FASTVet® TFAST® Rules for Differentiating PE from PCE
Quick-reference teaching chart for pleural effusion (PE) vs. pericardial effusion (PCE)
	Heart Imaging Mantra: “Center the heart and clearly get it off the bottom of the screen.”



	Rule / Imaging Feature
	Pleural Effusion (PE)
	Pericardial Effusion (PCE)
	Key Teaching Point

	Heart Imaging Mantra
	Fluid is identified outside and separate from the heart/pericardial sac.
	Fluid is identified within the pericardial sac surrounding the heart.
	Use the bright (hyperechoic) pericardium in the far field as a landmark. Maintain enough depth to visualize the entire heart and surrounding structures.

	General Appearance
	Uncontained and unrestrained; may form triangular or angular collections.
	Contained within the pericardial sac; therefore tends to appear rounded around the heart.
	Think: PE = free fluid; PCE = contained fluid.

	Diaphragmatico-Hepatic (DH) View
	Look for wafting pleural fluid.
	Look for the “Racetrack Sign” at the AFAST® DH View.
	The Racetrack Sign is highly supportive of clinically relevant PCE.

	Fluid Adjacent to the Heart
	May appear as triangulations offset from the heart.
	Typically follows the contour of the heart because it is contained by the pericardium.
	Proper depth and complete visualization of the heart help distinguish PE from PCE.

	Small-Volume Effusion
	Look cranial and caudal to the heart for small amounts of PE and the “Curtain Sign.”
	Small-volume PCE remains confined within the pericardial sac.
	Evaluate both sides of the heart rather than relying on a single image.

	Muscular Apex
	Fluid outside the heart can be distinguished from cardiac chambers.
	Useful for confirming that suspected fluid is outside the chambers but within the pericardial sac.
	Imaging toward the muscular apex reduces the risk of mistaking the crescent-shaped RV or left auricular appendage for effusion.

	Right TFAST® Pericardial Site
	PE may be present outside the pericardial boundary.
	Look for the “Bull’s Eye Sign.”
	The Bull’s Eye SAx level is the preferred short-axis level for identifying PCE.

	Long-Axis 4-Chamber View
	PE lies outside the four cardiac chambers and outside the pericardial sac.
	PCE is visible outside the four cardiac chambers but inside the pericardial sac.
	Identifying all four chambers makes it easier to confirm that apparent fluid is not a cardiac chamber.

	Short-Axis (SAx) Warning
	The crescent-shaped RV may be mistakenly interpreted as PE.
	The crescent-shaped RV may be mistakenly interpreted as PCE.
	NEVER diagnose PCE solely from a right-sided LV SAx view unless at the “Bull’s Eye” level.

	Distressed Cats
	Capture diagnostic images quickly before minimizing handling.
	The same principle applies when PCE is suspected.
	“Save, save, save.” Obtain cine clips, place the cat in oxygen, then review the captured images.

	Cine Clips
	Helpful for recognizing movement or wafting of free PE.
	Helpful for evaluating fluid surrounding the beating heart within the pericardial sac.
	Save multiple cine loops for review after image acquisition.
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