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Ectopic pregnancy has been increasing in frequency over the past 2 decades. The
sudden rupture of a fallopian tube caused by ectopic pregnancy can lead to hemor-
rhagic shock and death if not diagnosed and treated in a timely fashion. The emer-
gency physician is often the health professional that is called on to make the diagnosis
and coordinate timely and effective intervention. The first step in the diagnosis of
ectopic pregnancy is demonstration of pregnancy by means of a rapidly performed
and sensitive qualitative urine test for the β-subunit of human chorionic gonadotropin
(β-hCG). A negative urine pregnancy test result will generally be used to exclude
ectopic pregnancy from further consideration. The following is a report of a patient
presenting to an emergency department with hypovolemic shock in conjunction with
2 negative urine β-hCG analysis results and a quantitative serum β-hCG level of 7
mIU/mL, a value less than the lower limit of detection for the highly sensitive qualita-
tive urine and serum tests. This case report demonstrates the importance of further
consideration of the diagnosis of ectopic pregnancy in the setting of a negative urine
pregnancy test result.

[Kalinski MA, Guss DA. Hemorrhagic shock from a ruptured ectopic pregnancy in a patient with a
negative urine pregnancy test result. Ann Emerg Med. July 2002;40:102-105.]
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The frequency of ectopic pregnancy has been increasing
over the past 2 decades. In 1992, the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention reported an ectopic pregnancy
rate of 19.8 per 1,000 pregnancies compared with a rate
of 3.7 per 1,000 pregnancies in 1980.1,2 Although early
diagnosis and modern management techniques have
contributed to a marked decline in mortality, ectopic
pregnancy remains one of the leading causes of maternal
morbidity and mortality.3 Undiagnosed ectopic preg-
nancy can result in rupture of the fallopian tube with
intra-abdominal bleeding, leading to hemorrhagic shock
and death. The most common manifestations of rup-
tured ectopic pregnancy are abdominal pain, lighthead-
edness, and vaginal bleeding, which collectively can be
of moderate sensitivity but low specificity.4 The first
essential branch point in the majority of guidelines for
the management of ectopic pregnancy includes a sensi-
tive qualitative urine β-subunit of human chorionic
gonadotropin (β-hCG) assay. A negative test result is
used to exclude the diagnosis of pregnancy and thereby
a possible ectopic gestation.5-8 The following case is a
rare emergency department presentation of a patient
with hemorrhagic shock caused by ruptured ectopic
pregnancy in the setting of a repeatedly negative urine
pregnancy test result and a very low quantitative β-hCG
level.

C A S E  R E P O R T

A 44-year-old woman presented to the ED by paramedic
ambulance after a syncopal episode. The emergency
medical technician reported that the patient had sudden
onset of severe abdominal pain while eating lunch in a
restaurant. She had a single episode of emesis, followed
by a transient loss of consciousness. Vital signs at the
scene included palpable blood pressure of 80 mm Hg
and pulse rate of 65 beats/min. Out-of-hospital man-
agement included oxygen administered through a nasal
cannula and two 0.5-L fluid challenges of intravenous
normal saline solution. On arrival in the ED, the patient

was observed to be pale and diaphoretic and was com-
plaining of severe and diffuse abdominal pain, along
with fatigue and generalized numbness. She denied
vaginal bleeding but reported her last menstrual period
to be approximately 6 weeks previous. Vital signs in the
ED were blood pressure 72/40 mm Hg, pulse rate 59
beats/min, respiratory rate 28 breaths/min, tempera-
ture 34.4°C (94°F), and oxygen saturation 100% on 15
L of oxygen. Physical examination revealed normal
heart and lungs, and an abdominal examination was
remarkable for diminished bowel sounds, as well as dif-
fuse tenderness to palpation, with guarding and re-
bound. No vaginal bleeding was noted. Laboratory test
results included a hemoglobin and hematocrit level of
8.8 g/dL and 25.2%, respectively. Two sequential,
highly sensitive, qualitative urine β-hCG assay (Quidel
cards QS urine/serum HCG screen, Quidel Corporation,
San Diego, CA) results were negative on different sam-
ples. A chemistry panel was normal, with the exception
of a potassium level of 2.6 mEq/dL and a glucose level of
212 g/dL. The arterial blood gas on 15 L of oxygen was
pH 7.29, PCO2 was 31 mm Hg, PO2 was 327 mm Hg, and
base deficit was 11.8. A quantitative serum β-hCG assay
(Bayer Advia Centaur, Bayer, Leverkusen, Germany)
was sent from the ED on initial presentation, but results
were not available for several hours.

A presumptive diagnosis of hypovolemic shock as a
result of intra-abdominal bleeding was made, and the
patient was treated with an infusion of 6 L of normal
saline solution and 2 units of packed RBCs over 45 min-
utes. An emergency surgical consultation was obtained.
Although an ectopic pregnancy was strongly considered
on the basis of the patient’s age and clinical presentation,
this diagnosis was not readily accepted because of the
negative urine pregnancy test results. A bedside ultra-
sonogram was obtained, which revealed a large amount
of free intraperitoneal fluid and a 2.8-cm cystic pelvic
mass interpreted as a likely ectopic gestation. A repeat
hematocrit level measured 45 minutes after presenta-
tion was 12%. Systolic blood pressure remained at or
less than 90 mm Hg throughout the patient’s stay in the
ED. Arrangements were made for an emergency lapar-
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serum β-hCG assay results should remain positive. The
patient described in this case report, although the recip-
ient of significant amounts of intravenous crystalloid
before urine sampling, had a coincident quantitative β-
hCG level that would not be expected to yield a positive
qualitative urine test result.

An extensive review of the literature has revealed
false-negative urine and serum β-hCG test results of
less than 1%; however, only a single report of hemor-
rhagic shock from a ruptured ectopic pregnancy with a
low or undetectable level of β-hCG was identified.11

Reports of 2 patients with ruptured chronic ectopic
pregnancies and hemoperitoneum without overt shock
have also been reported. Chronic ectopic pregnancies
present similarly to acute ectopic pregnancies, except
that the symptoms are generally longer in duration, and
the pain is more gradual in onset.16 In the patient pre-
sented here, the repeatedly negative urine pregnancy
test results contributed to a delay in surgical interven-
tion because of a reluctance to accept a diagnosis of rup-
tured ectopic pregnancy. This case demonstrates the
importance of continued consideration of the diagnosis
of ectopic pregnancy, despite a negative urine test result
and even a very low quantitative serum β-hCG measure-
ment. In addition to an ectopic pregnancy, a ruptured
corpus leuteum cyst should be considered as an alterna-
tive diagnosis. Although it is unusual for a ruptured
corpus leuteum cyst to present with massive hemoperi-
toneum and hemorrhagic shock, cases with this presen-
tation are noted in the recent medical literature.17-19

In conclusion, an ectopic pregnancy large enough to
result in fallopian tube rupture and hemorrhagic shock
can occur in the setting of very low quantitative serum
β-hCG levels and negative sensitive qualitative urine
test results. Although screening for ectopic gestation
with a sensitive qualitative urine β-hCG test remains a
very valuable and generally reliable tool, it is essential
that in an appropriate clinical setting the diagnosis of
ectopic pregnancy not be discounted on the basis of
negative pregnancy test results. In patients without
overt shock but significant pain and a negative β-hCG
assay result, adjunct radiographic studies, such as com-
puted tomography or ultrasonography, may be useful in

otomy, and RBC infusions were continued. The time
from ultrasonography to laparotomy was approxi-
mately 50 minutes.

An open laparotomy was performed that revealed a
ruptured right ectopic pregnancy with a free intraperi-
toneal blood volume estimated at 3,000 mL. A right
salpingectomy was performed, and the patient was sta-
bilized with further transfusion of packed RBCs and
crystalloid solution. She had an uncomplicated postop-
erative course and was discharged home 4 days after
admission. The quantitative serum β-hCG value ob-
tained in the ED was subsequently reported at 7 mIU/
mL approximately 2 hours after the test was ordered.

D I S C U S S I O N

Ectopic pregnancy continues to be one of the leading
causes of death in women of childbearing age.3 Most
management guidelines use a sensitive qualitative
urine β-hCG test as the first step in the evaluation of
possible ectopic pregnancy.5-8 A negative test result
generally eliminates further consideration of this diag-
nosis. It is estimated that up to 1% of ectopic pregnancies
will be associated with β-hCG values of less than 20
mIU/mL and will therefore escape detection by most
urine β-hCG assays, which promote sensitivities of
greater than or equal to 25 mIU/mL urine.9-14 Ectopic
pregnancies associated with such low β-hCG values are
generally early or very small. An ectopic gestation suffi-
cient to result in fallopian tube rupture and hemorrhagic
shock would be expected to produce sufficient β-hCG
to yield a positive urine test result.

There are 4 proposed mechanisms to account for low
or absent serum and urine β-hCG values in ectopic
pregnancies: (1) trophoblast degeneration with cessation
of hormone production; (2) a very small mass of villi
producing the hormone; (3) defective biosynthesis of
β-hCG hormone production; and (4) enhanced circula-
tory clearance of the hormone.14 An alternative expla-
nation may relate to aggressive crystalloid hydration,
which may dilute the urine to a degree sufficient to
result in a false-negative urine β-hCG assay result.15

However, in this scenario, it would be expected that the
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determining the cause of the patient’s symptoms. Emer-

gency laparotomy is indicated for patients with pre-

sumed hypovolemic shock.
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