
When I was in grade school, there was a fellow student who definitely met the criteria concerning being 
obese.  It wasn’t talked about as much in those days, as it is now, but even then, I knew he had some 
serious health issues.  During PE, when he was wearing shorts, I noticed he had a rather dark patch of 
skin around his knee joint.  I couldn’t figure out what it was, so I just thought it was a birthmark.  Looking 
back on it, and now having a medical degree, I can safely make the diagnosis of Acanthosis Nigricans.  By 
the way, I knew I wanted to become a doctor when I was in the fourth or fifth grade, so the human body 
has always been interesting to me.  As a side note, if any of you feel this way, follow your passion, 
because I knew I didn’t want to do anything else.  In other words, do something you love to do.  Now, 
back to the main theme of the article. 
 
This condition is due to insulin.  This is a hormone released from the pancreas.  As you know, insulin, 
diabetes, and obesity are all receiving a great deal of attention these days, as they well should.  There 
are studies which show a diet with a high glycemic index increases insulin release, thereby producing 
hyperinsulinemia.  It has been shown these increased insulin levels lead to hunger.  Also, if chronic, this 
insulin increase can increase the risk for diabetes.  This is due to insulin resistance.  So, a high intake of 
carbohydrates can result in higher insulin levels.  Over time, this can lead to hyperinsulinism, which is 
associated with diabetes and other medical conditions termed, “metabolic syndrome,” or Syndrome X.  
This syndrome consists of hypertension, hypertriglyceridemia, hypercholesterolemia, and obesity. 
 
Now, let us get to Acanthosis Nigricans.  What is it?  This is a skin disorder characterized by 
hyperpigmented, velvety, light brown to black markings.  The markings are usually on the neck, but are 
also commonly seen in the axillae, (armpits), groins, and around the joints on the extremities.  
Remember my story above, as this person had the markings on the knee joint.  This condition is seen 
usually in obese patients and is caused by hyperinsulinemia, a consequence of insulin resistance which 
occurs in obesity. 
 
Hyperinsulinism results in the binding of insulin to the cutaneous receptors on cells in the skin.  Blood 
levels should be checked in these cases.  An elevated insulin level in the blood confirms the diagnosis.  
This blood level may be a marker for improvement and can be followed periodically. 
 
Hyperinsulinemia may indicate a pre-diabetic condition or full-blown noninsulin-dependent diabetes, or 
Type II Diabetes, as it is most commonly called.  This represents a stage where there is no longer an 
ability to produce sufficient insulin to maintain normal glucose levels.  Insulin resistance is a possible 
cause for cardiovascular disease, especially large vessel disease, such as carotid artery atherosclerosis, 
which can lead to a stroke.  Hyperinsulinemia has also been linked to polycystic ovary syndrome. 
 
Treatment is directed at the underlying cause, which is increased insulin.  The most effective treatment 
is weight loss and exercise.  The skin manifestations respond to reduction in blood insulin levels.  
Patients may also reduce the risk of long term cardiovascular complications. 
 
All school children should be checked for this marker.  We must think prevention.  Please know there 
are an estimated 100 million Americans with diabetes or pre-diabetes.  There are over seven million 
undiagnosed cases of diabetes among our population.  A person who has undiagnosed diabetes 
experiences damage to vital organs each day they remain untreated.  Diagnosis and early treatment are 
a necessity to prevent chronic, long term, debilitating illnesses.  Once again, in many cases, all of these 
terrible diseases can be prevented by taking great care of your body.  So, if you or any of your friends 
have these dark patches of skin on your body, please get to your doctor, as soon as possible.  
PREVENTION of disease is our goal. 



 
Dr. Steven L. Snodgrass, M.D., F.A.C.S. is a former Chief of Surgery, member of the American Medical 
Association, Fellow of the American College of Surgeons, father of two athletic sons, and the son of a 
cancer survivor.  Because of his experiences, he created a healthy protein snack to help both athletes and 
patients meet their specific needs.  His new product, Nutri Snax will be available, soon. 
 
A portion of sales proceeds will be used to support The Minnie Pearl Cancer Foundation.  For 
more information visit www.minniepearl.org  
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