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Gynaecology 
 

What is an Ectopic pregnancy? 
 

An ectopic pregnancy is when a fertilised egg grows outside the womb 
(uterus). It happens in about 1 out of every 100 pregnancies. Most ectopic 
pregnancies grow in the fallopian tubes. Sometimes, they can happen in the 
ovary, cervix, or abdominal cavity. In an ectopic pregnancy, the pregnancy 
test will still be positive because the body makes pregnancy hormones. 

The fertilised egg cannot survive outside the womb, but it might grow for a 
few weeks. The fallopian tube is not big enough for a growing embryo, so 
when the thin walls of the fallopian tube stretch, it can cause pain in the lower 
abdomen (tummy). Vaginal bleeding may also happen because of the 
thickened lining of the womb. 

If an ectopic pregnancy is not found and treated, the fallopian tube can burst. 
This can cause serious internal bleeding (haemorrhage) and can be life 
threatening.  

Sometimes, a rare condition called a heterotopic pregnancy can 
happen. This is when an ectopic pregnancy happens at the same time 
as a normally sited pregnancy.  

 

Causes of an Ectopic pregnancy 

The fertilised egg normally spends 4 to 5 days in the fallopian tube before 
moving into the womb to implant. If the fallopian tube is damaged or blocked, 
the egg may get stuck and grow there instead.  

Problems with the walls of the tube, hormonal imbalances, infections, or 
issues with the womb can stop the egg moving correctly, causing an ectopic 
pregnancy. 

                                                   
  You are more likely to have an ectopic pregnancy if you: 

• Have had an ectopic pregnancy before 
• Have had pelvic infections like salpingitis, Chlamydia, or tubal damage. 
• Have had trouble getting pregnant (infertility) 

• Have had any pelvic surgery or sterilisation 

• Use an IUCD (coil) 
• Are using fertility treatments 
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Symptoms of an ectopic pregnancy 

Symptoms can be different for each person but often include: 
 

Pain 

The most common symptom is tummy (abdominal) pain due to stretching or 
rupture of the fallopian tube. This can be sudden or get worse slowly over 
several days. It can become very painful. You might also feel pain in your 
shoulder because blood can leak into your diaphragm. 

 

Vaginal bleeding 

You might have vaginal bleeding. It can be heavier or lighter than a normal 
period and last longer. Sometimes, this blood is dark and watery, like prune 
juice. 

 

Collapse 

Some women may suddenly feel faint because of bleeding inside the body 
from a ruptured tube. Signs of this include looking pale, fast heartbeat, 
feeling sick, diarrhoea, and low blood pressure. If this happens, call 999 or 
go to the hospital immediately. 

 

Diagnosis of an ectopic pregnancy 

• Usually, a trans-vaginal ultrasound scan is done. 

• Blood tests measure the pregnancy hormone (hCG). 

• Sometimes, diagnosis can only be confirmed with a surgical procedure 
called a laparoscopy (keyhole surgery). 

 

How is an ectopic pregnancy treated? 

Surgical treatment 

Laparoscopy (keyhole surgery):  

• This usually means removing the fallopian tube that has the ectopic 
pregnancy. It may be possible to cut open the tube and remove the 
pregnancy without taking the whole tube. This is done if the other tube is 
unhealthy or has been removed before. 

• Removing 1 tube does not greatly affect the chance of having a normal 
pregnancy later.  
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 Laparotomy:  

• If the fallopian tube has ruptured or there are adhesions in the pelvis, 
keyhole surgery might not work. A small cut is made just above the bikini 
line to remove the ectopic pregnancy. 

 

Medical treatment 

• A medicine called Methotrexate can be given as an injection into the muscle 
to dissolve the ectopic pregnancy. 

• This medicine travels in the blood to the ectopic pregnancy.  

• You will need regular blood tests after the injection.  

• This treatment may not be suitable for everyone. It depends on your 
symptoms, hormone levels from hCG tests, and scan results. 

 

Conservative treatment 

Not all ectopic pregnancies cause fallopian tube rupture. In some carefully 
selected cases, doctors may monitor you and wait until the hCG levels are 
negative. 

If you need more information on any treatment, please ask the clinic staff. 
They will fully support you. 

 

Can an ectopic pregnancy survive? 

No, an ectopic pregnancy cannot be moved from the fallopian tube back 
into the womb. 

 

How long does it take to recover from an ectopic pregnancy? 

This depends on the type of treatment you have. But healing emotionally 
may take longer. It is important to give yourself enough time to recover 
physically, and emotionally. 

You can find more information about surgical and medical treatments, 
and management of ectopic pregnancy in the hospital’s leaflets called 
‘Surgical Treatment of Ectopic Pregnancy’, ‘Medical Treatment of 
Ectopic Pregnancy’ and Expectant Management of Ectopic Pregnancy. 
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Travel advice 

We recommend you do not travel out of the local area until your 
treatment and care are finished. We will tell you when you no longer 
need to come to hospital for follow up. 

 

Contact information 

• Early Pregnancy & Emergency Gynae Unit: 024 7696 7000 

 

Other contacts for support and advice: 

• The Ectopic Pregnancy Trust Helpline: 020 7733 2653  
Website: www.ectopic.org 

• The Miscarriage Association: 01924 200799  
E-mail: info@miscarriageassociation.org.uk 
Website: www.miscarriageassociation.org.uk 

• If you need more support like counselling, please contact your GP. Some 
GP practices have a counsellor you can talk to, or they can refer you to one.  

 
 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need this 
information in another language or format please contact 024 7696 7000 and 
we will do our best to meet your needs. 

The Trust operates a smoke free policy. 
 
 

Did we get it right? 
We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements and 
recognise members of staff who provide a good service. 
Have your say. Scan the QR code or visit: 
www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback  
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