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Key notes on: Amniotic Fluid Embolism 

 

 Amniotic fluid embolism is a very rare complication of childbirth – it is sometimes referred to as 

‘anaphylactoid syndrome of pregnancy’ 

 Complex series of events, triggered by a disruption of the maternal/fetal interface with potential passage 

of amniotic fluid to maternal circulation, resulting in abnormal activation of proinflammatory mediators 

and procoagulant factors 

 Typically occurs during labour, birth or early postpartum, though can occur at any time during pregnancy 

 No diagnostic test – remains a clinical diagnosis 

 Premonitory symptoms common – breathlessness, chest pain, restless & agitated, nausea, a ‘sense of 

doom’ 

 Clinical presentation usually: sudden cardiovascular collapse, hypotension, cyanosis, acute fetal distress, 

haemorrhage, and many women also have a seizure 

 Two cardiac phases: pulmonary hypertension and right heart failure, followed by left heart failure; 

Respiratory: hypoxia; acute coagulopathy (DIC) 

 Management is supportive – maintain oxygenation and circulation; i.e. ventilation, inotropes, ECMO, 

coagulation correction 

 About 40-80% require CPR; overall mortality rate 15-30% in high resource countries 
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