Researchers identify central abdominal fat as key risk factor for psoriasis severity
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Researchers have uncovered a significant link between abdominal fat and the chronic skin condition psoriasis, which is marked by painful inflammation and skin lesions. While obesity has long been acknowledged as a potential risk factor for psoriasis, recent findings have provided new insights into the specific types of fat that contribute most significantly to this relationship.
A comprehensive study led by dermatologists from King’s College London investigated data derived from over 330,000 individuals in the UK, including more than 9,000 diagnosed with psoriasis. This groundbreaking research established that the waist-to-hip ratio is the most critical factor in determining psoriasis risk, suggesting that the location of fat storage in the body carries important implications for both prevention and treatment of the condition.
Dr Ravi Ramessur, the lead investigator, emphasised the importance of central fat, particularly that accumulated around the waist. He stated, “Our research shows that where fat is stored in the body matters when it comes to psoriasis risk.” This condition affects approximately 7.5 million Americans and is characterised by red, scaly patches on the skin, resulting from the immune system’s inflammatory response.
Central fat, which includes both subcutaneous fat located beneath the skin and visceral fat that encases internal organs, was found to have a robust correlation with psoriasis severity. Interestingly, this association held true regardless of genetic predispositions, positioning central abdominal fat as an independent risk factor. Dr Catherine Smith, a senior author on the study, highlighted the implications of these findings, suggesting that "understanding how different patterns of body fat influence chronic inflammatory conditions such as psoriasis is important."
The study's revelations echo findings from various other research efforts, which consistently underscore the relationship between body mass index (BMI), waist circumference, and the risk of developing psoriasis. A systematic review found a clear dose–response relationship, indicating that increased adiposity correlates with heightened psoriasis risk. This notion is further supported by extensive research from the Nurses' Health Study II, which observed that higher adiposity levels among women directly correlated with an increased likelihood of developing the condition.
As obesity rates continue to soar globally—rising from 21.2% in 1990 to 43.8% in 2022 for women in the United States—the impact of fat distribution on health becomes increasingly pressing. The hormone leptin, produced by fat cells, plays a pivotal role in this context, signalling satiety to the brain but becoming dysfunctional in obesity. Overproduction of leptin not only disrupts this signal but also promotes inflammatory cytokine production, exacerbating conditions like psoriasis.
Research is now pivoting towards exploring potential therapies to mitigate the consequences of psoriasis through weight management and hormone regulation. Dermatology expert Dr Joel Gelfand of the University of Pennsylvania has noted the emerging promise of glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1) receptor agonists as a potential avenue for treating psoriatic disease. These medications, currently prescribed for managing diabetes and obesity, have shown encouraging results in patients with both psoriasis and type 2 diabetes, reporting significant reductions in skin inflammation and improved quality of life.
Such findings not only reinforce the critical nexus between obesity and psoriasis but also suggest a shift in therapeutic focus. As Dr Gelfand articulates, “Our current paradigm of just focusing on the skin and joint manifestations when treating psoriasis is outdated in the context of our evolving understanding of the tight relationship of psoriasis, obesity, and cardiometabolic disease.”
With the evidence mounting, significant strides may be on the horizon for integrating obesity management into psoriasis treatment strategies, necessitating large-scale clinical trials to explore the efficacy of GLP-1 therapies specifically for this chronic condition.
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