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Descriptive
Systemic diseases often have manifestations that extend beyond the 

primary organs they affect. Dermatological symptoms can be the first 
indicator of an underlying systemic condition. Recognizing these 
cutaneous signs is important for early diagnosis and management. This 
article explores the dermatological manifestations of systemic 
diseases, focusing on autoimmune and metabolic disorders.

Autoimmune diseases and skin manifestations
Autoimmune diseases occur when the body's immune system 

mistakenly attacks its own tissues. These conditions often present with 
distinct dermatological signs that can aid in diagnosis.

Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE)
Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) is a chronic autoimmune 

disease that can affect any part of the body. The skin manifestations of 
SLE are diverse and can be classified into acute, subacute, and chronic 
cutaneous lupus erythematosus.

Acute cutaneous lupus erythematosus: The hallmark of acute 
cutaneous lupus is the malar rash, also known as the "butterfly rash," 
which appears across the cheeks and nose. This rash is often 
exacerbated by sunlight.

Subacute cutaneous lupus erythematosus: This form is 
characterized by red, scaly patches that typically appear on sun-
exposed areas. These lesions can resemble psoriasis or eczema.

Chronic cutaneous lupus erythematosus: Also known as discoid 
lupus erythematosus, this form presents with well-defined, round 
plaques with a scaly surface. These plaques can cause scarring and 
pigmentary changes.

Dermatomyositis
Dermatomyositis is an inflammatory muscle disease with 

characteristic skin findings. The most notable dermatological 
manifestations include:

Heliotrope rash: A violet or dusky rash around the eyes, often 
accompanied by swelling.

Gottron's papules: Raised, scaly bumps over the knuckles, elbows, 
and knees.

Shawl sign: A red rash that appears on the upper back and 
shoulders, resembling a shawl.

These skin findings, combined with muscle weakness, are key to 
diagnosing dermatomyositis. Early recognition is essential for 
preventing severe complications, including respiratory and cardiac 
involvement.

Scleroderma
Scleroderma is an autoimmune disease characterized by the 

hardening and tightening of the skin and connective tissues. The skin 
manifestations are categorized into localized and systemic forms.

Localized scleroderma: Also known as morphea, this form 
presents as patches of hardened skin, which may be accompanied by 
pigmentary changes.

Systemic sclerosis: This form affects the skin extensively, causing 
thickening and hardening. Patients may also develop digital ulcers, 
telangiectasias (small dilated blood vessels), and calcinosis (calcium 
deposits in the skin).

Metabolic diseases and skin manifestations
Metabolic diseases involve the body's chemical processes and can 

lead to various dermatological signs. Early detection of these signs can 
prompt further investigation and management of the underlying 
metabolic disorder.

Diabetes mellitus
Diabetes mellitus is a metabolic disorder characterized by high 

blood sugar levels. Several skin conditions are associated with 
diabetes:

Acanthosis nigricans: This condition presents as dark, velvety 
patches, commonly found in body folds such as the neck, armpits, and 
groin. Acanthosis nigricans is often associated with insulin resistance.

Diabetic dermopathy: Also known as "shin spots," these are light 
brown, scaly patches that appear on the shins. They are caused by 
changes in the small blood vessels and are usually asymptomatic.

Necrobiosis lipoidica: This condition presents as well-demarcated, 
reddish-brown plaques with a yellowish center, typically found on the 
lower legs. It can be associated with ulceration and scarring.

Diabetic ulcers: Chronic high blood sugar levels can lead to poor 
wound healing and the development of ulcers, especially on the feet. 
These ulcers are a significant cause of morbidity in diabetic patients.

Hyperlipidemia
Hyperlipidemia, characterized by elevated levels of lipids in the 

blood, can lead to various skin manifestations:

Xanthomas: These are yellowish deposits of fat underneath the 
skin, often found on the eyelids (xanthelasma), elbows, knees, and 
Achilles tendons.
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Eruptive xanthomas: These are small, yellowish-red bumps that 
appear suddenly, typically on the buttocks, shoulders, and extremities. 
They are associated with severe hypertriglyceridemia.

Conclusion

Dermatological manifestations often provide vital clues to the 
presence of systemic diseases. Recognizing these skin signs can lead

to early diagnosis and intervention, potentially improving patient 
outcomes. Healthcare professionals must maintain a high index of 
suspicion when encountering unexplained dermatological findings and 
consider underlying systemic conditions in their differential diagnosis. 
This approach ensures comprehensive care and better management of 
patients with systemic diseases.
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