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WHAT DO WE 
KNOW?

RA is a multi-system, destructive, joint disease.

RA features pain, fatigue, “flares”  & poorer health.

Exercise is recommended.

Exercise is challenging.

(Li & Wang 2022; Joseph et al,. 2023)



SO HOW DO WE EXECUTE 
EXERCISE?



STIMULUS QUESTIONS:

Why exercise?

Is exercise safe?

How to navigate flare-ups? 

How to prescribe exercise?

What to consider re: adherence?



Reduce

Disease 
activity

Minimise

Structural 
damage.

Improve

Function

Symptoms

CV health. 

OVERALL ROLE OF MANAGEMENT

(Rausch et al,. 2018; Metsios & Kitas 2018 Marthe et al,,. 2021)

• DMARDS & Biological agents)
• Why exercise?



• Efficacy	&	safety	of	short/long	term	dynamic	exercise	(aerobic	and/or	strength)
• Either	land	or	water-based.	
• 8	RCTs

• Short-term	land	based	aerobic	improves	aerobic	capacity
• Short	&	Long-term	land	aerobic	and	RT	improves	aerobic	capacity	and	strength.
• Inconclusive	superiority	for	land	vs	water.
• Long	term	adherence	issues.



META-ANALYSES: RESISTANCE

Resistance Exercise:

1) Baillet et al (2012): 
- RT for QOL, STR,  ESR

2) Wen et al  (2022):
- RT for ESR + DAS + 50ft walk

Aerobic Exercise

3) Baillet et al (2010):
 - QOL, HAQ score. 

4) Ye et al (2022): 
- Function, pain, aerobic cap, STS.



IS EXERCISE SAFE?



Exercise does not aggravate:

  Disease activity

  Severity of pain

  Swollen joints

  Joint stiffness

  May reduce disease activity or severity.

DOES EXERCISE 
AGGRAVATE RA?

(Li Z & Wang 2022)



Nil aggravation of pain post-exercise 
compared to controls. 

Post-exercise inflammatory 
markers no different to controls.

ACUTE POST-EXERCISE OUTCOMES

(Balchin et al,. 2022)



(Siqueira et al,. 2017)

ACUTE POST-EXERCISE OUTCOMES



FLARE-UPS

(Bozalla-Cassione et al,. 2022; Myasoedova et al,. 2016; Jacquemin et al,. 2017)



FLAREUPS

Educate

support & 
Collaborate.

Liaise

with 
rheum/medical 

team. 

Exercise

unaffected joints 
(tolerable 
intensity).

Encourage

some PA
Limit

high loads to 
affected joints

Have

A plan to get 
back into 
exercise

(Metsios 2018; Bozalla-Cassione et al,. 2022; Myasoedova et al,. 2016)



HOW DO PRESCRIBE 
EXERCISE?



LIMITATIONS IN THE RESEARCH

- Combining exercise methods 
ideal. 

- Any exercise is better than 
none. 

- Unknown dose-response. 

- Poor reporting of exercise 
principles

- Difficult extrapolate to severe 
RA.



LIMITATIONS 

Boniface et al’s SR (2020): 
  RCTs	did	not	report	pilot	studies,	or	evidence	to	underpin	
exercise	dose.	

  97%	of	included	RCTs	provided	incomplete	Rx	descriptions
  Key	dose	parameters	were	incomplete.	

  The	SARAH	trial	was	one	that	did	have	a	pilot,	and	did	have	
use	the	same	dosage	in	their	main	trial.	(Lamb et al,. 2015)



HAND EXERCISES: SARAH TRIAL

  Hand exercise (n=246) was superior to usual care (n=244) in hand function + grip 
strength. 

  No adverse events. 

(Lamb et al,. 2015; Heine et al,. 2012; Esther et al,. 2017)



SARAH: 
MOBILITY



SARAH: 
STRENGTH



EXERCISE PARAMETERS
(Metsios et al,. 2021)



Facilitators:

• Professional guidance,

• Social support

• Improved symptoms

• Overall enjoyment 

BARRIERS & FACILITATORS TO EXERCISE

Barriers:

• Unpredictable nature of RA

• Pain

• Stiffness

• Reduced mobility

• Fatigue

• ↓ Confidence

• Fear of embarrassment

Barriers cont:

• Injury/exacerbation of 
symptoms

• Lack of professional 
guidance

• Inaccessible facilities 

• Cost

(Bell et al,. 2022)



TAKE-HOME MESSAGES:

Exercise is 
beneficial for RA

Exercise is safe in 
stable 

populations.

Any exercise is 
better than 

none. 

Patient centered 
prescription + 

adherence.

Limitations in 
research. 
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