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Failed sterilisation: evidence-based review and
medico-legal ramifications
Introduction
Sterilisation is one of the most common procedures in the
world. Around 50,000 female sterilisations are performed
every year in the UK,1 although there is a suggestion of a
worldwide downward trend in sterilisation procedures.2,3
Surgical techniques used in female sterilisation are designed
to prevent pregnancy by occluding tubal patency through
mechanical device application, electrocautery or by tubal
excision and separation. These are shown in Table 1. Laparoscopic tubal occlusion by clip or ring is the preferred
method of female sterilisation in the UK, and has replaced
the earlier preference for tubal electrocautery. Laparoscopic
sterilisation using the Filshie clip is the principal method in
Europe, Canada and Australia and is becoming popular in
the USA since licensing in 1996.4
Conception occurring after sterilisation is termed failed
sterilisation, and can occur several years after the procedure; one case was described after an interval of 23 years.5
Complications can occur during sterilisation. The complication rate of interval laparoscopic sterilisation in one
large multicentre study was 4.5 per 1000, with vascular or
bowel injury, or inability to complete sterilisation laparoscopically, cited as the main reasons for conversion to
laparotomy.6 Other complications include intractable localised pelvic pain, mesosalpingeal tears, tubal transection,
tubal torsion and necrosis, tubo-ovarian abscess, uterine
perforation, thermal bowel injury by electrocoagulation,
pelvic or wound infection, delayed migration of Filshie
clips (urethra, rectum, vagina), psychological symptoms
and regret.7 Mortality attributed to the sterilisation procedure is extremely low, and has been estimated to vary
from 1 to 2 per 100,000 for procedures performed in the
United States, to 4 per 100,000 in developing countries, and
is consequent to operative and anaesthetic related complications. Of significance, sterilisation decreases the risk of
ovarian cancer but increases the risk of subsequent hysterectomy and ectopic pregnancy.8

Identification and assessment of evidence
The Cochrane library, Cochrane Controlled Trials Register Issue 1, 2003, Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG, UK), American College of Obstetricians
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and Gynaecologists (ACOG, USA), were searched for
relevant randomised controlled trials, systematic reviews,
meta-analyses and evidence-based guidelines relating to
sterilisation. A search was also carried out of MEDLINE
1966– 2003. The searches were performed using the relevant
MeSH terms including: sterilisation, tubal; sterilisation; sterilisation sexual; surgical instruments; electrocautery; cautery; liability, legal; jurisprudence; malpractice; medical
errors; treatment failure; risk factors. Other non-MEDLINE
referenced information sources (published articles, conference proceedings) were also retrieved for analysis. Overall,
the majority of publications were retrospective observational
studies, case reports and reviews, with a paucity of prospective controlled trials or meta-analyses.9

Legal precedence
The psychological and physical morbidity following
failed sterilisation often leads to litigation.10 A gynaecologist has a duty to inform women of the risk of
failure, to carry out the operation in accordance with
accepted good medical practice and to avoid foreseeable
complications. Women who have undergone sterilisation
performed negligently are entitled to recover damages according to:
1. Wrongful conception: In addition, an action in contract
may also arise if the sterilisation procedure was performed outside the NHS in the private sector.
2. Negligence: A breach of duty arises when an operation
is not carried out in accordance with practice accepted
as proper by a reasonable body of gynaecologists
(Bolam test). Negligence also occurs when there is
omission in appropriate pre-operative counselling.
3. Wrongful birth: The negligent act deprived the mother
of the possibility to prevent the conception of a disabled
child or to have a lawful abortion.
Women are entitled to recover general damages for pain
and suffering during pregnancy and delivery, and loss of
earnings during pregnancy. However, a recent judgement
held that the costs of bringing up a healthy child, or loss of
earnings because of child-rearing responsibilities, are not
recoverable (McFarlane v Tayside Health Board 2000).
www.blackwellpublishing.com/bjog
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Table 1. Female surgical sterilisation techniques.
Method

Techniques

Comments

Tying of tube with suture
material and cutting it

Pomeroy — a free tie is placed around
a loop of tube which is then excised
Fimbriectomy
Salpingectomy

Usually performed at mini-laparotomy,
but can be performed laparoscopically

Mechanical occlusion

Filshie clip
Hulka – Clemens clip
Falope ring (silicone rubber band)
Silastic ring

Less of the tube is damaged increasing
the chance of reversibility

Coagulation-induced
tubal closure

Unipolar diathermy
Bipolar diathermy

Not recommended as the first line
method in the UK by the RCOG

Although, a case for compensation for the costs of bringing
up a healthy child was upheld in the case where the mother
was disabled (Rees v Darlington Memorial Hospital NHS
Trust 2002) as this parent was not in the same position as
able-bodied parents.
Compensation that is limited to the special upbringing
costs associated with rearing a child with a serious disability is allowed (Parkinson v St James’s & Seacroft University Hospital Trust 2001, Salih v Enfield Health Authority
1991). Both parents can claim for shock and distress on
discovering the child’s condition as disabled, and the increased stress in bringing up the child. They can claim for
lost earnings for bringing up the child, which they would
not have lost had the child been healthy (McLelland v
Greater Glasgow Health Board 2001). Furthermore, parents that chose sterilisation to avoid the risk of a child
with congenital abnormalities can recover the costs associated with the child’s disabilities, even though the disabilities had not been caused by the clinician’s negligent
sterilisation.

Sterilisation failure
Sterilisation failure varies according to the woman’s
characteristics, operator experience, sterilisation technique
and method of sterilisation chosen.9 Sterilisation failure
rates are often calculated as crude rates or Pearl index
(failure rates per 100 women years) and rarely quoted as
cumulative probabilities of pregnancy from operation.
The latter index is the preferred terminology as the probability calculation utilises life table analysis and allows
for both loss to follow up and time interval from sterilisation. Two well-designed studies from the United States
and Canada have set a benchmark in sterilisation failure
research.
The US multicentre CREST study (Collaborative Review of Sterilisation) recruited 10,685 women undergoing
sterilisation between 1978 and 1987 and prospectively

followed up the cohort for up to 14 years.11 – 13 Silicone
rubber band was the most common technique (31%),
followed by bipolar coagulation (21%), postpartum partial
salpingectomy (15%), Hulka clip application (15%), unipolar coagulation (13%) and interval partial salpingectomy
(4%); the Filshie clip was not licensed by the US FDA until
1996 and was therefore excluded from the study. The
overall 10-year cumulative probability of pregnancy was
18.5 per 1000 procedures (1.85%).
The Canadian study was a retrospective analysis of the
Quebec health insurance database of 311,960 female sterilisations from 1980 to 1999.14 The 10-year cumulative
probability of pregnancy was 8.4 per 1000 procedures
(0.84%), considerably lower than the US study. The
authors suggest this is due to the principal use of the Filshie
clip in Canada for female sterilisation, which is considered
a more effective method.
The RCOG has recently updated the 1 in 200 (0.5%)
lifetime risk of pregnancy failure quoted to women by
stating that the risk of failure at 10 years is 2– 3 per
1000 procedures when using the Filshie clip.1 However,
upon examining those studies that are well-designed,
prospective and recently published, the failure rate for
Filshie clip has a wide range of between 1.1 and 19.3 per
1000 procedures.
Often there is a combination of direct or indirect factors
that contribute to sterilisation failure. However, precise
knowledge of these factors, particularly the time interval
from operation and the exact mechanism of failure, is absent
in most publications, and even in cases proceeding to litigation. The few studies that have rigorously assessed these
elements are listed in Table 2. Accurate collation of this
information would be useful in developing strategies to
reduce the failure rate as well as to distinguish negligent
from non-negligent cases. Of significance, an early study
showed that the overall 10-year failure rate for Filshie clip
sterilisations was 0.56% in 10,000 women, but fell significantly to 0.2% when cases caused by operator error were
excluded.4
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Table 2. Mechanism of sterilisation failure versus sterilisation method versus time interval from procedure.
Fault
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Ring

Mechanism of sterilisation failure

Reference

Wrong structure
‘sterilised’

Incomplete tubal
occlusion and/or
patent lumen

Tubo-peritoneal
fistula formation

Spontaneous
recanalisation

Operator fault

Likely to be due
to operator fault

Not due to
operator fault

Not due to
operator fault

1/5 cases (<1 year)
1/3 cases (20 months)

4/5 cases (<1 year)
2/2 cases (<6 months)

9/19 cases (mean 8 months)
Hulka clip
Filshie clip

3/19 cases (mean 8 months)

4/19 cases (mean 8 months)

1 case (<1 year)
3/17 cases (<2 years)
‘despite locked-in-place
and correctly applied clips’
6/7 cases (<1 year)
1/3 cases (9 months)
5/30 cases (6 months)
1/8 cases (<2 years)
1/1 case (10 months)
5/14 cases
(mean 14.6 months)

17
15
22
80
81
35

1 case spontaneous
opening of clip
8/14 cases (mean 12.5 months)
1/14 cases (14 months)
by mixed applicator

Fimbriectomy

9 cases (<18 months)
1/4 cases (time unknown)
4/4 cases (time unkown)

Snare resection
Pomeroy

2/6 cases
2/3 cases

Unipolar
Bipolar

1 case (<1 year)

1/2 cases (6 months)
9 cases (<1 year)

38
15
49
53
38
29

3/4 cases (1.5 – 4 years)
2/6 cases (mean 11 months)
3 cases (>2 years)
1/2 cases (8 months)
5/17 cases (14 – 44 months)

1/3 cases
1 case (4 months)
1/4 cases (1 year)
3/6 cases (mean 11 months)

Femcare personal
communication
Femcare personal
communication
38
82
83
38
38
45
49
53
38
49
38
28
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Direct factors contributing to sterilisation failure
Timing
During postpartum or post-abortion period
Sterilisation can be performed in the postpartum period
(combined with caesarean section or via mini-laparotomy)
or post-abortion. However, this period is associated with
higher rates of failure and regret by the woman,15,16 and
this should be incorporated into the counselling and documentation prior to the procedure. In terms of postpartum
sterilisation, salpingectomy and Filshie clip have similar
rates of failure (7.5 and 8.8 per 1000, respectively).11,15

Pregnant at the time of the sterilisation (luteal pregnancy)
Studies have identified luteal pregnancy occurring in
0.32% to 0.6% of sterilisation cases.11,15,17 Routine preoperative same-day pregnancy testing should be done for all
cases,1 and has been shown to reduce the incidence of luteal
phase pregnancies.18 Although tubal occlusion can be performed at any time within the menstrual cycle, the woman
should be advised to use effective contraception before and
after the procedure, and up to her next (postprocedure)
period in order to avoid luteal phase pregnancy. This advice
also applies when an intrauterine device is removed at the
time of sterilisation, especially at mid-cycle or luteal phase.
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(1 to 3 cm from the uterine cornu) or mistaken ‘sterilisation’ of an adjacent structure (e.g. the round ligament or a
fold of peritoneum between the round ligament and tube).26
If electrocautery is used, at least 3 cm of the mid to distal
portion of the isthmic part of the tube should be coagulated
with sparing of at least 2 cm of the proximal tubal stump
to reduce failure through cornual fistula formation.1,28 At
least 25 W of unipolar cutting current (rather than coagulating waveform) should be used to achieve complete tubal
desiccation34; without transecting the tube through excess
electrocautery.

Deviation from the recommended technique for each
sterilisation method
The Filshie clip should be applied in a manner to
completely encapsulate the tube and lumen, be fully locked
with the upper jaw compressed, completely flattened and
its end adequately secured under the latch which ‘locks’ the
clip jaw (Fig. 1). The clip should flatten the whole tube
portion within the clip without leaving any unflattened
tubal ‘knuckles’ and without transecting the tube. Finally,
the clip should sit perpendicular to the long axis of the
tube,26 facilitated by stretching the isthmic portion with
hinge placed on the anti-mesenteric aspect of the tube.
There is only one published case of failed sterilisation,
which proposes Filshie clip under-closure as the most likely
mechanism of sterilisation failure. Therefore, this cause
of failure should be considered rare.35 Filshie clip underclosure is considered to arise by operator fault in most cases.

Method failure
A meta-analysis has shown no significant difference in
failure rate or operative morbidity between mini-laparotomy
and laparoscopy methods of tubal sterilisation.19 Overall, the
failure rates for each method (clip, ring, electrocautery) in
recent studies approximate to each other.4,11,12,15,17,20 – 33
Significantly, the US CREST showed that bipolar compared
with unipolar electrocautery decreased the risk of thermal
bowel injury but increased the risk of pregnancy failure and
ectopic pregnancy.12,30

Factors dependent on operator error
Sterilisation method failure due to absent or incomplete
tubal occlusion most commonly arises through operator
error at the time of initial sterilisation. Operator error can
occur at six stages:

Fault in localising the correct sterilisation site
This involves anatomical misplacement of the sterilisation device away from the optimal mid-isthmic tubal site

Failure in the systematic approach to check the
sterilisation method
Upon completing the sterilisation procedure, it is imperative that the operator check that the tubal fimbrae are seen
and followed back to tubal isthmus, and that the correct
tubal isthmic portion was ‘sterilised’. Evidence of the
checking procedure, may be considered as proof that all
necessary precautions were undertaken by the operator as
recommended by both the manufacturer and good clinical
practice guidelines. Although not a legal requirement in the
UK, we recommend:
Taking clinical photographs or operative videos of the
sterilised structures identifying them as fallopian tubes.
However, photographs may be unhelpful in confidently
excluding other negligent causes of incomplete tubal
occlusion, for example, protruding knuckle of tube,
inadequate locking of clip jaws, clip under-closure, or
tubal transection (partial or complete) (see below).
. Presence of second operating surgeon for counterchecking. A recent study involving 1094 sterilisations
from 1988 to 1989 showed that Registrars had a 1.3%
.
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Fig. 1. Filshie clip under-closure due to operator fault. Despite the clip appearing locked, on closer inspection the upper jaw of the clip will be noted to be
incompletely compressed, rounded rather than flattened, and the end insufficiently secured under the latch for the upper jaw. Most causes of clip underclosure are due to operator fault.

failure rate, Consultants 1.9% and when both a Consultant and a Registrar performed the procedure a failure rate
of 0.7% was recorded.17 A medical witness to concur the
sterilisation procedure is a legal requirement in some
countries.36

are serviced and readjusted at least once a year or after
every 100 procedures. Furthermore, a closing checking
gauge should be used prior to every sterilisation procedure
to ensure that the applicator functions correctly.

Factors independent of operator error
Complete or partial tubal transection of the tube
Spontaneous tubal lumen regeneration
Improper use of the clip (clip over-closure) or diathermy
(excess) may lead to tubal transection (partial or complete)
and subsequent sterilisation failure through luminal regeneration (i.e. tubal fistula or recanalisation). In such cases, a
complete salpingectomy is required to ensure successful
sterilisation. Correct use of clip or diathermy is unlikely to
transect the tube.26

Applying two clips to each tube

Numerous reports have described tubal lumen regeneration following electrocautery, Falope ring and tubal excision
methods, but none have been reported following Filshie or
Hulka clips. Those studies that have confirmed tubal lumen
regeneration as the actual mechanism of sterilisation of
failure are shown in Table 2. However, occurrence of tubal
lumen regeneration post-sterilisation exceeds the actual
pregnancy occurrence at that time.39 Tubal lumen regeneration occurs through two possible mechanisms:
Tubo-peritoneal fistula formation, which may be associated with endosalpingiosis, necrosis or tubal atrophy;
. Spontaneous tubal reapproximation associated with tubal
reanastomosis and recanalisation.

Applying two mechanical clips adjacent to each other on
the tube does not decrease the failure rate, but may even
increase it if they are applied too closely together.26,37,38

.

Improper maintenance of mechanical occlusion
device applicator

Mechanical tubal occlusive methods have lower rates of
tubo-peritoneal fistula formation than coagulation-based
techniques.40 – 42 This may be because mechanical occlusion methods destroy much less tube (approximately 4 mm
for clips and 2 cm for rings) than electrocoagulation methods
(3 – 4 cm). However, the exact aetiology of tubal lumen
regeneration remains unclear. Other factors such as individual’s tubal ‘healing’ response, pre-existing proliferative

It is a legal requirement that device applicators are well
maintained and adequately checked to ensure optimum
function. In the case of the Filshie clip, both the manufacturer (Femcare, UK, http://www.femcare.co.uk) and MDA
strongly recommend that all single Filshie clip applicators
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tubal disease, degree of tubal avascularity and interval from
operation are likely to modify tubal lumen regeneration
ability.28,40,43 – 46 Presently, there is no evidence to suggest
that operator fault in sterilisation technique predisposes to
tubal lumen regeneration, and therefore this mechanism of
sterilisation failure would be considered non-negligent and
independent of operator error.
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the use of a current meter (indirectly measuring tubal
impedance) may be more sensitive than visual tubal
assessment (blanching, swelling or collapse) or a
defined coagulation time in predicting complete tubal
desiccation. However, this is not yet a legal requirement for electrocautery sterilisation.34
. Pre-existing utero-tubal structural abnormalities such as
accessory fallopian tube, uterine didelphys50 and uterotubal fistulas.

Mechanical failure of occlusion device
Mechanical tubal occlusive device manufacturers for
Filshie clip, Hulka clip and Falope ring have not reported
spontaneous mechanical failure as a possibility for sterilisation failure, and this concurs with an absence of such
cases in the published literature. Nevertheless, there
remains at least a theoretical possibility of mechanical
material failure, and manufacturers like Femcare offer an
examination of the Filshie clips in failed sterilisation to
exclude the possibility of this failure mechanism (Femcare,
personal communication).

Indirect factors predisposing to sterilisation failure
Tubal patency occurring despite correctly applied
sterilisation technique
There is evidence that anatomical tubal patency can occur
following a correctly undertaken sterilisation, and has been
reported following electrocautery, Falope ring, Hulka clip
and partial salpingectomy methods.44,47 – 49 In addition,
persisting tubal patency has been described as the mechanism of sterilisation following correctly applied Filshie
clips in three cases of Filshie clip failure (Table 2).29
However, persisting anatomical tubal patency does
not necessarily imply sterilisation failure, as tubal patency
rates of 1 –2% at three months and 16% at five years have
been noted following correctly applied tubal ligation, with
the actual pregnancy occurrence of 1– 2% over this time
period.44 There are three possible mechanisms of tubal
patency following correctly undertaken sterilisation:
A partially non-occluded segment of tubal lumen has
formed within the clip. This tubal ‘knuckle’, with a patent
lumen, can exist within the completely flattened tube
portion inside the clip identifiable only at microscopy.
Alternatively, the tubal ‘knuckle’ may be macroscopically
visible as an uncompressed tubal portion. The latter
description indicates a negligent sterilisation, as the
surgeon should have identified the tubal knuckle at final
checking and taken additional precautions to ensure tubal
occlusion.
. Incomplete tubal luminal occlusion by electrocautery
desiccation, despite external appearances suggestive of a
satisfactorily diathermised tube. A study has shown that

Woman’s age and interval from procedure
A failure-free interval from sterilisation does not guarantee continued success. The longitudinal analysis in the
CREST,11 Quebec14 and Brazil51 studies show that the
greater the time elapsed between surgery, and the younger
the age the sterilisation was performed, the higher the
cumulative pregnancy failure rate will be. Importantly, most
pregnancies after failed sterilisation tend to occur within
one to two years. The 1st, 5th and 15th year cumulative
probability of pregnancy in the Quebec study were 3/1000,
7/1000 and 9/1000, respectively.33 In the Brazil study, the
cumulative failure rate was 5.4/1000 at 12 months, increasing to 10.4/1000 at 48 months. These data concur with an
earlier (1968 –1974) large UK prospective study that estimated that of every 1000 women undergoing tubal sterilisation, about 4 would have experienced a pregnancy after
one year, 8 after four years and 10 after seven years.52
The synergy effect of age with sterilisation method is
illustrated by the CREST’s 10-year cumulative probabilities of pregnancy in those cases with young age (below
28 years) and bipolar coagulation (54.3/1000) and young
age and clip application (52.1/1000). These rates are higher
than the failure rates for each individual method (24.8/1000
for bipolar, 36.5/1000 for clip, 18.5/1000 for all methods
and all ages). Furthermore, from the Quebec study, the
cumulative risk of sterilisation failure stabilises earlier for
the older age group, which has a lower peak than for the
younger age group. This results in gradient and plateau

.

Fig. 2. Clinicopathological mechanisms proposed in sterilisation failure.
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differences between the two curves shown in Fig. 2. The
gradient is steeper in early years because of combined
effects of tubal non-occlusion and tubal lumen regeneration, but in later years the effects of tubal lumen regenerating, increasing age and ovarian failure predominate.

Inadequate practitioner or operating centre experience
The substantial variation in failed sterilisation across
centres using the same methods indicates that operating
centre experience and practitioner expertise impact on rates
of sterilisation failure. The CREST study showed failure
rates of 7.1 to 78.0 per 1000 for the Hulka clip and 0 to 42.5
per 1000 for the silicone ring— all dependent upon the
operating centres being surveyed.11 Higher failure rates
were more common in centres performing fewer annual
procedures.
Other groups have shown improper application of the
occlusive devices by inexperienced surgeons as a constant
factor in sterilisation failure.32,53,54 Studies have shown that
surgeons consider diathermy to be superior to mechanical
tubal occlusion techniques as it allows easier inspection55
of the sterilisation procedure,56 – 60 and that Filshie clips are
easier to apply than Falope rings31 or Hulka clips.24 This
indicates that operator preference is likely to have an
impact on method-related failure rates.

Pre-existing gynaecological pathology
Pre-existing gynaecological pathology predisposes to
sterilisation failure (e.g. pre-existing tubal disease, history
of abdominal or pelvic surgery, history of pelvic inflammatory disease increasing the risk of ectopic pregnancy,30
pregnancy or postpartum state (discussed earlier), obesity,
prior use of an intrauterine contraceptive device, previous
induced abortion, congenital uterine anomalies, fibroids, endometriosis, endosalpingoblastosis and adenomyosis).41,58,61 – 64
The myth that sterilisation protects against pelvic inflammatory disease has recently been challenged.65
Following complicated sterilisation, good clinical practice (rather than a legal requirement) dictates testing of
tubal patency.32,48,66 – 68 However, a negative dye spill poststerilisation HSG does not completely preclude the possibility of pregnancy at a later stage.69

How to determine the mechanism of sterilisation failure?
A systematic investigative approach is required, and at a
minimum should include:
.

The use of accurate pregnancy dating, last menstrual
period and operative interval to determine if the woman
was pregnant before the operation.

A perpendicular lateral end-on X-ray view of the Filshie
or Hulka clip. This is best achieved with the aid of an
image intensifier and optimising the woman’s position.
This will easily identify open clips, and for those clips
that appear locked, precise measurements of the clip
jaws can be made to determine whether the clip was
correctly closed at initial application (Fig. 1).
. Clinical inspection of the pelvis and utero-tubal anatomy
at laparoscopy or laparotomy to exclude wrong structures being clipped, missing or open clips or tubal lumen
regeneration.
. Testing of tubal patency by X-ray hysterosalpingography, or tubal dye insufflation.
. Tubal histopathology, ideally with clip or ring preserved
in situ on salpingectomy specimen. A new technique of
embedding and sectioning permits sections to be made
while the metal clips are in situ.70
.

A simple lateral and antero-posterior pelvic X-ray can
often identify clips or rings that are missing, have markedly ectopic locations or are incorrectly locked or open,
and may be a useful adjunct before embarking on the
systematic approach described above. No studies have yet
examined a potential role for computed tomography or
magnetic resonance imaging for non-invasive evaluation of
failed sterilisation.
Manufacturers of the Filshie clip (Femcare) also provide an investigation service for any case of Filshie clip
failure, anywhere in the world, to determine if either
material, hinge or lock failure [under-closure and overclosure (Fig. 1)] may have been contributory to the failure
mechanism.

Missing Filshie clips, clip migration and dropped ‘lost’
Filshie clips: management issues
Good clinical practice dictates that proof of tubal occlusion (X-ray HSG or tubal dye insufflation or histology
of salpingectomy) should be undertaken once missing
clips are identified, not only when examining failed
sterilisation cases, but also at laparoscopy or laparotomy
for other reasons.26,71 However, missing clips do not
necessarily indicate failed application or imminent pregnancy failure, as over time there is a tendency for clips to
migrate and even be expelled without resulting in clinical
morbidity.27,31,72
It is estimated that over 25% of women will experience a
migration of one or more Filshie clips.72 The tissue between the Filshie clip jaws normally undergoes avascular
necrosis and fibrosis, leaving two healed stumps, which
tend to separate, permitting clip displacement.
Filshie clips may be inadvertently dropped during laparoscopic sterilisation. If possible, the clip should be laparoscopically removed upon completion of the sterilisation
procedure. However, if the clip is unretrievable, either open
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or closed, it should be left. Performing a laparotomy would
subject the woman to greater operative morbidity risk than
leaving the lost clip in the abdomen. To date, there have
been no reports of any serious morbidity or mortality
consequent to a lost clip. Women should be informed of
the lost clip and reassured accordingly.26

Proposed clinicopathological mechanism of
sterilisation failure
Based on the data depicted in Table 2, and review of
world literature, evidence for sterilisation failure reveals
distinct trends:
.

.

.

.

.

When considering all cases of failed sterilisation for all
methods, initial tubal non-occlusion through operator
error is the most common mechanism of failure.
A greater proportion of early (within one year from operation) than late (after one year from operation) sterilisation failures are due to initial tubal non-occlusion. In
contrast, a greater proportion of late compared with early
sterilisation failures arise as a result of tubal lumen regeneration (tubal fistula formation or tubal recanalisation).
Ectopic pregnancy is more likely to occur in cases with:
late compared with early sterilisation failure; when
electrocautery compared with mechanical occlusion is
used; there is pre-existing pelvic inflammatory disease.
The CREST study showed that for all methods combined, the risk of ectopic pregnancy was significantly
higher after three years (5.3 vs 2.0 per 1000 procedures). A closer analysis shows that the 10-year ectopic
pregnancy probabilities per 1000 procedures were highest for bipolar coagulation (17.1), Hulka clip (8.5),
interval partial salpingectomy (7.5), Silicone ring (7.3)
and unipolar coagulation (1.8).
Mechanical clip occlusion methods are observed to have
lower rates of tubo-peritoneal fistula formation than
coagulation-based techniques.
The evidence suggests a minimal interval of one year
between electrocautery and evidence of functional tuboperitoneal fistula.73,74 This evidence may also be applicable to mechanical occlusion- and excision-based sterilisation methods.

These trends can be inter-related in the form of a
unifying clinicopathological mechanism. We propose that
initial tubal non-occlusion is more likely to lead to early
sterilisation failure (within one year), and as it is less likely
to damage the tube, the resulting pregnancy is more likely
to be intrauterine than ectopic. Conversely, late sterilisation
failure arising from tubal recanalisation or fistula formation
is more likely to result in an abnormal lumen predisposing
to a decreased risk of pregnancy, but should it occur there
would be an increased risk of ectopic pregnancy. This is
graphically illustrated in Fig. 2.

1329

Can the clinicopathological mechanism also apply to
sterilisation reversal?
The factors that predispose to sterilisation failure are
usually identical to those that favour successful reversal of sterilisation. This provides further evidence of a
unifying mechanism of tubal function and regenerative
capacity based on the extent of initial tubal damage and
time-dependent transformation. Sterilisation reversal success is more likely: when the time interval from original sterilisation is shorter, in younger women and when
mechanical occlusion compared with electrocautery was
used at original sterilisation.14,75 Histological findings
that correlate with reduced reanastomotic success rate
over time are the gradual appearance of proximal luminal dilatation, plical attenuation, chronic inflammatory
infiltrates with pseudopolyp formation and plical thickening in the distal segment of the tube, which have also
been identified in failed sterilisation cases.49,76,77 Sterilisation reversal achieves pregnancy rates of only 35–
50% despite tubal patency rates approaching 90%,78,79
suggesting that additional complex male and female
factors being necessary for conception to occur in addition to operator technical skill in re-establishing tubal
patency.

Medico-legal checklist for non-negligent sterilisation
This expands on the RCOG-based recommendations1
and uses information listed in this review.
1. Clear contemporaneous documentation within notes.
2. Pre-operative checklist.
Appropriate medical history and clinical examination
The reason for the sterilisation should be stated
. Adequate counselling and informed consent: failure rate
advised as 1 in 200 lifetime risk (increased at postpartum or post-abortion) or 2 –3/1000 over 10 years for
Filshie clip; failure can occur anytime after the procedure; failure may be ectopic pregnancy; permanent nonreversible procedure; sterilisation performed by laparoscopic mechanical clip or ring method (primary method
of sterilisation in the UK); need for contraception before
and after operation; risk of operative complications (e.g.
laparotomy); increased risk of hysterectomy but decreased risk of ovarian and breast cancer; no disturbance
of menses if performed after 30 years age; alternative
long term contraceptive methods (e.g. Mirena Coil and
vasectomy) must be discussed
. Providing the woman with a written patient information
leaflet on sterilisation
. Increased operative risk (specifically laparotomy) to
women with coexistent medical disorders (e.g. obesity)
or prior abdominal surgery
.
.
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In women under the age of 30 years, or those without
children who request sterilisation, the sterilisation decision should be sanctioned by a consultant who has talked
with the woman.
3. Immediate pre-operative.

Assessment for risk of pregnancy before sterilisation —
routine use of urine pregnancy test, last menstrual period,
contraception used during cycle
. Validate consent for sterilisation to continue.
.

4. Operator.
Performed by an experienced operator (RCOG level II
accredited or competent through operative experience of at
least 25 correctly undertaken supervised laparoscopic sterilisations); capable of performing at least two methods of
sterilisation.
5. Sterilisation technique.
Filshie clip: using a well-maintained Filshie clip applicator, with prior closure gauge checking, clip applied on
the correct structure, at tubal mid-isthmic site, with
perpendicular clip alignment, complete tubal lumen
encapsulation without protruding tubal knuckle or tubal
transection, correctly flattened upper clip jaw with its
end sufficiently locked under the latch for the upper jaw
(Fig. 1).
. Electrocautery: duration, number and length of tubal
areas targeted, and type of electrocautery current used
(should be at least three areas, cutting waveform, 25 W);
should occlude mid to distal portion of isthmic part of
the tube, at least 2 cm from the cornu.
. Checking procedure: clear documentation of checking of
structure/site/application as being correct after the procedure performed by visual inspection and instrumental
manipulation of the fallopian tube. Clearly focussed
photographs of the clips on the fallopian tubes would be
useful but currently not a legal requirement in the UK.

operator fault because of tubal non-occlusion, and the
pregnancy is more likely to be intrauterine. Conversely,
sterilisation failure after one year is more likely due to
natural tubal lumen regeneration through tubal recanalisation or fistula formation and the pregnancy is more likely
to be an ectopic pregnancy. The RCOG working group
recommendation for a national register of sterilisation
failure should help to clarify long term failure rates and
enhance good medical practice. Expansion of this data set
is urgently required, which we have commenced in our
institution. This includes histopathological and radiological expertise. This should include precise knowledge
of the method of sterilisation, time interval to failure
and mechanism of sterilisation failure (especially the contribution of operator fault). These factors may show
obvious trends relating to early/late sterilisation failure
and help to validate the proposed clinicopathological
mechanism. Furthermore, this article provides practical
advice on how to perform laparoscopic sterilisation safely,
how to minimise failure and manage failed sterilisation
medico-legally.

.

6. Postprocedure.
Woman is informed of the method of sterilisation,
confirmed in GP discharge letter, and need for contraceptive precautions until next menstrual cycle.
. Any technically difficult cases or doubts of sterilisation
success should be referred for tubal patency testing.
.

Conclusions
We have proposed a clinicopathological mechanism of
sterilisation failure. Current evidence suggests that if sterilisation failure occurs before one year, pregnancy is due to

Conflict of interest
None declared.
Rajesh Varma, Janesh K. Gupta
Division of Reproductive and Child Health, Academic
Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology, Birmingham
Women’s Hospital, UK

References
1. Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. Male and
Female Sterilisation. London: RCOG Press, 2004.
2. Hulka JF, Peterson HB, Phillips JM. American Association of
Gynecologic Laparoscopists 1988 Membership Survey on Laparoscopic Sterilization. Zentralbl Gynakol 1990;112(24):1501 – 1504.
3. Westhoff C, Davis A. Tubal sterilization: focus on the U.S. experience. Fertil Steril 2000;73(5):913 – 922.
4. Penfield AJ. The Filshie clip for female sterilization: a review of
world experience. Am J Obstet Gynecol 2000;182(3):485 – 489.
5. Huddleston HT, Dunnihoo DR. Long-term sterilization failure:
twenty-three years. J La State Med Soc 2000;152(9):427 – 428.
6. Jansen FW, Kapiteyn K, Trimbos-Kemper TJ, Hermans J, Trimbos
JB. Complications of laparoscopy: a prospective multicentre observational study. Br J Obstet Gynaecol 1997;104(5):595 – 600.
7. Hendrix NW, Chauhan SP, Morrison JC. Sterilization and its
consequences. Obstet Gynecol Surv 1999;54(12):766 – 777.
8. Cornelison TL, Natarajan N, Piver MS, Mettlin CJ. Tubal ligation and
the risk of ovarian carcinoma. Cancer Detec Prev 1997;21(1):1 – 6.
9. Nardin JM, Kulier R, Boulvain M. Techniques for the interruption
of tubal patency for female sterilisation. Cochrane Database Syst Rev
2003;(1):CD003034.
10. Argent V. Failed sterilization and the law. Br J Obstet Gynaecol
1988;95(2):113 – 115.
11. Peterson HB, Xia Z, Hughes JM, Wilcox LS, Tylor LR, Trussell J.
The risk of pregnancy after tubal sterilization: findings from the U.S.

D RCOG 2004 BJOG: an International Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology 111, pp. 1322 – 1332

REVIEW

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.
18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.
27.

28.

29.
30.

31.

32.

collaborative review of sterilization. Am J Obstet Gynecol 1996;
174(4):1161 – 1168.
Peterson HB, Xia Z, Wilcox LS, Tylor LR, Trussell J. Pregnancy after
tubal sterilization with bipolar electrocoagulation. U.S. collaborative
review of sterilization working group. Obstet Gynecol 1999;94(2):
163 – 167.
Peterson HB, Xia Z, Wilcox LS, Tylor LR, Trussell J, US
Collaborative Review of Sterilization Working Group. Pregnancy
after tubal sterilization with silicone rubber band and spring clip
application. Obstet Gynecol 2001;97(2):205 – 210.
Trussell J, Guilbert E, Hedley A. Sterilization failure, sterilization
reversal, and pregnancy after sterilization reversal in Quebec. Obstet
Gynecol 2003;101(4):677 – 684.
Chi IC, Siemens AJ, Champion CB, Gates D, Cilenti D. Pregnancy
following minilaparotomy tubal sterilization — an update of an
international data set. Contraception 1987;35(2):171 – 178.
Hillis SD, Marchbanks PA, Tylor LR, Peterson HB. Poststerilization
regret: findings from the United States Collaborative Review of
Sterilization. Obstet Gynecol 1999;93(6):889 – 895.
Birdsall MA, Pattison NS, Wilson P. Female sterilisation: National
Women’s Hospital 1988 – 9. N Z Med J 1994;107(990):473 – 475.
Lipscomb GH, Spellman JR, Ling FW. The effect of same-day
pregnancy testing on the incidence of luteal phase pregnancy. Obstet
Gynecol 1993;82(3):411 – 413.
Kulier R, Boulvain M, Walker D, de Candolle G, Campana A.
Minilaparotomy and endoscopic techniques for tubal sterilisation.
Cochrane Database Syst Rev 2003;(1).
Aranda C, de Badia D, Mahran M, Feldblum PJ. A comparative
clinical trial of the tubal ring versus the rocket clip for female
sterilization. Am J Obstet Gynecol 1985;153(7):755 – 759.
Argueta G, Henriquez E, Amador MN, Gardner SD. Comparison of
laparoscopic sterilization via spring-loaded clip and tubal ring. Int J
Gynaecol Obstet 1980;18(2):115 – 118.
Baweja R, Chaterjee AK, Engineer AD, et al. Tubal sterilization with
Filshie Clip. A multicentre study of the ICMR task force on female
sterilization. Contraception 1984;30(4):339 – 353.
Chi IC, Gardner SD, Laufe LE. The history of pregnancies that
occur following female sterilization. Int J Gynaecol Obstet 1979;17(3):
265 – 267.
Davies GC, Letchworth AT, Diamond I. A comparison of Filshie and
Hulka – Clemens clips used in sterilisation operations. J Obstet
Gynaecol 1990;10(3):251 – 252.
Dominik R, Gates D, Sokal D, et al. Two randomized controlled
trials comparing the Hulka and Filshie Clips for tubal sterilization.
Contraception 2000;62(4):169 – 175.
Filshie GM. Laparoscopic sterilization. Semin Laparosc Surg 1999;
6(2):112 – 117.
Kovacs GT, Krins AJ. Female sterilisations with Filshie clips: what
are the risks of failure? A retrospective survey of 30,000 applications.
J Fam Plan Reprod Health Care 2002;28:34 – 35.
Makar AP, Vanderheyden JS, Schatteman EA, Albertyn GP,
Verkinderen JJ, Van Marck EA. Female sterilization failure after
bipolar electrocoagulation: a 6 year retrospective study. Eur J Obstet
Gynecol Reprod Biol 1990;37(3):237 – 246.
Newton J. Failure of female sterilisation. Eur J Obstet Gynecol
Reprod Biol 1998;3(S):41.
Peterson HB, Xia Z, Hughes JM, Wilcox LS, Tylor LR, Trussell J.
The risk of ectopic pregnancy after tubal sterilization. U.S. Collaborative Review of Sterilization Working Group. N Engl J Med 1997;
336(11):762 – 767.
Sokal D, Gates D, Amatya R, Dominik R. Two randomized controlled
trials comparing the tubal ring and filshie clip for tubal sterilization.
Fertil Steril 2000;74(3):525 – 533.
Stovall TG, Ling FW, Henry GM, Ryan Jr GM. Method failures of
laparoscopic tubal sterilization in a residency training program. A
comparison of the tubal ring and spring-loaded clip. J Reprod Med
1991;36(4):283 – 286.

1331

33. Trussell J, Guilbert E, Hedley A. Sterilization failure, sterilization
reversal, and pregnancy after sterilization reversal in Quebec. Obstet
Gynecol 2003;101(4):677 – 684.
34. Soderstrom RM, Levy BS, Engel T. Reducing bipolar sterilization
failures. Obstet Gynecol 1989;74(1):60 – 63.
35. Lammes FB. Spontaneous opening of the Filshie clip as a cause of
sterilisation failure. Br J Obstet Gynaecol 2001;108(6):657 – 658.
36. Hammerstein J. Legal liability in failed sterilization from the
physician’s viewpoint. Z Arztl Fortbild (Jena) 1995;89(6):678 – 681.
37. Jones KP. Failed laparoscopic sterilisation due to interlaced Hulka –
Clemens clips. Contraception 1987;36(3):317 – 320.
38. Soderstrom RM. Sterilization failures and their causes. Am J Obstet
Gynecol 1985;152(4):395 – 403.
39. Sheikh HH. Hysterosalpingographic follow-up of the partial salpingectomy type of sterilization. Am J Obstet Gynecol 1977; 128(8):
858 – 861.
40. Rock JA, Parmley TH, King TM, Laufe LE, Su BS. Endometriosis
and the development of tuboperitoneal fistulas after tubal ligation.
Fertil Steril 1981;35(1):16 – 20.
41. McCausland A. Endosalpingosis (‘endosalpingoblastosis’) following laparoscopic tubal coagulation as an etiologic factor of ectopic pregnancy.
Am J Obstet Gynecol 1982;143(1):12 – 24.
42. Stock RJ, Nelson KJ. Ectopic pregnancy subsequent to sterilization:
histologic evaluation and clinical implications. Fertil Steril 1984;
42(2):211 – 215.
43. Badawy S, Gilman T, Mroziewicz E. The role of recanalization in
tubal pregnancy after sterilization. Int Surg 1979;64(5):49 – 51.
44. Grunert GM. Late tubal patency following tubal ligation. Fertil Steril
1981;35(4):406 – 408.
45. Hernandez FJ. Tubal ligation and pregnancy: mechanism of recanalization after tubal ligation. Fertil Steril 1975;26(5):392 – 396.
46. McCausland AM. Recanalization and fistulization of the fallopian
tubes are thought to be the causes of pregnancies following female
sterilization. Am J Obstet Gynecol 1981;139(1):114 – 115.
47. Ayers JW, Johnson RS, Ansbacher R, Menon M, LaFerla JJ, Roberts
JA. Sterilization failures with bipolar tubal cautery. Fertil Steril
1984;42(4):526 – 530.
48. Cook CL. Evaluation of Falope Ring sterilization by hysterosalpingogram. J Reprod Med 1982;27(5):243 – 248.
49. Stock RJ. Histopathologic changes in fallopian tubes subsequent to
sterilization procedures. Int J Gynaecol Pathol 1983;2(1):13 – 27.
50. Sharma D, Singhal SR, Singhal SK. Uterus didelphys, a rare cause for
tubal sterilization failure. Aust N Z J Obstet Gynaecol 1998;38(3):
327 – 328.
51. Lassner KJ, Chen CH, Oberle MW, da Trindade TC, Aguinaga H.
Analysis of sterilization failure in Brazil. Int J Gynaecol Obstet
1988;27(2):255 – 263.
52. Vessey M, Huggins G, Lawless M, McPherson K, Yeates D. Tubal
sterilization: findings in a large prospective study. Br J Obstet
Gynaecol 1983;90(3):203 – 209.
53. Roy KK, Banerjee N, Takkar D. Pregnancy following tubal sterilization: an 11-year survey. Int J Gynaecol Obstet 2000;68:53 – 54.
54. Hughes GJ. Sterilisation failure. BMJ 1977;2(6098):1337 – 1339.
55. Cook CL, Benninger TW, Masterson BJ. Teaching laparoscopic
sterilization. J Reprod Med 1984;29(9):693 – 696.
56. Madrigal V, Edelman DA, Henriquez E, Goldsmith A. A comparative
study of spring-loaded clips and electrocoagulation for female
sterilization. J Reprod Med 1977;18(1):41 – 45.
57. Brenner WE, Edelman DA, Black JF, Goldsmith A. Laparoscopic
sterilization with electrocautery, spring-loaded clips, and Silastic
bands: technical problems and early complications. Fertil Steril 1976;
27(3):256 – 266.
58. Chi I, Mumford SD, Laufe LE. Technical failures in tubal ring
sterilization: incidence, perceived reasons, outcome, and risk factors.
Am J Obstet Gynecol 1980;138(3):307 – 312.
59. Khandwala SD. Laparoscopic sterilization. A comparison of current
techniques. J Reprod Med 1988;33(5):463 – 466.

D RCOG 2004 BJOG: an International Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology 111, pp. 1322 – 1332

1332

REVIEW

60. Ryder RM, Vaughan MC. Laparoscopic tubal sterilization. Methods,
effectiveness, and sequelae [Review] [82 refs]. Obstet Gynecol Clin
North Am 1999;26(1):83 – 97.
61. Chi IC, Potts M, Wilkens L. Rare events associated with tubal
sterilizations: an international experience. Obstet Gynecol Surv 1986;
41(1):7 – 19.
62. Feldblum PJ, Champion CB, Chi IC, Lamptey P. Technical failures in
female sterilization using the tubal ring: a case – control analysis.
Contraception 1986;34(5):505 – 512.
63. Maker AP, Keersmaekers GH, Vanderheyden JS, Hansch C.
Development of endosalpingoblastosis and tuboperitoneal fistulas
following tubal sterilization: relation with uterine adenomyosis. Eur J
Obstet Gynecol Reprod Biol 1993;52(3):187 – 191.
64. Pati S, Cullins V. Female sterilization. Obstet Gynecol Clin North Am
2000;27(4):859 – 899.
65. Levgur M, Duvivier R. Pelvic inflammatory disease after tubal
sterilization: a review. Obstet Gynecol Surv 2000;55(1):41 – 50.
66. Heisterberg L, Jessen P, Schroeder E, Wohlk P, Pedersen LM.
Comparison of interval and postabortal/puerperal laparoscopic sterilization with the tubal ring procedure. Acta Obstet Gynecol Scand
1985;64(3):223 – 225.
67. Hertz JB. Laparoscopic sterilization with the Falope-ring technique.
Acta Obstet Gynecol Scand 1982;61(1):13 – 15.
68. Sheikh HH. Hysterosalpingographic follow-up of laparoscopic
sterilization. Am J Obstet Gynecol 1976;126(2):181 – 185.
69. Pellicer A, Serra V. Female sterilization using tubal coagulation. Adv
Contracept Deliv Syst 1988;4(4):349 – 367.
70. Leonard N, Mawhinney WH, Malcolm AJ. A technique for the
evaluation of failed fallopian tube ligation with metal clip. J Clin
Pathol 2000;53(5):400.
71. Klumper F, Peters AA. Migrating clips; a complication following
sterilization. Ned Tijdschr Geneeskd 1991;135(6):233 – 235.

72. Amu O, Husemeyer RP. Migration of sterilisation clips: case report
and review. Br J Fam Plann 1999;25:27 – 28.
73. DeStefano F, Peterson HB, Layde PM, Rubin GL. Risk of ectopic pregnancy following tubal sterilization. Obstet Gynecol 1982;60(3):326– 330.
74. McCausland A. High rate of ectopic pregnancy following laparoscopic tubal coagulation failures. Incidence and etiology. Am J Obstet
Gynecol 1980;136(1):97 – 101.
75. te Velde ER, Boer ME, Looman CW, Habbema JD. Factors influencing success or failure after reversal of sterilization: a multivariate approach. Fertil Steril 1990;54(2):270 – 277.
76. Stovall TG, Ling FW, O’Kelley KR, Coleman SA. Gross and
histologic examination of tubal ligation failures in a residency training
program. Obstet Gynecol 1990;76(3 Pt 1):461 – 465.
77. Vasquez G, Winston RM, Boeckx W, Brosens I. Tubal lesions
subsequent to sterilization and their relation to fertility after attempts
at reversal. Am J Obstet Gynecol 1980;138(1):86 – 92.
78. Hulka JF, Halme J. Sterilization reversal: results of 101 attempts. Am
J Obstet Gynecol 1988;159(3):767 – 774.
79. Young GP, Ott DJ, Chen MY, Fayez JA, Gelfand DW. Postoperative
hysterosalpingography. Radiographic appearances and clinical results
following tubal surgery. J Reprod Med 1993;38(12):924 – 928.
80. de Villiers VP. Postpartum sterilisation with the Filshie titanium
silicone-rubber clip and subsequent pregnancy. S Afr Med J 1987;
71(8):498 – 499.
81. Laparoscopic sterilization using local anesthesia with the Filshie clip.
Ten year follow up study: the first 200 cases in Nottingham. Annual
meeting of the Society of Laparoendoscopic Surgeons, San Diego,
USA, 1998.
82. Metz KG. Failures following fimbriectomy: a further report. Fertil
Steril 1978;30(3):269 – 273.
83. Bauer O, Beck T. Sterilization failures following fibrectomy.
Zentralbl Gynakol 1989;111(14):979 – 982.

D RCOG 2004 BJOG: an International Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology 111, pp. 1322 – 1332

