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HealthHintsHealthHints
Criteria for IBS Diagnosis

To diagnose irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), your 
doctor likely uses a set of criteria like the Rome 
III criteria to distinguish IBS from other intestinal 
problems. You’ll meet the Rome III criteria for IBS if 
your symptoms began at least six months ago, you 
have had abdominal pain or discomfort at least three 
days each month in the last three months, and at least 
two of the following statements are true:

• The pain or discomfort is relieved by having a 
bowel movement.

• The pain or discomfort is linked to a change in 
how oft en you have a bowel movement.

• The pain or discomfort is linked to a change in the 
appearance or consistency of your stool.

The presence of any of the following symptoms 
supports a diagnosis of IBS.1, 2 “When you have IBS, 
your patt ern of bowel movements may be diff erent 
over time. Two or more of the following may happen: 

• Bowel movements may occur either more oft en 
(diarrhea) or less oft en (constipation) than usual, 
such as having more than three bowel movements 
a day or less than three a week.

• Bowel movements may diff er in size or consistency 
(may be hard and pelletlike, pencil-thin, or loose 
and watery).

• The way stools pass changes. You may strain, feel 
an urgent need to have a bowel movement, or feel 
that you haven’t completely passed a stool.

• You may have bloating or a feeling of gas in the 
intestines.”1

In addition to these criteria, a detailed history, 
physical examination, and limited diagnostic tests 
(such as stool sampling tests, blood tests, and x-rays)3 
can help confi rm the diagnosis of IBS.2 There is no 
individual test that can diagnose IBS for certain.4 The 
diagnosis of IBS relies on excluding other things that 
could be causing your symptoms.5 Your doctor may 
suggest further tests, such as endoscopic procedures 
(e.g., sigmoidoscopy or colonoscopy),3 to rule out 
other conditions, but recent updates in guidelines for 
diagnosing IBS only suggest these additional tests if 
“alarm” or “red fl ag” symptoms exist,6 which may 
suggest another condition or disease is present. Red-
fl ag symptoms include:

• onset of IBS-type symptoms aft er age 50,

• unexplained weight loss,

• bleeding,

• fever,

• recurrent vomiting,

• persistent severe pain,

• anemia, and/or

• family history of infl ammatory bowel disease or 
colon cancer.7, 8, 9

If diarrhea is present with your IBS symptoms, a 
blood test for Celiac disease is recommended.10 
“Celiac disease is a lifelong (chronic) condition in 
which foods that contain gluten – a form of protein 
found in some grains, notably wheat, barley, and rye 
– damage the small intestine, making it unable to 
properly absorb nutrients. Celiac disease may cause 

http://www.ibsgroup.org/tests
http://digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/sigmoidoscopy/index.htm
http://digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/colonoscopy/index.htm
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symptoms similar to IBS symptoms.”11 Patients with 
IBS symptoms should also be screened for lactose 
intolerance. “Lactose intolerance is a condition in 
which a person experiences digestive symptoms 
following the consumption of a dairy product.” 
“Lactose intolerance is caused by an insuffi  cient 
amount of a digestive enzyme called ‘lactase.’ The 
enzyme lactase is produced in the lining of the 
small intestine and needs to be present in order 
to digest lactose, a type of sugar found in dairy 
products. It is the inability to digest lactose that leads 
to the unpleasant digestive symptoms of lactose 
intolerance”12 – similar to the symptoms of IBS.

Sources
1. WebMD (2008). Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) 

guide: Symptoms [on-line]. Retrieved December 
1, 2008. From htt p://www.webmd.com/ibs/guide/
irritable-bowel-syndrome-ibs-symptoms.

2. International Foundation for Functional 
Gastrointestinal Disorders (2008). Symptoms of IBS 
[on-line]. Retrieved December 1, 2008. From htt p://
www.aboutibs.org/site/about-ibs/symptoms/.

3. U.S. National Library of Medicine (2008). Irritable 
bowel syndrome [on-line]. Retrieved December 1, 
2008. From htt p://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/
irritablebowelsyndrome.html.

4. The National Women’s Health Information Center 
(2006). Frequently asked questions: Irritable bowel 
syndrome [on-line]. Retrieved December 1, 2008. 
From htt p://digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/
pubs/ibs_ez/.

5. IBS Self Help and Support Group (2008). Irritable 
bowel syndrome medical tests [on-line]. Retrieved 
January 6, 2009. From htt p://www.ibsgroup.org/
main/tests.shtml.

6. Gever, J. (2008). ACG: New IBS management 
approaches addressed in overhauled 
guidelines [on-line]. Retrieved December 15, 
2008. From htt p://www.medpagetoday.com/
MeetingCOverage/ACG/11205.

7. National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and 
Kidney Diseases (2007). Irritable bowel syndrome 
[on-line]. Retrieved December 2, 2008. From htt p://
digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/ibs.

8. Mayo Clinic (2008). Irritable bowel syndrome 
[on-line]. Retrieved December 1, 2008. From htt p://
mayoclinic.com/health/irritable-bowel-syndrome/
DS00106.

9. WebMD (2008). Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) 
guide: When to call a doctor [on-line]. Retrieved 
December 1, 2008. From htt p://www.webmd.com/
ibs/guide/irritable-bowel-syndrome-ibs--when-to-
call-a-doctor.

10. American College of Gastroenterology IBS Task 
Force. An Evidence-Based Position Statement on 
the Management of Irritable Bowel Syndrome. 
American Journal of Gastroenterology 2009:S1-S35.

11. WebMD (2008). Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) 
guide: Exams and tests [on-line]. Retrieved 
December 1, 2008. From htt p://www.webmd.com/
ibs/guide/irritable-bowel-syndrome-ibs-exams-
and-tests.

12. Bolen, B.B. (2008). Lactose intolerance: Frequently 
asked questions about lactose intolerance [on-line]. 
Retrieved January 22, 2009. From htt p://ibs.about.
com/od/ibsfood/a/lactosefaqs.htm.

http://www.webmd.com/ibs/guide/irritable-bowel-syndrome-ibs-symptoms
http://www.aboutibs.org/site/about-ibs/symptoms/
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/irritablebowelsyndrome.html
http://digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/ibs_ez/
http://www.ibsgroup.org/main/tests.shtml
http://www.medpagetoday.com/MeetingCOverage/ACG/11205
http://digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/ibs
http://mayoclinic.com/health/irritable-bowel-syndrome/DS00106
http://www.webmd.com/ibs/guide/irritable-bowel-syndrome-ibs--when-to-call-a-doctor
http://www.webmd.com/ibs/guide/irritable-bowel-syndrome-ibs-exams-and-tests
http://ibs.about.com/od/ibsfood/a/lactosefaqs.htm

