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Obesity and Fatty Liver: Common but Ignored
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The global prevalence of fatty liver disease has significantly increased from 25.3% (1990–2006) to 38.2% (2016–2019), reflecting 
a nearly 50% rise over the past three decades. According to the 2021 data from the Korean Diabetes Association, 36.1% of 
individuals aged 40 and above, 53.1% of type 2 diabetes patients, and 48% of males have fatty liver disease, indicating that 
nearly one in two men are affected. The prevalence of moderate fatty liver disease, defined by a Fatty Liver Index (FLI) of 60, 
has risen by 6.7% over ten years. Notably, prevalence is highest among individuals in their 40s, with 81.5% of type 2 diabetes 
patients and around 60% having moderate fatty liver disease. Moderate fatty liver disease is associated with a 3.8-fold increased 
risk of type 2 diabetes, and significantly elevated risks of myocardial infarction (16.3%), stroke (15.9%), heart failure (22.4%), and 
more than twice the risk of liver cancer. Ultimately, the presence of fatty liver disease indicates a close association with various 
chronic diseases, cardiovascular and cerebrovascular diseases, as well as an increased risk of cancer.
Obesity, defined as abnormal or excessive fat accumulation posing a health risk, often coexists with fatty liver disease, 
characterized by excess liver fat that can impair liver function. Obesity reflects fat overload throughout the body, while fatty 
liver disease represents the liver’s specific fat overload, making their definitions almost synonymous. As a result, the prevalence 
of fatty liver is high among obese patients and vice versa.
The first-line treatment for fatty liver disease is weight loss through calorie reduction, exercise, and healthy eating. Although 
pharmacological treatments are limited, they are recommended to reduce the risks associated with fatty liver disease. Despite 
significant efforts in drug development, only an oral thyroid hormone receptor-β (THR-β) agonist has recently been approved, 
although its high-cost limits accessibility. Ultimately, treating fatty liver disease is about managing ectopic fat, making obesity 
treatment the primary focus. Clinically, fatty liver disease remains common yet often overlooked.


