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What is a Pregnancy of Unknown Location (PUL)? 
You have had an ultrasound scan to check that your pregnancy is developing normally. 
Unfortunately, we were unable to see the pregnancy on the screen today. This is an inconclusive 
scan. PUL is a temporary classification used when a pregnancy is not visualized on ultrasound 
despite a positive pregnancy test, and it requires further monitoring to determine its nature.  There 
are 3 possible reasons for this result: 
1. A very small normal pregnancy in the uterus (womb). The pregnancy may be normal, but too 

small to be seen on scan. This usually happens in women who are unsure of their dates or have 
long menstrual cycles. 

2. A miscarriage. The pregnancy may have already been lost and passed out with bleeding and 
therefore cannot be seen on scan. In these cases, the pregnancy test may remain positive for 
many weeks after the miscarriage. 

3. An ectopic pregnancy. The pregnancy may be developing outside the uterus. The most 
common site for an ectopic pregnancy to grow is in the fallopian tubes and this may be difficult to 
see on scan. An ectopic pregnancy can be a serious condition because it may cause internal 
bleeding, so we need to monitor women in this situation very carefully. 

 
What are the symptoms of PUL? 
A PUL can give no symptoms at all, or you may experience abdominal pain or some vaginal 
bleeding. The presence of these symptoms does not help in determining the location of the 
pregnancy. In the case of severe pain or very heavy vaginal bleeding, however, you should seek 
medical care immediately. 

 
Should I have more tests done? 
Your doctor will counsel you about the best option for follow-up. This usually involves measuring 
levels of pregnancy hormones in your blood, usually ‘hCG’ (which stands for ‘human chorionic 
gonadotrophin’ and is what gives you a positive result on a urine pregnancy test) and sometimes 
a hormone called progesterone. Some women will also have to come back for a second hCG 
level to be taken 48 hours later. Depending on the results, your doctor will tell you what the most 
likely outcome of your pregnancy is and what the next best steps are. We will continue to monitor 
you until we can confirm the outcome of your pregnancy, which may take up to two weeks. We 
will discuss each result with you in detail and try to keep you as informed as possible during this 
time. 

 
How is PUL managed? 
There are three main management strategies for PUL. Remember, that PUL is a temporary 
classification, until the location of your pregnancy is determined. PUL may be managed 
expectantly, or with a “wait and see” approach, until the pregnancy becomes visible on scan or the 
hormone levels drop; or medically or surgically, if these become necessary. Your caregivers will 



Pregnancy of unknown location or PUL 
Patient Information Series – What you should know, what you should ask. 

 

 

explain what is necessary for your individual case, based on the hormone levels in your blood, the 
location of the pregnancy sac, and any changes to your health and symptoms. 
 
What are the things to watch for? 
Women with a PUL can have an ectopic pregnancy and this can be potentially dangerous if the 
pregnancy ‘ruptures’ and causes severe internal bleeding. It is therefore important that if you 
experience severe pain or any other worrying symptoms that you attend your nearest emergency 
department immediately. Thankfully, most women with a PUL, even those with an ectopic 
pregnancy, do not experience this. 
 
 

What other questions should I ask? 

You might ask your caregiver these questions regarding your pregnancy: 

• What are my hormone levels? 

• What is the likeliest outcome of my pregnancy? 

• What diagnostic tests should I have done, and when should they be performed?  

• When is my next follow-up appointment? 

• Is there a number I can contact if I have any further questions? 

Disclaimer: 

The content of [this leaflet/ our website] is provided for general information only. It is not intended to amount to 
medical advice on which you should rely. You must obtain professional or specialised individual medical advice 
relating to your individual position before taking, or refraining from, any action on the basis of the content on 
[this leaflet/ our website]. Although we make reasonable efforts to update the information on [our leaflets/ 
website], we make no representations, warranties or guarantees, whether express or implied, that the content 
on [our leaflet/ website] is accurate, complete or up to date. 
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