Deep Vein Thrombosis: What You Should Know
What is deep vein thrombosis?
Deep vein thrombosis (also called DVT) is a blood clot in a vein deep inside your body.
These clots usually occur in your leg veins. While DVT is a fairly common condition, it
is also a dangerous one. If the blood clot breaks away and travels through your
bloodstream, it could block a blood vessel in your lungs. This blockage (called a
pulmonary embolism) can be fatal.
Am I at risk for DVT?
You are at higher risk for DVT if you:
are older than 60 years of age;
are inactive for a long period of time, such as when you are flying in an airplane, taking a
long car trip or recovering in bed after surgery;
have inherited a condition that causes increased blood clotting;
have an injury or surgery that reduces blood flow to a body part;
are pregnant or have recently given birth;
are overweight;
have varicose veins;
have cancer, even if you are being treated for it;
are taking birth control pills or hormone therapy, including for postmenopausal
symptoms; or
have a central venous catheter.
Your risk for DVT increases if you have several risk factors at the same time.
How can I prevent DVT?
Frequently exercise your lower leg muscles if you'll be inactive for a long period of time.
Get out of bed and move around as soon as you can after having surgery or being ill.
After some types of surgery, take medicine to prevent blood clots as directed by your
doctor.
What are the symptoms of DVT?
Some people have no symptoms at all. Most have some swelling in one or both legs.
Often there is pain or tenderness in one leg (may happen only when you stand or walk).
You may also notice warmth, or red or discolored skin in the affected leg. If you have
any of these symptoms, call your doctor right away.
If your doctor thinks you might have DVT, he or she will do one or more tests. These
may include an ultrasound (uses sound waves to check the blood flow in your veins) or
venography (a doctor injects dye into your vein, then takes an x-ray to look for blood
clots).
What medicines are used to treat DVT?
The following are the main goals in treating DVT:
Stopping the clot from getting bigger.
Preventing the clot from breaking off and traveling to your lungs.
Preventing any future blood clots.
Several medicines are used to treat or prevent DVT. The most common are
anticoagulants (also called blood thinners) such as warfarin (brand name: Coumadin) or
heparin. Anticoagulants thin your blood so that clots won't form. Warfarin is taken as a
pill, and heparin is given intravenously (in your veins). If you can't take heparin, your
doctor may prescribe another kind of anticoagulant called a thrombin inhibitor.

What are the side effects of anticoagulants?
Anticoagulants can cause you to bleed more easily. For example, you might notice that
your blood takes longer to clot when you cut yourself. You might also bruise more easily.
If you have any unusual or heavy bleeding, call your doctor right away.
Warfarin can cause birth defects. Women who are pregnant shouldn't take warfarin.
Some other medicines can affect how well an anticoagulant works. If you're taking an
anticoagulant, ask your doctor before you take any new medicine, including over-thecounter medicines or vitamins. Certain foods rich in vitamin K, such as dark green
vegetables, can also affect how well an anticoagulant works.
What other treatments are used for DVT?
If you can't take medicine to thin your blood, or if a blood thinner doesn't work, your
doctor may recommend that you have a filter put into your vena cava (the main vein
going back to your heart from your lower body). This filter can catch a clot as it moves
through your bloodstream and prevent it from reaching your lungs. This treatment is used
mostly for people who have had several blood clots travel to their lungs.
Elevation of the affected leg and compression can help reduce swelling and pain from
DVT. Your doctor can prescribe graduated compression stockings to reduce swelling in
your leg after a blood clot has developed. These stockings are worn from the arch of your
foot to just above or below your knee. They cause a gentle compression (pressure) of
your leg.
There is a supplement called Nato (Natokinase) that is made from fermented soy bean
curd. This is available at heatlh food stores, one tab daily helps to dissolve the clots that
have already formed.

