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Description

Polychondritis is a rare, chronic, and progressive autoimmune
disorder that affects cartilage and multiple organ systems in the body.
It is characterised by inflammation of cartilage in various areas,
leading to significant health challenges and potential long-term
complications. Early and accurate diagnosis of polychondritis is
essential for initiating appropriate treatment and managing its effects
on cartilage and multiorgan systems effectively.

Diagnosing

Polychondritis can be challenging due to its rarity and diverse
clinical manifestations. The process typically involves a combination
of medical history assessment, physical examination, laboratory tests,
and imaging studies. Physicians with expertise in autoimmune and
rheumatic diseases play a vital role in identifying and confirming the
presence of polychondritis.

Medical history: Gathering a detailed medical history is the first
step in the diagnostic process. The physician will inquire about the
patient's symptoms, duration, and any previous medical conditions or
family history that could be relevant to autoimmune disorders.

Physical examination: A thorough physical examination is
conducted to identify signs of inflammation in the cartilage and other
affected areas. Common physical findings include swollen, tender, and
red ears, nose, and joints, along with other cartilage-rich regions like
the trachea and rib cage.

Laboratory tests: Blood tests may be conducted to check for
inflammatory markers, such as C-Reactive Protein (CRP) and
Erythrocyte Sedimentation Rate (ESR). Anaemia and an elevated
white blood cell count are also common findings.
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Antibody testing: Detecting specific antibodies associated with
polychondritis, such as anti-type II collagen and anti-collagen IX
antibodies, can provide further evidence for the diagnosis.

Imaging studies: Radiological imaging, such as X-rays,
Computerised Tomography (CT) scans, and Magnetic Resonance
Imaging (MRI), can help identify inflammation in cartilage and other
affected tissues, providing valuable insights into the extent of organ
involvement.

Biopsy: In some cases, a biopsy of the affected cartilage may be
performed to confirm the diagnosis definitively. However, biopsies are
not always necessary and are usually reserved for cases with atypical
presentations.

Polychondritis primarily targets cartilage in the body, leading to
chronic inflammation. The cartilage of the ears, nose, joints, trachea,
and rib cage is most commonly affected. Over time, this inflammation
can cause cartilage degradation, resulting in deformities and structural
damage. Inflammation of the trachea and bronchi can lead to
respiratory symptoms such as hoarseness, difficulty breathing, and
wheezing. In severe cases, tracheal collapse can occur, requiring
urgent medical attention. Inflammation of the heart valves and blood
vessels can occur, leading to conditions such as aortic regurgitation
and vasculitis. These cardiovascular complications can have serious
consequences for heart function and overall health. Polychondritis can
affect the eyes, causing redness, pain, and sensitivity to light. In some
cases, scleritis, uveitis, and episcleritis may develop, potentially
leading to vision impairment. The inflammation of the inner ear can
cause hearing loss and balance disturbances, leading to vertigo and
dizziness. Joint pain and swelling, similar to rheumatoid arthritis, can
occur due to inflammation of synovial joints. Skin manifestations may
include painful skin nodules and rashes, often affecting the limbs.

Conclusion

Polychondritis is a rare autoimmune disorder that affects cartilage
and multiorgan systems in the body. Early diagnosis is essential to
initiating timely and appropriate treatment to manage the
inflammation and its effects on cartilage-rich regions. A combination
of medical history assessment, physical examination, laboratory tests,
imaging studies, and, in some cases, biopsies, aids in confirming the
diagnosis of polychondritis. The disease's effects on cartilage can lead
to deformities and structural damage, impacting a person's physical
appearance and mobility. Beyond cartilage, polychondritis can have
far-reaching consequences, affecting various organ systems, including
the respiratory, cardiovascular, auditory, and ocular systems. This
multiorgan involvement requires comprehensive medical management
and close monitoring to prevent serious complications.
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