
   

Evidence Discussion (MS 15.1)  
 

Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is a chronic autoimmune disease characterized by persistent 
inflammation and joint damage. Clinical and laboratory assessment of RA remains the 
cornerstone of diagnosis and response to treatment.2 Imaging modalities such as plain 
radiographs serve as important adjuncts to examination and laboratory findings in the 
evaluation of suspected inflammatory arthritis. Plain radiographs should be obtained first, and 
inconclusive or non-diagnostic imaging results can be further evaluated with advanced 
imaging.1  They have a low sensitivity compared with CT, MRI, or Ultrasound (US) in detecting 
erosions and multiple views are often needed but location and distribution of erosions are 
usually adequate for diagnosis.1  MRI allows assessment of all structures as well as bone edema 
and baseline bone edema on low and high field MRI in patients with early RA is predictive of 
future radiographic damage.3  Joints and bones in the hand are often affected in RA and 
assessing changes in these joints can help in therapy monitoring.4  MRI and US play important 
roles in detecting subclinical disease in patients with inflammatory arthritis. These modalities have 
higher sensitivity in detecting subclinical synovitis, tenosynovitis, osteitis, and early erosive disease 
compared with physical exam and xray, therefore useful in early diagnosis and evaluating response to 
treatment.5 
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