
Effects of TNF-α Inhibitors on Abdominal Adiposity in
Patients with Inflammatory Rheumatic Diseases
To the Editor:
We read with great interest the recent contribution by Hmamouchi, et al1.
They reported an early and significant increase in abdominal adiposity in
patients with spondyloarthritis (SpA; mainly male subjects) while
receiving anti-tumor necrosis factor (TNF)-α treatment. The patients were
evaluated in a 2-year prospective study for body composition using
dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry (DEXA; Hologic QDR 2000), and
specific DEXA software was used to distinguish subcutaneous adipose
tissue (SAT) and visceral adipose tissue (VAT). The results showed an
increase in both SAT (+31.9 cm2 or +24.2%) and VAT (+29.1 cm2 or
+32.4%) at 2 years in this population, raising the question of the
relationship between these changes in adipose tissue and cardiovascular
(CV) risk.

This is not the first study to examine the issue of adipose tissue modifi-
cations during anti-TNF therapy. We previously evaluated the longterm
consequences of anti-TNF treatment on body composition and fat distri-
bution, together with changes in serum adipokines, in a series of 20 patients
with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) or ankylosing spondylitis (AS)2. Contrary
to Hmamouchi’s study, which was an ancillary protocol of another study,
our study was specifically designed to evaluate the changes in adipose
tissue under anti-TNF agents. Body composition and fat distribution
(android or abdominal region versus gynoid region) were evaluated by
DEXA (Lunar iDXA, GE Healthcare). We also observed a significant gain
in weight (+1.9%), body mass index (+2.5%), total fat mass (+11.1%), and
fat in the android region (+18.3%) over a 2-year period, while lean mass
and gynoid masses were not modified. Indeed, we also used specific
DEXA software (CoreScan) to identify where the fat tissue accumulated in
the abdominal region, and our results showed a clear tendency toward a
gain in visceral fat (+24.3% or +185.7 g)2,3. These results were observed
for both patients with AS and RA. In addition, this gain in fat mass
occurred as early as 6 months. In parallel, we observed no major changes
in serum leptin, total adiponectin, or ghrelin, while high molecular weight
adiponectin and resistin (2 adipokines involved in metabolic control and
insulin sensitivity) decreased.

Fat accumulation in the android region refers to abdominal fat that can
be subclassified into SAT and VAT. It has been demonstrated that VAT
rather than SAT is associated with insulin resistance and CV events4.
Visceral adiposity is 1 component of the metabolic syndrome (MetS) that
is associated with increased susceptibility to ischemic heart disease and CV
events. Thus, our results, together with those reported by Hmamouchi, et
al, indicate that the longterm administration of anti-TNF agents in patients
with AS (or SpA), as well as RA, induces significant changes in fat mass
that are specifically localized in the visceral region. However, we would
like to stress that the method used for visceral adiposity measurements in
the study by Hmamouchi, et al was validated using a more recent device
version than the Hologic QDR 2000 (Hologic Discovery W, configured
with software version 12.1, Hologic) and in a population of South African
women5, thus calling into question the validity of the reported results. In
addition, the VAT assessment method using the Hologic device gives VAT
and SAT area, and not real fat mass. In our study protocol, visceral
adiposity measurements were previously validated on an iDXA device
through comparison with computed tomography in both male and female
subjects, and we were able to better quantify this fat mass gain, which was
around 185 g ± 219.72. 

Second, a higher prevalence of MetS has been reported in patients with
AS and RA6,7. Clinical studies have shown an improvement in MetS
during anti-TNF treatment, suggesting a favorable cardiometabolic effect
of these agents7. But a number of studies have described changes in lipid
profile under anti-TNF treatment, with an increase in both total and
low-density lipoprotein cholesterol8. However, there is substantial
evidence indicating that the longterm CV risk is improved during anti-TNF
treatment in patients with RA9. Various changes in adipokine serum levels

have also been reported during anti-TNF therapy and no definite
conclusion can be drawn regarding these variables and their effect on
metabolic balance and thus on CV risk2,10. Collectively, the changes in
adipose tissue with an accumulation in the visceral region, together with
changes in adipokines involving adiponectin and other adipokines related
to CV risk, could have deleterious consequences in patients with chronic
inflammatory diseases receiving anti-TNF agents. Thus, future studies
evaluating the parallel changes in abdominal (visceral) fat and adipokines
are warranted to better characterize the relationship between these modifi-
cations, and the CV risk in patients with inflammatory rheumatic diseases
such as AS and RA. 
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