Arthritis, there is the exciting opportunity to try even more delicious anti-inflammatory recipes, with a nutritionist’s approval, and learn further from two leading health practitioners. I’m delighted to be introducing it.


During my medical training, my mother was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis, and although medicine significantly improved her pain, allowing her to regain dexterity and strength, it was in fact the healthy lifestyle interventions in combination with the medicine that eventually restored her to her baseline. Since then, as I watched her from behind my medical texts and beyond, she has been optimising sleep, prioritising exercise, focusing on a whole food, anti-inflammatory diet, and taking steps to reduce emotional stress. Years later, she is living a healthier life with rheumatoid arthritis than she ever was prior to the diagnosis. Arthritis does not hold her back.


As a rheumatologist, and inspired by my mother, I firmly encourage healthy lifestyle approaches from the outset when seeing patients with a new diagnosis of arthritis. The goal is for my patients to live their longest, healthiest and most fulfilled lives. I am always looking for resources that can help them, and when I came across Arthritis Foodie, I knew I had struck gold. Arthritis Foodie is Emily’s international health and lifestyle blog and is dedicated to living well with arthritis, and it provides invaluable support for many of my patients and resources for myself as a physician.


Beat Arthritis Naturally, and now Eat Well with Arthritis, use evidence-based approaches that combine traditional treatments with complementary and alternative therapies, providing a safe, healthy way to optimise the quality of life for people of all ages living with arthritis. In my experience, the best quality of life is achieved through the balanced combination of pharmacotherapy with lifestyle modifications. With these recipes, and the principles from Beat Arthritis Naturally, you have the opportunity to improve your health and wellbeing, and feel good.


Dr Lauren Freid


Rheumatologist,
Ventura, CA










INTRODUCTION


Eat Well with Arthritis is a gentle way to ease the door open into new ways of living and eating positively with your arthritis. Nutrition is an effective place to begin as the gut houses 70 per cent of the immune system, and it is essential to managing your physical health and mental wellbeing. But nutrition is just one part of your colourful mosaic of lifestyle habits and choices, from sleep and stress, to movement and more, blending together to create a personalised picture of your health. This picture looks different for each of us, depending on our genetics, age, sex, environment, immune health and even our daily sleeping habits, stress levels, exercise and diet. Just as our fingerprints are all different, our experience of arthritis, and how it manifests will be unique too.


Arthritis is more than a few stiff joints, or something that happens with age or the result of an old sports injury. Symptoms associated with arthritis include (but are not limited to) chronic pain and inflammation, poor sleep and fatigue, and joint swelling and flare-ups, alongside the ongoing healthcare admin of hospital appointments and blood tests, prescriptions and painkillers. It can feel overwhelming at times – and it is largely misunderstood. The most recent study of the public’s perception of arthritis highlighted that people often confuse rheumatoid arthritis (RA), osteoarthritis (OA) and other joint-related conditions, with 76 per cent of Brits unable to identify a description of RA in one survey. There are over 100 different types of arthritis and related musculoskeletal conditions, affecting an estimated 350 million people globally, and it can happen to anyone at any age. (Only one third of Brits interviewed in that survey knew that it could happen to those between the ages of 16 and 24.)


When you are living with arthritis, you are not only managing that long list above, but you may also turn to healthcare professionals, family and friends or Doctor Google to find any and every idea that might help you to make your day-to-day life better. You spend (and probably have spent) hours researching, talking to others online and in person, and reading online forums, social media posts and health-blog articles to try to find the answers. And with this, it may feel as though you are adding yet another load to an already overflowing cart of stuff that you are pulling up a hill every day.


Well, I am here to take you on a downhill route and lighten the load for you at the same time, because I understand that overwhelming feeling all too well. After five years of living with arthritis, I not only felt overwhelm, but also complete despair, and I thought, ‘What could I lose by giving this a go?’ – ‘this’ being a complete overhaul of my diet and lifestyle habits, to help ease my pain and reduce arthritis flare-ups.


The first place most of us go to for help is Google (or any search engine) to look up the foods that are deemed ‘good’ for arthritis, and the foods that are cited as being inflammatory. Right now, as I write this, the search term ‘foods for arthritis’ on Google has 120,000,000 results – so many zeros that I couldn’t figure out how to say the number at first, but that’s 120 million different webpages listing information about the foods that may or may not (as there’s a lot of misinformation around) help you manage your arthritis. And on the flip side, there are 47.5 million search results for ‘foods to avoid with arthritis’ and plenty of scaremongering around tomatoes (more on these later with some updated research since the first book – spoiler – they are actually very good for us).


The truth is that you could spend hours searching for the ‘right’ recipe or online article, and you probably will not be any closer to discovering what might help (or hinder) your journey towards feeling better. The good news is, backed by research and healthcare professionals, with Eat Well with Arthritis and Beat Arthritis Naturally we have the tools to tackle this together. The first step is understanding: understanding your condition and what you can do to feel good every day. All of the principles, research and advice in Beat Arthritis Naturally are reflected in this book, and woven into every recipe too. With both books, you now have access to 150 anti-inflammatory recipes, tools and tips to equip you on this road ahead.


If you are new here, Beat Arthritis Naturally is the foundation to taking ownership of your health and wellbeing, and learning to live with your arthritis. Both books will support you to navigate your life with arthritis. My aim is to help you to live with arthritis in a happier, healthier and more holistic way for a better quality of life. And of course, to eat well with arthritis, every day.
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How did I end up writing about how to live well with arthritis?


Despite not being diagnosed with arthritis until my early twenties, I was four years old when I was hospitalised with swollen knees. I have very vague memories of sleeping on a hospital bed. After one week I was discharged, and although I was checked for juvenile idiopathic arthritis in the months following, I was signed off after no further symptoms appeared and received no formal diagnosis. It was not until years later that I was diagnosed with ‘seronegative arthritis’, after two years of mis-diagnosis, fatigue, frustration and feeling like my fingers were going to pop with the swelling.


My rheumatologist at the time placed me on the first rung on the ladder of medications, starting with naproxen, an NSAID (non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug), and then sulfasalazine, a DMARD (disease-modifying anti-rheumatic drug). These had little to no effect, but then methotrexate started to reduce the swelling in my hands and the pain subsided a little too. Steroid injections also provided occasional temporary relief. But I was constantly struck with a cold, or a bug with flu-like symptoms, or flu itself, and the exhaustion remained debilitating. My lifestyle and lack of nutrition did not help, as my diet back then included a number of overly processed or preserved foods, refined carbohydrates, sugar-filled sauces and cakes, and I pushed the boundaries on caffeine and alcohol. Don’t get me wrong, I did put cucumber in my tuna sandwiches, had an apple or grapes for a snack and occasionally a sliced banana on my breakfast cereal. I was not considerate about what I was eating unless I could choose from a menu and/or someone else was cooking the food for me (thank you, Mum!).


Self-care was not yet a buzzword, and even if it was, I would not have been able to tell you what it meant or how to execute it in my own life. But it’s what I needed the most and I did not realise this until I started Arthritis Foodie in 2018. I became acutely aware of how important it is to take care of your body – to listen to it and be attentive to it – because we only get one. It’s not just the food we put into it either. I now sing about the whole picture to anyone who will listen: food and nutrition, sleep, exercise and emotional wellbeing, as well as medicine and ‘go-to’ things for pain management (that work for you, your body and your condition). I documented my journey online, mainly through Instagram, and in a handwritten diary – the good and the bad – from my diet and the subsequent toilet habits, to sleep duration and potential flare-up triggers. I started to feel a small difference in my energy and pain levels after a month, but a significant and positive change after three months, and even more so after a year.


Everything that I was doing was through my own research, trial and error, and testing on myself. But I knew that the healthcare professionals who I was learning from (many have contributions in Beat Arthritis Naturally) were right in their approaches. And there was nothing woo-woo about it, because it was backed by science, and I was not throwing my medication in the bin. I was still taking it and I found that what I was doing complemented it. It enabled my body (and my mind) to get a hold on my arthritis and control what I could, when I could, to feel better.


The Arthritis Foodie community began asking me privately through direct messages where I was getting my information from, and how they could access it. But sadly I did not have anywhere to send them to, as there was not a pass to the inner machinery of my mind where thoughts (about beating arthritis naturally or otherwise) are produced and stored, and thank goodness there isn’t. Their (your!) requests did not go unnoticed though. In 2019 I started writing the book that would become Beat Arthritis Naturally, but I had absolutely no idea how it would ever be published. I campaigned with a company called Publishizer, and eventually, through what can only be described as divine intervention, I met with Yellow Kite Books that December.


My wish was simple: to provide people like me with the book that I had needed when I first started living with arthritis. Using my own experiences, and the brilliant minds of rheumatologists, doctors, immunologists, nutritionists, scientists, physical therapists and health experts, it really is the book I wished I could have had in 2013, when I was 20 years old and had absolutely no idea what to do or how to feel better. Since its publication day in May 2021, it has become a bestselling book on Amazon and I have had the joy of reading countless stories and numerous online reviews on how Beat Arthritis Naturally has helped you. Every day it is empowering people all over the world to feel less alone and to find ways to manage their arthritis, pain and symptoms.


Eat Well with Arthritis blooms from my first book and is packed with colourful, nutritious and exciting new recipes for you and your loved ones to share together. It also includes insights from two brilliant healthcare professionals – Dr Deepak Ravindran and Cheryl Crow, who are doing important work in supporting many people with their chronic pain. Whether you are new here or not, I hope that the principles in my books help you to feel good and live well, for as long as possible. Thank you for being here, and thank yourself for taking these steps towards better health.


‘My aim is to help you to live with arthritis in a happier, healthier and more holistic way for a better quality of life.’











LIVING WITH ARTHRITIS


‘In fact, the only thing that’s truly under our control is where, when, and how we repeatedly direct our attention – and whether we’re directing it consciously.’
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Dr Elizabeth A. Stanley, author and professor at Georgetown University








Before turning to your recipes, it is helpful to understand why and how they may help you on your way to feeling good. In isolation, the recipes in this book will nourish and support your body, mind and overall wellbeing – that I am sure of – but, to feel the difference even more, it is important to understand how further elements of your day-to-day life impact on you. That’s why, through these pages, I will walk you through the all-important principles of living well with arthritis. As with my first book, these principles are backed up by science and research, with exciting new evidence published since I wrote Beat Arthritis Naturally.


In this chapter I’ll explore:
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Making peace with your condition, and learning everything you can to live better with it, is about taking control of your body and mindset. Some days it will be easier to do this than others. The overhaul of your habits might be hard at the beginning, but your new choices should hopefully become second nature, as you notice the difference that they are making. As Dr Stanley iterates, even if we cannot control the situation around us, what we can control and choose to do is take charge of where, when and how we direct our attention. Finally, these are all things that can be implemented alongside medication, but if you are unsure about any of the contents of this chapter or beyond, please consultant your medical professional.


‘Making peace with your condition and learning everything you can to live better with it, is about taking control of your body and mindset.’



Arthritis and you


Musculoskeletal conditions are the leading contributor to disability worldwide with approximately 1.7 billion people globally living with lower back pain, neck pain, osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis among others. It may afflict you when you are young or old, whether you are tall or short, male or female; it does not discriminate and occurs in all races, age groups and sexes. Osteoarthritis (OA) and rheumatoid arthritis (RA) are the most prevalent forms of arthritis, but as mentioned earlier, there are over 100 types. Whether you can pick out the name of your arthritis here or not, this book has been written with the common joint pain denominator in mind: inflammation. RA is classed as an autoimmune disease (AID) and other arthritis AIDs include juvenile idiopathic arthritis (JIA) and a category of arthritis called spondyloarthritis (this includes Ankylosing Spondylitis, Reactive Arthritis, Psoriatic Arthritis, and Arthritis related to Inflammatory Bowel Disease).


Autoimmune diseases are chronic inflammatory disorders caused by abnormal immune-system function, and research indicates that autoimmune diseases occur when a person with genetic predisposition encounters certain environmental triggers that may turn the disease process ‘on’. Studies have demonstrated that up to 30 per cent of AIDs are heritable. This shows how important it is to take care of our wellbeing, from what we eat to how we move. Inflammation makes its appearance in varying ways in arthritic conditions, including gout, RA and even in osteoarthritis, which is usually perceived as simply ‘something that happens as you get older’, with many being told that there is very little that they can do to feel better.


Osteoarthritis is the most widespread form of arthritis, and for a long time it was considered a non-inflammatory disease that was the result of ‘wear and tear’. In the last few decades (since the 1990s), it has been understood that inflammation is not only present in the majority of those living with OA, but that it is actively involved in the progression of the disease. OA may not necessarily comply with all of the classic signs of inflammation, but there is now a wealth of scientific evidence showing that inflammation plays an integral role in the development of osteoarthritis. Yet, despite the high prevalence of OA in the global population, there is no disease-modifying drug available for the management of OA, unlike other autoimmunity-based arthritic conditions like RA.


With numerous types of arthritis, and taking into account age, environment and genetics, the condition manifests differently from one person to the next. But they all involve symptoms such as joint pain, swelling and stiffness, difficultly and restriction in movement, fatigue and sleep disturbance, decline in mental wellbeing and muscle wasting. A given medicinal therapy may help one person, but that same intervention may not work for another. The journey of living with arthritis can be trial and error, but if you are taking a medication with the purpose of combatting inflammation and reducing pain, then implementing the lifestyle approaches to achieve the same effect has to be worth a try.
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INFLAMMATION IN THE BODY


What is it? (acute and chronic)


Inflammation is often misunderstood and labelled as being ‘bad’ or ‘not good for us’, but it actually depends on what kind of inflammation it is, what the symptoms are and how long it has lasted. Acute inflammation is important to our survival as a species; in fact, life would not be possible without it. As life evolved on Earth, it was necessary for organisms to defend themselves against unwanted visitors. A highly complex system has evolved over millions of years to protect us against things like viruses, bacteria and all the other pathogens – usually without us even noticing – and this is known as the immune system.


Acute inflammation is the process by which your immune system both recognises and defends you against these unwanted visitors and repairs damage. It is visible as swelling, redness and increased temperature in the affected area. This pro-inflammatory process partially destroys the body’s own tissue, which is why the process is limited in time and subsides as soon as the ‘intruder’ has been successfully fought off. Afterwards, the opposite of this (an anti-inflammatory process) initiates healing of the affected tissue. It is a finely tuned balance between initial pro-inflammatory activities and anti-inflammatory healing processes, which leads to a complete recovery of the affected area. To sum up, it persists for a short duration, is usually found at the area of injury or infection and is a sophisticated operation only occurring when needed.


So, when is it that inflammation can become potentially harmful to us? When inflammation happens without any obvious and typical signs, it is known as chronic low-grade inflammation. This chronic low-grade inflammation is long-lasting and can persist for weeks, months or even years. Although chronic inflammation is weaker in intensity, in time it can lead to many chronic diseases, including cancer and cardiovascular, neurodegenerative or respiratory diseases, as well as arthritis. Signs and symptoms of chronic inflammation are less obvious than the normal inflammation we see in our bodies, and include body pain; arthralgia (joint pain without inflammation); myalgia (muscle aches and pain); chronic fatigue and insomnia; depression, anxiety and mood disorders; gastrointestinal complications (gut dysbiosis) like constipation, diarrhoea and acid reflux; weight gain or weight loss and frequent infections. In conditions like arthritis, the chronic inflammation may lead to joint destruction, such as in osteoarthritis where it leads to a breakdown of the cartilage layer in joints. For more on chronic inflammation and chronic pain, head to the chapter with Dr Deepak, here.




ACUTE VS CHRONIC INFLAMMATION






	 


	Acute inflammation


	Systemic chronic inflammation







	Trigger


	PAMPs (infection), DAMPs (cellular stress, trauma)


	DAMPs (Exposome: a collection of environmental factors, such as stress and diet, to which an individual is exposed and which can have an effect on health, metabolic dysfunction, tissue damage)







	Duration


	Short-term


	Long-term







	Magnitude


	High-grade


	Low-grade







	Outcome(s)


	Healing, trigger removal, tissue repair


	Collateral damage







	Biomarkers


	Il-6, TNF-α, IL-1β, CRP


	Silent















	DAMP


	Damage-associated molecular pattern (injury, infection, unwanted visitors). DAMPs are cell-derived from the host and initiate and perpetuate immunity in response to trauma, tissue damage, tumor cells and dead or dying cells, either in the absence or presence of pathogenic infection.







	PAMP


	Pathogen-associated molecular pattern (a diverse set of microbial molecules that alert immune cells to destroy intruding pathogens). PAMPs are derived from microorganisms (viruses, foreign substances) and therefore drive inflammation in response to pathogenic infections.







	Il-6, TNF-α, IL-1β, CRP


	During acute inflammation all of these biomarkers may be elevated, and CRP is often used to diagnose forms of inflammatory arthritis.







	Silent


	Non canonical standard biomarkers = there is no ideal or reliable biomarker in chronic low-grade inflammation, therefore this is the name that is given to it. There are presently no standard biomarkers for indicating the presence of health-damaging chronic inflammation. (Note: this is often why it may take time to diagnose)
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What may help?







	Anti-inflammatory nutrition


	
A good place to start is the Mediterranean diet (MD), typically consisting of a high intake of vegetables, fruits, nuts, legumes and extra virgin olive oil, with moderate intakes of fish, poultry and dairy products, less red meat and a moderate amount of red wine.


It has been shown to preserve human health in myriad ways, from protecting against cardiovascular diseases, to preventing alterations in gut microbiota* (remember there’s 70 per cent of your entire immune system in the gut) and exerting long-term anti-inflammatory effects. The MD is packed with polyphenols (more on these on here), and research has shown how plant polyphenols may have a positive impact on arthritic and inflammatory conditions, namely OA, RA and autoimmune diseases as the most researched. Studies indicates that the gut influences our feelings and communicates with the brain, and antioxidant-rich foods – found in the MD – reduce the risks of depression and cognitive decline.


The MD is a foundation of the recipe ideas in this book, but although not as researched, there are other diets that offer similar benefits, such as the Nordic diet. It’s important to reiterate that we are individual human beings who will react differently, based on our genetics, gut microbiome, lifestyle, environment and immunity.


*Gut microbiota: the collection of microorganisms, including bacteria, archaea, fungi and viruses, in the gut.








	Exercise and movement


	
Through fear of ‘doing damage’, many people living with arthritis tend to speculate that exercise will cause them (more) harm, but this is not the case. The European League Against Rheumatism (EULAR) ‘Recommendations for Physical Activity in People with Inflammatory Arthritis and Osteoarthritis’ has provided us with the first evidence-based guidelines about the quality and quantity of exercise that is beneficial specifically for people living with arthritis.


Regular exercise is demonstrated to exert anti-inflammatory effects, and regular physical activity, exercise and weight loss offer protection against a wide variety of chronic diseases associated with low-grade inflammation. Physical activity is now advocated as an anti-inflammatory therapy for patients with rheumatic diseases, and one review has demonstrated that acute exercise does not appear to worsen pain symptoms. Alongside the positive effects on mental health and wellbeing, exercise may also have a positive impact on our gut by diversifying the gut microbiota. Despite requiring more human trials, exercise may in the future provide a beneficial treatment for several chronic- and immune-based diseases, like RA, and may help to manage inflammation.


However, over-exercising can be pro-inflammatory, as can not doing anything at all. Avoiding the extremes, there is a sweet-spot in the middle – moderate or light exercise – which has beneficial anti-inflammatory effects that could help to alleviate inner inflammation. It can even help our sleep quality too, just as long as it is not right before bedtime. My favourite forms of exercise are swimming, walking and yoga. Yoga is a mind, body and soul practice and helps to increase flexibility, strength, mobility and balance, with the potential to decrease inflammation in the blood and reduce cortisol (the stress hormone), with tangible benefits for the whole body. It has been shown to reduce rheumatic disease symptoms and disability, as well as improve self-efficacy and mental health. Dr Lauren Freid, who provided the Foreword for this book, is both a rheumatologist and a yoga instructor.








	Restful sleep


	
Getting a good night’s sleep feels good and does good. Even more importantly, it’s great for your immune system, with anti-inflammatory benefits. In fact, scientists are yet to find a biological function that isn’t impaired by poor sleep quality, or equally doesn’t benefit from good sleep quality. Humans are asleep for a third of our lives, but roughly two-thirds of adult humans are sleeping less than the necessary (and recommended minimum) of eight hours a night. Understandably, sleep disturbances are present in 67–88 per cent of chronic pain disorders, like arthritis. Poor sleep is often associated with depression too.


Immune health and sleep are bidirectionally intertwined: sleep defends and protects us when we are well, and the immune system stimulates sleep when we are unwell (I remember sleeping a lot when I first got arthritis!) Recently, emerging evidence illustrates a similar bidirectional links between sleep and inflammation, too. Sleep is the longest duration of time in which the body has low levels of inflammation, and the opportunity to heal, partly due to a reduction in stress (which impacts inflammation) and the body being in a fasted state (not eating). One study has shown that when the body is in a fasted state, it produces a substance that directly interferes with the process of inflammation connected to several disorders, including AIDs, autoinflammatory disorders, type 2 diabetes and Alzheimer’s disease.


Less sleep is sure to increase our inflammation, but it is not always easy to get to sleep. Maintaining a regular sleep time and routine is key, with rituals before bed to calm, relax, and ease you into a good night’s sleep, such as Epsom salts baths, reading a book or slow bedtime yoga.








	Emotional wellbeing and environment


	
Getting into nature, connecting to our inner world and taking care of our emotional needs (as well as our physical ones) are all vital to managing inflammation levels and overall happiness. You can read about why stress impacts us further on here and the ways you might be able to relieve stress and inflammation through mindful activities, and the environment around you. Your environment includes the places you are in and the people you surround yourself with. It is vital to our wellbeing to have safe spaces and in those spaces, to have people who we feel safe with. Being in nature is proven to reduce our heart rate; lower stress hormones; improve our immune system function; support our breathing; counter stress, anxiety and depression; and increase a sense of calm and relaxation. Even indoor foliage, such as house plants and flowers, provide stress relief.


Reading, writing and drawing, are largely accessible and relatively cheap ways to feel good too. Within only six minutes, research shows that reading reduces stress levels by up to 60 per cent. Applying gratitude, specifically through positive emotional writing, also alleviates stress and anxiety, and any form of art-making has the capacity to reduce our stress levels.


Breathwork and yogic breathing, listening to music or playing it, and mindfulness and mind-body therapies (like Tai Chi, Qigong, yoga and meditation), have also all been cited as providing positive benefits and reducing stress, pain and depressive symptoms. Meditation and mindfulness help to increase awareness of your body, mind and feelings in the present moment, without judgement. New research shows how mindfulness-based meditation has been effective in reducing pain in chronic pain patients.









‘Immune health and sleep are bidirectionally intertwined; sleep defends and protects us when we are well, and the immune system stimulates sleep when we are unwell.’



What hinders?







	Inflammatory foods


	
The antitheses to the MD diet, are the standard American diet (SAD) and the Western pattern diet (WPD). They are the most inflammatory diets, characterised by a high content of meat, ultra-processed foods, processed meats, saturated fats, refined produce, sugar, alcohol, and an associated reduced consumption of fruits and vegetables, with barely any fibre. Typically the food is high in salt, sugar, additives (E-numbers), saturated or trans fats, and is largely weight gaining (obesity is associated with chronic low-level inflammation). Obesity has also been linked with an increased risk of inflammatory rheumatic diseases, such as RA, AS and psoriatic arthritis (PsA). Some of the major risk factors for inflammation-induced chronic diseases are infections, obesity, alcohol, tobacco and diet.


Inflammation and illness-inciting chemicals have been demonstrated to increase by about 70 per cent with a high-fat and low-fibre diet, but the good news is that switching to a Mediterranean-style anti-inflammatory diet for 30 days reverses the changes. One study found that those with an inflammatory diet had a 40 per cent greater risk of depression and further research found a direction connection between a poor diet (junk food, processed and unhealthy foods), and depression and anxiety. High GI foods, such as processed foods, as well as white potatoes and sugary soft drinks, are rapidly digested and cause considerable fluctuations in blood glucose and insulin levels. A diet based on high GI foods has been shown to cause and worsen inflammation whereas low GI foods, such as wholegrain breads, brown rice, legumes, quinoa and sweet potatoes are slowly digested, producing gradual rises in blood glucose and insulin levels. The MD appears to be the most science-supported diet. Naturally anti-inflammatory, it has the most potential to battle against the chronic inflammatory conditions and AIDs so prevalent in the world today.








	Sedentary behaviour


	
Sitting is inflammatory, and one in four adults globally (28 per cent or 1.4 billion people) are physically inactive, with around 81 per cent of UK office workers spending 4–9 hours sitting at their desks each day. It’s an epidemic whether or not you are living with arthritis. ‘You freeze, you seize’, as the saying goes, and there is truth in this. Our bodies need movement, and a lack of it results in muscle wasting, poor joint health, reduced fitness and exercise tolerance, a decrease in range of movement and flexibility, as well as a higher risk of other injuries due to poor joint stability. Exercise may be an important potential modifier of harmful pro-inflammatory markers typical to inflammation but it’s not always easy when you’re in pain – most people living with chronic conditions tend to exercise less, which can make symptoms worse.


Sedentary behaviour (not moving) and obesity are accompanied by low-grade inflammation. It has been demonstrated, specifically in RA, that obesity is associated with significantly higher CRP and ESR (blood markers of inflammation). Increasing sedentary behaviour results in pro-inflammatory markers, but increased levels of light, moderate and vigorous activity, induces lower inflammatory markers and higher levels of anti-inflammatory markers. It’s important to go at your own pace and only do what you can, when you can, finding joy in your own movement and feeling good in your body. Be comfortable and safe when exercising. Move in a way that is right for you; find something that you enjoy and set realistic goals.








	
Reduced sleep



	
If you aren’t sleeping well, then your body is not doing enough of what it needs to while you’re asleep. This can cause an excess of inflammation and impact on your immune system’s ability to fight against those unwanted visitors we met earlier (see here). Restless nights are seen as an inevitable outcome when living with arthritis, but not only does joint pain trigger a loss of sleep, but sleep disturbance worsens joint pain, fatigue, depression and anxiety, and can even accelerate joint damage. Pain can be both a cause and an effect of inadequate sleep.


Overall, chronic sleep deprivation can be viewed as a state of chronic stress impacting immune function and general health, so it’s no wonder that sleep disturbance is significantly related to chronic pain intensity and function. In both pain-free individuals and those living with chronic pain, lack of sleep has been shown to contribute to the exacerbation of pain processes. Losing sleep for only one night has a significant impact on our immune system too, reducing our first line of defence (natural killer cells) against unwanted visitors by 70 per cent.


Dining close to bedtime is typically accompanied by poorer sleep, gastrointestinal reflux, worsening sleep quality and inflammation by inhibiting the anti-inflammatory fasted state. The gut needs space from you (it’s not personal), so if you can avoid eating 2–3 hours before you go to bed, it should aid a better night’s sleep, as may eating in a window of only 10–11 hours per day.








	High stress


	Stress can be triggered by your body, mind and thoughts, or your environment and is a real trigger for my inflammation and pain. Chronic stress = chronic inflammation = chronic pain. An acute stress response (perhaps when you’re making a public speech or running late for an appointment), like acute inflammation, is short-lived and temporary. Severe acute stress, near-death experiences or assaults for example, can lead to mental health issues or may also worsen into a chronic state of stress, and increase bodily inflammation. Depression is four times more common among people in persistent pain compared to those without pain, and those with long-term musculoskeletal conditions are almost twice as likely to report feeling anxious or depressed compared to the rest of the population. Chronic psychological stress is connected with the body losing its ability to regulate the inflammatory response, which can lead to disease, and this excessive inflammation plays a critical role in the relationship between stress and stress-related diseases too. Living with long-term chronic pain conditions takes its toll, and it is essential to be kind to yourself and implement mindful activities to reduce your stress levels where possible. It’s not easy to escape stress, but there are things we can do to manage it (see here).







	Substances


	Extensive research over the last several decades has discovered that some of the major risk factors for most inflammation-induced chronic conditions are infections, obesity, alcohol, tobacco, and diet. We have already covered diet and obesity, but what is it about smoking, alcohol and caffeine that has an impact on inflammation?







	 


	Smoking can have damaging effects on our bones and joints. The toxins associated with smoking act on the immune system, weakening our defences and promoting autoimmunity. Smoking (yourself or passively) also increases the risk of developing over 50 serious health conditions, and promotes certain AIDs, like RA or PsA. Heavy smokers have over two-and-a-half times an increased risk of the most severe form of RA; luckily after 15 years of quitting for good, the risk decreases by a third. However, if you already have arthritis, smoking can exacerbate your symptoms and disrupt the efficacy of your medication or treatments, including surgery. Speak to your healthcare provider about quitting, and they will be able to equip you with the right support to help you to do it.
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