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confirmed on an ultrasound scan).
Methotrexate is an antimetabolite

and antifolate drug. It is teratogenic
and effective contraception should be
used for three months following
administration. Patients should avoid
alcohol and NSAIDs. Approximately
one in six women will experience side
effects of nausea, sickness, diarrhoea,
mouth ulcers and feelings of fatigue.
These symptoms usually only last a
few days. 

Monitoring is hospital based.
Women are asked to attend regularly
for blood tests (including liver and
renal function) and hCG follow-up until
levels are < 25 IU/L. A Rhesus-negative
woman will not need to receive anti D.

An ectopic pregnancy may rupture
despite apparently successful
treatment and declining hCG levels.
Significant pain during medical
treatment with methotrexate would
indicate a ruptured ectopic pregnancy
and should prompt emergency
assessment and hospital admission.

Surgery
Surgical management usually
laparoscopic salpingectomy (unless
there is an abnormal contralateral tube
or the patient is haemodynamically
unstable), will be offered to women
who are unable to return for follow-up
after methotrexate treatment or who
have an ectopic pregnancy plus any of
the following:
•Significant pain
•An adnexal mass of 35 mm or larger
•A fetal heartbeat visible on an
ultrasound scan
•A serum hCG > 5,000 IU/L

Rhesus-negative women
undergoing surgery for ectopic
pregnancy should be offered 
250 IU anti D. 

Expectant management
This is outside the remit of the NICE
guidance, but could be considered for

Because of the range of symptoms
a pregnancy test should be offered to
all women of reproductive age. 
It is important to remember that a
positive diagnosis of a urinary tract
infection or gastroenteritis does not
exclude an ectopic pregnancy.

EXAMINATION AND
ASSESSMENT 
A basic examination should include
general appearance (to look for pallor,
shock, collapse), pulse (for tachycardia
> 100 beats/minute) blood pressure
(hypotension i.e. < 100/60 mmHg) and
orthostatic hypotension.

The signs to look for in a case of
suspected ectopic pregnancy are
shown in table 2, above.

REFERRAL
The urgency and location of the
referral depends on the clinical
situation.

Women who are haemodynamically
unstable, or in whom there is
significant concern about the degree
of pain or bleeding, should be referred
directly to A&E, irrespective of the
result of the pregnancy test. Women
may sometimes be unable to pass
urine if they are hypovolaemic.

Stable patients with bleeding who
have pain or a pregnancy of six weeks
gestation or more or a pregnancy of
uncertain gestation should be referred
immediately to an EPA service (or 
out-of-hours gynaecology service if
the EPA service is not available) for
further assessment. There are more
than 200 NHS EPA units throughout
the UK with different working hours
(see Useful information box on p17).

If the EPA service is closed and you
are concerned about the patient,
contact the gynaecologist on call, with
a view to avoiding delay in further
assessment. It is important to explain
to the patient, and her partner, why
she is being referred and what to
expect when they arrive at the
hospital. 

GPs can use expectant
management for women with a

pregnancy of less than six weeks
gestation who are bleeding but who
are not in pain. They should advise
these women to repeat a urine
pregnancy test after 7–10 days and to
return if it is positive or if their
symptoms continue or worsen. The
patient and her partner should be
given a phone number to call in an
emergency. The development of pain
should prompt referral. An EPA service
or out-of-hours gynaecology service
should be contacted immediately
when pain develops. If the pain is
severe, the patient should be referred
to A&E. 

CONFIRMING DIAGNOSIS 
After a positive pregnancy test at the
surgery, the diagnosis will be
confirmed, at the EPA service or 
out-of-hours gynaecology service, 
via a transvaginal ultrasound scan to
identify the location of the pregnancy.

If a transvaginal ultrasound scan is
unacceptable to the woman, she will
be offered a transabdominal
ultrasound scan, which has visual
limitations but has the advantage of
being able to detect fibroids, an
enlarged uterus and ovarian cysts.

If the ultrasound is inconclusive and
the pregnancy cannot be located,
human chorionic gonadotrophin
(hCG) levels repeated after 48 hours
may help to make a diagnosis and
assist in planning the repeat scan. 
hCG is an indicator of trophoblast
proliferation but not the location of the
pregnancy.  It should be noted that
hCG can increase, decrease or plateau
with an ectopic pregnancy. The
ultrasound scan and the woman’s
symptoms are the key to diagnosis.

If the diagnosis is still unclear 
and the woman is in significant pain, 
a laparoscopy may be offered. 

MANAGEMENT 
The management options depend on
the symptoms, the hCG level, the
ultrasound findings, the patient’s
general health and preferences, and
the facilities for follow-up. 

Medical management
Medical management with methotrexate
is offered to women who are able to
return for follow-up and who fulfill all
the following criteria:
•No significant pain
•An unruptured ectopic pregnancy
with an adnexal mass smaller than 
35 mm with no visible heartbeat
•A serum hCG < 1,500 IU/L
•No intrauterine pregnancy (as

‘An ectopic
pregnancy may
rupture despite
apparently
successful
treatment and
declining 
hCG levels’

Table 2

Signs of ectopic pregnancy
•Pelvic tenderness
•Adnexal tenderness
•Cervical motion tenderness
•Abdominal tenderness
•Rebound tenderness or 
peritoneal signs
•Abdominal distension




