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Abstract
Objectives  Metabolic Syndrome (MetS) has been associated with knee osteoarthritis (KOA) in animal studies, but 
epidemiologic evidence of the association remains controversial. We investigated the association between MetS and 
knee pain and functional disability, the hallmarks of KOA, in a Middle Eastern population with high reported MetS 
rates.

Methods  A population-based study of adult individuals was conducted between 01/2016 and 03/2019. Data 
collected included age, sex, blood pressure, body mass index (BMI), waist circumference (WC), and comprehensive 
metabolic panel blood tests. Knee symptoms were assessed using The Western Ontario and McMaster Arthritis index 
(WOMAC) The Adult Treatment Panel III criteria was applied to determine if participants had MetS. Multivariable 
regression was used to determine the association of MetS, and its components, with the WOMAC total and subscale 
scores.

Results  Of 6,000 participants enrolled, 15.5% had MetS. The multivariate regression demonstrated that participants 
with MetS had significantly higher WOMAC total and subscale scores after adjusting for demographic variables; 
however, these associations were not significant after adjusting for BMI. Multivariate regression examining the 
association between MetS components and the WOMAC scores showed sex-based significant differences with 
WOMAC scores; however, the differences were not larger than the minimally clinical important differences.

Conclusions  This study demonstrated that after adjustment for BMI, neither MetS nor its individual parameters were 
associated with worse knee symptoms. As such, the association between MetS and worse knee symptoms requires 
further study.

Keywords  Metabolic, Syndrome, Knee, Pain, Dysfunction

Metabolic syndrome and the likelihood 
of knee pain and functional disability: 
evidence from a large middle eastern 
population-based study
Talal Ibrahim1, Abdulaziz F Ahmed2, Mariam Nofal3, Abdelsalam Hegazy1 and Hassan M. K. Ghomrawi4*

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12891-023-06685-3&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-8-4


Page 2 of 7Ibrahim et al. BMC Musculoskeletal Disorders          (2023) 24:634 

Introduction
Knee symptoms such as pain, stiffness and worsening in 
function impose significant disability, impact quality of 
life, and results in significant economic burden on the 
health care system [1–4]. Knee pain affects up to 16.5% 
of men and 27.4% in women [4], and is considered a hall-
mark of knee osteoarthritis (KOA), the most common 
type of osteoarthritis.

The pathogenesis of KOA is classically attributed to 
degenerative processes and the wear and tear of the 
weight-bearing joint [2–7]. However, growing recent 
evidence from animal studies suggests that joint dam-
age may also result from metabolic abnormalities (i.e., 
obesity, elevated serum glucose, elevated blood pressure, 
elevated triglyceride levels and low high-density lipo-
protein cholesterol levels) known together as metabolic 
syndrome (MetS) [8–10]. Causal evidence between KOA 
and MetS in human studies remains controversial. While 
some studies found an association [11–14], others did 
not [15–17]. A recent systematic review of studies sug-
gests that the association between MetS and osteoarthri-
tis may be region-specific [18]. Epidemiologic evidence 
on this relationship from the Middle East region remains 
very limited.

Qatar is a Middle East country that has one of the 
highest rates of obesity in the world, attributed to 
the unhealthy diet and lifestyle [19, 20]. Estimates 
are that 70% of the population are overweight with a 
BMI ≥ 25  kg/m2, while 41.1% are obese with a BMI of 
≥ 30 kg/m2 [21]. A recent survey revealed that the Qatari 
population has a prevalence of MetS of 26.2% [22], sug-
gesting this population may have a high prevalence of 
KOA and KOA symptoms, but no population-level esti-
mates of KOA currently exist. A cross-sectional study 
of 841 women aged 40–60 in Qatar found that 71.6% of 
women have recurring joint pain and stiffness for two 
weeks, of whom 50% reported having intense pain which 
may suggest increased prevalence of OA [23].

To fill the gap in knowledge about the relationship 
between MetS and knee symptoms in the Middle East 
region, we conducted a cross-sectional population-based 
study of the Qatari population to determine the associa-
tion between MetS (and its components) and reporting 
knee symptoms. We hypothesized that there would be 
a significant association between MetS and increased 
symptom severity, and that this association would be sus-
tained even after adjusting for BMI.

Materials and methods
This study was reported using the STregnthening the 
Reporting of OBservational studies in Epidemiology 
(STROBE) checklist for cross-sectional studies [24].

Study design, setting, and participants
A cross-sectional study was conducted to answer the 
study questions. After receiving IRB approved at our 
institution (study number: IRGC-01-SI-027), we sur-
veyed participants 18 years and older who were recruited 
by the Qatar Biobank regarding their knee symptoms 
from January 2016 to March 2019. The Qatar Biobank is 
a population-based initiative aimed at creating a reposi-
tory of biological samples and information on health 
and lifestyle of Qatari citizens and long-term residents. 
A stratified random sample of the Qatari population are 
invited, and their biometrics are collected through ques-
tionnaires, laboratory tests, and physical exams, which 
are conducted by the Biobank staff. Relevant to this study, 
the data included age, sex, blood pressure (BP) measure-
ments, anthropometric measurements, comprehensive 
metabolic panel blood tests. For the purposes of this 
study, the Western Ontario McMaster Arthritis index 
(WOMAC) questionnaire was added to the surveys that 
were completed by participants.

Data sources and variables
The main exposure (i.e., independent) variable was hav-
ing MetS. We defined MetS using the widely recognized 
ATP III criteria [25], which determines that a person 
has MetS if three or more of the following are present: 
increased waist circumference (≥ 102  cm for males and 
≥ 88  cm for females), elevated triglycerides (TG) with 
a value of 150  mg/dL or more, reduced high density 
lipo-protein (HDL) less than 40  mg/dL for males and 
less than 50 mg/dL for females, elevated blood pressure 
(BP) defined as > 130 mmHg for systolic BP and/or > 80 
mmHg for diastolic BP, or elevated fasting glucose more 
than 100 mg/dL. These data were derived from the bio-
metric data collected on participants.

The main outcome (i.e., dependent) variable of this 
study was knee symptoms as measured by the WOMAC 
overall score and knee pain, stiffness, and function sub-
scale scores. The WOMAC index is a self-administered 
questionnaire that is validated for the evaluation of 
KOA [26]. It consists of 24 items that assess knee pain (5 
items), knee stiffness (2 items), and knee physical func-
tion (17 items). Each item is scored on a 0 to 4 scale. The 
knee pain score range is 0–20, the knee stiffness score 
range is 0–8 and the physical function score range is 
0–68. A total WOMAC score is also calculated by add-
ing the scores of the three subscales and normalizing to 
0-100 score (0 representing no knee disability, 100 rep-
resenting maximum knee disability). We also collected 
patient demographic data, and their body mass index 
(BMI).
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Analysis plan
Descriptive statistics were conducted to report the 
patients’ characteristics. Continuous variables were 
reported as means and standard deviations, whereas 
binary categorical variables were expressed as propor-
tions. To evaluate the relationship between those who 
had MetS and those who did not, bivariate analyses 
(T-test for continuous variables, and Chi Square test for 
categorical variables) were first conducted to compare 
the demographic characteristics and WOMAC scores of 
the two groups in an unadjusted fashion. Linear regres-
sion analyses were then conducted to evaluate the asso-
ciation between MetS and the WOMAC total, pain, 
stiffness, and physical scores. Two models were esti-
mated. The first model was only age- and sex-adjusted. 
The second model additionally adjusted for BMI. The 
second model was estimated to address concerns about 
collinearity between BMI and MetS [27, 28], although in 
our patient population there was little evidence of col-
linearity between BMI and MetS (Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient = 0.32).

Linear regression models were also estimated to assess 
the association of MetS components with WOMAC 
scores. Age- and sex-adjusted linear regression mod-
els were conducted with the MetS syndrome individual 
components (systolic and diastolic BP, fasting blood 
glucose levels, HDL, and TG) as the primary predictors 

and WOMAC scores as the outcomes. In the regression 
models, each MetS individual component was included 
as a dichotomous variable, and a variable was considered 
present if it met the aforementioned ATPIII criteria for 
that variable.

We further explored the association between MetS 
and its components with WOMAC scores for each sex 
separately, due to well-documented metabolic differ-
ences between males and females [27, 28]. First, we per-
formed bivariate analyses to compare the demographics 
and WOMAC scores between males and females. We 
then conducted age- and BMI-adjusted linear regression 
analyses to evaluate the association between the presence 
of MetS individual components and WOMAC scores for 
each sex separately. The dependent variables were the 
WOMAC scores, whereas the presence of MetS individ-
ual components was the primary predictor. All analyses 
were performed in Stata/IC (StataCorp. 2019. Stata Sta-
tistical Software: Release 16. College Station, TX: Stata-
Corp LLC.).

Results
A total of 6,000 participants were enrolled during the 
study period. All participants had complete data to deter-
mine participants’ MetS status, and to calculate their 
WOMAC total and subscale scores. The mean age was 
39.4 +/- 13 years and 56.7% (n = 3,404) were female. The 
mean BMI for participants was 29.5 +/- 6.3 kg/m2. When 
the ATP III criteria were applied to the data, the preva-
lence of MetS was 15.5%. Participants with MetS were 
generally older when compared to those without MetS. 
In addition, the anthropometric and metabolic param-
eters were both significantly different between both 
groups, which reflected the metabolic derangement that 
are manifested by MetS.

The association between MetS and WOMAC scores
Unadjusted bivariate analyses showed that participants 
with MetS had significantly higher WOMAC total, pain, 
stiffness and physical function scores when compared to 
those without MetS (P < 0.001) (Table  1). Age- and sex- 
adjusted linear regression models demonstrated that 
the presence of MetS was significantly associated with 
higher (i.e., worse) mean WOMAC total by 3.34 points, 
higher mean WOMAC pain by 0.69 points, higher mean 
WOMAC stiffness by 0.21 points, and higher mean 
WOMAC physical function by 2.44 points. However, this 
association became statistically nonsignificant when BMI 
was adjusted for in the regression models (Table 2).

The association of MetS components with WOMAC scores
Linear regression models that were adjusted for age, sex 
and BMI demonstrated significant association between 
WOMAC scores and both reduced HDL and elevated 

Table 1  Participants’ baseline characteristics
MetS not 
present
(N = 5,070)

MetS
(N = 930)

P 
value

Age (years) 37.5 ± 12.2 50.11 ± 12.2 < 0.001

Sex (Female: Male) 2,894:2,176 510:420 0.21

Anthropometrics
Height (m) ± SD 1.64 ± 0.93 1.63 ± 0.1 0.003

Weight (Kg) ± SD 77.36 ± 17.22 91.3 ± 18.6 < 0.001

BMI (Kg/m2) ± SD 28.6 ± 5.9 34.3 ± 6.2 < 0.001

Waist circumference
(cm) ± SD

86.15 ± 13.4 103.14 ± 11.9 < 0.001

Metabolic Parameters
FBG (mmol/L) ± SD 4.9 ± 1.3 7.45 ± 3.2 < 0.001

Triglycerides (mmol/L) ± SD 1.1 ± 0.58 2.03 ± 0.99 < 0.001

LDL (mmol/L) ± SD 2.84 ± 0.86 2.98 ± 1.01 < 0.001

HDL (mmol/L) ± SD 1.48 ± 0.39 1.12 ± 0.29 < 0.001

WOMAC Scores
Total, mean ± SD 21.05 ± 18.96 27.86 ± 22.7 < 0.001

Pain, mean ± SD 4.96 ± 4.4 6.4 ± 5.1 < 0.001

Stiffness, mean ± SD 2.03 ± 1.9 2.53 ± 2.16 < 0.001

Physical function,
mean ± SD

14.04 ± 13.4 18.9 ± 16.2 < 0.001

SD: standard deviation; BMI: body mass index; FBG: fasting blood glucose; 
LDL: low-density lipoprotein; HDL: high-density lipoprotein; WOMAC: Western 
Ontario and McMaster Universities osteoarthritis index. Continuous variables 
were compared with the two-group t test, and categorical variables were 
compared with the chi square test
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FBG. The presence of elevated FBG was significantly 
associated with elevated WOMAC total and function 
scores by 1.3 and 1 points, respectively. However, ele-
vated FBG did not significantly affect the WOMAC pain 
and stiffness scores. The presence of reduced HDL sig-
nificantly predicted reduced (i.e. better) WOMAC total, 
pain, stiffness and function scores by 2.4, 0.5, 0.2 and 1.7 
points, respectively; however, the presence of high TG or 
high BP did not significantly affect any of the WOMAC 
scores (Table 3).

The association of MetS and its components with WOMAC 
scores while stratifying by sex
Male patients were significantly older and had higher 
height, weight, waist circumference, TGs, and LDL. 
Moreover, males had significantly lower BMI and HDL. 
There were no sex-related differences in terms of MetS 
prevalence or FBG (Table  4). When analyses were run 
separately for males and females, sex-related significant 
associations were found. For males, all MetS components 
were not statistically significant for worse WOMAC 
scores (Table 5). For females, there was a statistically sig-
nificant association between the presence of increased 

Table 2  Regression adjusted association of Metabolic Syndrome (MetS) with Western Ontario and McMaster Universities osteoarthritis 
(WOMAC) total and subscale scores
Outcome measure Model 1* Model 2**

MetS Coefficient (95% CI) P value R2 MetS Coefficient (95% CI) P value R2

Total WOMAC score 3.34 (1.93, 4.75) < 0.001 0.08 1.23 (-0.21, 2.69) 0.094 0.1

WOMAC Pain 0.69 (0.36, 1.01) < 0.001 0.07 0.2 (-0.13, 0.53) 0.232 0.09

WOMAC Stiffness 0.21 (0.72, 0.36) < 0.001 0.05 0.04 (-0.11, 0.19) 0.59 0.07

WOMAC Physical Function 2.44 (1.44, 3.44) < 0.001 0.09 1 (-0.03, 2.02) 0.058 0.1
*Model 1 is adjusted for age and sex. **Model 2 is adjusted for age, sex, and body mass index. CI: confidence interval; MetS: Metabolic Syndrome

Table 3  Association the individual components of the MetS ATP III definition with the Western Ontario and McMaster Universities 
osteoarthritis (WOMAC) index; adjusted for age, sex and body mass index
Outcome measures High BP High FBG High Triglycerides Low HDL Model 

R2Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P 
value

Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P 
value

Coefficient (95% 
CI)

P 
value

Coefficient (95% 
CI)

P value

Total WOMAC 1.2 (-0.2, 2.6) 0.09 1.3 (0.47, 2.6) 0.04 0.5 (-0.8, 1.7) 0.5 -2.4 (-3.5, -1.3) < 0.001 0.1

WOMAC Pain 0.2 (-0.1, 0.5) 0.2 0.3 (-0.01, 0.6) 0.06 0.1 (-0.2, 0.4) 0.4 -0.5 (-0.7, -0.2) < 0.001 0.09

WOMAC Stiffness 0.1 (-0.02, 2.6) 0.1 0.08 (-0.05, 0.2) 0.2 0.004 (-0.1, 0.1) 0.9 -0.2 (-0.3, -0.1) < 0.001 0.07

WOMAC Function 0.5 (-1.3, 2.3) 0.6 1 (0.05, 1.9) 0.04 0.3 (-0.5, 1.2) 0.5 -1.7 (-2.5, -0.9) < 0.001 0.1

Table 4  Participants’ baseline characteristics grouped by sex
Males
(N = 2,596)

Females
(N = 3,402)

P value

Age (years) 39.8 ± 12.6 38.9 ± 13.3 0.013*

Metabolic Syndrome (%) 16.2% 15% 0.21

Anthropometrics
Height (m) ± SD 1.72 ± 0.06 1.57 ± 0.05 < 0.001*

Weight (Kg) ± SD 85.3 ± 18 75.1 ± 17 < 0.001*

BMI (Kg/m2) ± SD 28.7 ± 5.6 30.1 ± 6.7 < 0.001*

Metabolic Parameters
FBG (mmol/L) ± SD 5.38 ± 1.9 5.28 ± 1.9 0.06

Triglycerides (mmol/L) ± SD 1.38 ± 0.87 1.14 ± 0.6 < 0.001*

LDL (mmol/L) ± SD 3.01 ± 0.95 2.75 ± 0.82 < 0.001*

HDL (mmol/L) ± SD 1.26 ± 0.34 1.56 ± 0.39 < 0.001*

Waist circumference (cm) ± SD 93.5 ± 13.7 85.1 ± 14 < 0.001*

WOMAC Scores
Total, mean ± SD 17.7 ± 16.5 25.4 ± 21.3 < 0.001

Pain, mean ± SD 4.2 ± 3.9 5.9 ± 4.8 < 0.001

Stiffness, mean ± SD 1.7 ± 1.7 2.4 ± 2.1 < 0.001

Physical function, mean ± SD 11.7 ± 11.6 17.2 ± 15.1 < 0.001
SD: standard deviation; BMI: body mass index; FBG: fasting blood glucose; LDL: 
low-density lipoprotein; HDL: high-density lipoprotein. Continuous variables 
were compared with the two-group t test, and categorical variables were 
compared with the chi square test

Table 5  Association of the male individual components of the MetS ATP III definition with the Western Ontario and McMaster 
Universities osteoarthritis (WOMAC) index; adjusted for age and body mass index
Outcome measures High BP High FBG High Triglycerides Low HDL Model 

R2Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P value Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P value Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P value Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P value

Total WOMAC 0.9 (-0.9, 2.7) 0.31 1.2 (-0.5, 2.9) 0.16 1.2 (-0.2, 2.7) 0.09 -1 (-2.5, 0.33) 0.1 0.013

WOMAC Pain 0.2 (-0.23, 0.6) 0.36 0.36 (-0.4, 0.8) 0.09 0.3 (-0.04, 0.7) 0.09 -0.3 (-0.6, 0.05) 0.09 0.014

WOMAC Stiffness 0.18 (-0.002, 0.4) 0.053 0.14 (-0.03, 0.3) 0.11 0.03 (-0.12, 0.2) 0.7 -0.06 (-0.2, 0.08) 0.37 0.006

WOMAC Function 0.6 (-0.7, 1.8) 0.4 0.7 (-0.5, 1.9) 0.24 0.9 (-0.9, 2) 0.8 -0.7 (-1.7, 0.25) 0.15 0.012
CI: confidence intervals; BP: blood pressure; FBG: fasting blood glucose; HDL: high-density lipoprotein, WC: waist circumference
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high FBG with worse mean total and function WOMAC 
scores by 2.1 and 1.6 points, respectively (Table  6). 
Females also had a statistically significant association 
between having a reduced HDL and lower (i.e., better) 
mean total WOMAC scores by 3.3 points, WOMAC 
pain scores by 0.6 points, WOMAC stiffness scores by 0.3 
points and WOMAC function scores by 2.4 points. The 
presence of high TG levels was also found to have lower 
mean WOMAC physical function score by 4.2 points in 
females only. The presence of high BP had no statistically 
significant association with worse WOMAC scores in 
female individuals.

Discussion
We conducted a population-based study in Qatar to 
report on the epidemiologic association between MetS 
and knee symptoms. Applying the ATP III criteria, we 
found that 15.5% of the 6,000 participants in our study 
had MetS. Moreover, the analysis of patient demograph-
ics revealed age- and sex-related difference in patient 
demographics which prompted us to conduct multivari-
able regression analysis adjusted for these factors. The 
association between MetS and WOMAC total and sub-
scale scores was significant in the analyses without BMI 
adjustment, but when adjusted for BMI, the association 
was no longer significant. However, when examining the 
association of individual MetS criteria components with 
WOMAC scores, there were inconsistent sex-based asso-
ciations even after adjusting for BMI. These findings have 
important epidemiologic implications.

In our population-based study, we found that 15.5% 
of participants fulfilled the criteria for having MetS. The 
rate of MetS in this large population-based study is con-
siderably lower compared to the 26.5% rate reported in 
a previous survey of the Qatari population through pri-
mary health centers [22]. Although both surveys utilized 
the ATP III criteria to define MetS, the lower rate in our 
study can be attributed to multiple reasons. First, we uti-
lized population-based data, which included both healthy 
and unhealthy individuals. Data from the primary care 
centers would likely include more individuals who were 
obese and with health problems seeking medical care. 
Second, since 2013, the Ministry of Health in Qatar has 

implemented multiple initiatives to address the obesity 
epidemic in the country and it is possible that the rate 
of MetS has declined as a result of these initiatives. For 
instance, obesity prevention has been one of main objec-
tives of Qatar’s national health strategy for the years 
2018 through 2022 [29]. Another notable initiative is the 
establishment of the National Obesity Treatment Center 
in 2017 which provides multidisciplinary care for obese 
individuals [30].

We found that MetS was significantly associated with 
worse knee symptoms when compared to participants 
without MetS. However, this association was not sus-
tained after controlling for BMI. Several population-
based studies support our findings. In a longitudinal 
study of 985 participants, Pan et al. reported that having 
MetS was significantly associated with worse WOMAC 
pain scores [16]. However, the association was not sig-
nificant once BMI was accounted for. Likewise, in a 
cross-sectional study of 952 women, Sanchez-Santos et 
al. found that painful radiographic KOA was not signifi-
cantly associated with MetS after adjusting for BMI [15]. 
In the Framingham study on 991 subjects with KOA, 
similar findings were reported by Niu et al. [17]. How-
ever, the role of MetS on worsening knee symptoms 
remains controversial with other studies supporting the 
significant role of MetS in knee joint degeneration. Shin 
et al. found in a South Korean national survey on 2,363 
subjects that knee pain scores were significantly associ-
ated with increasing accumulation of MetS components 
while adjusting for BMI or weight [14]. In an epidemio-
logic study on 5,764 subjects from a Chinese popula-
tion, there was a positive association between MetS 
with increasing prevalence of KOA despite adjusting for 
age, sex, and BMI [12]. In study on 60 Egyptian patients 
with KOA, Afifi et al. reported a significant increase in 
WOMAC pain scores severity when MetS was present 
despite adjusting for BMI [13]. This heterogeneity in the 
findings of these studies suggest that the association may 
be more complex and deserves further investigation.

Regarding the effect of the metabolic components of 
MetS, our study displayed inconsistent results. In this 
cross-sectional study, high FBG levels predicted signifi-
cantly worse WOMAC function scores only in female 

Table 6  Association of the female individual components of the MetS ATP III definition with the Western Ontario and McMaster 
Universities osteoarthritis (WOMAC) index; adjusted for age and body mass index
Outcome measures High BP High FBG High Triglycerides Low HDL Model 

R2Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P 
value

Coefficient 
(95% CI)

P 
value

Coefficient (95% 
CI)

P 
value

Coefficient (95% 
CI)

P value

Total WOMAC 1.4 (-0.6, 3.5) 0.17 2.1 (0.2, 3.9) 0.032 -0.2 (-2.2, 1.7) 0.8 -3.3 (-5, -1.6) < 0.001 0.11

WOMAC Pain 0.2 (-0.27, 0.7) 0.4 0.4 (-0.5, 0.8) 0.08 -0.05 (-0.5, 0.38) 0.8 -0.6 (-1, -0.24) 0.001 0.1

WOMAC Stiffness 0.05 (-0.15, 0.3) 0.62 0.08 (-0.1, 0.27) 0.41 -0.003 (-0.2, 0.2) 0.9 -0.3 (-0.5, -0.14) < 0.001 0.08

WOMAC Function 1.2 (-0.3, 2.7) 0.11 1.6 (0.27, 2.9) 0.018 -4.2 (-6.5, -1.9) 0.8 -2.4 (-3.5, -1.2) < 0.001 0.12
CI: confidence intervals; BP: blood pressure; FBG: fasting blood glucose; HDL: high-density lipoprotein, WC: waist circumference
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individuals. An unexpected finding was that low HDL 
and high TG levels were associated with better WOMAC 
scores in females. For male individuals, there were no 
correlations between the metabolic components and 
knee symptoms. Nevertheless, these statistically sig-
nificant findings were not beyond minimum clinically 
important differences for WOMAC scores [31]. The 
association between MetS components and worse knee 
symptoms remains unclear in the current literature with 
conflicting results. Multiple cohort studies have found 
that MetS components did not predict worse knee out-
comes. In the multivariate regression analysis of the 
Framingham Osteoarthritis study, Niu et al. [17] found 
that none of the MetS components were associated with 
increased KOA incidence. Similarly, a cohort study of 
6,274 individuals from Finland did not find any asso-
ciation between MetS components and the incidence of 
KOA [32]. In contrast, Askari et al. [33] reported in an 
Iranian registry study that the metabolic components of 
MetS were significantly associated with increased risk of 
developing OA. Recent meta-analyses on MetS and OA 
reported conflicting results for [34] and against [35] the 
contribution of MetS components to worse knee out-
comes. As such, further well-designed prospective stud-
ies are needed to elucidate the role of MetS components 
in the development of knee pain and KOA.

While our study is the first in Qatar and the largest in 
the Middle East to examine this relationship and provide 
insight, there are several notable limitations that should 
be acknowledged. First, this is a cross-sectional study 
and indicates association not causation of increased knee 
scores as a result of MetS. Second, we examined the asso-
ciation between MetS and knee symptoms. While these 
symptoms may be the hallmark of knee osteoarthritis, we 
did not have radiographs on participants to determine if 
radiographic knee osteoarthritis was present. Third, the 
study occurred in Qatar and may not represent all coun-
tries in the middle east, which may have different obesity 
profiles. Finally, while the Qatar Biobank processes of 
data collection are very rigorous, it is possible that there 
would be errors in the data collection.

In conclusion, this population-based study in a Middle 
Eastern country demonstrated that after adjustment for 
BMI, neither MetS nor its individual parameters were 
associated with clinically relevant worse knee symptoms. 
Further clinical and radiographic assessment of the par-
ticipants of this study would be paramount to document 
the impact of obesity and MetS on KOA.

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank Dr. Nahla Afifi, the director of the Qatar Biobank, for 
facilitating the data collection of this study. This study was awarded the Senior 
Investigator’s Award Grant from Hamad Medical Corporation, Doha, Qatar.

Authors’ contributions
TI: Conception and design of the study, interpretation of data, revising it 
critically for important intellectual content, final approval of the version 
to be submitted. AFA: Acquisition of data and analysis and interpretation 
of data. Drafting the article. Final approval of the version to be submitted. 
MN: Acquisition of data and drafting the article. AH: Interpretation of data, 
drafting the article, and final approval of the version to be submitted. HG: The 
conception and design of the study, drafting the article, final approval of the 
version to be submitted.

Funding
Senior Investigator’s Award Grant from Hamad Medical Corporation, Doha, 
Qatar. The open access funding was provided by Sidra Medicine.

Data Availability
The datasets generated and/or analyzed during the current study are 
not publicly available as per the IRB approval but are available from the 
corresponding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Ethics approval was obtained by Hamad Medical Corporation. Study approval 
number: IRGC-01-SI-027. All methods were performed in accordance with the 
relevant guidelines and regulations of the Declaration of Helsinki. Informed 
consent was obtained from all subjects.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
All authors have no conflict of interest to declare.

Received: 9 July 2022 / Accepted: 2 July 2023

References
1.	 Osteoarthritis. National clinical guideline for care and management in adults. 

London: Royal College of Physicians; 2008.
2.	 Bijlsma JW, Berenbaum F, Lafeber FP. Osteoarthritis: an update with relevance 

for clinical practice. Lancet (London England). 2011;377(9783):2115–26.
3.	 Johnson VL, Hunter DJ. The epidemiology of osteoarthritis. Best Pract Res Clin 

Rheumatol. 2014;28(1):5–15.
4.	 Zhang Y, Jordan JM. Epidemiology of osteoarthritis. Clin Geriatr Med. 

2010;26(3):355–69.
5.	 Griffin TM, Guilak F. The role of mechanical loading in the onset and progres-

sion of osteoarthritis. Exerc Sport Sci Rev. 2005;33(4):195–200.
6.	 Guilak F. Biomechanical factors in osteoarthritis. Best Pract Res Clin Rheuma-

tol. 2011;25(6):815–23.
7.	 Lee R, Kean WF. Obesity and knee osteoarthritis. Inflammopharmacology. 

2012;20(2):53–8.
8.	 Pottie P, Presle N, Terlain B, Netter P, Mainard D, Berenbaum F. Obesity 

and osteoarthritis: more complex than predicted! Ann Rheum Dis. 
2006;65(11):1403–5.

9.	 Sellam J, Berenbaum F. Is osteoarthritis a metabolic disease? Joint Bone 
Spine. 2013;80(6):568–73.

10.	 Yoshimura N, Muraki S, Oka H, Tanaka S, Kawaguchi H, Nakamura K, et al. 
Accumulation of metabolic risk factors such as overweight, hypertension, 
dyslipidaemia, and impaired glucose tolerance raises the risk of occurrence 
and progression of knee osteoarthritis: a 3-year follow-up of the ROAD study. 
Osteoarthritis Cartilage. 2012;20(11):1217–26.

11.	 Lee BJ, Yang S, Kwon S, Choi KH, Kim W. Association between metabolic 
syndrome and knee osteoarthritis: a cross-sectional nationwide survey study. 
J Rehabil Med. 2019;51(6):464–70.

12.	 Xie DX, Wei J, Zeng C, Yang T, Li H, Wang YL, et al. Association between 
metabolic syndrome and knee osteoarthritis: a cross-sectional study. BMC 
Musculoskelet Disord. 2017;18(1):533.



Page 7 of 7Ibrahim et al. BMC Musculoskeletal Disorders          (2023) 24:634 

13.	 Afifi AEA, Shaat RM, Gharbia OM, Boghdadi YE, Eshmawy MME, El-Emam 
OA. Osteoarthritis of knee joint in metabolic syndrome. Clin Rheumatol. 
2018;37(10):2855–61.

14.	 Shin D. Association between metabolic syndrome, radiographic knee 
osteoarthritis, and intensity of knee pain: results of a national survey. J Clin 
Endocrinol Metab. 2014;99(9):3177–83.

15.	 Sanchez-Santos MT, Judge A, Gulati M, Spector TD, Hart DJ, Newton JL, 
et al. Association of metabolic syndrome with knee and hand osteo-
arthritis: a community-based study of women. Semin Arthritis Rheum. 
2019;48(5):791–8.

16.	 Pan F, Tian J, Cicuttini F, Jones G. Metabolic syndrome and trajectory of knee 
pain in older adults. Osteoarthr Cartil. 2020;28(1):45–52.

17.	 Niu J, Clancy M, Aliabadi P, Vasan R, Felson DT. Metabolic syndrome, its 
components, and knee osteoarthritis: the Framingham Osteoarthritis Study. 
Arthritis Rheumatol. 2017;69(6):1194–203.

18.	 Gao YH, Zhao CW, Liu B, Dong N, Ding L, Li YR, et al. An update on the asso-
ciation between metabolic syndrome and osteoarthritis and on the potential 
role of leptin in osteoarthritis. Cytokine. 2020;129:155043.

19.	 ALNohair S. Obesity in gulf countries. Int J Health Sci (Qassim). 
2014;8(1):79–83.

20.	 Ng SW, Zaghloul S, Ali HI, Harrison G, Popkin BM. The prevalence and trends 
of overweight, obesity and nutrition-related non-communicable diseases in 
the Arabian Gulf States. Obes Rev. 2011;12(1):1–13.

21.	 Qatar Supreme Council of Health. Qatar STEPwise report 2012: Chronic dis-
ease risk factor surveillance 2013 [Available from: http://www.who.int/chp/
steps/qatar/en/.

22.	 Bener A, Yousafzai MT, Darwish S, Al-Hamaq AO, Nasralla EA, Abdul-Ghani 
M. Obesity index that better predict metabolic syndrome: body mass 
index, waist circumference, waist hip ratio, or waist height ratio. J Obes. 
2013;2013:269038.

23.	 Gerber LM, Chiu YL, Verjee M, Ghomrawi H. Health-related quality of life in 
midlife women in Qatar: relation to arthritis and symptoms of joint pain. 
Menopause. 2016;23(3):324–9.

24.	 von Elm E, Altman DG, Egger M, Pocock SJ, Gotzsche PC, Vandenbroucke JP, 
et al. The strengthening the reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiol-
ogy (STROBE) statement: guidelines for reporting observational studies. 
Lancet (London England). 2007;370(9596):1453–7.

25.	 National Cholesterol Education Program Expert Panel on Detection E. Treat-
ment of high blood cholesterol in A. Third Report of the national cholesterol 
Education Program (NCEP) Expert Panel on detection, evaluation, and 

treatment of high blood cholesterol in adults (Adult Treatment Panel III) final 
report. Circulation. 2002;106(25):3143–421.

26.	 Bellamy N, Buchanan WW, Goldsmith CH, Campbell J, Stitt LW. Validation 
study of WOMAC: a health status instrument for measuring clinically impor-
tant patient relevant outcomes to antirheumatic drug therapy in patients 
with osteoarthritis of the hip or knee. J Rheumatol. 1988;15(12):1833–40.

27.	 Gurka MJ, Filipp SL, Musani SK, Sims M, DeBoer MD. Use of BMI as the marker 
of adiposity in a metabolic syndrome severity score: derivation and validation 
in predicting long-term disease outcomes. Metabolism. 2018;83:68–74.

28.	 Kobo O, Leiba R, Avizohar O, Karban A. Normal body mass index (BMI) 
can rule out metabolic syndrome: an israeli cohort study. Med (Baltim). 
2019;98(9):e14712.

29.	 Qatar Ministry of Public Health National Health Strategy. 2018–2022 [Avail-
able from: https://www.moph.gov.qa/english/strategies/National-Health-
Strategy-2018-2022/Pages/default.aspx.

30.	 Taheri S, Al-Thani M. Obesity in Qatar: current and future strategies. Lancet 
Diabetes Endocrinol. 2021;9(9):561–2.

31.	 Williams VJ, Piva SR, Irrgang JJ, Crossley C, Fitzgerald GK. Comparison 
of reliability and responsiveness of patient-reported clinical outcome 
measures in knee osteoarthritis rehabilitation. J Orthop Sports Phys Ther. 
2012;42(8):716–23.

32.	 Konstari S, Saaksjarvi K, Heliovaara M, Rissanen H, Knekt P, Arokoski JPA, et 
al. Associations of metabolic syndrome and its components with the risk of 
incident knee osteoarthritis leading to hospitalization: a 32-Year follow-up 
study. Cartilage. 2021;13(1suppl):1445S–56S.

33.	 Askari A, Ehrampoush E, Homayounfar R, Arasteh P, Naghizadeh MM, 
Yarahmadi M, et al. Relationship between metabolic syndrome and osteo-
arthritis: the Fasa Osteoarthritis Study. Diabetes Metab Syndr. 2017;11(Suppl 
2):827–S32.

34.	 Baudart P, Louati K, Marcelli C, Berenbaum F, Sellam J. Association between 
osteoarthritis and dyslipidaemia: a systematic literature review and meta-
analysis. RMD Open. 2017;3(2):e000442.

35.	 Nie D, Yan G, Zhou W, Wang Z, Yu G, Liu D, et al. Metabolic syndrome and the 
incidence of knee osteoarthritis: a meta-analysis of prospective cohort stud-
ies. PLoS ONE. 2020;15(12):e0243576.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations. 

http://www.who.int/chp/steps/qatar/en/
http://www.who.int/chp/steps/qatar/en/
https://www.moph.gov.qa/english/strategies/National-Health-Strategy-2018-2022/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.moph.gov.qa/english/strategies/National-Health-Strategy-2018-2022/Pages/default.aspx

	﻿Metabolic syndrome and the likelihood of knee pain and functional disability: evidence from a large middle eastern population-based study
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Materials and methods
	﻿Study design, setting, and participants
	﻿Data sources and variables
	﻿Analysis plan

	﻿Results
	﻿The association between MetS and WOMAC scores
	﻿The association of MetS components with WOMAC scores
	﻿The association of MetS and its components with WOMAC scores while stratifying by sex

	﻿Discussion
	﻿References


