Understanding Pericardial

Effusion

When fluid builds up in the sac around your heart

Most are small and silent. Large ones can squeeze the heart. Imaging tells the story.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Pericardial effusion The medical name for extra fluid in the sac around the
heart.

Fluid around the heart Plain-English version we may use during the visit.

Hydropericardium Older term, same meaning.

Malignant pericardial Cancer-driven fluid — about 46% of cases that need to be

effusion drained.

Hemopericardium Blood in the sac — usually from trauma, a procedure, or a
torn aorta.

Cardiac tamponade The emergency when fluid squeezes the heart so hard it
cannot fill.

Chronic pericardial effusion Fluid present for more than 3 months. It builds up slowly.
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What Is Pericardial Effusion?

Your heart sits inside a thin two-layer sac called the pericardium. Between those layers is
1-3 tablespoons of clear fluid. That fluid lets the heart glide smoothly.

Pericardial effusion means extra fluid has built up in that space. Think of a water balloon
wrapped around the heart that keeps filling.

Small effusions (under 10 mm on echo) are common and often cause no symptoms. About
3% of healthy adults have one.

Moderate (10-20 mm) and large (over 20 mm) effusions can press on the heart. They limit
how well the heart fills, especially when fluid builds up fast.

Speed matters more than amount. A sudden 200 ml can be dangerous, while 1-2 liters that
built up over months may feel only mildly uncomfortable.

Subcostal wiew
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Why It Matters

An effusion is almost never the disease itself. It is a sign that something else is happening —

infection, cancer, an immune flare, kidney failure, or thyroid problems. Finding the cause is
the priority.

Cardiac tamponade (fluid squeezing the heart) is a true emergency. The heart cannot pump
enough blood. It can be fatal within hours if not treated.

Cancer-related effusions carry a poor outlook: about 45% of patients survive one year,
mostly due to the cancer itself.

Most effusions with no clear cause are benign. About 64% resolve on their own, 30% stay
stable, and only 6% worsen over years of follow-up.

Even small effusions deserve follow-up imaging. The reason behind them matters more than
the size on day one.
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Treatment Options

Treat the root cause first. Viral infection needs pain relief and rest. Bacterial infection needs
antibiotics. An immune flare needs steroids. Cancer needs an oncologist.

Pain-relief drugs — aspirin or ibuprofen, sometimes with colchicine — work well for
small-to-moderate fluid caused by swelling when there is no tamponade.

Needle drain: a needle guided by ultrasound removes the fluid. It is the fastest option for
tamponade and the key test to find the cause when it is not clear.

Window surgery: a surgeon makes a small permanent opening so fluid can drain away and
not build back up. Used when fluid keeps returning or is cancer-related.

Sclerosis — a drug placed into the sac after draining. This is sometimes used for
cancer-related fluid to help stop it from coming back.

Drain tube: a soft tube is left in for 2-5 days after the needle drain. It lets fluid keep draining
and lowers the chance of fluid returning that same month.

For stable, symptom-free cases: repeat heart ultrasounds every 3-6 months. Get prompt
imaging for any new shortness of breath.
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Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

Every choice has trade-offs. Use this table to start the shared decision conversation.

Option

Needle drain (pe
ricardiocentesis)

Risks

Heart puncture
(1-2%), bleeding,
lung leak, infection.
Overall risk 4-20%.

EEIEES

Life-saving in
tamponade.
Removes 500-1000+
ml in 30-60 minutes.
Over 95% success.
Fluid test finds the
cause. Often
same-day discharge.

Alternatives

Window surgery (if
fluid likely to return).
Watch-and-wait
(small effusion, no
tamponade).

Lower-chest
window surgery

Sedation, bleeding,
infection, lung
problems. Fluid
returns in 9.4%.
Death risk ~7% (from
cancer, not surgery).

Permanent drain
path. Less pain than
open-chest surgery.
Faster recovery. Can
test tissue for cause.

Needle drain (less
involved, may need
repeat). Open-chest
window (lower return
rate, more involved).

Open-chest
window surgery

More pain, longer
stay: 3-7 days in
hospital, 4-6 weeks to
fully recover.
Bleeding, infection,
lung problems.

Lowest return-of-fluid
rate (near 0%). Best
long-term result.
Wider tissue biopsy.

Lower-chest window
(faster recovery,
slightly higher return
rate). Needle drain.

Watch and wait
(small effusion,
no tamponade)

Risk of missing a
move to tamponade if
not watched closely.
Root cause may go
untreated.

Avoids procedure risk
for low-risk effusions.
About 64% resolve
on their own.

Drain the fluid if it
grows, causes
symptoms, or cause
is still unclear after 3
months.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

If I have fluid around my heart, | need it Most small and moderate effusions do not need
drained right away. draining. Only large ones, those causing
tamponade, or those needed to find the cause
require a procedure.

A small effusion means | am about to Fluid around the heart and a heart attack are
have a heart attack. different problems. A heart attack is a blocked
artery. They can both happen after a large heart
attack, but a small isolated effusion does not

signal one.
Draining the fluid cures the effusion for Draining removes today's fluid. If the cause —
good. cancer, an immune flare, kidney failure — is still

active, fluid often comes back. Treating the
cause prevents it from returning.

Cancer-related fluid can always be Cancer-related effusions return in many patients
drained and forgotten. within weeks. Window surgery or sclerosis is
often needed for lasting relief.

Effusion always causes severe chest Slow-growing effusions are often silent. Many
pain. patients learn about them by chance ona CT
scan or ultrasound. Sharp pain is more typical of
pericarditis (sac swelling).

If my ultrasound shows no fluid, | am Many causes — immune flares, repeat sac

cured forever. swelling, kidney disease — can bring fluid back.
Check-up imaging is wise if you have had one
episode.

A bigger effusion always means a sicker How fast the fluid built up matters more than
patient. how much there is. A sudden small amount (200
ml in hours) can be dangerous. A slow large
amount (2 liters over months) may cause only
mild fatigue.

| cannot exercise after the needle drain. Most patients return to light activity in a week
and full activity in 2-4 weeks. Exact timing
depends on the cause and follow-up imaging.
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Possible Complications

Knowing what can go wrong helps you spot problems early. Most complications are
uncommon, especially with treatment.

Where / What What Can Happen

Cardiac tamponade Fluid pressure stops the heart from filling. Signs: severe
shortness of breath, low blood pressure, fast weak pulse,
swollen neck veins. A needle drain done right away is
life-saving.

Scarring of the heart sac After long or repeat effusions, the heart sac can thicken
and scar. The stiff sac then squeezes the heart even after
fluid is gone. Surgery to peel away the sac may be
needed.

Fluid coming back Fluid returns in many cases — cancer-related and those
with no clear cause. Window surgery or sclerosis is used
when fluid keeps returning.

Procedure risks Needle drain: heart puncture (1-2%), bleeding, infection,
lung leak. Surgery: sedation risk, lung problems, longer
recovery.

Root cause keeps progressing Fluid around the heart is a clue, not the whole disease.

The root cause — cancer, immune flare, infection, kidney
failure — drives long-term outcomes more than the fluid

itself.
Right-heart strain after Even after draining, the heart may need time to regain its
tamponade full strength. Water pills or brief heart support are

sometimes used.
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Right Ventricular [RV} Free Wall
during Ventricular Diastole,

Ventricular Diastole — Mitral
Valve and Tricuspid valve
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

A heart ultrasound (echocardiogram) is the main test — safe, fast, done at bedside. It grades
fluid as small, moderate, or large.

Size guides treatment: small (under 10 mm) is usually watched; moderate (10-20 mm) is
checked for a cause; large (over 20 mm) is often drained.

Tamponade is a bedside diagnosis — low blood pressure, muffled heart sounds, swollen
neck veins. Doctors treat it before imaging confirms it.

Bring a full list of all medicines and recent surgeries. Many drugs and procedures can cause
or worsen fluid around the heart.

Tell your doctor about travel, animal contact, recent infection, weight loss, night sweats, or
family cancer history. These clues help find the cause.

After draining, expect a follow-up ultrasound in 1-2 weeks. Fluid that returns within 3 months
Is a concern and often leads to window surgery.

Pain-relief drugs (NSAIDs, colchicine) must be taken with food. Stop them and call us if you
get stomach pain or black stools.

Keep a record of your ultrasound measurements. The trend over time matters more than any
single number.
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When to Call Us - and When to Call 911

If you are not sure, call. We would rather hear from you twice than miss a real problem.

Severe shortness of breath, especially when lying down or at rest — call us today.

New chest pain, pressure, or tightness lasting more than a few minutes — call 911 (possible
tamponade).

Fainting, near-fainting, severe dizziness, or a fast weak pulse — call 911 (tamponade
warning signs).

Bluish lips, fingers, or skin — call 911 right away.
New leg or belly swelling that develops over days — call us this week.

Fever over 100.4 F (38 C) with no clear cause, especially after a heart sac procedure — call
us.

New tiredness that keeps getting worse over weeks — schedule a visit.

Any bleeding, chest pain, or shortness of breath in the first week after draining or window
surgery — call us right away.

Office: (727) 943-5200
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Trusted Resources

The links below are the trusted resources Dr. Ali used to write this guide and that he
recommends you visit for more information. Each is a clickable link in the digital version and a
Short.io tracked URL on the printed version.

Mayo Clinic — Pericardial Effusion - Plain-language overview of causes, symptoms, and
treatment.

Cleveland Clinic — Pericardial Effusion - Patient-friendly explanation including diagnostic
process.

American Heart Association — Pericarditis & Pericardial Disease - AHA patient education on
the broader pericardial-disease family.

MedlinePlus — Pericardial Disorders - NIH-curated patient resource with links to studies and
trials.
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https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/pericardial-effusion/symptoms-causes/syc-20353720
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/17351-pericardial-effusion
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/pericarditis
https://medlineplus.gov/pericardialdisorders.html

Sources Used to Build This Guide

Every recommendation in this guide is grounded in one or more of the studies, guidelines, or
trusted resources below. Short links are tracked so Dr. Ali can see which references patients
are reading; nothing personally identifying is captured.

2015 ESC Guidelines for the Diagnosis and Management of Pericardial Diseases [Guideline]
Defines effusion size categories, drainage indications, and follow-up imaging cadence. Anchors all treatment
recommendations in this guide.

Mayo Clinic — Pericardial Effusion: Diagnosis & Treatment [Clinical]
Patient-facing reference for echocardiogram-based grading (small <10mm, moderate 10-20mm, large >20mm)
and tamponade red flags.

Cleveland Clinic — Pericardial Effusion [Clinical]
Patient education context for natural history, causes, and pericardiocentesis vs window decision-making.

AAFP — Pericardial Fluid Analysis (Am Fam Physician 2000) [Clinical]
Fluid-analysis algorithm for distinguishing infectious, malignant, and inflammatory causes after
pericardiocentesis.

Imazio et al — Management strategies for acute and recurrent pericardial disease (Eur Heart J 2010) [Clinical
Trial]
Triage logic: which patients can be observed vs need urgent drainage. Frames the why-matters section.

Sagrista-Sauleda et al — Long-term follow-up of idiopathic chronic pericardial effusion (NEJM 1999) [Clinical
Trial]

Landmark natural-history study: ~64% of effusions resolve, 30% stay stable, 6% worsen. Anchors prognostic
counseling.

Spodick — Acute cardiac tamponade (NEJM 2003) [Clinical]

Definitive review of tamponade physiology, hemodynamic spectrum, and the 'acute vs subacute vs chronic'
time course used in the warning-signs section.

Stewart et al — Subxiphoid pericardial window vs thoracotomy (Ann Thorac Surg 1991) [Clinical Trial]
Comparison data for the two surgical approaches: recurrence rate, recovery time, and complication profile in
the RBA table.

AHA Scientific Statement — Malignant Pericardial Effusion (Circulation 2017) [Guideline]

Cancer-related effusion accounts for ~46% of drainage cases. Outcomes data (1-year survival ~45%) and
management approach.
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26320112/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/pericardial-effusion/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20353724
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/17351-pericardial-effusion
https://www.aafp.org/pubs/afp/issues/2000/0515/p3148a.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20231167/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10477779/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12930931/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/1929612/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28219978/

About This Guide

Rias KS Ali, MD FACC | Board Certified in Interventional Cardiology & Cardiovascular Disease
4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
Version: 2026-08-15

Reviewer note: Reviewed against Mayo Clinic, Cleveland Clinic, and AHA pericardial-effusion pages. Ours adds:
clear size grading (<10mm / 10-20mm / >20mm) tied to drainage decisions, plain-language tamponade red flags,
a side-by-side table comparing needle drain vs lower-chest window vs chest surgery, and natural-history data
(64% resolve, 30% stable, 6% worsen).

Disclaimer

This guide is for educational purposes only and does not replace medical advice from your physician.
Recommendations may not apply to every patient. Always follow the specific instructions of Dr. Ali and your care
team. In an emergency call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department.
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Take This Guide With You
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