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Whether you have been diagnosed with ankylosing spondylitis or a related condition, or if someone 
close to you has been diagnosed, spondyloarthritis (SpA) - also known as spondylitis - and its 

associated social, functional, and economic consequences will require you to make certain adjustments 
to your everday life.  It is especially important to take charge of the disease, since the experts agree that 
taking an active role in managing your condition, backed by a sound knowledge base, will have a positive 
influence on its outcome.  

It should also be noted that how well you cope depends largely on your own attitude and subsequent actions.  
Reducing pain and stiffness, maintaining erect posture and preserving mobility can only be achieved when 
you learn the facts about spondylitis.  

Since its effects can vary from person to person, not all of the information in this book may pertain to you. 
It is a “straightforward” look into the nature of ankylosing spondylitis and its related diseases. It is our hope 
that this book will provide important tools in the quest for optimum health.
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Chapter 1: Understanding the Disease

1Chapter 1:  Understanding The Disease

In the 1960s, researchers set out to take a closer look at the 
skeletal changes that occur shortly after onset of ankylos-
ing spondylitis, long before the disease has had a chance to 
progress.  Researchers and clinicians are now referring to 
this as the pre-spondylitic stage.  These studies into the ini-
tial stages of AS and related diseases provided the wealth of 
information on which we now base our knowledge of how 
these diseases progress and what it is that makes people 
with spondylitis hurt.

Why Spondylitis Hurts

The researchers found that the initial stage of spondylitis is 
inflammatory in nature.  That is, inflammation takes place 
in body tissues, notably at the junction where ligaments, 
tendons or joint capsules attach to bone. (See figures 1a, 
1b, 1c).

The areas of inflammation are actually made up of cells 
of the immune system called lymphocytes.  These cells 
release chemicals that can destroy nearby tissue and stimu-
late certain nerve fibers that cause you to feel pain. (See 
figure 2).

When inflammation occurs deep in the spine, it affects the 
ligaments and muscles surrounding the spine, as well.  The 
nerves that go to the inflamed structures deep in the spine 
also go to these surrounding ligaments and muscles, and 
the result is muscle spasm pain.  Often the spasm is out of 
proportion to the severity of the underlying inflammation.  
This may explain the widespread, painful muscle spasms 
in the spinal area so often observed even early in the dis-
ease.

One critical discovery was determining the way in which 
the initial lesion (area of inflammation) changes over time. 
As the inflammation subsides, the lesion begins to heal by 
forming scar tissue, which replaces the destroyed cartilage 
or joint capsule.  If this scar tissue is supplied by nerves, 
it may become very sensitive and an additional source of 
pain.  In the final stage, the scar tissue has a tendency to 
calcify and turn into bone, which leads to a fusion of the 
joint.  (See figure 1d).

Poor Posture and Fatigue 

Although the initial inflammation can be quite painful, 
much of the pain and early sense of stiffness are a result 
of secondary muscle spasms.  If the inflammatory process 
is left untreated, the muscle spasms and later scarring may 
force the person into a stooped posture. (See figure 3).

If fusion takes place with the person in a stooped position, 
then a further strain on the body results.  This strain can 
cause more spasms and pain because the person is sitting, 
lying and walking with an improperly aligned skeleton.  
While it is rare for the spine to stiffen completely, you 
should do everything possible to maintain good posture so 
that if stiffening occurs, it will occur in an erect position.

Another byproduct of inflammation is fatigue.  If extensive 
inflammation is present, your body must use energy to deal 
with it.  Mild to moderate anemia, which may result from 
inflammation, occurs in many chronic diseases, including 
spondylitis, and may also contribute to a feeling of tired-
ness.  Pain may cause sleepless nights that compound the 
tired feelings.  Fortunately, treating the inflammation can 
help you overcome the fatigue and anemia.




