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Ectopic Pregnancy

What is an ectopic pregnancy?

An ectopic pregnancy is a pregnancy in which the fertilized egg implants and starts to grow outside the uterus.  Most ectopic pregnancies implant in one of the Fallopian tubes (tubal pregnancy).  Rarely, such a pregnancy can implant on an ovary or in another part of the pelvis or abdominal cavity.  About 1 out of every 200 pregnancies is ectopic.  
How does it happen?

An ectopic pregnancy is most likely to happen to a woman who has had an infection of her Fallopian tubes (PID or salpingitis).  Ectopic pregnancy also is more likely if a woman has a history of tumors or cysts of the Fallopian tubes, endometriosis, or pelvic scaring, which can occur after surgery or a ruptured appendix.  A woman who has had one ectopic pregnancy is about 7-10 times more likely to have another.
The uterus is the normal place for a pregnancy to grow; it has strong muscle walls which can grow and stretch as the pregnancy gets larger.  Each Fallopian tube has a very thin wall.  If a fertilized egg implants there and starts to grow, the tube cannot stretch enough; frequently the tube will rupture (break open) when it is stretched too much by the growing pregnancy.  A ruptured ectopic pregnancy presents a risk of internal hemorrhage (bleeding) and death within a short period of time.  

What are the signs and symptoms of an ectopic pregnancy?

A woman with an ectopic pregnancy might have symptoms like those of any pregnancy (late or missed menstrual periods, tender or full breasts, frequent urination, nausea).  Usually, but not always, she experiences bleeding different from her normal menstrual period.  The bleeding may be lighter than expected and occur at a different time.  An ectopic pregnancy often causes pelvic cramping or pains, especially on one side.  With an ectopic pregnancy, some pregnancy tests may be negative.  A special blood pregnancy test may be needed.  During a pelvic examination, the clinician may find fullness or a tender mass in the tissues near the woman’s uterus.  An ultrasound may be needed to make the diagnosis.  If an ectopic pregnancy ruptures, usually there is a lot of pelvic or abdominal pain, which also may be felt in the shoulder(s).  The woman may feel dizzy or ill, and may lose consciousness (faint).  
What should I do if I think I have an ectopic pregnancy?

Call the Santa Cruz Women’s Health Center immediately at 427-3500 if you feel you are having symptoms of ectopic pregnancy.  Go to your nearest ER if you are pregnant and experiencing pain and it is after hours.  

A woman with an ectopic pregnancy will need immediate care by an obstetrician-gynecologist; she may require surgery to remove the ectopic pregnancy.  Sometimes just the pregnancy itself can be removed, but often it is necessary to take out the Fallopian tube and/or the ovary.  If only one tube and/or ovary is removed and the other side is normal, the woman can become pregnant again.  She will need to use birth control if she does not want another pregnancy.    
