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Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) management has evolved significantly over the past two decades, yet achieving 

sustained remission remains a challenge for many patients. EULAR 2026 discussions underscore the continued 

importance of early diagnosis and aggressive, individualised treatment strategies to optimise long-term 

outcomes and minimise disease progression.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: Early, aggressive intervention with disease-modifying antirheumatic drugs (DMARDs) has 

become the standard of care, moving beyond a step-up approach.

º The Data: Sustained remission rates have improved from approximately 10-15% in the pre-biologic era to 

30-40% with current treat-to-target strategies.

º The Action: Clinicians should continue to prioritise rapid diagnosis, initiate combination conventional 

synthetic DMARDs (csDMARDs) promptly, and escalate to biologic or targeted synthetic DMARDs 

(b/tsDMARDs) if target goals are not met within 3-6 months.

The landscape of rheumatoid arthritis (RA) treatment has undergone a substantial transformation since the early 2000s, 

driven by a deeper understanding of disease pathophysiology and the introduction of novel therapeutic agents. Prior to 

this period, RA management often involved a more conservative, step-up approach, frequently resulting in irreversible 

joint damage and significant functional impairment. The paradigm shift towards early, aggressive intervention with 

disease-modifying antirheumatic drugs (DMARDs) has been a central theme in rheumatology for the past two decades. 

This approach aims to suppress inflammation rapidly, prevent structural damage, and preserve physical function.1

Key to this evolution has been the widespread adoption of treat-to-target (T2T) strategies. T2T involves setting a specific 

therapeutic goal, typically low disease activity or remission, and adjusting treatment intensity based on regular, objective 

disease activity assessments. This systematic approach has been shown to improve clinical outcomes compared to 

standard care. For example, studies have demonstrated that patients managed with T2T protocols achieve remission 

more frequently and experience less radiographic progression.2

Optimising RA Treatment: A Two-Decade Perspective
The EULAR 2026 discussions on optimising RA treatment drew heavily on the accumulated evidence from numerous 

clinical trials and real-world registries over the last 20 years. The consensus reinforces that early diagnosis, ideally within 

3-6 months of symptom onset, is paramount. This window of opportunity allows for the initiation of effective therapy 

before significant joint damage occurs.3
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Initial therapy typically involves conventional synthetic DMARDs (csDMARDs), with methotrexate remaining the 

anchor drug. Combination therapy with other csDMARDs, such as sulfasalazine and hydroxychloroquine, is often 

employed, particularly in patients with higher disease activity or poor prognostic factors. The evidence supports the 

use of these combinations to achieve disease control more rapidly than monotherapy.4

For patients who do not achieve the treatment target within 3-6 months on csDMARDs, escalation to biologic DMARDs 

(bDMARDs) or targeted synthetic DMARDs (tsDMARDs) is indicated. The introduction of tumour necrosis factor 

(TNF) inhibitors in the late 1990s and early 2000s marked a significant milestone, followed by other classes such as 

IL-6 inhibitors, T-cell costimulation modulators, B-cell depleting agents, and Janus kinase (JAK) inhibitors. These agents 

have expanded the therapeutic armamentarium considerably.5

Comparative effectiveness studies have provided valuable insights into the relative efficacy and safety of these advanced 

therapies. While direct head-to-head trials between all b/tsDMARDs are limited, network meta-analyses have helped 

to inform treatment sequencing and selection. For instance, data consistently show that bDMARDs and tsDMARDs 

are superior to csDMARDs in achieving clinical remission and preventing radiographic progression in patients with an 

inadequate response to methotrexate.6

Safety considerations remain a critical aspect of RA management. While b/tsDMARDs have revolutionised treatment, 

they are associated with increased risks of infections, and specific agents carry additional safety concerns (e.g., 

cardiovascular events and venous thromboembolism with some JAK inhibitors). Regular monitoring and careful patient 

selection are essential to mitigate these risks.7

The patient population for RA treatment has also broadened, with increased recognition of RA in diverse demographic 

groups and a focus on managing the disease across the lifespan. Treatment decisions increasingly consider patient 

preferences, comorbidities, and socioeconomic factors, moving beyond purely clinical efficacy to encompass a more 

holistic approach to care. The mechanism of action for these advanced therapies involves targeting specific inflammatory 

pathways. For example, TNF inhibitors block the activity of TNF-alpha, a key cytokine in RA pathogenesis, while 

JAK inhibitors interfere with intracellular signaling pathways involved in immune cell function and inflammation. 

Understanding these mechanisms guides rational drug selection and combination strategies.

Despite significant progress, challenges persist. A substantial proportion of patients still do not achieve sustained 

remission, and predicting individual treatment response remains imperfect. Research continues into identifying 

biomarkers that can guide personalised therapy, moving towards a precision medicine approach in RA. Furthermore, 

the optimal management of comorbidities, which are prevalent in RA patients, is an ongoing area of focus to improve 

overall patient outcomes.8

Limitations in current research include the generalizability of trial results to real-world populations, as clinical trials often 

involve highly selected patient cohorts. Long-term safety data for newer agents are still accumulating, and the optimal 

sequencing of b/tsDMARDs after failure of multiple agents requires further investigation. The economic burden of these 

advanced therapies also presents a challenge for healthcare systems globally, necessitating cost-effectiveness analyses 

and strategies for sustainable access.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS
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The EULAR 2026 discussions serve as a timely reminder that the 'window of opportunity' in rheumatoid 

arthritis is not merely a theoretical concept but a clinical imperative. GPs and specialists alike must internalise 

that delaying effective treatment for even a few months can have irreversible consequences for joint integrity 

and patient function. The evidence is clear: early, aggressive intervention with csDMARDs, followed by 

rapid escalation to b/tsDMARDs if targets are not met, is the only defensible strategy. This necessitates a 

streamlined referral pathway and a low threshold for initiating combination therapy.

The pharmaceutical industry, having delivered an impressive array of b/tsDMARDs over two decades, now 

faces the challenge of refining treatment selection. While we have many effective drugs, the 'trial and error' 

approach to finding the right b/tsDMARD for an individual patient remains inefficient and costly. Investment 

in predictive biomarkers that can guide therapy selection from the outset is not just a scientific curiosity; it is 

an economic necessity for healthcare systems grappling with the high cost of these agents. Without better 

stratification tools, the promise of personalised medicine in RA will remain largely unfulfilled.

For patients, the message is one of cautious optimism. While the prospect of sustained remission is more 

attainable than ever, it hinges on proactive engagement with their healthcare team and adherence to complex 

treatment regimens. The emphasis on shared decision-making, where patients understand the rationale for 

aggressive treatment and the importance of regular monitoring, is vital. However, the burden of frequent clinic 

visits, injections, and potential side effects should not be underestimated. Simplifying treatment protocols and 

improving patient education tools are ongoing responsibilities for both clinicians and industry to ensure that 

the therapeutic gains translate into real-world benefits for every patient.
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