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Peripartum Cardiomyopathy (PPCM) is a form of heart failure during the systolic phase
of pumping i.e. the heart pumping with force to circulate blood in the body. PPCM
typically presents at late stages pregnancy and in the early post-partum (after birth)
period, if there are no other causes for heart failure found.

WHAT HAPPENS TO YOUR HEART AND BODY DURING PERIPARTUM CARDIOMYOPATHY?
When experiencing PPCM, your left ventricle on your heart (which is responsible for pumping blood
into your body) can become enlarged and weakened, therefore not pumping blood properly around
the body. As a result, blood can build up in areas of the body such as the lungs, leading to less oxygen
for you and can have a noticeable affect such as breathlessness and extreme fatigue.

There are no clear underlying reasons why you may have developed PPCM, however there are
suggestions from research that pregnancy-specific related conditions such as pre-eclampsia as well
as risk factors such as diabetes and obesity are linked to PPCM. 

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS? 
It can be difficult to diagnose PPCM and typically it is a
delayed diagnosis as many of the signs and symptoms are
similar to that of normal changes to your body during
pregnancy. It is worth remembering that most women who
have PPCM will develop the signs and symptoms within
the first few months after giving birth:

Shortness of breath
Fluid retention and swelling around the legs
Palpitations
Fatigue
Chest pain
Abdominal discomfort due to swelling of the liver 
Low blood pressure (hypotension)
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HEART ATTACK SIGNS IN WOMEN
Warning signs differ between men
and women. Women’s symptoms
include chest discomfort which
radiates up to the throat, jaw and
through to the back and shoulder
blades, extreme fatigue, shortness
of breath, heart fluttering, light-
headedness and nausea.
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It is estimated that around

50-80%
of women with PPCM will
recover within the first 6

months of diagnosis.

WHAT ARE THE RISK FACTORS?
Pregnancy is the biggest risk factor and many women
won’t present with symptoms until after they give birth.
Those who face the biggest risks are women who: 

Have a history of high blood pressure 
Older age in pregnancy
Have a family history of cardiomyopathy
Have had previous pregnancies
Are overweight

WHAT ARE THE TREATMENTS? 
Fluid restriction: In order to reduce the pressure on
your heart, your doctors may recommend only
drinking between 1.5-2L of fluid daily.
Reduce salt intake: Aim for less than 2g per day. If
symptoms are serious, a hospital stay may be needed
to get them under control.
Investigations: Tests which can determine the
severity of PPCM include blood tests, ultrasounds
(echo) of the heart as well as a chest x-ray.
Medications: Diuretics can help reduce fluid levels,
beta blockers can relax your heart rate and ACE
inhibitors help lower blood pressure.

RESOURCES
Alfred Hospital Women’s Heart Clinic 
CMAA info page on PPCM 
PPCM Survivor support Group 
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