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Ovarian Hyperstimulation Syndrome
Patients using fertility drugs are at risk 
of developing a complication known 
as ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome 
(OHSS).

What is OHSS?
Fertility drugs are used to stimulate the 
ovaries to produce eggs. Occasionally, the 
ovaries are oversensitive to these drugs. 
The ovaries become swollen and release 
harmful substances that cause blood 
vessels to leak fluid into various parts of 
the body such as the lungs and abdomen. 
This condition can also affect the liver 
and kidneys and can cause blood clots to 
develop in the lungs and legs.

Who is at risk of OHSS?
Some women are more prone to this 
complication, including:

•	 women	who	have	polycystic	ovarian	
syndrome

•	 women	under	the	age	of	30

•	 women	with	a	low	body	mass	index	
(less than 19)

•	 women	who	subsequently	become	
pregnant

•	 women	who	have	shown	an	over	
response to stimulation in a previous 
cycle.

What are the symptoms of 
OHSS?
Mild	symptoms	occur	in	33%	of	women	
receiving IVF treatment. This includes 
nausea, abdominal pain and bloating.

If the condition gets worse, you may 
develop more abdominal pain and 
vomiting. 

If your symptoms are severe (which 
occurs	in	3	–	8%	of	IVF	treatments),	
you may notice that your urine is dark, 
experience	breathing	problems	and	
develop symptoms suggestive of blood 
clots in your legs such as redness, pain 
and swelling.

How long does it last?
In most cases, your symptoms will last a 
few days and you will recover completely 
before	your	next	period.	However,	if	you	
become pregnant, the condition may be 
more severe and last longer.

What should I do if I develop 
symptoms?
You should contact Stour Ward at 
Ipswich	Hospital	on	01473 703665 or 
704788. Alternatively, you should see 
your GP or go to your nearest Emergency 
(A&E) Department as soon as possible.

What is the treatment for OHSS?
There is no treatment for this condition. 
It will resolve completely with time. 
The aim is to control your 
symptoms and prevent any 
complications. Ô
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Patients with mild and some moderate 
symptoms will not need to stay in 
hospital. 

Pain relief medication such as 
paracetamol or codeine are safe, but 
you should avoid non-steroidal 
anti-inflammatory drugs such as 
ibuprofen and aspirin. 

You should drink water when you are 
thirsty	but	avoid	excessive	drinking.

Avoid	any	strenuous	exercise	or	sexual	
intercourse, which may cause swollen 
ovaries to twist and injure.

You should continue using the 
progesterone pessaries. If you are having 
HCG	injections,	these	will	be	changed	to	
progesterone pessaries.

What if my symptoms get 
worse?
If your symptoms worsen or you develop 
chest pain, difficulty breathing, vomiting 
or urinary symptoms you should contact 
Stour Ward on 01473 703665 or 
704788 (open 24 hours) or go to your 
nearest Emergency (A&E) Department.

You may also be advised to stop 
treatment leading to cycle cancellation. 
Occasionally we may have to adopt a 
‘freeze all policy’ which means that all 
the embryos will be cryopreserved and 
an embryo transfer procedure will be 
deferred until your symptoms resolve. In 
such situations, a senior doctor or nurse 
will be able to advise you accordingly.

Will I be admitted to hospital?
In severe cases, patients are sometimes 
admitted to hospital for further 
treatment. 

The treatments include anti-sickness 
drugs, intravenous fluids, support 
stockings and blood thinning drugs to 
prevent blood clots.

Doctors will see you every day to make 
sure you are getting better. They will 
check your weight and abdominal girth 
daily as well as organising ultrasound 
scans of your ovaries and various blood 
tests. 

Will surgery be required?
Rarely, surgery may be needed to drain 
the	excess	fluid	in	the	abdomen	(a	
procedure called paracentesis). This 
clinical decision is made depending on 
your symptoms and scan findings. 

Will this condition affect my 
baby if I become pregnant?
There is no evidence that this condition 
will cause problems to the baby.

Further information
Human Fertilisation and Embryology 
Authority (HFEA) 
21 Bloomsbury Street 
London 
WC1B	3HF 
Tel:	020	7291	8200 
Website: www.hfea.org.uk 

Infertility Network UK 
Charter	House 
43	St	Leonards	Road 
Bexhill-on-Sea 
East	Sussex 
TN40	1JA 
Tel:	08701	188088 
Website: www.infertilitynetworkuk.com
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