
What is pericardial effusion ? 
The heart is a complex organ composed of multiple cardiac chambers. The 
heart is found within a sac called the pericardial sac. The role of this sac is 
mainly to maintain the heart in place and prevent the heart from getting 
bigger (prevent dilatation).  

Normally, a small amount of fluid can be found in the pericardial sac. When 
an abnormal quantity of fluid is seen, this is called pericardial effusion. This 
can occur secondary to cancer (bleeding mass), to an infection or 
inflammation, to a foreign body, to a coagulation issue, or secondary to an 
unknown reason (idiopathic pericardial effusion)  

The accumulation of fluid in the pericardial sac and around the heart can 
become problematic: as fluid accumulates, it can compress the right side of 
the heart and impair the pumping function of the heart. This can lead to a 
serious complication called cardiac tamponade and can cause acute 
collapse and even death. Right-sided heart failure usually first manifests 
itself as a build-up of fluid in the abdomen (ascites).  
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Need more 
information?  

Please contact your 
veterinarian for 

additional 
recommendations 

regarding your 
pet's heart disease.        

nnn       

 Appointments 

Regular visit: 
______________ 

Cardiology visit: 
______________ 
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How is pericardial effusion diagnosed? 
An echocardiogram (ultrasound of the heart) is used to diagnose a heart mass as it usually 
allows the visualization of the mass and how it impacts the heart. Other diagnostic tests 
performed during the visit:  ______________________________________________________________ . 

Affected animals can be:  
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PERICARDIAL EFFUSION  

TREATMENT OPTIONS  
When fluid accumulates around the heart and no cause is found, 
palliative treatment options include pericardiocentesis (removal of the 
sac surrounding the heart).

ASYMPTOMATIC 
Not experiencing any 

symptoms

SYMPTOMATIC 
Signs  of lethargy, 

exercise intolerance 

HEART FAILURE 
Signs of fluid build-up 

in the abdomen  

CARDIAC TAMPONADE 
Fluid around the heart 
compressing the heart 
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