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The pain of arthritis
In Scotland today, 1.5 million people
live with arthritis and related
musculoskeletal conditions. Around
half of them say that they experience
pain every single day.
We’re not just talking about aches and
pains. About four in every 10 people
with arthritis and related conditions
report the highest-impact pain – similar
to that reported by people with cancer.i

And while the Coronavirus (COVID-19)
pandemic has had an impact on all our
lives, it has hit people with arthritis
particularly hard – reducing their
access to crucial treatment, support
and even surgery.ii
You have the power to start putting
this right, and give people living with
the pain of arthritis the support they
urgently need.

In the next Parliament, we at Scotland
Versus Arthritis are calling for:

1.
2.

Scotland’s approach to chronic pain must prioritise
supporting people with arthritis pain
Safe access to joint-replacement surgery for
people who need it, so they can live free
from pain

3.

Increased investment in support for
self-management so that people with 			
arthritis and related conditions can
manage their pain

4.

Action to address the impact that
arthritis pain has on people’s
ability to work.
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Scotland’s approach to chronic pain
must prioritise supporting people
with arthritis pain

Most chronic pain is musculoskeletal –
that means it is caused by arthritis or by
related conditions of the muscles, bones
and joints.iii It is a type of pain that has a
major impact on people’s quality of life.

People living with chronic arthritis pain
need a bold and ambitious approach to
be taken in Scotland: to support them
in the workplace, in health and social
care services and in their communities.

Chronic pain is also linked to inequality.
Research shows that people who are
more socially deprived are at greater
risk of developing chronic, and highimpact, pain.iv

The next Parliament will be responsible
for remobilising, redesigning and
rebuilding health and social care
through and beyond the pandemic,
including responding to the challenges
of chronic pain. This is a golden
opportunity to create momentum and
make a real difference for people living
with chronic arthritis pain.viii

*During lockdown, I’ve had sleep
loss and low mood. Seems to
worsen the pain. I’ve wakened
in tears at night.
The lockdowns resulting from the
Covid-19 pandemic have actually made
many people’s experiences of pain
worse, especially those who have been
shielding and cut off from treatment.
For some, the pain has become so
severe that they have had to stop
shielding in order to get treatment.v
In Scotland, pain management services
are already essential care.vi However,
dealing with chronic arthritis pain is
about more than access to pain clinics.

The Scottish Parliament must:
• Put arthritis pain at the centre of
its response to the challenge of
chronic painix
• Recognise the importance of
physical activity for musculoskeletal
health, especially for managing pain
• Understand chronic pain in the
context of where people live,x
focusing on community-based
supportxi

*All direct quotes in the manifesto are from people living with chronic MSK pain, who were interviewed as part of the
Scotland Versus Arthritis Pain People and Place project
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2.

Safe access to joint-replacement
surgery for people with arthritis who
need it, so they can live free from pain

Some people with arthritis are waiting
for joint-replacement surgery, often in
excruciating pain. Delays to surgery can
damage people’s physical and mental
health, and reduce the effectiveness of
the surgery when it finally takes place.xiii
Even before the pandemic, average
orthopaedic waiting times were longer
than for other types of condition,xiii and
now Covid-19 has made this situation
critical,xiv leaving thousands with an
agonising wait for treatment.

“I asked about when surgeries
would restart and the response
was: ‘You’ll know when you get
your letter.’ I get angry. The cancer
patients obviously come first, but
‘non-essential’ is an infuriating,
compassionless term.”
People with arthritis need access
to rapid and safe joint-replacement
surgery, as well as support to stay
active and fit while waiting.
The Scottish Parliament needs to:
• Review and re-prioritise the
National Waiting Times Plan in
order to deliver the NHS Treatment
Time Guarantee through ‘rapid
and safe’ remobilisation of jointreplacement surgery
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• Prioritise the needs of people
with arthritis as they wait for
surgery, through access to
peer-led self-management and
mental health support
• Ensure that people with arthritis
are fully involved in shaping
treatment and services
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3.

Increased investment in support for
self-management, so that people
with arthritis can manage their pain

Self-management for people with arthritis
is about being “in control – living life on
my terms but accepting my limitations”.
xv
Walking groups, tai chi classes, art
classes, specialist pain-management
toolkits and programmes like ESCAPEpain are just some of the ways to support
self-management.xvi During the pandemic,
many of these activities have been
adapted so they can continue online.

“I came to the group last year.
My life totally changed from that
day. I accepted my condition. I
stopped making excuses to not do
anything. I started looking at ways
I could make my life easier.”
Scotland’s self-management strategy,
Gaun Yersel, has been around for more
than 12 years. In that time, over £19m
has been invested in self-management
through the Self-Management Fund,xvii
helping improve the lives of people with
long-term conditions including arthritis.
However, support for self-management
is the responsibility of the health and
social care system as a whole, and this
needs to be reflected in planning
and spending priorities.

Page 5 of 7

Without a foundation of good selfmanagement, health and social care
services will fail to deliver for people
living with the pain of arthritis.
In the next session of Parliament,
we need to see:
• An increase in the share of NHS
and Integration Authority budget
targeted at self-management support
• Investment in new opportunities
to deliver self-management
support remotely
• A focus on community capacity to
develop and deliver self-management
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4.

Action to tackle the impact of
arthritis and pain on people’s
ability to work

The pain of living with musculoskeletal
conditions has a significant affect on
people’s ability to remain in work.
After mental health, musculoskeletal
conditions are the second largest
contributor to working days lost to illhealth in Scotlandxviii – and four out of five
of these musculoskeletal cases involved
pain.xix The longer people are absent from
work, the higher the chances of them
permanently leaving the workforce.

“Working a four-day week made a
huge difference: it [was] easier to
keep my appointments, and I had
less guilt having to cancel or not
complete something at work”
A Versus Arthritis survey found that one
in four people living with arthritis had not
received the kind of support they need
to stay in work. The government-funded
Access to Work scheme is designed to
provide tailored and practical support,
but too many people who may be eligible
to benefit from the scheme don’t know
about it,xx and only 25% of employers are
aware of it.xxi

“There’s too much rigidity around
‘productive’ patterns of work”
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In Scotland there is a 20% ‘employment
gap’ between the number of people
with arthritis in work and those with no
health condition.xxii
The Scottish Government has
committed to halving the overall
disability employment gap in the next
20 years.xxiii However, the impact of
the pandemic on the economy and
disabled people in the workforce is
likely to exacerbate inequalities,xxiv and
it is vital that existing commitments are
renewed and strengthened.
Arthritis and its painful impact need to
be better understood in the workplace,
and people with arthritis need to be
supported to access and stay in work as
long as they feel able to.
The Scottish Parliament needs to:
• Focus on the ’disability employment
gap‘ and fair work policy during and
after the pandemic
• Support employability services, such
as the Versus Arthritis Working Well
project, which are vital lifelines to
disabled employees
• Promote Access to Work to ensure
that all those who are eligible access
the scheme
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