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Introduction

Over two thirds of deaths in pregnancy and the post-partum period 

are due to non-obstetric medical problems. The most recent 

Confidential Enquiry into Maternal Deaths and Morbidity shows 

cardiac disease remains the leading single cause of death1. Making a 

diagnosis is crucial – the report emphasises the importance of 

treating pregnant patients the same as non-pregnant individuals 

unless there is a very clear reason not to, and highlights the ongoing 

risk of clinicians’ focus  on concerns about a woman’s pregnancy 

taking precedence over concerns about the woman herself1. 

Pregnant and recently pregnant women may present to any acute 

hospital service and it is important that clinical management takes 

into account the physiological differences of pregnancy – to this end 

communication with the obstetric team is central to care.

Discussion

This clinical tool is intended to improve 

multidisciplinary communication and 

escalation of care for pregnant and recently 

pregnant women presenting with acute 

medical problems to areas where clinicians 

may be unfamiliar with the normal 

physiology of pregnancy. As the maternity 

population becomes more clinically 

complex, with increasing maternal age, 

obesity and other morbidities, this is likely 

to be an increasingly common occurrence.

References

1) Knight M, Bunch K, Tuffnell D, Patel R, Shakespeare J, 

Kotnis R, Kenyon S, Kurinczuk JJ (Eds.) on behalf of 

MBRRACE-UK. Saving Lives, Improving Mothers’ Care -

Lessons learned to inform maternity care from the UK 

and Ireland Confidential Enquiries into Maternal Deaths 

and Morbidity 2017-19. Oxford: National Perinatal 

Epidemiology Unit, University of Oxford 2021.

2) Banerjee A, Neuberger F, Prinja P, Cooper N. on behalf 

of the Royal College of Physicians. Acute care toolkit 15: 

Managing acute medical problems in pregnancy.

London: Royal College of Physicians 2019.

Royal College of Physicians 2019.

Results

A document to guide the triage of acutely unwell pregnant or recently pregnant patients presenting to non-obstetric areas was developed as a poster 

that can readily be accessed by clinicians working in these areas. It includes guidance for the initial management of the clinically unstable patient or the 

patient in cardiac arrest, including details about whom to contact - the chart can be adapted to each area with local contact details. A summary of red 

flags for acute medical presentations is included with a prompt that the presence of these flags should trigger the need for experienced and senior 

decision making. The poster highlights salient information that should be discussed with the obstetric team. It summarises clinically relevant important 

physiological changes of pregnancy that need to be taken into account and provides an electronic link to an obstetric MEWS chart in the form of a QR 

code.

Methods

A review of serious adverse events involving the management of 

pregnant or recently pregnant women in non-obstetric areas in NHS 

Lothian identified the common themes of a lack of communication with 

the obstetric team and inadequate senior involvement and escalation of 

care. A workshop was held by a network of 40 multidisciplinary experts 

to develop a guideline for a site-specific communication and escalation 

route for the care of these patients in non-obstetric areas across the 

region. 

Following engagement with the Scottish Obstetric Cardiac Network it 

was decided there was a need to develop a national tool that can be 

immediately accessed in non-obstetric areas, and that can be readily 

adapted across the regions of NHS Scotland. An immediate reference 

poster was developed incorporating the key themes of the NHS Lothian 

document, guidance from NHS Grampian and from the Royal College of 

Physicians Acute Care toolkit: Managing acute medical problems in 

pregnancy2.


