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Ultrasound Exams
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What is ultrasound?
Ultrasound is energy in the form of sound waves. The most common type of ultrasound exam is called two-dimensional
(2D) ultrasound. In this type of ultrasound, a transducer sends sound waves through the body. The sound waves hit
tissues, body fluids, and bones. The waves then bounce back, like echoes. The transducer receives these echoes, which
are converted into images of the internal organs and—during pregnancy—the fetus.

How is ultrasound used in women’s health care?
Ultrasound can be used to diagnose and monitor certain problems, such as a pelvic mass, a breast lump, abnormal
bleeding, pelvic pain, or infertility. It also can be used during pregnancy to monitor the fetus.

How is ultrasound used during pregnancy?
Ultrasound is used during pregnancy to find out whether the growing fetus inside your uterus is developing normally. It can
be used to check the anatomy of the fetus for defects or problems. It also can be used to find out the following information:
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Ultrasound may be used to screen for certain birth defects, such as Down syndrome. Ultrasound also is used during
chorionic villus sampling and amniocentesis to help guide these procedures.

How many ultrasound exams will I have during my pregnancy?
You may have at least one standard exam during your pregnancy. This ultrasound exam usually is performed at about
16–20 weeks of pregnancy. Some women may have an ultrasound exam in the first trimester of pregnancy. If a problem
occurs during pregnancy, such as bleeding or pelvic pain, ultrasound may be used to help find the cause.

Where is an ultrasound exam done?
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Who performs the ultrasound exam?
It may be performed by your health care provider or a specially trained technician.

How is the ultrasound exam performed?
During an ultrasound exam, the transducer is either moved across your abdomen (transabdominal ultrasound) or placed
in your vagina (transvaginal ultrasound).

What type of ultrasound exam will I have?
The type of ultrasound exam you have depends on what types of images your health care provider needs and why the exam
is being done. If you are pregnant, it also depends on how far along you are in your pregnancy. Transvaginal ultrasound
often is used in early pregnancy. Transabdominal ultrasound often is used after about 10 weeks of pregnancy. Your weight
also can determine which type of exam is needed.

What do I need to do to prepare for a transabdominal ultrasound exam?
If you are having a transabdominal ultrasound exam, wear loose-fitting clothes. This will allow your abdomen to be exposed
easily. You may need to drink several glasses of water during the 2 hours before your exam. This will make your bladder full.
ÊvÕÊL>``iÀÊÃÊ i«vÕÊLiV>ÕÃiÊÃÕ`ÊÜ>ÛiÃÊ«>ÃÃÊÀiÊi>ÃÞÊÌ ÀÕ} ÊµÕ`ÊÌ >ÊÌ ÀÕ} Ê>À°

What happens during a transabdominal ultrasound exam?
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to the surface of the abdomen. This improves contact of the transducer with the skin surface. The handheld transducer then
is moved along the abdomen.

What happens during a transvaginal ultrasound exam?
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do not need to fill your bladder before the test. You will lie on your back with your feet in stirrups, like for a pelvic exam. The
transducer for this exam is shaped like a wand. It is covered with a latex sheath, like a condom, and lubricated before it is
inserted into the vagina.

What is a specialized ultrasound exam?
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What are the types of specialized ultrasound exams?
-«iV>âi`ÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`ÊiÝ>ÃÊVÕ`iÊ ««iÀÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`]ÊÌ Àii`iÃ>Ê>`ÊvÕÀ`iÃ>ÊÎ Ê>`Ê{ ®ÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`]Ê
and sonohysterography.

What is Doppler ultrasound?
This test is done during pregnancy using transabdominal ultrasound. Sound waves are used to measure blood flow in the
viÌÕÃ½ÃÊumbilical cord ÀÊÌ iÀÊL`ÊÛiÃÃiÃ°ÊÌÊ>ÃÊV>ÊLiÊÕÃi`ÊÌÊÃÌiÊÌÊÌ iÊ i>ÀÌLi>Ì°ÊÊ i>Ì ÊV>ÀiÊ«ÀÛ`iÀÊ>ÞÊÀ`iÀÊ
this test if the fetus is not growing normally or with other tests to detect fetal anemia.

What are 3D and 4D ultrasound?
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problem is suspected during pregnancy, such as a problem with the placenta or fetus.

What is sonohysterography?
/ ÃÊÌiÃÌÊÃÊÕÃi`ÊÌÊÊvÀÊ«ÀLiÃÊÜÌ ÊÌ iÊÕÌiÀÕÃ]ÊvÌiÊ>ÃÊ«>ÀÌÊvÊ>ÊviÀÌÌÞÊiÛ>Õ>Ì°ÊÀÊÃ ÞÃÌiÀ}À>« Þ]ÊÞÕÊ
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water) is injected through the catheter into the uterus. The saline makes the inside of the uterus easier to see with ultrasound.

What are the risks of ultrasound exams?
ÕÀÀiÌÞ]ÊÌ iÀiÊÃÊÊÀi>LiÊiÛ`iViÊÌ >ÌÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`ÊÃÊ >ÀvÕÊÌÊ>Ê`iÛi«}ÊviÌÕÃ°Ê ÊÃÊ >ÛiÊLiiÊvÕ`ÊLiÌÜiiÊ
ultrasound and birth defects, childhood cancer, or developmental problems later in life. However, it is possible that effects
VÕ`ÊLiÊ`iÌwi`ÊÊÌ iÊvÕÌÕÀi°ÊÀÊÌ ÃÊÀi>Ã]ÊÌÊÃÊÀiVi`i`ÊÌ >ÌÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`ÊiÝ>ÃÊLiÊ«iÀvÀi`ÊÞÊvÀÊi`V>Ê
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Glossary
Amniocentesis:ÊÊ«ÀVi`ÕÀiÊÊÜ V Ê>Êii`iÊÃÊÕÃi`ÊÌÊÜÌ `À>ÜÊ>`ÊÌiÃÌÊ>ÊÃ>Ê>ÕÌÊvÊ>ÌVÊyÕ`Ê>`ÊViÃÊ
from the sac surrounding the fetus.
Amniotic Fluid:Ê7>ÌiÀÊÊÌ iÊÃ>VÊÃÕÀÀÕ`}ÊÌ iÊviÌÕÃÊÊÌ iÊÌ iÀ½ÃÊÕÌiÀÕÃ°
Anemia: LÀ>ÞÊÜÊiÛiÃÊvÊL`ÊÀÊÀi`ÊL`ÊViÃÊÊÌ iÊL`ÃÌÀi>°Ê
Cervix: The lower, narrow end of the uterus at the top of the vagina.
Chorionic Villus Sampling: Ê«ÀVi`ÕÀiÊÊÜ V Ê>ÊÃ>ÊÃ>«iÊvÊViÃÊÃÊÌ>iÊvÀÊÌ iÊ«>ViÌ>Ê>`ÊÌiÃÌi`°
Down Syndrome: Ê}iiÌVÊ`ÃÀ`iÀÊV>ÕÃi`ÊLÞÊÌ iÊ«ÀiÃiViÊvÊ>ÊiÝÌÀ>ÊV ÀÃiÊ>`ÊV >À>VÌiÀâi`ÊLÞÊÌiiVÌÕ>Ê
disability, abnormal features of the face, and medical problems such as heart defects.
Fetus: The developing organism in the uterus from the ninth week of pregnancy until the end of pregnancy.
Placenta: Tissue that provides nourishment to and takes waste away from the fetus.
Sonohysterography: Ê«ÀVi`ÕÀiÊÊÜ V ÊÃÌiÀiÊyÕ`ÊÃÊiVÌi`ÊÌÊÌ iÊÕÌiÀÕÃÊÌ ÀÕ} ÊÌ iÊViÀÛÝÊÜ iÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`Ê
images are taken of the inside of the uterus.
Transabdominal Ultrasound: ÊÌÞ«iÊvÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`ÊÊÜ V Ê>Ê`iÛViÊÃÊÛi`Ê>VÀÃÃÊÌ iÊ>L`i°
Transducer: Ê`iÛViÊÌ >ÌÊiÌÃÊÃÕ`ÊÜ>ÛiÃÊ>`ÊÌÀ>Ã>ÌiÃÊÌ iÊiV iÃÊÌÊiiVÌÀV>ÊÃ}>Ã°
Transvaginal Ultrasound: ÊÌÞ«iÊvÊÕÌÀ>ÃÕ`ÊÊÜ V Ê>Ê`iÛViÊÃ«iV>ÞÊ`iÃ}i`ÊÌÊLiÊ«>Vi`ÊÊÌ iÊÛ>}>ÊÃÊÕÃi`°
Trimester: "iÊvÊÌ iÊÌ ÀiiÊÎÌ Ê«iÀ`ÃÊÌÊÜ V Ê«Ài}>VÞÊÃÊ`Û`i`°
Ultrasound: ÊÌiÃÌÊÊÜ V ÊÃÕ`ÊÜ>ÛiÃÊ>ÀiÊÕÃi`ÊÌÊiÝ>iÊÌiÀ>ÊÃÌÀÕVÌÕÀiÃ°Ê ÕÀ}Ê«Ài}>VÞ]ÊÌÊV>ÊLiÊÕÃi`ÊÌÊ
examine the fetus.
Umbilical Cord: ÊVÀ`iÊÃÌÀÕVÌÕÀiÊVÌ>}ÊL`ÊÛiÃÃiÃÊÌ >ÌÊViVÌÃÊÌ iÊviÌÕÃÊÌÊÌ iÊ«>ViÌ>°
Uterus:ÊÊÕÃVÕ>ÀÊÀ}>ÊV>Ìi`ÊÊÌ iÊvi>iÊ«iÛÃÊÌ >ÌÊVÌ>ÃÊ>`ÊÕÀÃ iÃÊÌ iÊ`iÛi«}ÊviÌÕÃÊ`ÕÀ}Ê«Ài}>VÞ°

If you have further questions, contact your obstetrician–gynecologist.
+äÓx\ÊDesigned as an aid to patients, this document sets forth current information and opinions related to women’s health. The information does not dictate an exclusive course
of treatment or procedure to be followed and should not be construed as excluding other acceptable methods of practice. Variations, taking into account the needs of the individual
patient, resources, and limitations unique to the institution or type of practice, may be appropriate.
Copyright September 2013 by the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists

