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Since  the  inclusion  of  psoriasis  as  one  of the Caspar  classifi-
cation  criteria1 for psoriatic  arthritis  in 2006,  a  confirmed
diagnosis  of  psoriasis  by  a dermatologist  has  become  an
almost  essential  requirement  for  the confirmation  of  a diag-
nosis  of  psoriatic  arthritis  by  a  rheumatologist  in a patient
in  whom  an  arthritic  condition  is  being  investigated.  The
dermatologist’s  intervention  is  particularly  important  when
the  presentation  of  the skin  disease  is  not one  of the com-
mon  forms----such  as  plaque  psoriasis----that  can  be easily
recognized  by  a  rheumatologist  experienced  in diagnosing
and  treating  psoriatic  arthritis.  When  a patient  has one
of  the  rarer  and  more  difficult-to-diagnose  forms  of  the
skin  disease  (for example,  flexural  psoriasis,  scalp  psoria-
sis,  pustular  psoriasis,  or  nail  psoriasis),  confirmation  by  a
dermatologist  specialized  in the  management  of  psoriasis
becomes  essential.

The  emergence  of a wide range  of  new  treatments  in
both  specialties  also  means  that  rheumatologists  and  der-
matologists  must  collaborate  to  identify  the best  treatment
for  each  patient.  However,  the chief  motivation  for  the cre-
ation  of  units  where  rheumatologists  and  dermatologists  in
the  same  hospital  can  work  together  is  the need  to increase
early  detection  of  arthritis  in patients  with  psoriasis.

Joint  consultations  are motivated  by  a  need  to  confirm
the  diagnosis  of  psoriasis  in  patients  with  joint symptoms  or
to  diagnose  arthritis  in  patients  with  psoriasis.  Given  that
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psoriasis  precedes  psoriatic  arthritis  in  as many  as  80%  of
patients,  it is  very  likely  that  patients  with  psoriasis  requir-
ing  the  care  of  a  dermatologist  will  develop  joint  symptoms
at some  point in the course  of their  lives.  This  means  that
dermatologists  play a  key  role  in  screening  patients  with
psoriasis  for  psoriatic  arthritis  and in  diagnosing  the  joint
disease  when  the presentation  is  typical.  With  this  in mind,
dermatologists  who  specialize  in  the treatment  of psori-
asis  should  always  obtain  a  targeted  medical  history  and
perform  a  basic  physical  examination  when there  is  any
suspicion  of  psoriatic  arthritis.  If  the  joint  disease  is  more
difficult  to diagnose,  the patient  should  be  referred  to  a
rheumatologist  promptly.2,3 In recent  years,  dermatologists
who  work  with  psoriatic  patients  have  become  increasingly
aware  of  the  need  to  screen  for  joint  symptoms  because  of
the  high  suspicion  of arthritis  in these patients.  Likewise,
greater  involvement  on  both  sides  has  facilitated  collabo-
ration  between  dermatologists  and rheumatologists  in joint
units  or  consultations.  However,  while  those  of  us who  work
closely  with  rheumatologists  are very  aware  of  the need  for
early  detection  of  arthritis  in  patients  with  psoriasis,  sev-
eral studies  have reported  that  specialist  dermatologists  in
general  have a  low capacity  for detecting  arthritis,4,5 a task
that  requires  close  collaboration  between  the two  special-
ties  to  ensure  prompt  diagnosis  of  joint  disease  in  a patient
with  psoriasis.

Furthermore,  the  questionnaires  developed  to  detect
psoriatic  arthritis  in patients  with  psoriasis  (PASE,  TOPAs,
PEST,  EARP)  have now  been  shown  not  be  as  effective  as
expected,6 and  their  use  has  now  been  relegated  to  a
second-line  position,  making  close  collaboration  between
the  two  specialties  even  more  essential.

Another  incentive  for  rheumatologists  and dermatolo-
gists  to  work  together  is  the need  to  identify  and agree  on
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the  best  treatment  for  patients  who  have  both  psoriasis  and
arthritis  and  whose  disease  is  uncontrolled  in  some area.

The  first  dermatology-rheumatology  units  were  created
in  the  USA  based  on a very  different  model  from  the  one
later  used  in Spain.  According  to  Vélez  et al, the goal  of
those  units  was  to  ensure  the  diagnosis  and  follow-up  of
patients  with  psoriatic  arthritis  and  to  deal  with  all  aspects
of  their  disease.  As  a  result,  they included  clinicians  from
all  of  the  relevant  specialty  areas,  and  not  just  dermatolo-
gists  and  rheumatologists.  These  pioneering  initiatives  were
conceived  of  as  multidisciplinary  units  for  the management
of  a  specific  disease:  psoriatic  arthritis.7

Although  there  is  no  descriptive  study  of  a  representa-
tive  sample  of  hospitals  in Spain  that  can  provide  sufficient
data  to  support  conclusions  about  the  current  situation
of  dermatology-rheumatology  units  in  this country,  articles
have  been  published  on  some  of the units  set  up  in recent
years.8---10 The  first  clinics  were  based  on  a  high-efficiency
model,  with  a high  number  of  first  visits  compared  to  follow-
up  visits;  in one  or  very  few  consultations  the problem  was
resolved  and  the patient  was  referred  back  to  the  referring
consultant  (dermatologist  or  rheumatologist).  These  units
are  particularly  useful  for  the  early  diagnosis  of  joint  dis-
ease  in  patients  with  psoriasis,  for  confirming  a  diagnosis
of  psoriasis  in a patient  with  arthritis,  and also  for  starting
the  patient  on  the most  appropriate  treatment.  However,
they  are  not  a good  model  for  the care  of  complex  cases  or
patients  with  a  poor  response  to several  different  types  of
treatment.

Consequently,  these  units  have  evolved  naturally  towards
the  management  of  complex  cases,  irrespective  of  whether
the  complexity  is  related  to  the  course of  the psoriasis  or  of
the  joint  disease.  These  include  cases  that  fail  to  respond
to  conventional  treatments,  either  because  of  the nature
of  the  disease  or  due  to  comorbidities.  Such  cases  require
management  by  experts  in both  specialties  to  bring  the dis-
ease  under  control  and  this  may  take  several  visits.

In many  cases,  the complexity  arises from  the severity  of
the  psoriasis  or  the  joint  disease and  involves  patients  who
respond  only  partially  to  the treatment  prescribed  for one
or the  other  disease.  They  require  a therapeutic  approach
designed  through  close  collaboration  between  the two  spe-
cialists,  who  can  tailor  the  regimen  to  control  both  the skin
and  joint  disease  at the same  time  for  the longest  period
possible.

The  management  and follow-up  of  complex  cases  high-
lights  the  clear  correlation  between  the  complexity  of  the
case  and  the severity  of  the comorbidities.  Patients  with
psoriasis,  and  particularly  those  with  moderate  to  severe
forms  of  the disease,  tend  to  have  comorbidities,  in par-
ticular  cardiovascular  conditions.11---14 It  is  well  known  that
patients  with psoriasis  and  psoriatic  arthritis  have  a higher
risk  of  cardiovascular  disease  and metabolic  syndrome.  As
their  doctors  and  as  the people  responsible  for  coordinating
the  overall  management  of their  condition,  we  must  refer
them  to the  appropriate  specialist  in each  case.  Also  well-
known  is the influence  of  obesity  and metabolic  syndrome  on
psoriasis  and  psoriatic  arthritis  and,  even  more  important,
the  poorer  response  to  conventional  systemic  and biologic
treatments  observed  in patients  with  those  conditions.15

As  psoriasis  is  an independent  cardiovascular  risk  factor,
our  multidisciplinary  clinics  should  perhaps  also  incorporate

physicians  from  other  specialties,  such as  internal  medicine,
endocrinology,  and cardiology.  Likewise,  we  should  estab-
lish  closer  communication  with  the primary  care  team
working  with  our  hospital.  Dermatologists  are well  posi-
tioned  to  improve  the  care  of  psoriasis,  and  we  also  have
the opportunity  of  detecting  unhealthy  blood  lipid levels,
persistently  high  glycemic  values,  and elevated  waist  cir-
cumference  measurements,  all  of which  are  factors  that
exponentially  increase  the cardiovascular  risk  associated
with  psoriasis.  In  view  of  the high  prevalence  of psoriasis  and
psoriatic  arthritis,  collaboration  between  dermatologists
and  rheumatologists  could  significantly  reduce  cardiovascu-
lar  risk  in Spain.

Another  medical  specialty  closely  related  to  rheumatol-
ogy  and  dermatology  is  hepatology  because  many  of  our
patients  have  liver  comorbidities,  due  mainly  to  fatty  liver
disease.16 Therefore,  a  digestive  specialist  is  required  to
monitor  and  control  their  liver  disease.

The  involvement  of  a  digestive  specialist is  also  war-
ranted  for  patients  who  have  inflammatory  bowel  disease
(IBD)  in addition  to  psoriasis  and  psoriatic  arthritis.17 In  such
cases,  all  3 specialist  areas  must  be involved.  Since  the  dis-
ease  is  often  more  severe  and  the range  of  treatments  more
limited  in patients  with  IBD,  coordination  between  the 3
specialists  is  needed  to  ensure  that the therapeutic  options
available  to  these  patients  are not  exhausted.  Further-
more,  paradoxical  reactions,  and  particularly  psoriasis-like
skin  reactions,  occur relatively  often  patients  with  IBD  in
response  to  the biologic  drugs  indicated  for  the treatment
of  their  intestinal  disease.18 While  these skin  reactions
are  generally  mild  and self-limiting,  in  some  cases treat-
ment  with  an additional  systemic  drug or  a  switch  to
another  biologic  agent  is  necessary  to  control  the paradox-
ical  reaction----which  often  takes  the  form  of  generalized
pustular  psoriasis.  In  such  cases,  better  results  are  achieved
when  the different  specialists  work  together,  bearing  in mind
the  need to  avoid  exhausting  available  treatments  unneces-
sarily.

Today,  our improved  knowledge  of  the physiopathogen-
esis  of  psoriatic  arthritis  and  its  comorbidities  underscores
the need  to  create  real multidisciplinary  units,  possibly  coor-
dinated  by  the  existing  dermatology-rheumatology  units,
and  to  involve  other  specialists  depending  on  the needs  of
each  hospital.

We  currently  have  no  evidence  related  to  the collabora-
tion  between  dermatologists  and  rheumatologists  in Spain
because  the data  available  comes  from  a very  small  num-
ber  of hospitals.  Moreover,  that  study  included  initiatives
in which  the two  specialists  did not  conduct  joint  consul-
tations  and which  cannot,  therefore,  be  classified  as  true
dermatology-rheumatology  units.

This  is  not  to  say that  the  dermatology-rheumatology  unit
is  the only  possible  model  of  collaboration  between  the two
specialist  areas.  In  small  hospitals,  where  only  a small  num-
ber  of  patients  are  treated  for  complex  psoriatic  arthritis,
consultations  between  these  specialists  can  take  place  in
other  more  simple  ways,  such  as  parallel  consultations  or  a
rapid  pathway  for  such  patients  to  access the other  consul-
tant.  In all  these cases,  protocols  developed  jointly  by  the
two  specialists  are  needed  to  define  the process  and  the
pathways  patients  must  follow  between  the two  specialist
areas  until  they have  been  diagnosed  and  are in treatment.
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Another  important  consideration  that  must  be  discussed
in  relation  to  joint  dermatology-rheumatology  units  is  the
cost  arising  from  the  participation  of  two  specialists  in a
single  consultation.  As  yet,  there  are  no  studies  that allow
us  to  quantify  the economic  viability  of this  option.  It would,
therefore,  be  of  interest  to assess  the results  obtained  in
such  joint  consultations.

In  view  of the above,  we believe  that  it is  essential  to
obtain  a  more  realistic  overview  of  the  current  status  of
dermatology-rheumatology  units  in  Spain  as  a whole,  includ-
ing  the  largest  number  of  hospitals  possible.  This  would open
the  way  for  the creation  of  standardized  protocols  and  joint
patient  registries,  two  measures  that  would  make  it possible
to  draw  much  more  evidence  from  our  work  with  patients  in
daily  practice.
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