
Rheumatoid aRthRitis 
Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is a  
medical condition in which the body 
attacks its own tissues, particularly the 
cartilage and the synovial membrane 
enclosing the joint. The symptoms 
include swelling, pain and loss of 
mobility in the affected joints. 
Traditionally rest has been the main 
forestay in managing RA but more 
recent research has shown that 
appropriate exercise is safe and 
beneficial if you have RA. 

Exercise helps you maintain a good 
range of movement at your joints, 
helps maintain and build muscle 
strength and also has a positive effect 
on your all round physical and  
psychological wellbeing. In short, it can 
help minimise the effects of your 
arthritis. If your muscles get weak then 
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it becomes much harder to move 
around and you are more likely to trip 
and possibly cause more injury. This 
leaflet outlines some exercises for 
the main joints of your body.

ankle

ankle inveRsion and eveRsion
Pull your toes and feet upwards so your toes point to the ceiling 
and then stretch your feet so that you point your toes at the 
opposite wall. Hold each stretch for 10 seconds.

ankle inveRsion and eveRsion 
Turn the soles of your feet towards each other then turn them 
away from each other. Keep your knees still while doing this 
exercise. 
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PRofessional’s details otheR infoRmation

We specialise in producing information for medical, health and exercise 
professionals on the subject of exercise, health and musculoskeletal injury. 
This includes subscription publications for practitioners and advice handouts 
for the public. All our material is written and reviewed by leading medical 
professionals. For more information visit www.co-kinetic.com or telephone 
+44 (0)845 652 1906.

The information contained in this article is intended as general guidance and information only and 
should not be relied upon as a basis for planning individual medical care or as a substitute for 
specialist medical advice in each individual case. To the extent permissible by law, the publisher, 
editors and contributors accept no liability for any loss, injury or damage howsoever incurred (including 
negligence) as a consequence, whether directly or indirectly, of the use by any person of the contents 
of this article. ©2015 Centor Publishing Ltd
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find a practitioner
n  Association of Chartered 

Physiotherapists in Sports Medicine 
http://spxj.nl/1Mnt9hD

n  General Osteopathic Council  
http://spxj.nl/1MCDbal

n  British Chiropractic Association  
http://spxj.nl/1SvcOZd

n  The Sports Massage Association 
http://spxj.nl/1MMCp0V

n  British Association of Sports 
Rehabilitators and Trainers  
http://spxj.nl/1MfYpMe

n   Society of Sports Therapists 
http://spxj.nl/1NgPs4W
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continued overleaf

Advice handout Rheumatoid arthritis

shouldeRs

hiPs

shouldeR Rotation 
Place your hands on your shoulders, circle in both directions, 
forwards and backwards.

hiP stRetch 
Lie in the middle of a double bed (or the floor) and stretch one leg 
out to the side as far as possible, rest it and hold the stretch for 10 
seconds. Then return it to the middle and repeat the process on 
the other leg. Hold each stretch for 10 seconds. 

hiP and knee stRetch 
Lying on a bed, bend your knee to your chest as far as possible and 
then straighten your leg so it returns to the starting position. Hold the 
stretch for 10 seconds.

elbow flexibility 
Place your forearms on a table with your elbows at 90o and then 
twist your forearms so that your palms face the table and then 
turn them to face the ceiling. Do this 6 times.

hand stRetch 
Clench your hands as hard as possible with your thumbs outside 
then open your hand and stretch your fingers hard. Hold each 
stretch for 10 seconds.

fingeR flexibility  
Touch the tip of your thumb to each finger tip in turn making an 
‘O’ then press. Hold each stretch for 10 seconds.

fingeR cuRl
Hold the affected wrist out as if to shake someone’s hand. Bend 
your fingers at the middle joint so that just the tops of your 
fingers bend, hold for 5-10 seconds. Do 10 repetitions twice a day.

shouldeR shRugs
Stand upright or sit in a chair and shrug both your shoulders as if to 
try and touch your ears. Then drop your shoulders down and repeat 
the movement.

elbow flexion 
Touch your shoulder and then stretch your elbows out as straight 
as possible. Hold for up to 10 seconds.

elbows

hands

quadRicePs tense 
Lie on your back with your legs out straight. Place a rolled up towel 
under your knees and press knees down as hard as possible so your 
thighs tighten and your knees straighten fully. Hold for 10 seconds.

knees

inside thigh tense 
Sit on a chair, place a towel between your thighs, tighten your 
buttocks and squeeze your thigh muscles together. Hold each 
squeeze for 10 seconds.
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geneRal guidelines
Research has shown that exercise does not cause a flare up but if symptoms 
increase with exercise and last more than 24 hours then the flare up was already in 
progress. During acute attacks, rest will help by decreasing inflammation but you’re 
likely to experience increased stiffness and reduced muscle power. During a flare up 
allow a period of time, perhaps two days, for the irritation to settle. All exercises 
should ideally be repeated little and often (ideally at least twice a day) and without 
causing any pain.

youR Rehabilitation PRogRamme
This programme has specific exercises to help stretch and strengthen muscles which 
may be weak. It important to ensure the exercises are performed with good 
technique. Make sure you are pain-free at all times and take care not to progress too 
quickly. We have given suggested sets and repetitions, but everyone is different so 
your practitioner may give guidance that is more specific to you.
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