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and 2008 in the UK.1 The NICE
guideline on ectopic pregnancy and
miscarriage, published in December
2012, recommends a low threshold for
offering a pregnancy test to women 
of childbearing age when they attend
the surgery.2

Women should be referred 
to the most appropriate unit (A&E,
gynaecology or early pregnancy
assessment (EPA) service) if an
ectopic pregnancy is suspected. The
guideline also emphasises the need to
give practical support and information
to patients and their partners.

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS 
In early pregnancy, all ectopic
pregnancies will be asymptomatic;
symptoms and signs appear when the
tube starts to tear, see table 1, right.
When the tube ruptures, the woman
will quickly become unwell and
haemodynamically unstable because
of rapid intra-abdominal blood loss,
see figure 1 above.

Howshould
diagnosis 
be confirmed?
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Diagnosis and treatment 
of ectopic pregnancy

Whatare the
symptoms 
and signs?

AN ECTOPIC PREGNANCY
OCCURS WHEN A FERTILISED
EGG IS IMPLANTED OUTSIDE
THE UTERUS.  THE MOST

common site is the fallopian tube;
rarely an ectopic pregnancy can be
found in the ovary, a caesarean section
scar, the abdomen or the cervix. 

The most common risk factors are:
•Previous ectopic pregnancy
•Pelvic inflammatory disease
•Endometriosis
•Previous pelvic surgery
•Presence of a coil 
• Infertility

However, a third of women with an
ectopic pregnancy have no known risk
factors.

Ectopic pregnancy occurs in an
average of 1 in 90 pregnancies in the
UK. Although most cases are recognised
and treated appropriately, women still
die as a result of late diagnosis and
suboptimal management of ectopic
pregnancy. Six women died as a result
of ectopic pregnancy between 2006

»
What are the
management
options?
Table 1

Symptoms of ectopic pregnancy 

Common symptoms
•Pelvic or abdominal pain
•Amenorrhoea, missed period or
abnormal period
•Vaginal bleeding with or without clots

Other reported symptoms
•Breast tenderness, nausea 
(related to pregnancy)
•Diarrhoea and vomiting 
(related to intraperitoneal irritation)
•Dizziness, fainting or syncope
(related to significant haemorrhage)
•Shoulder tip pain, shortness of breath,
lower chest pain 
(related to irritation of the diaphragm)
•Dysuria, urinary frequency 
(related to bladder irritation)
•Pain on defecation or rectal pressure
(related to deposit of blood in the
pouch of Douglas)»

FIGURE 1
A ruptured left
tubal ectopic
pregnancy with
blood in the pelvis
at laparoscopy




