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Tests and diagnosis
By Mayo Clinic staff

Diagnosing lupus is difficult because signs and symptoms vary considerably
from person to person. Signs and symptoms of lupus may change over time
and overlap with those of many other disorders. For these reasons, doctors
may not initially consider lupus until the signs and symptoms become more
obvious. Even then, lupus can be challenging to diagnose because nearly all
people with lupus experience fluctuations in disease activity. At times the
disease may become severe and at other times subside completely.

American College of Rheumatology criteria for a lupus diagnosis

The American College of Rheumatology (ACR) has developed clinical and
laboratory criteria to help physicians diagnose and classify lupus. If you
have 4 of the 11 criteria at one time or individually over time, you probably
have lupus. Your doctor may also consider the diagnosis of lupus even if you
have fewer than four of these signs and symptoms. The criteria identified by
the ACR include:

Face rash, which doctors call a malar rash, that is butterfly shaped
and covers the bridge of the nose and spreads across the cheeks

Scaly rash, called a discoid rash, which appears as raised, scaly
patches

Sun-related rash, which appears after exposure to sunlight
Mouth sores, which are usually painless

Joint pain and swelling that occurs in two or more joints
Swelling of the linings around the lungs or the heart

Kidney disease

A neurological disorder, such as seizures or psychosis

Low blood counts, such as low red blood count, low platelet count
(thrombocytopenia), or a low white cell count (leukopenia)

Positive antinuclear antibody tests, which indicate that you may have
an autoimmune disease

Other positive blood tests that may indicate an autoimmune disease,
such as a positive double-stranded anti-DNA test, positive anti-Sm
test, positive anti-phospholipid antibody test or false-positive syphilis
test

- Laboratory tests
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Your doctor may order blood and urine tests to determine your diagnosis,
including:
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Complete blood count. This test measures the number of red blood
cells, white blood cells and platelets as well as the amount of
hemoglobin, a protein in red blood cells. Results may indicate you
have anemia, which commonly occurs in lupus. A low white blood cell
or platelet count may occur in lupus as well.

Erythrocyte sedimentation rate. This blood test determines the
rate at which red blood cells settle to the bottom of a tube in an hour.
A faster than normal rate may indicate a systemic disease, such as
lupus. The sedimentation rate isn't specific for any one disease, but it
may be elevated if you have lupus, another inflammatory condition or
an infection.

Kidney and liver assessment. Blood tests can assess how well
your kidneys and liver are functioning. Lupus can affect these organs.

Urinalysis. An examination of a sample of your urine may show an
increased protein level or red blood cells in the urine, which may
occur if lupus has affected your kidneys.

Antinuclear antibody (ANA) test. A positive test for the presence of
these antibodies — produced by your immune system — indicates a
stimulated immune system, which is common in lupus and other
autoimmune diseases. A positive ANA doesn't always mean that you
have lupus, however. ANA levels can be elevated if you have an
infection or if you're taking certain medications. If you test positive for
ANA, your doctor may advise more-specific antibody testing and refer
you to a rheumatologist, a doctor who specializes in musculoskeletal
and autoimmune disorders such as arthritis or lupus.

Chest X-ray. An image of your chest may reveal abnormal shadows
that suggest fluid or inflammation in your lungs. It may also show an
enlarged heart as a result of a buildup of fluid within the pericardium
(pericardial effusion).

Electrocardiogram (ECG). This test measures the pattern of
electrical impulses generated in your heart. It can help identify
irregular rhythms or damage.

Syphilis test. A false-positive result on a syphilis test can indicate
anti-phospholipid antibodies in your blood, another indication of lupus.
The presence of anti-phospholipid antibodies has been associated
with an increased risk of blood clots, strokes and recurrent
miscarriages.
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