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What is obstetric cholestasis?

This is a condition unique to pregnancy which affects the function of 
the liver. One of the liver's functions is to produce bile that helps to 
break down the fat that you eat.

What causes the condition?

The cause of obstetric cholestasis is unclear, but its effects on the liver 
cause bile salts to increase in the body. Hormones and diet may be 
involved.

What are the symptoms of obstetric cholestasis?

The raised bile salts in obstetric cholestasis cause excessive itching, 
mainly of the hands and feet, which may lead to difficulty in sleeping as 
it may be worse at night, and tiredness.

Is the condition rare?

Obstetric cholestasis affects less than 1% (1 in 100) of pregnant women 
in the UK. It tends to occur more commonly in the Pakistani-Asian and 
Indian-Asian groups, and in women with a multiple pregnancy.

How do you detect the condition?

We can test for the condition by performing a simple blood test to 
measure your bile acids and Liver Function Tests (LFTs).

Will the condition harm my baby or me?

The condition is unlikely to harm you, and goes away after the birth of 
your baby. However, occasionally obstetric cholestasis can affect the 
baby's health in late pregnancy. For this reason, we will be keeping a 
closer eye on your baby until they are born. This will mean you coming 
to the Antenatal Day Unit for more monitoring.
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How often will I need to come to the Day Assessment 
Unit?

We recommend that you come every week.

During your visits we take blood to check the level of bile acids and 
we will monitor your baby's health and well-being. 

We also perform scans on your baby every 4 weeks to check the growth 
and amount of fluid around baby.

You will remain under consultant care and around 36 weeks' gestation 
your Consultant Obstetrician will discuss with you the timing of your 
delivery. 

Delivery usually takes place between 37 and 40 weeks.

Is there any treatment for the condition?

Yes, a drug called Ursodeoxycholic acid can reduce the levels of bile 
acids and reduce your itching. There have been no adverse effects 
reported from using this drug. 

We can also offer antihistamines to relieve itching and help you sleep.

Obstetric cholestasis can affect your body’s ability to absorb vitamin K, 
which is needed to help the blood to clot. To check that your blood is 
clotting properly, we advise a blood test every week.

As vitamin K is something that your baby initially gets from you, we 
recommend that your baby be given this vitamin soon after birth as well.
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How long does it take for the condition to clear?

This condition should clear up quickly once you have had your baby and 
there are rarely any long-term ill effects from the condition. However, 
there is evidence to suggest that some people may be prone to this 
condition, so there is a chance that if you become pregnant again you 
will get obstetric cholestasis again.

It is recommended that you have liver function and bile acid bloods 
taken 6 to 8 weeks after you have given birth. This is arranged through 
your GP.

If you have had obstetric cholestasis in your pregnancy, it is better to 
avoid the oestrogen-containing contraceptive pill / patch / ring until your 
liver function test has returned to normal. During this time discuss 
alternative forms of contraception with your GP or the Family Planning 
Clinic.

If after reading this you are still unclear about anything or would like 
more information, please speak to a member of staff.

Or you can visit the Royal College Of Obstetricians & 
Gynaecologists information by scanning the QR code.
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