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Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) and Spondyloarthritis (SpA) are systemic autoimmune diseases, characterized by 

chronic, systemic inflammatory conditions (1, 2). Even in case of successful anti-inflammatory treatment, 

pain and fatigue may remain active symptoms of these rheumatic disorders (3, 4). Patients with RA and SpA 

are confronted by the fact that their relatives, colleagues and friends have difficulties to understand the 

challenges they experience in everyday life (5). One challenge may be the physical reaction to the 

treatment itself: Biological disease-modifying anti-rheumatic drugs (bDMARDS = Biologics) work by 

interrupting immune system signals involved in the damage of joint tissue. These drugs suppress the 

immune system and adverse events, such as serious infections, may occur (6). In Scandinavia and several 

European countries, the word “biological” is often associated with healthy nutrition or natural products. 

Thus, lay people may associate the treatment based on Biologics as positive and uncomplicated. Society’s 

misunderstanding of the meaning of medical terms used in the rheumatic context might thus contribute to 

an underestimation of the burden of these diseases.  

Therefore, our study investigated lay peoples understanding of medical expressions. The study was carried 

out by the Department of Rheumatology, King Christian X Hospital for Rheumatic Diseases, and conducted 

in the Region of Southern Denmark during 2017. The results are partly based on the answers given by 

municipally-employed staff. Participants were asked to spontaneously provide three associations to the 

following six medical expressions (presented in Danish): rheumatoid arthritis, spondyloarthritis, cancer, 

biological treatment, chemotherapy, immunotherapy. In addition, demographic and social characteristics of 

the participants were collected: age, gender, education level and household income. The analysis of the 

responses was inspired by Kvale and Brinkmann’s meaning condensation. 

In all, 77 (47.5%) participants responded to the 162 distributed questionnaires. Figure 1 shows the most 

frequent associations with the six selected medical expressions. Cancer had a strongly negative symbolic 

value, and more than half of the participants described cancer as “dangerous” (54.5%) and to be associated 

with “death” (53.2%). Pain was described as an indicator for RA (76.6%) and SpA (66.2%). However, these 

diseases were not perceived dangerous. The word “chemotherapy” was associated with strong side effects 
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(54.5%) or directly classified as “poison” (24.7%). The preconception of biological treatment differed from 

chemotherapy: None of the participants described biological treatment as a dangerous or hazardous 

treatment, while 44.2% associated biological treatment with “herbal medical product” or even as 

something “healthy” (36.4%). Almost half of the participants (44.2%) did not know the medical term 

Immunotherapy. 

The Danish national rheumatological quality database (DANBIO) reports that 84% of RA patients receive 

effective treatment (7) – in terms of successful control of the inflammation. Nevertheless, a well-treated 

pain situation, i.e. a patient-reported outcome measurement (PROM) of the pain < 33, as measured on a 

visual analogue scale (VAS) ranging from 0-100, is achieved in only 57% of these patients (7).  

The International Association for the Study of Pain (IASP) defines pain as “An unpleasant sensory and 

emotional experience associated with actual or potential tissue damage, or described in terms of such 

damage”. Pain and fatigue can be reported by the patient in terms of PROMs, but cannot be measured and 

objectified, and may be invisible for patients’ relatives and social networks. Patients report that family and 

friends do not recognize their illness and perceive them as being healthy (8). This ambiguity is further 

emphasised by the pharmacological treatment with “biologics”. The term “biology” is attributed a positive 

value in the common understanding in Scandinavia and several European countries and “bio” is the root of 

the word that refers to the English word ‘organic’. The semantic value of the medical phrase “biologics” 

contrasts with the rheumatological patient’s experience. Cancer diseases are feared and associated with 

severe illness and death (9). These associations were confirmed in the present study.  

In conclusion, this study illustrates a possible impact of the language – more specifically, the sematic value 

of medical key words – on the perception of the rheumatic diseases RA and SpA. This may not only affect 

the patient’s experience of the situation, but also the patient’s expectations for the future as well as the 

perception among relatives, colleges and friends (10). It can be hypothesized that the semantic value of the 

medical phrase “biologics” can influence the municipally employees’ assessment of the patient’s disease 
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experience. In the given context, this could unintentionally affect the allocation of economic resources for 

the patients.   
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Figure 1. Most frequent associations with the six selected medical expressions 
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