
Rheumatoid arthritis

◼ Chronic autoimmune multisystemic inflammatory disease that affects many 
organs but predominantly attacks the syno

◼ Onset is generally in adulthood, peaking in the 4th and 5th decades. The 
pediatric condition, juvenile rheumatoid arthritis, is discussed separately.vial
tissues and joints.

◼ Risk factors
– smoking (seropositive RA)

– obesity

– low socioeconomic status

◼ Articular features generally develop prior to extra-articular features.

◼ Articular features include a symmetrical deforming peripheral 
polyarthropathy that classically affects the fingers and hands, but also 
commonly involves the feet and can involve multiple other joints

https://radiopaedia.org/articles/juvenile-rheumatoid-arthritis?lang=us


Rheumatoid arthritis

◼ The inflammatory response leads 
to pannus formation. 

◼ Pannus is an edematous thickened hyperplastic 
synovium infiltrated by lymphocytes T and B, 
plasmocytes, macrophages, and osteoclasts. 

◼ Pannus will gradually erode bare areas initially, 
followed by the articular cartilage. 

◼ It causes fibrous ankylosis which eventually 
ossifies.

https://radiopaedia.org/articles/pannus?lang=us






Clinical Issues

• RA in 1% of worldwide population

• 5% in some Native American populations

• F > M (3:1)

• Proximal: carpus, MCPs, PIPs

• MCPs involved in 85% of patients with RA

• Carpus involved in 80% of patients with RA

• Hand PIP involved in 75% of patients with 
RA



Location

◼ Symmetry of disease is classic

– Early in disease, may be unilateral/asymmetric

◼ Proximal distribution

– MCP or PIP

– Distal radioulnar joint (DRUJ), ulnar styloid

– Radiocarpal (RC) joint

– Intercarpal joints
» Early findings better appreciated on MR than 

radiography

◼ DIPs not involved until end stage



Diagnostic Checklist

– Earliest RA may be monostotic or 
asymmetric

» Must differentiate from septic arthritis

– Use sites of focal soft tissue swelling to 
guide you to subtle bone findings on 
radiography

– Assess for cortex indistinctness and dot-
dash pattern for earliest radiographic 
signs of erosion
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