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CONDITION

Viral arthritis

Viral arthritis is joint inflammation that develops during or after a viral infection.

WHAT IT IS

Joint inflammation triggered by a viral infection

BODY SYSTEM

Joints and immune system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Joint pain, swelling, stiffness, reduced movement

WHAT CAUSES IT

Viral infection and immune response

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Targeted viral blood tests and exclusion of other causes

MAIN TREATMENT

Symptom relief and treatment of specific infections

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - infection clears and inflammation settles

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - one hot swollen joint with fever

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Most recover; some infections cause lasting symptoms

Overview

Viral arthritis is inflammation in one or more joints linked to a viral infection. It may start while

you are unwell with the infection or shortly afterward.

Inflamed joints can be painful, swollen, warm, and stiff. This is different from arthralgia , which

means joint pain without clear inflammation. Viral infections can cause either problem.

Several viruses can cause arthritis. These include parvovirus B19, hepatitis B and C,

chikungunya, rubella, and HIV. The pattern and length of symptoms depend partly on the virus

involved. Some cases settle within days or weeks, while others can last for months.

Viral arthritis matters because it can resemble rheumatoid arthritis, gout, or a bacterial joint

infection. A bacterial infection inside a joint, called septic arthritis, needs urgent treatment.

Medical assessment helps separate these conditions and identify any viral infection that needs
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specific care.

Symptoms

Symptoms may begin suddenly or develop over several days. They can affect one joint,

although several joints are often involved.

Common symptoms include:

The hands, wrists, knees, ankles, and feet may be affected. Parvovirus B19 often causes a

matching pattern on both sides of the body, especially in the hands, wrists, and knees. This can

look similar to rheumatoid arthritis.

Chikungunya commonly causes sudden fever and intense pain in several joints. The joint

symptoms may continue after the fever has gone.

Other clues depend on the infection. Hepatitis may cause nausea, dark urine, pale stools, or

yellowing of the skin and eyes. Parvovirus can cause a bright red cheek rash in children, while

adults may develop joint symptoms without the typical rash.

- Pain, swelling, warmth, or stiffness in the joints

- Reduced movement or difficulty using the affected joints

- Morning stiffness or stiffness after resting

- Fever, tiredness, rash, or muscle aches from the viral infection

Causes and risk factors

Viral arthritis can develop when a virus directly affects joint tissues or when the immune

system reacts to an infection. The immune system normally fights infection, but its response

can temporarily inflame the joints.

Viruses associated with arthritis include:

Not everyone who catches one of these viruses develops arthritis. Risk is influenced by the

virus, age, immune response, and previous health. Adults with parvovirus B19 are more likely

than children to have joint symptoms.

Exposure may be more likely through close contact with children, travel to places with

mosquito-borne infections, or contact with infected blood or body fluids. Hepatitis B, hepatitis

C, and HIV have different routes of transmission, so testing is based on your individual

exposure history rather than joint symptoms alone.
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- Parvovirus B19 , a common infection that spreads through respiratory droplets

- Chikungunya virus , spread by infected mosquitoes in certain regions

- Hepatitis B and C viruses , which affect the liver

- Rubella virus , including rare short-lived joint symptoms after rubella vaccination

- HIV , which can be linked to several patterns of joint inflammation

- Other mosquito-borne viruses, including some alphaviruses

Diagnosis

There is no single test that confirms every case of viral arthritis. Diagnosis usually combines

your symptoms, examination findings, possible exposures, travel history, and targeted tests.

A clinician may ask about recent fever, rash, stomach symptoms, respiratory illness, mosquito

bites, new medicines, vaccination, or contact with someone who was unwell. The number and

pattern of affected joints can also provide useful clues.

Blood tests may include:

Viral antibody results need careful interpretation. An IgG antibody may only show an infection

from the past. An IgM antibody can suggest a recent infection, but false-positive results occur.

Testing is most useful when the suspected virus, timing, and symptoms fit together.

Some viral infections can temporarily produce positive rheumatoid factor or other immune

test results. This does not automatically mean you have rheumatoid arthritis.

If one joint is very painful, hot, or swollen, fluid may be removed with a needle. This is called

joint aspiration . The fluid can be checked for bacteria and crystals, helping to exclude septic

arthritis or gout. X-rays or ultrasound may assess swelling or another cause, but imaging does

not usually confirm viral arthritis by itself.

- Tests for inflammation, such as C-reactive protein or erythrocyte sedimentation rate

- A full blood count and tests of liver function

- Antibody tests showing a recent or previous viral infection

- Polymerase chain reaction, or PCR, tests that look for viral genetic material

- Tests for other inflammatory conditions when symptoms persist

Treatment and management
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Treatment depends on the suspected virus, the severity of the joint symptoms, and your other

health conditions. Many cases improve as the infection clears, so treatment is often aimed at

controlling pain and maintaining movement.

Paracetamol, also called acetaminophen, may help with pain and fever. Non-steroidal

anti-inflammatory drugs like ibuprofen or naproxen , or NSAIDs, can reduce pain and

inflammation for some people. These medicines are not suitable for everyone, particularly

people with certain kidney, stomach, bleeding, heart, or pregnancy-related concerns. A

clinician or pharmacist can help you choose an appropriate option.

If a mosquito-borne infection is possible, dengue may need to be ruled out before using aspirin

or NSAIDs because dengue can increase bleeding risk.

Rest can help during the most painful stage, but prolonged immobility may increase stiffness

and weakness. Gentle movement within a comfortable range is usually preferable once the

worst symptoms begin to settle. Heat may ease stiffness, while a wrapped cold pack may help

a newly swollen joint.

Antiviral treatment is not available or needed for every cause. Some underlying infections do

require specific treatment. For example, modern antiviral treatment can cure most hepatitis C

infections, while HIV is controlled with ongoing antiviral therapy. Treating the infection may

improve related joint symptoms.

Steroids like prednisone or hydrocortisone are not routinely started until bacterial infection

and other important causes have been considered. A specialist may occasionally use them for

severe or persistent inflammation. Long-term immune-suppressing medicines are uncommon

but may be considered if ongoing arthritis develops and another inflammatory condition is

diagnosed.

Complications

Most viral arthritis improves without permanent joint damage. However, pain, stiffness, and

fatigue can temporarily affect walking, work, sleep, exercise, and daily tasks.

Some infections are more likely to cause prolonged symptoms. Joint pain after chikungunya

can continue for months and, in some people, years. Arthritis linked to a continuing infection,

such as untreated hepatitis C, may also persist.

Occasionally, symptoms first thought to be viral arthritis turn out to have another cause.

Persistent swelling may lead to further assessment for rheumatoid arthritis, psoriatic arthritis,

gout, or another inflammatory condition.

Complications outside the joints depend on the virus. Hepatitis can damage the liver, for
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example. These complications come from the underlying infection rather than from the joint

inflammation itself.

Prevention

Viral arthritis cannot always be prevented. Many people are exposed to viruses before they

know someone is infectious, and there is no vaccine for every virus linked to arthritis.

Prevention focuses on avoiding the underlying infections where possible:

Vaccines and travel advice differ by country, destination, age, and health history. Chikungunya

vaccination is available in some places for selected people, but it is not appropriate or offered

to everyone.

Parvovirus B19 can spread before a rash appears, which makes complete prevention difficult.

Pregnant people who have had close contact with parvovirus should seek medical advice

because the infection can sometimes affect the pregnancy.

- Keep recommended vaccinations up to date, including hepatitis B and rubella vaccination
when appropriate

- Use mosquito repellent, suitable clothing, and screened accommodation in affected
regions

- Avoid sharing needles or equipment that may carry blood

- Use safer-sex measures to reduce transmission of HIV and hepatitis viruses

- Wash your hands regularly and avoid sharing drinks or utensils during outbreaks

Living with it and what to expect

Many people recover over several days to weeks as the viral illness settles. Swelling often

improves before all pain and stiffness disappear. Energy levels may also take time to return.

Recovery is not the same for every virus. Parvovirus-related joint symptoms usually settle, but

they can continue for weeks or occasionally longer. Chikungunya is more likely to cause

recurring or persistent joint pain over months or years. Symptoms linked to a continuing

infection may improve only when that infection is treated or controlled.

During recovery, pace activities rather than trying to return to your full routine at once. Gentle

walking and joint movement can help preserve strength and flexibility. Increase activity

gradually, guided by pain and swelling. A physiotherapist may help if stiffness, weakness, or
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difficulty with daily tasks continues.

Arrange follow-up if swollen joints do not steadily improve, symptoms return repeatedly, or

morning stiffness remains prominent. Ongoing symptoms do not necessarily mean that

permanent arthritis has developed, but they may need a fresh assessment.

When to get medical help

Seek emergency medical care for a very painful, hot, swollen joint with fever, especially if you

cannot move the joint or put weight on it. These symptoms may be caused by septic arthritis,

which requires urgent testing and treatment.

Emergency help is also appropriate for breathing difficulty, confusion, fainting, severe

weakness, or a rapidly worsening widespread rash.

Seek prompt medical advice if you have joint symptoms together with:

A routine appointment is appropriate for joint pain or swelling that follows an infection but is

not severe. Arrange follow-up if symptoms are getting worse, interfering with daily activities,

lasting for several weeks, or returning after they had improved.

- Yellow skin or eyes, dark urine, or severe abdominal pain

- Persistent high fever or signs of dehydration

- Unusual bleeding or bruising after travel to a dengue-risk area

- A weakened immune system or a recent joint operation

- Pregnancy and known or possible exposure to parvovirus B19

Common questions

Is viral arthritis contagious?

The arthritis itself is not contagious. The virus that caused it may be able to spread, depending

on the specific infection and its stage.

For example, parvovirus B19 usually spreads through respiratory droplets, while chikungunya

spreads through mosquitoes and not through ordinary contact. Hepatitis viruses and HIV have

their own transmission routes. Joint symptoms alone do not show whether you are still

infectious.

How long does viral arthritis last?

Many cases improve within days or several weeks. The fever or rash may disappear before the
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joint pain does.

Some infections have a longer course. Chikungunya can cause symptoms lasting months or

years, while arthritis associated with a continuing viral infection may persist until that infection

is treated or controlled.

Is viral arthritis the same as rheumatoid arthritis?

No. Viral arthritis is linked to an infection and often settles. Rheumatoid arthritis is a long-term

autoimmune condition in which the immune system repeatedly attacks the lining of the joints.

The two can look similar, especially when both hands and wrists are affected. Persistent

swelling, prolonged morning stiffness, examination findings, and follow-up test results help

distinguish them.

Can COVID-19 cause viral arthritis?

Joint and muscle pain can occur during COVID-19, and inflammatory arthritis has occasionally

been reported during or after infection. However, a new swollen joint should not automatically

be attributed to COVID-19. Other causes, including bacterial infection, gout, and autoimmune

arthritis, may need to be excluded.

Should I exercise with viral arthritis?

Complete rest may be useful during a short period of fever or severe pain, but staying still for

too long can worsen stiffness and muscle weakness. Gentle movement is usually reasonable

when you feel able.

Avoid forcing a swollen joint through severe pain. Build activity back gradually, and seek help if

exercise repeatedly causes increasing swelling or prolonged pain.

Can viral arthritis come back?

It can. Symptoms may fluctuate while the immune response settles, particularly after

chikungunya. A new viral infection can also cause another episode.

Repeated or persistent attacks deserve reassessment because another type of inflammatory

arthritis may have similar symptoms.
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