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Fatigue in children with IBD  

Recommendations 
 
1) When reviewing children with IBD, ask them and parents about fatigue, acknowledge it is 

a real issue. Mention the 3 main areas of fatigue ie general fatigue sleep and rest fatigue, 
and cognitive fatigue. Recognise that fatigue in IBD is often multifactorial and all areas 
(including disease activity, sleep disturbance from pain or toileting, other disease 
processes and psychological issues) should be considered 
 

2) Look for, and treat, any active disease as fatigue may be the only symptom – ongoing 
inflammation is a common cause of fatigue which is clearly correlated with level of disease 
activity 

 

3) Screening tests for patients complaining of fatigue should include: inflammatory markers 
(eg CRP), faecal calprotectin, FBC, iron studies, Vitamin D, B12, TFT, coeliac screen, 
U&E, Mg, LFT  
 

4) Consider also: fasting glucose, trace elements eg Zn, selenium  
 

5) Consider the possibility of side effects of medication eg Steroids, Azathioprine  
 

6) Treat any medical causes found and also consider referral for psychology input to look for 
depression, anxiety, chronic fatigue syndrome, reduced QoL (there is a two-way 
relationship between these and IBD)  
 

7) Peer, specialist nurse and psychology support and advice should be available to all 
children with IBD – including eg discussion of sleep hygiene 

 

 
Practice points 
 
1) There is no universally recognised definition, but fatigue in chronic diseases may be 

described as a ‘persistent, overwhelming sense of tiredness, weakness or exhaustion 
resulting in a decreased capacity for physical and ⁄ or mental work, and is typically 
unrelieved by adequate sleep or rest. 
 

2) Fatigue is of course a symptom of active disease in IBD, but it is of note that a substantial 
minority of patients (up to 40%) report that fatigue is present in remission. This is also 
true in children 
 

3) Medical causes of fatigue in children with IBD include active disease, dietary and 
nutritional deficiencies, anaemia, thyroid dysfunction, sclerosing cholangitis 
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4) Electrolyte and vitamin levels can be abnormal in IBD but there is no evidence that 
these cause fatigue 

 
5) Anxiety and depression are more frequent in IBD patients and these need to be considered 
if patients complain of fatigue  
 
6) Caring for young adults will bring up other issues that need to be addressed (eg consider 
testosterone levels, lifestyle issues, recreational drug use)  
 
7) Referral to psychologist with expertise in inflammatory bowel disease and/or fatigue 
management should be considered once initial conversations and advice has been given 
regarding sleep and activity, and medical investigations have been completed. However, if a 
child is reporting high levels of anxiety or low mood, a referral to psychologist should be 
considered earlier referral to psychologist with expertise in inflammatory bowel disease and/or 
fatigue  

 
Anne Willmott and Sophie Velleman on behalf of IBD working group 
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