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Dear Patients,Contents

Your doctor has given you this brochure because you have been 
diagnosed with “rheumatoid arthritis”.

With this brochure, we would like to inform you about the causes and 
treatment possibilities of this disease. We will also give you tips on how 
you can support the success of your treatment with a few things, and how 
you can positively influence your quality of life.

Even if rheumatoid arthritis may accompany you throughout your life, 
you should not let the disease determine your life! With the right therapy 
and lifestyle, your symptoms can be reduced to such an extent that you 
can live well with your disease and integrate it into your professional and 
private everyday life.

Do not hesitate to discuss further questions about your disease and  
the therapy options with the physicians who are treating you.
We wish you all the best!

Your Hexal Team
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What is rheumatoid arthritis?

Rheumatoid arthritis is a chronic inflammatory joint disease. In contrast to 
an acute illness, chronic means that the inflammation generally persists for 
a long period of time and is generally not curable. In general language, 
rheumatoid arthritis is also known as “rheumatism”.

Rheumatoid arthritis is an autoimmune disease. The cells of our immune 
system attack the body’s own structures, in this case the inner skin of the 
joints, leading to severe inflammation. This leads. The inner lining of the 
joint then secretes more fluid into the joint cavity (effusion).

If the inflammation persists permanently, it forms a so called pannus from 
cells of the immune system, which migrate from the blood, and connective 
tissue cells. This initially covers only the inner joint membrane. Over time, 
it can also grow into the joint cartilage and the underlying bone and thus 
destroy the joint structure.

Who is affected?

Good to know: Rheumatoid arthritis is an autoimmune disease. It is 
the most common inflammatory joint disease.

adults in 
Germany 
are suffering 
from RA.

adults are 
affected 
worldwide.

More thanApproximately

21 million550,000

Can start at any age;  

usually between

years of age.
at 35 and 50

Female gender:  

occurrence is about  
3 times  

more often
than in the  

male gender.
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In the case of inadequate treatment, progressive inflammation due to bone 
and cartilage degradation (erosion) can also lead to a malposition or 
immobility of the affected joint. In severe cases, other organs, such as 
the eyes, heart, skin, gastrointestinal tract and lungs, are affected by the 
inflammation.

How is rheumatoid arthritis manifested?

Rheumatoid arthritis usually begins with pain and swelling in the small 
joints of the fingers and toes. Particularly in the morning, there is limited 
mobility, which is called “morning stiffness”. If the disease is not detected 
early and treated sufficiently, more and more joints can become inflamed; 
the spine can also be affected. It is typical for the disease that the joints 
are usually symmetrically affected – that is, on both sides of the body 
simultaneously. In some cases, thickening, the so-called rheumatism 
nodules, especially on the fingers or on the elbows, can occur.

Other complaints may include:

• Fatigue

• Poor performance

• Fever

• Night sweats

• Weight gain

Rheumatoid arthritis often progresses in episodes between which the 
symptoms subside or even disappear completely. Some patients even 
experience spontaneous arrest of the disease, which, however, may not 
last permanently.
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What are the causes?

It is considered proven that a combination of certain genetic factors 
(genes) and environmental factors can cause the development of 
rheumatoid arthritis. Many scientists assume that in people with a genetic 
predisposition that makes them more susceptible to rheumatoid arthritis, 
a certain event initially triggers the disease. This could be an infection 
that is triggered by a virus or a bacterium, for example.

In addition to certain cells of the immune system (scavenger cells, T and 
B cells), pro-inflammatory messenger substances, the so-called cytokines, 
are decisively involved in the development of inflammation. An important 
cytokine is, for example, tumour necrosis factor alpha, abbreviated as 
TNF-α.

The discovery of this connection has led to the development of new 
therapies that specifically target these inflammatory substances.

In the case of predisposition, the disease can be triggered in combination 
with various environmental factors. These environmental factors include, 
among others:

Ageing processes

Hormonal disorders

Diet

Bacteria and viruses

Smoking
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Rheumatoid arthritis is a chronic disease. Nevertheless, in more than half 
of those affected, early therapy can achieve freedom from symptoms and 
a stagnation of the disease (remission).

If left untreated, the typical symptoms such as pain and movement 
restrictions of the joints can lead to mild everyday activities becoming 
difficult or even impossible. This and the other general complaints can 
limit your quality of life. Therefore, it is important to start therapy as early 
as possible. Depending on the progression of the disease and severity 
of the disease, your doctors may combine different treatment methods. 
At the same time, you can also support the success of your therapy and 
maintain your quality of life by doing simple things in your daily life.

My treatment options
Non-drug therapy:

•  Physiotherapy (remedial gymnastics): Various exercises should maintain 
joint function, muscle strength and mobility.

•  Physical therapy: Methods such as cold or heat therapy should 
alleviate the pain.

•  Occupational therapy: Practice joint-relieving movements and learn how 
to use aids correctly in everyday life.

Drug therapy

•  Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAID): Painkillers that can 
also inhibit inflammation.

•  Cortisone (glucocorticoids): acts quickly against inflammation, but 
should only be taken for a short time.

•  Basic drugs (conventional synthetic disease modifying anti-rheumatic 
drugs [DMARDs]).

•  In case of inadequate response to the basic medications or their 
intolerance, switch to biologics/biosimilars.

•  Biologics/biosimilars are biotechnologically produced drugs (also 
biological DMARDs). There are various active substance classes, 
which, just like the conventional, synthetically produced DMARDs, 
reduce an overreaction of the immune system. They intervene in one of 
the various processes of the body’s own immune response and can thus 
reduce inflammation.

Psychotherapy:

•  Dealing with psychological problems that occur due to the disease, 
concomitant diseases and chronic pain.

Social medical measures:

•  Retraining, rehabilitation measures.

Living well with rheumatoid arthritis

Good to know: The aim of therapy for rheumatoid arthritis is 
to stop the disease, also known as remission. This means that 
the inflammation, bone and cartilage degradation and thus the 
symptoms subside completely or are kept as low as possible.
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Living in a multifaceted way despite 
rheumatoid arthritis

“In rehabilitation, many 
people were amazed 
that I am still so active.

But I need it and  
I am proud of it.”

– Carola, born in: 1956

Find out more about Carola and much valuable advice 
on how to deal with the disease in everyday life at 
www.hexal.de/patienten/feelinx
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Sports and exercise
Sports can be shown to have some positive 
effects on rheumatoid arthritis. Therefore, 
it is important that you move regularly and 
sufficiently during your drug therapy. The goal 
of physical activity is to increase your muscle 
strength, endurance and resilience again and to 
maintain the mobility of your joints.
 
Recommended sports are:

• Swimming

• Bicycling

• Gymnastics

• Walking (on soft ground)

• Dancing

You should avoid sports with a high risk 
of injury (e.g. handball, skiing), unilateral 
strain (e.g. tennis) and extreme continuous 
performance and combat sports. Talk to your 
doctor before you start a new sport. They can 
work with you to assess whether the sport is 
suitable for you.

Be careful not to overstrain yourself (especially if 
you may also suffer from other diseases) and to 
observe your own physical limits.

Relief in everyday work
Especially if you are performing a seated 
activity, e.g. in the office, you should pay 
attention to a few things at your workplace. 
These can help you to counteract long-term 
consequences of incorrect stress at the desk, 
such as muscle shortening or worsening of 
tendinitis and joint inflammation.

The basis should be the correct setting of your 
office chair. Ergonomic armrests, notebook 
holders, monitor swivel arms and keyboards 
with which the support angle can be adjusted 
are also helpful.

A rolling-rod mouse (vertical computer mouse) 
can be used without having to twist the forearm 
and hand. When writing long texts, a speech 
recognition program to which you can dictate 
can also make things significantly easier.
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Travelling
In principle, you can also plan any destination and any type of holiday 
with rheumatoid arthritis. However, the climate in some travel areas
can affect the symptoms of your disease. The best destinations are 
therefore areas with stable weather conditions and a rather warm,  
dry climate. 

The following types of regions are less recommended:

• high heat or cold

• humid to tropical climate

• inclement weather

• irritating climate (e.g. North Sea and North Atlantic)

If you are taking medicines that need to be 
refrigerated, you should consider a cooling 
or insulating bag for transport to the holiday 
destination if the travel time exceeds the storage 
time outside the refrigerator or if temperatures of 
more than 25°C are reached in the destination 
country. When you fly on holidays, you should 
take your medication with you on board in your 
carry-on baggage. For the transport of pre-filled 
syringes or pre-filled pens, you can receive a 
confirmation from your physicians for security 
control at the airport.

Diet
A balanced, vitamin-rich diet is essential for our health. Even if you are 
suffering from rheumatoid arthritis, it can help you to stay as productive 
and fit as possible. In addition, an anti-inflammatory diet can alleviate 
symptoms. It can also help you maintain a healthy body weight and 
avoid being overweight.

Find out more in the video article by the expert and 
rheumatologist Prof. Dr. med. Gernot Keyßer on the 
topic of nutrition in rheumatoid arthritis
https://www.hexal.de/patienten/feelinx-patientenbegleiter/mein-begleiter-
im-alltag-feelinx/ernaehrung-bei-rheumatoider-arthritis

Examples of healthy, inflammation-reducing foods

As a healthy, inflammation-reducing measure, the so-called 
Mediterranean diet is recommended, with plenty of:

• Fruit and vegetables

• Whole grain products and nuts

• Fish and seafood

• Yogurt, cheese and quark

•  Olive oil or linseed oil,  
canola and walnut oil

Be inspired by our recipes here!

www.hexal.de/patienten/feelinx
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Smoking 
Smoking is not only a risk factor for the development of rheumatoid 
arthritis; non-smokers demonstrably show a milder course of the disease. 
In comparison to non-smokers, the following were seen for affected 
people who smoke:

• poorer general health

• more severe pain

• need for more medications

It is therefore recommended to quit smoking or significantly reduce it.

Pregnancy and breastfeeding
Even if you have rheumatoid arthritis, pregnancy is possible. However, 
research determined that after birth, about half of those affected with 
rheumatoid arthritis experienced a flare-up.

The best time for pregnancy is a period of low disease activity; you 
should therefore not necessarily become pregnant during a relapse. 
When planning a pregnancy, discuss with your physician if you should 
continue your medication, switch or discontinue. The same applies to 
breastfeeding: Some medications may pass into breast milk and should 
only be taken once you have stopped breastfeeding.
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If you have just received the diagnosis “rheumatoid arthritis” or your 
physicians may have suggested a new therapy, you probably have many 
questions. To ensure that you do not forget anything in the conversation 
with your doctors, you can create a list of your questions in advance.  
We have put together a few of the most common questions as a 
suggestion for you.

•  How severe is my disease?

•  Which therapy do you recommend to me? How does this work?

•  What side effects can the treatment have?

•  How often do I need to come in for check-ups?

•  What can I do to support the therapy?

•  What happens if the therapy does not show 
sufficient effect?

•  Will the disease/therapy affect my daily life?

•  Can I continue to work?

•  How can I communicate with other patients?

•  Where can I find more information 
about the disease/therapy?

Questions for your physicians Your notes
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Useful addresses

For further information on rheumatoid arthritis, we have compiled a 
selection of addresses for patient organizations, information pages on  
self-help and professional societies.

Deutsche Gesellschaft für Rheumatologie e.V.  
[German Rheumatology Society]

Wilhelmine-Gemberg-Weg 6
10179 Berlin, Germany
Tel.: 030 24048470
Fax: 030 24048479
Email: info@dgrh.de
Website: www.dgrh.de

German Medical Scientific Society in the field of Rheumatology. It 
promotes rheumatological science and research and works independently.

Deutsche Rheuma-Liga Bundesverband e. V.  
[Federal German Rheumatism League]

Welschnonnenstr. 7
53111 Bonn, Germany
Tel.: 0228 766060
Fax: 0228 7660620
Email: bv@rheuma-liga.de
Website: www.rheuma-liga.de

Self-help organization which independently informs affected persons, 
advises and offers practical help.

Datenbank „Versorgungslandkarte“ der Deutschen Rheuma-Liga 
Bundesverband e. V. [“Care Map” database of the Federal German 
Rheumatism League]

Website: www.versorgungslandkarte.de
Database with around 1,500 rheumatologists, physiotherapists,  
clinics and rehabilitation clinics specialising in rheumatology.

Gesellschaft für Kinder- und Jugendrheumatologie e. V.  
[Society for Paediatric and Adolescent Rheumatology]  
c/o German Rheumatism Research Center

Charitéplatz 1
10117 Berlin, Germany
Tel.: 030 28460632
Fax: 030 28460744
Email: info@gkjr.de
Website: www.gkjr.de

Society of paediatricians responsible for the treatment of children and 
adolescents with rheumatic diseases in Germany. Supports research in the 
field of paediatric rheumatology.

Berufsverband Deutscher Rheumatologen e. V.  
[Professional Association of German Rheumatologists]

Dr. med. Silke Zinke
Dr.-Max-Str. 21
82031 Grünwald, Germany
Tel.: 089 904141413
Fax: 089 904141419
Email: kontakt@bdrh.de
Website: www.bdrh.de

Representation of all rheumatologists in professional practice. Provides 
information and help in the search for rheumatology-competent doctors to 
persons suffering from rheumatism.

This brochure cannot replace the professional advice of  
your doctors. For further information about your disease,  
please contact them.
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Acute: sudden and mostly short-term disease; opposite of chronic.

Arthritis: disease in which the joints are inflamed, often associated with pain and swelling.

B cells: also: B lymphocytes; group of white blood cells that are able to form antibodies against 
pathogens; they belong to the immune system.

Biologics: Biologics are drugs with a complex structure and a high molecular weight that are 
produced biotechnologically, i.e. using biological organisms.

Biosimilar: Biosimilars are biological drugs that are comparable to the first-supplier drug already 
available in terms of safety, efficacy and quality. For this purpose, the biosimilar is tested via a strict 
approval route.

Chronic: long-lasting disease (more than four weeks), often not curable; opposite of acute.

Cortisone: also: Glucocorticoids. Act quickly against inflammation, but should only be used for a 
short time.

Cytokines: messenger substances for signal transmission of the immune system.

Disease Modifying Anti-Rheumatic Drug (DMARD): disease-modifying anti-rheumatic drug; various 
drugs that can slow the progression of a disease from the rheumatic spectrum. Are divided into 
synthetically manufactured (sDMARD) and biologically manufactured (bDMARD) medications. The 
tsDMARDs (targeted synthetic/targeted drugs) belong to the sDMARDs (synthetic DMARDs) together 
with the conventional synthetic csDMARDs.

Effusion: accumulation of fluid in a body cavity, e.g. joint effusion.

Immune system: the body’s own defence system against pathogens and foreign bodies. It includes 
many different organs and immune cells, which in turn produce signals to communicate with each 
other.

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAID): painkillers that can also inhibit inflammation.

Pannus: exacerbations of connective tissue with chronic inflammation.

Remission: period of time in which the disease is not active.

Rheumatoid: a rheumatic disease that includes inflammatory diseases of the joints, muscles, nerves 
and tendons.

Scavenger cells: also: Macrophages; group of large, mobile, white blood cells that play a central 
role in the immune reaction and destroy penetrating disease-causing microorganisms; they belong to 
the immune system.

T cells: also: T lymphocytes; group of white blood cells; belong to the immune system and perform 
various functions there.

Tumour necrosis factor alpha (TNF-α): messenger substance of the immune system that is involved in 
inflammatory processes.
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Hexal AG
Industriestraße 25
D-83607 Holzkirchen

You can find further ideas for dealing with  
your disease on a daily basis here:

www.hexal.de/patienten/feelinx

How to reach us:

You have important questions about our medicines,  
or you would like to order materials?  
Call us toll-free at 0800 439 25 23! 

 You can reach us from Monday to Friday  
from 8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m.

Please contact your doctor if you have any questions  
about your treatment.
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