1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

wduosnue Joyiny vd-HIN

s NIH Public Access
I‘E@" Author Manuscript

Rrens®

Published in final edited form as:
Best Pract Res Clin Obstet Gynaecol. 2011 June ; 25(3): 313-327. doi:10.1016/j.bpobgyn.2011.02.006.

Placental bed disorders in preterm labor, preterm PROM,
spontaneous abortion and abruptio placentae

Roberto Romerol2:34, Juan Pedro Kusanovicl:3, Tinnakorn Chaiworapongsal3, and Sonia
S. Hassan?1:3

1Perinatology Research Branch, NICHD/NIH/DHHS, Bethesda, Maryland and Detroit, Michigan,
USA

2Center for Molecular Medicine and Genetics, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan, USA
3Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology, Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan, USA
“Department of Epidemiology, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan, USA

Abstract

Failure of physiologic transformation of the spiral arteries has been studied using placental bed
biopsies in several obstetrical syndromes. Contrary to what was originally believed, this lesion is
not restricted to preeclampsia and/or intrauterine growth restriction. A review of published
evidence indicates that failure of physiologic transformation can be observed in women with
spontaneous second trimester abortions, preterm labor with intact membranes, prelabor rupture of
membranes and abruptio placentae. Therefore, disorders of deep placentation are present in a wide
range of complications of pregnancy, emphasizing the importance of understanding the physiology
and pathology of transformation of the spiral arteries. We propose that changes in the population
and function of immunocytes at the maternal-fetal interface can be part of the mechanism of
disease of obstetrical disorders, and this requires further investigation.
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Disorders of deep placentation are now recognized as a major mechanism of disease for
several complications of pregnancy. The definition, classification, diagnostic criteria and
mechanisms of disease responsible for disorders of deep placentation have been covered by
other authors in this issue of the journal2 and elsewhere.2 Moreover, a recent review has
examined the key concepts and proposed a classification of defective deep placentation.*
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The article “Defective deep placentation” by Khong and Brosens in this issue reviews the
information about disorders of deep placentation in preeclampsia and intrauterine growth
restriction (IUGR).1 The frequency of physiologic remodeling of the spiral arteries in
normal pregnancy and in those with preeclampsia from 8 articles is summarized in Table 1.4
The mechanisms proposed to be responsible for disorders of deep placentation are reviewed
in detail by Pijnenborg et al.2

It is now clear that disorders of deep placentation are present not only in preeclampsia and
IUGR, but in other obstetrical syndromes. This article will review the evidence that failure
of physiologic transformation is present in spontaneous abortion, preterm labor with intact
membranes, preterm prelabor rupture of membranes (PROM) and abruptio placentae. We
will also propose how such defects may play a role in the genesis of the different phenotypes
of complications of pregnancy.

Spontaneous abortions in the first trimester

Khong et al.> were the first to examine the morphology of the placental bed in idiopathic,
sporadic and recurrent spontaneous abortion. In this pioneering study, twelve patients had
spontaneous abortions, four composed the control group, three had elective terminations of
pregnancy and one had a late spontaneous abortion with a live fetus (due to cervical
insufficiency). All patients in the control group had physiologic transformation of the spiral
arteries. In contrast, failure of physiologic transformation of the decidual segments was seen
in 58% (7/12) cases of spontaneous abortion. Only 33% (4/12) of cases had myometrial
segments of the spiral arteries in the biopsy material. None had evidence of physiologic
transformation. Karyotype of the products of conception was performed in six of the
spontaneous abortions, and there was no relationship between the karyotype results and the
histology of the placental bed.

Similarly, Gun et al.® reported a study in which the histology of the decidua was compared
in women (n=25) with spontaneous abortion (5 to 12 weeks) and the decidua of 40 women
undergoing elective terminations of pregnancy (between 5 and 11 weeks). The authors found
that transformation of the spiral arteries occurred in 90% of elective abortions, whereas lack
of physiologic transformation in the decidual segments was present in 48% of patients with
spontaneous abortions (p<0.001).

Michel et al.” examined the placental bed of patients who had an elective termination of
pregnancy (n=12), women who had a history of recurrent spontaneous abortion (defined as 3
or more unexplained miscarriages with the same partner, and not more than one live birth;
n=10), and women who had a “mis-abortion”, diagnosed with ultrasound (n=6). Physiologic
transformation in the decidual segments of the spiral arteries was observed in 91.6% (11/12)
of patients who had an elective termination of pregnancy. In contrast, 83% (5/6) of women
who had a spontaneous abortion had inadequate development of most spiral arteries in the
decidua. In the group of patients with recurrent spontaneous abortions, physiologic
transformation in the decidual segments of the spiral arteries was observed in 4 women,
incomplete physiologic transformation was present in the other two, and poorly developed
vasculature was observed in the remaining four. Moreover, the number of cells with large
granules, probably corresponding to uterine natural killer cells, was reported in the study.’
The proportion of these cells was significantly higher in women undergoing elective
terminations of pregnancy than in those who had spontaneous abortions (either sporadic or
recurrent).

Hustin et al.8 evaluated 184 specimens of complete spontaneous abortions. A complete
spontaneous abortion was defined as one in which the gestational sac was expelled “en
bloc”. The control group consisted of 219 patients who underwent voluntary termination of
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pregnancy in the first trimester by uterine aspiration. In addition, there were three
hysterectomy specimens with pregnancies in situ (before 10 weeks of gestation).

Limited trophoblastic infiltration and inadequate physiologic changes of the spiral arteries
was observed in 64% of those with embryonic demise and 77% of abnormal conceptuses,
while such findings were not observed in patients with normal pregnancies. The authors
concluded that most cases of spontaneous abortion are associated with defective trophoblast
invasion into the decidua and spiral arteries. They proposed if the trophoblast growth is
reduced, intra-arterial plugs will be less well-formed. Therefore untimely initiation of blood
circulation in the intervillous space may be associated with pregnancy failure and complete
abortion. Indeed, maternal blood was found with higher frequency in the intervillous space
in pathologic cases than in normal pregnancy. This study is unique because it was based on
the examination of the complete aborted material, rather than a biopsy of the placental bed.®
For further detail for pathophysiology we referred the readers to the article by Burton et al.
in this issue of the journal.®

In contrast to the conclusion of the previous studies, Ball et al.19 reported a large study in
which placental bed biopsies were obtained under ultrasound visualization from 50 women
who had a spontaneous abortion, and from 78 women who underwent elective terminations
of pregnancy. Frozen sections were immunostained for cytokeratin, desmin and von
Willebrand factor (to detect trophoblast, vascular and myometrial smooth muscle, and
endothelium, respectively). Inclusion in the study required the presence of at least one spiral
artery in the biopsy specimen. Trophoblast invasion of the decidua and physiologic
transformation of spiral arteries did not differ between spontaneous abortion and elective
terminations of pregnancy. Similarly, there were no differences in the histologic features
between patients with euploidy and aneuploidy conceptuses.

The discrepancy among studies could be attributed to the nature of the specimens collected,
the requirement for the presence of an embryo and gestational age. Further investigation is
required to elucidate the role of trophoblast plugging of the spiral arteries and physiologic
transformation of the decidual and myometrial segments in early spontaneous abortions.
Since myometrial invasion of the spiral arteries does not occur until after 14 weeks of
gestation, one may not expect that failure of transformation of this particular segment may
be associated with spontaneous abortion. Systematic studies of the cell populations in the
decidua are warranted. The difficulties in interpreting whether the changes in cell
populations represent a causal shift or epiphenomenon resulting from pregnancy failure are
acknowledged.

Spontaneous abortions in the second trimester

In addition to the study of Khong et al.5, a recent study by Ball et al.1! provides support for a
relationship between failure of physiologic transformation of the spiral arteries and
spontaneous abortion in the midtrimester. This study included 26 late spontaneous
miscarriages between 13 and 23.9 gestational weeks and gestational age-matched normal
pregnancies undergoing elective termination (n=74). Myometrial spiral arteries from
patients with late miscarriage showed a lower number of endovascular trophoblasts (4% vs.
31%, p=0.001), intramural trophoblasts (76% vs. 88%, p=0.05), and less extensive fibrinoid
change (4% vs. 18%, p=0.01) compared to myometrial spiral arteries from women with
normal pregnancies. In contrast, the number of endovascular trophoblasts in the decidual
spiral arteries was higher in patients who had a spontaneous abortion than in the control
group (66% vs. 40%, p=0.04).
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Preterm Birth

Preterm birth is traditionally defined as delivery occurring before 37 weeks of gestation, and
is the leading cause of perinatal morbidity and mortality worldwide.12 Spontaneous preterm
labor (with intact membranes or following preterm PROM) accounts for 2/3 of preterm
births. The remaining 1/3 is due to preeclampsia and intrauterine growth restriction, in
which preterm delivery is accomplished for maternal or fetal indications.12

Spontaneous preterm parturition is considered a syndrome!® whether it occurs with intact or
ruptured membranes. The spectrum of the phenotype may range from cervical insufficiency,
preterm labor with intact membranes or preterm PROM. The causes of spontaneous preterm
parturition have been proposed to include infection/inflammation,14-26 ischemia due to
vascular disease,2’+28 cervical disease,2%-31 uterine overdistension,32 abnormal allograft
reaction,33:34 allergy,35-37 and endocrine disorders (deficient progesterone action).38-41
Growing evidence suggests that vascular disorders may play a role in a subset of patients
who have preterm labor with intact membranes or preterm PROM.

Spontaneous preterm labor leading to preterm delivery

The most common lesions found in the placenta of patients with spontaneous preterm
parturition are those of acute inflammation (acute chorioamnionitis and funisitis). Vascular
lesions are the second most common pathology of the placenta in these patients.27:28 Arias
et al.2’ reported that 34.1% of women with spontaneous preterm labor and intact membranes
had vascular lesions in decidual vessels attached to the placenta, while this only occurred in
11.8% of control women (term gestation without complications, p=0.001). Placental
vascular lesions in the decidual vessels of the placenta were more frequent in patients with
preterm labor with intact membranes (odds ratio 3.8, 95% CI 1.3-11.1, p=0.007). Moreover,
abruptio placentae was more frequent in patients with preterm labor than in controls (9.5%
vs. 0%, respectively; p=0.001). Similarly, Germain et al.#2 reported a higher frequency of
ischemic lesions in placentas from patients with preterm labor who delivered preterm than in
those with an episode of preterm labor who delivered at term (25.4% vs. 3.7%, p<0.05).

Kim et al.*3 reported the only systematic study of the placental bed of patients presenting
with preterm labor who had a preterm delivery. Placental bed biopsies were obtained at the
time of cesarean section under direct visualization. Specimens were immunostained for
cytokeratin and counterstained with periodic acid Schiff (PAS) to detect trophoblasts and
fibrinoid, respectively. Three groups of patients were studied: 1) patients who had a cesarean
section at term; 2) patients who had a spontaneous preterm labor/delivery with a cesarean
section for obstetrical indications; and 3) patients with preeclampsia (positive control).

The rate of failure of physiologic transformation of the myometrial segment of the spiral
arteries was significantly higher in patients with spontaneous preterm labor/delivery than in
those who had a term delivery (30.9% vs. 13.6%, p=0.004). The same was the case for the
decidual segment in the placental bed (13.1% vs. 3.6%, p=0.001), but not for the decidual
segment in the basal plate of the placenta (10.4% vs. 7.4%, p>0.05). Figure 1 describes the
mean percentage of non-transformed spiral arteries in three different locations
(myometrium, decidual segment of the placental bed, and decidua in the basal plate).

These observations indicate that patients with preterm labor and intact membranes who
deliver a preterm neonate have a greater degree of failure of transformation of the spiral
arteries in the myometrial and decidual segments than that of women who deliver at term.
However, the extent of this defect was much greater in patients with preeclampsia than those
in preterm labor with intact membranes. Of interest is that there was no difference in the
frequency of lack of physiologic transformation between patients with and without
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histologic chorioamnionitis. The reasons why some women with failure of physiologic
transformation develop preterm labor, or other obstetrical syndromes, are presently
unknown. However, it is possible that the more extensive degree of vascular pathology in
preeclampsia than in preterm labor may, in part, be responsible for the phenotype.

Preterm prelabor rupture of membranes

Preterm PROM accounts for one-third of all preterm births, and is often a leading cause of
spontaneous preterm labor. Vascular lesions of the placental bed have been described in
patients with preterm PROM, including failure of physiologic transformation of the decidual
segment of the spiral arteries, thrombosis, and atherosis.

Only one study has examined the histology of the placental bed in patients with preterm
PROM. Kim et al.** determined the frequency of non-transformed spiral arteries in placental
bed biopsies obtained under direct visualization at the time of cesarean section in three
groups of patients: 1) normal pregnancies who delivered at term; 2) patients with preterm
PROM that underwent cesarean section for obstetrical indications; and 3) patients with
preeclampsia. Specimens were stained with cytokeratin and PAS. The study showed that the
frequency of failure of physiologic transformation of the myometrial segment of the spiral
arteries was higher in patients with preterm PROM than in patients who had a spontaneous
delivery at term (completely transformed spiral arteries were observed in 59% of patients
who delivered at term, 29% of those with preterm PROM, and 4.3% of patients with
preeclampsia (Table 2). The lack of transformation of all vessels in the biopsy specimen was
observed in only 6.8% of term deliveries, 52% of patients with preeclampsia, and in 19.4%
of patients with preterm PROM. Notably, there was no difference in the rate of failure of
physiologic transformation in the decidual or myometrial segments of the spiral arteries in
patients with and without histologic chorioamnionitis (Table 3).

Vascular lesions in decidual vessels attached to the placenta also have been detected in
patients with preterm PROM. Avrias et al.2” reported a higher rate of maternal vascular
lesions in patients with preterm PROM than normal pregnancies (35.1% vs. 11.8%,
p=0.001). An interesting observation was that the gestational age at delivery was greater in
patients who had vascular lesions of the placenta than in those who had acute histologic
chorioamnionitis (30.1 weeks vs. 32.3 weeks, p=0.005). This observation is consistent with
the results of microbiologic studies as well as those examining the frequency of intra-
amniotic inflammation as a function of gestational age.*® Thus, there are two major clusters
of patients who delivered preterm: 1) patients with acute inflammatory lesions (acute
chorioamnionitis); and 2) those who delivered preterm, but at a later gestational age, in
whom the predominant lesions are vascular.

Arias et al. also evaluated the histology of the placenta in 235 consecutive patients admitted
with preterm PROM?28 and found the presence of maternal or fetal vascular lesions was
20.4% (48/235). Acute histologic chorioamnionitis was found in 43.4% of the cases.
Maternal (rather than fetal) vascular lesions accounted for the majority (41/48) of these.
Interestingly, most of the vascular lesions (77.1%) occurred in patients with preterm PROM
after 30 weeks of gestation. Notably, the “vascular” and “inflammatory” clusters are not
exclusive: some patients had both types of lesions.

How can vascular lesions be linked to spontaneous onset of labor with
intact or ruptured membranes?

Maternal vascular lesions could lead to preterm labor by causing uteroplacental ischemia.
Evidence in support of this hypothesis has been reviewed elsewhere in the literature*6 and
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consists of the following: 1) experimental studies designed to generate a primate model for
preeclampsia by causing uterine ischemia showed that a proportion of animals had
spontaneous preterm labor and preterm birth;4” 2) abruptio placentae, a lesion of vascular
origin, is more frequent in women who deliver preterm with intact membranes2/+48 or
rupture of membranes than in those who deliver at term;49-51 3) women presenting with
preterm labor and intact membranes who have an abnormal uterine artery Doppler
velocimetry are more likely to deliver preterm than those with normal Doppler
velocimetry.>2:53 These results are similar to those reported by other investigators studying
women before the onset of labor;>* 4) the frequency of small-for-gestational-age infants is
increased in women who delivered after preterm labor with intact membranes and preterm
PROM.55-60 vascular lesions leading to a compromise of the uterine supply line could
account for the association of both preterm labor and both intrauterine growth restriction;
and 5) the plasma concentrations of soluble endoglin (SEng), a potent anti-angiogenic factor,
were found to be higher in a subset of patients with preterm labor who delivered preterm
than in those who delivered at term even prior to the diagnosis of preterm labor.61
Moreover, there was a relationship between the high concentration of SEng and the presence
of placental lesions consistent with maternal underperfusion.61

The precise mechanisms responsible for the onset of preterm parturition in women with
uteroplacental ischemia have not been determined. A role for the renin-angiotensin system
has been postulated as the fetal membranes are endowed with a functional renin-angiotensin
system,52 and uterine ischemia increases the production of uterine renin.83:64 Angiotensin I
can induce myometrial contractility directly8® or through the release of prostaglandins.5®
When uteroplacental ischemia is severe enough to lead to decidual necrosis and hemorrhage,
thrombin may activate the common pathway of parturition. Evidence in support of this
includes: 1) decidua is a rich source of tissue factor, the primary initiator of coagulation;5”
2) intrauterine administration of whole blood to pregnant rats stimulates myometrial
contractility,58 while heparinized blood does not (heparin blocks the generation of
thrombin);®8 3) fresh whole blood stimulates myometrial contractility in vitro, and this
effect is partially blunted by incubation with hirudin, a thrombin inhibitor;®8 4) thrombin
stimulates myometrial contractility in a dose-dependent manner;%8 5) thrombin stimulates
the production of MMP-159, urokinase type plasminogen activator (UPA), and tissue type
plasminogen activator (tPA) by endometrial stromal cells in culture;”® matrix
metalloproteinase-1 can digest collagen directly, while uPA and tPA catalyse the
transformation of plasminogen into plasmin which, in turn, can degrade type I1I collagen
and fibronectin,’! important components of the extracellular matrix in the chorioamniotic
membranes;’2 6) thrombin/anti-thrombin (TAT) complexes, markers of in vivo generation of
thrombin, are increased in the plasma’3 and amniotic fluid’4 of women in preterm labor and
with preterm PROM; 7) an elevation of plasma TAT complex concentration in the second
trimester is associated with subsequent preterm PROM; > 8) the presence of retroplacental
hematoma detected by ultrasound examination in the first trimester is associated with
adverse pregnancy outcomes, including preterm birth and fetal growth restriction;’® and 9)
the presence of vaginal bleeding in the first or second trimester is associated with preterm
birth and other adverse perinatal outcomes.’7-80

Placental Abruption

The initial event leading to placental abruption is thought to be an ischemic lesion of the
decidua, resulting in decidual necrosis, vascular disruption and bleeding. In the event of
hemorrhage, laceration and dissection along a decidual plane and placental separation occur.
The latter produces more vascular rhexis, arterial hemorrhage and retroplacental
accumulation of blood.
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Absence of physiologic transformation of the spiral arteries was reported in 58% (7/12) of
patients with abruptio placentae.81 Intimal or subintimal thickening of the spiral arteries was
observed in five cases, and in every case, it occurred in a non-transformed vessel. The
authors indicated that the morphologic changes were similar to those described by
Brosens,82 who suggested that they may be the result of previous thrombosis. In conclusion,
failure of physiologic transformation is observed in a large number of patients with placental
abruption.

Primary Antiphospholipid Syndrome

Primary antiphospholipid syndrome during pregnancy is associated with a higher rate of
spontaneous abortion, intrauterine growth restriction, preeclampsia, preterm birth and fetal
death.83:84 Studies of the placenta have demonstrated an excess of lesions associated with
underperfusion; in particular, placental infarction, thrombosis, fibrinoid necrosis and
atherosis8>-87 as well as defective physiologic transformation of the spiral arteries.86

A study conducted by Stone et al.88 systematically examined the characteristics of the
placental bed obtained at the time of cesarean section in 12 patients with primary
antiphospholipid syndrome and 16 controls. The biopsy specimens were stained with a panel
of antibodies including vascular cell adhesion molecule-1 (VCAM-1) as a marker of
endothelial cell activation, and also antibodies to CD68 for detection of macrophages. In
addition, trophoblast was identified using cytokeratin, human alpha smooth muscle actin to
identify smooth muscle, and PAS to detect fibrinoid. Orcein was used to detect the presence
of elastin. The presence of extravillous trophoblasts was considered indicative that the
sample was obtained from the placental bed. Decidua and myometrium were assessed for
interstitial trophoblast distribution.

Placental bed biopsies of patients with antiphospholipid antibodies had a higher density of
inflammatory cells (p=0.0001), and particularly macrophages (p=0.014), than those of the
control group. These inflammatory cells clustered around the blood vessels; however, there
was no difference in the frequency of remodeled spiral arteries between cases and controls.
Atherosis was not observed in any case. In three cases, the placental bed biopsies showed
necrosis and hyperplastic vessels and one case had arterial thromboses.

This study is important because decidual vasculopathy of the basal plate of the placenta was
described in cases with antiphospholipid antibodies and poor pregnancy outcome.8%:86
However, the decidual segments may not be representative of the events occurring in the
myometrial segment of the spiral arteries. Perhaps the most striking observations in this
study were the absence of impaired trophoblast invasion in women with antiphospholipid
syndrome, the absence of endothelial cell activation (as determined by staining with
VCAM-1) and the presence of an inflammatory reaction in the perivascular area. It should
be noted that women with antiphospholipid syndrome were treated with 75mg of aspirin
from the pre-conceptional period and low molecular-weight heparin after a positive
pregnancy test if there was a history of thrombosis, previous late fetal loss, or recurrent
miscarriages. An effect of these therapies on the placental bed findings cannot be excluded.

Recent observations in an animal model of antiphospholipid syndrome by Girardi et al.8°
have demonstrated C5a receptors and neutrophils as causal factors in the generation of the
pro-thrombotic phenotype in this mouse model. In a second study, Girardi et al. reported that
heparin prevented antiphospholipid antibody-induced fetal loss by inhibiting complement
activation.%% These two seminal studies suggest that inflammation plays a role in fetal death
in this condition, and that heparin is acting not only by inhibiting thrombin, but also
interfering with the local inflammatory process.
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Sebire et al.91 examined the products of conception obtained at 6 to 14 weeks of gestation
from patients with a history of recurrent pregnancy loss classified by the following groups:
1) fetal chromosomal abnormality (n=34); 2) primary antiphospholipid syndrome and
normal karyotype (n=31); and 3) normal karyotype without primary antiphospholipid
syndrome (n=50). Patients without a history of recurrent pregnancy loss and who underwent
voluntary termination of pregnancy were included as controls (n=20). Among patients with a
normal karyotype, normal endovascular trophoblast invasion was identified only in 23% of
patients with primary antiphospholipid syndrome, compared to 61% (p=0.02) of those with a
history of recurrent pregnancy loss but without primary antiphospholipid syndrome, and to
75% (p<0.01) of those with a voluntary termination of pregnancy. The authors suggest that
defective early trophoblast invasion, rather than placental thrombosis, may be the main
cause of pregnancy failure in this condition.®® It is important to realize that the observations
derived from this study depend upon the examination of the products of conception rather
than placental bed biopsies. It may be argued that this mode of sampling does not yield
equivalent tissue to that obtained from a placental bed biopsy. Moreover, this study reports
on the events in the first trimester of pregnancy rather than those observed at the end of
pregnancy.

Vascular Pathology as a Mechanism of Disease in Obstetrics

Pregnancy requires vasculogenesis and angiogenesis in the fetal compartment and
angiogenesis in the maternal compartment. A mono-allelic deletion of one of the many
angiogenic factors, vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) causes embryo lethality due
to the inability to form a vascular tree.%2 Similarly, deletion of several genes is incompatible
with the development of a placenta. The maternal circulation must also undergo dramatic
changes for a successful pregnancy, including the development of the uteroplacental arteries
from the spiral arteries to increase blood delivery to the intervillous space. Although
vasodilatation of the spiral arteries can occur before physiologic transformation is
completed, most investigators agree that remodeling and transformation of the spiral arteries
is required to ensure adequate delivery of nutrients and oxygen to maintain pregnancy to
term.

A unique feature of the biology of pregnancy (in contrast to that of other states such as
angio-invasion in cancer) is that extravillous trophoblast invades the decidua and
myometrium. This represents invasion of semi non-self cells into “self” tissue. A counterpart
of this phenomenon seems to be the microchimerism reported after successful
transplantation of solid organs. Yet, extravillous invading trophoblast seems to play an
important role in remodeling the maternal circulation, and probably in orchestrating the
immunological dialogue that must occur in the maternal-fetal interface. These processes are
believed to be important, if not essential, to meet the requirements of the conceptus.

Inadequate angiogenesis, thrombosis, and/or inadequate physiologic transformation of the
spiral arteries can lead to ischemia of the placenta and the uterus. A catalogue of lesions in
the human placenta has been considered the result of maternal underperfusion of the
placenta. This includes not only the uteroplacental or spiral arteries, but also the complex
cellular and molecular network that operates in the decidua and myometrium to allow
normal placentation.

What are the consequences of uteroplacental ischemia? Experimental evidence indicates that
decreased blood supply can lead to fetal death, fetal growth restriction, maternal
hypertension and preterm labor. The specific clinical phenotype in response to ischemia is
probably a function of the severity, timing and duration of the ischemic insult. It is easy to
understand that total occlusion of the uterine arteries will lead to sudden fetal death. This
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can be easily demonstrated in animal models. It could be argued that the closest human
counterpart to this phenomenon can be a massive maternal floor infarction,3:%4 in which
extensive fibrin deposits in the intervillous space makes impossible the exchange of gases
and nutrients required for fetal survival. If the degree of ischemia is less severe, a different
phenotype will result. Surgical removal of the caruncle in sheep is a well-established model
for fetal growth restriction.®>-97 An inadequate supply of nutrients can be expected to
decrease the rate of fetal growth. Deceleration of fetal growth can be considered to be
adaptive if survival is the ultimate goal. In cases of a compromised supply line, fetal growth
at a normal rate could lead to fetal death. The parallels between this and the necrosis
observed in ischemic regions of tumors provide an understandable scenario of the
consequences of mismatched growth (a mismatch between the availability of nutrients and
the requirement of the growing fetus). If a reasonable compromise is reached between
underperfusion and reduction of fetal growth, then the birth of a small-for-gestational-age
infant would be the expected result. On the other hand, if pregnancy continues and the
delivery of nutrients is insufficient, nature has another mechanism to support the fetus: the
induction of maternal hypertension to maintain or increase uterine blood flow. The
phenotype would be gestational hypertension, and when this homeostatic response is driven
to the pathologic range, preeclampsia with maternal multi-organ damage. Thus, this adaptive
mechanism is employed to support the fetus, but it occurs by placing the mother at risk. This
situation is more likely to occur in preterm gestations than in term gestations. When a fetus
has undergone chronic underperfusion, reduction in fetal growth often results in accelerated
maturation of multiple organ systems. Therefore, when the fetus is close to maturity, the
onset of preterm parturition (with intact or ruptured membranes) would solve the conundrum
to both hosts.

We propose that the different phenotypes are the result of adaptive mechanisms that, in
general, have survival value. In early pregnancy, a severe anti-angiogenic state is likely to
lead to fetal death.98-190 Why continue to invest maternal resources when there is not
enough of an angiogenic drive to maintain the placenta and fetus? In milder cases of
uteroplacental ischemia, isolated small-for-gestational-age fetus (SGA), SGA plus
hypertension or late preterm labor could provide a solution.

The nature of obstetrical disease: the Great Obstetrical Syndromes

We have proposed that the nature of obstetrical disease is fundamentally different from that
which affects children and adults. Viviparity challenges the physiology of multiple organ
systems (not only the reproductive system) to maximize survival of both mother and
conceptus. Under ordinary circumstances, the interests of both hosts (mother and fetus)
should converge; yet, under pathologic circumstances, they could conflict. For example,
during pregnancy, the metabolic system undergoes changes to make glucose, amino acids
and other fuels available for fetal growth and development.101:102 Gestational diabetes can
be considered a state in which the normal adaptation is pushed to a pathologic extreme, and
this change results not only in consequences for the mother (glucose intolerance)102-105 pyt
also for the fetus (e.g. macrosomia, stillbirth, neonatal hypoglycemia, etc.).102:103:106
Women who develop gestational diabetes are also at increased risk of developing Type Il
diabetes later in life.192:105 This can be interpreted as indicating that the metabolic demands
of pregnancy uncover a subclinical condition that would otherwise remain “silent” until
much later in life. This example is illustrative of the complexity of defining obstetrical
disease, because although gestational diabetes is defined by an abnormal glucose tolerance
test of the mother, the fetus/placenta drives the metabolic adaptations of the mother — hence,
the occurrence of gestational diabetes. Thus, the fundamental feature of obstetrical disease is
that it is the result of interaction between the mother and fetus.
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Another challenge of the current taxonomy of disease in obstetrics is that it is based on the
clinical presentation of the mother and/or fetus, and not on the mechanism of disease
responsible for clinical manifestations. For example, the term “preterm labor” does not
indicate whether this condition is caused by an infection, a vascular insult, uterine
overdistension, abnormal allogeneic recognition, stress or other pathological processes. The
same applies to preeclampsia, small-for-gestational-age, preterm PROM, fetal death,
placental abruption, nausea and vomiting during pregnancy, miscarriage, and failure to
progress in labor, in which the diagnoses simply describe the clinical manifestations without
consideration of the specific etiology.

The possibility that mechanisms of disease not yet discovered may be responsible for
pregnancy complications must be considered given the unique biology of pregnancy
requiring pacific co-existence of two hosts; therefore, the challenges presented by this
intimate relationship could create conditions in which novel mechanisms of disease may
emerge. The placental bed is strategically placed (anatomically and functionally) to be a site
for the development of pathological processes. It is likely that with the application of
modern molecular pathology techniques, and a deeper understanding of the immunobiology
of the maternal-fetal interface, disorders in the stroma of the placental bed will be
discovered.

We have proposed that the term “syndrome” is more appropriate to refer to the previously
mentioned obstetrical disorders. “Syndrome” is defined as “a combination of symptoms and/
or signs that form a distinct clinical picture indicative of a particular disorder.” Syndromes
can be caused by more than one mechanism of disease and etiology. We have argued that
obstetrical disorders responsible for maternal death and perinatal morbidity and mortality are
syndromes; hence, the designation of the “Great Obstetrical Syndromes.” 107:108 Key
features of these syndromes are: 1) multiple etiologies; 2) a long preclinical stage; 3)
frequent fetal involvement; 4) predisposition to a particular syndrome influenced by gene-
environment interaction and/or complex gene-gene interactions involving maternal and/or
fetal genotypes; and 5) clinical manifestations, which are often adaptive in nature. The
concept of the “great obstetrical syndromes” has been discussed elsewhere.107:108

We propose that pathology of the placental bed, primarily through ischemia, but perhaps
through other mechanisms (e.g. immune-related), may give rise to preeclampsia, small-for-
gestational age fetuses, preterm labor with intact or ruptured membranes, abruptio placentae
and fetal death. Why a similar insult would result in a different clinical phenotype is
dependent upon genetic and environmental factors, as well as the time of onset, duration and
extent of the ischemic insult. Evolutionary pressures derived from the potential conflictual
relationship between the fetus and mother is likely to play a role in determining the
phenotypic expression of disorders of the placental bed.
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Figure 1.

Mean percentage on non-transformed spiral arteries weighted by the number of vessels.
Figure 1a: The mean percentage of the spiral arteries that had failure of physiologic
transformation in the myometrial segment was significantly higher in patients with preterm
labor and those with preeclampsia than in normal pregnant women at term (preterm labor;
mean + SEM = 30.9% = 5.8% vs. normal pregnant women; mean + SEM = 13.6% + 2.1%;
p=0.0004 and preeclampsia; mean + SEM = 80.5% + 3.8% vs. normal pregnant women;
mean + SEM = 13.6% * 2.1%; p<0.0001). Figure 1b: Patients with preterm labor and intact
membranes, as well as patients with preeclampsia, had a significantly higher mean
percentage of the spiral arteries that had failure of physiologic transformation in the decidual
segment of the placental bed than normal pregnant women (preterm labor; mean + SEM =
13.1% + 4.4% vs. normal pregnant women; mean = SEM = 3.6% + 1.2%; p=0.001 and
preeclampsia; mean + SEM = 33.1% * 4.5% vs. normal pregnant women; mean + SEM =
3.6% =+ 1.2%; p<0.0001). Figure 1c: The mean percentage of the spiral arteries that had
failure of physiologic transformation in the decidual segments of the basal plate was not
significantly different between patients with preterm labor and normal pregnant women at
term (preterm labor; mean £ SEM = 10.4% + 3.0% vs. normal pregnant women; mean *
SEM = 7.4% £ 1.3%; p>0.05). Patients with preeclampsia had a significantly higher mean
percentage of the spiral arteries that had failure of physiologic transformation in the decidual
segments of the basal plate than patients with preterm labor and normal pregnant women
(preeclampsia; mean + SEM = 38.7% + 4.0% vs. preterm labor; mean + SEM = 10.4% +
3.0%; p<0.0001 and preeclampsia; mean + SEM = 38.7% = 4.0% vs. normal pregnant
women; mean = SEM = 7.4% + 1.3%; p<0.0001). Comparisons were performed with
ANOVA, followed by student’s t tests; p value >0.017 became non-significant after
adjusting for multiple comparisons.
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Table 1

Remodeling of myometrial segment in normal pregnancy versus preeclampsia in placental bed biopsy studies

Normal pregnancy  Preeclampsia

Study n/N (%) n/N (%)
Geretsenl 2223 (96%) 1/30 (3%)
Khong? 18/18 (100%) 3/14 (21%)
Fruscad 13/14 (93%) 6/24 (25%)
Meekins? 16/21 (76%) 3/24 (12%)
Sagol® 16/20 (80%) 7/17 (41%)
Kimb 55/59 (93%) 9/31 (29%)
Kim? 89/103 (86%) 18/43 (19%)
Guzin8 16/20 (80%) 11/32 (33%)
Mean (range)  88% (76-100%) 27% (3-41%)
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Comparison of number (count) of failure of physiologic transformation of the spiral arteries between patients
with preterm PROM with and without histologic chorioamnionitis

Preterm PROM

Without histologic ~ With histologic P value
chorioamnionitis  chorioamnionitis

Myometrial segment of the spiral arteries
Total No. of patients 11 20
Non-transformed vessels (mean + SE) 0.91+0.37 0.90+0.28 NS
Completely or partially transformed vessels (mean + SE) 1.91+0.79 2.75+0.63 NS
Decidual segment of the spiral arteries in the basal plate
Total No. of patients 11 19
Non-transformed vessels (mean + SE) 0.09 £ 0.09 0.32+0.22 NS
Completely or partially transformed vessels (mean + SE) 3.18 £ 0.69 3.37+0.45 NS

NS: Not significant.
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