
 

A new index for the diagnosis of non-
alcoholic fatty liver disease
24 January 2017

  
 

  

The Fatty Liver Index (FLI) consists of the parameters
age, waist circumference, and triglyceride levels (TG)
measured in the blood in a fasting state, and gamma-
glutamyl transpeptidase (GGT). Credit: © DZD/IDM

Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease has become a
global epidemic. Researchers worldwide aim to
understand the causes and consequences of fatty
liver disease, but also to diagnose fatty liver
disease at an early stage. Under the direction of
Professor Norbert Stefan, researchers of the
Department of Internal Medicine IV of Tübingen
University Hospital and their collaborators
generated a new index from clinical data that can
predict the presence of fatty liver disease with high
accuracy. 

Approximately every third adult in the industrialized
countries has a morbidly fatty liver. This not only
increases the risk of advanced liver diseases such
as liver cirrhosis and liver cancer, but also type 2
diabetes and cardiovascular diseases. To be able
to intervene early with preventive and therapeutic
measures, the fatty liver must be detected in time.
For this purpose, ultrasound examination of the

liver and the determination of the liver values are
suitable, but in most cases, they can only diagnose
the fatty liver in an advanced stage. More
sophisticated tests such as magnetic resonance
spectroscopy are more meaningful, but they are not
widely applicable because of the relatively high
costs in clinical practice. Therefore, scientists
around the world are working on simple and
accurate methods that are more suitable for
diagnosing a fatty liver. The Fatty Liver Index (FLI)
consisting of the parameters age, waist
circumference, and triglyceride levels (TG)
measured in the blood in a fasting state, and
gamma-glutamyl transpeptidase (GGT), has been
shown to be quite effective.

The researchers from Tübingen led by Professor
Stefan, in collaboration with Professor Schulze of
the German Institute of Human Nutrition (DIfE), a
partner of the DZD, and their colleagues from
Hamburg and Italy, have developed an improved
FLI. For this purpose, in addition to the parameters
of the FLI, they used the TG and glucose levels
from an oral glucose tolerance test measured at the
time point of two hours as well as the most
important gene variant for fatty liver (rs738409 C>G
in PNPLA3). On the basis of data from the TULIP
(Tübingen Lifestyle Intervention Program) study,
they showed that with this new and extended fatty
liver index, diagnosis was improved over the
standard FLI, and also more precisely determined
the probability of reducing liver fat content during a
lifestyle intervention. Professor Stefan now hopes
that "this index will be increasingly used in clinical
practice to diagnose fatty liver disease at an early
stage in order to prevent the consequences of fatty
liver disease." 
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