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Blood Clots: A Serious but Preventable 
Medical Condition

What You Need to Know to Protect Yourself
Anyone can be at risk for blood clots, also known by the medical 
term venous thromboembolism (VTE).  VTE is a serious and growing 
public health concern, occurring either as deep vein thrombosis (DVT) or 
pulmonary embolism (PE). 

DVT occurs when blood clots form in the deep veins of the body, usually 
the lower leg, thigh, or pelvis, but they can also occur in other areas of the 
body such as the abdomen and arms.  PE occurs when a blood clot breaks 
off and travels through the bloodstream to the lungs.  PE can be deadly. 
It is important to learn about VTE so that you can protect yourself.

Key Facts:
Anyone can develop a blood clot.  In the United States, as many as 
900,000 people are affected by VTE each year and about 100,000 people 
die of PE annually. 

Many factors can put you at risk for a blood clot.   These include:

 • having a major trauma 

 • having cancer 

 • being age 55 and older 

 • having a personal or family history of blood clots

 • being immobile (such as being on bed rest or difficulty with walking)

 • pregnancy, or using estrogen containing medications such as birth 
control pills, patches, and hormone replacement therapy

 • being obese

Almost half of all blood clots occur either during or soon after 
discharge from a hospital stay or following a surgery.  The more risk 
factors you have, the greater will be your risk of developing a blood clot.

Signs and Symptoms of DVT

About half of people with DVT have no 
symptoms at all. The following are the 
most common symptoms of DVT that 
occur in the affected part of the body:

 • Swelling

 • Pain

 • Tenderness

 • Redness of the skin

If you have any of these symptoms, 
see your health care professional as 
soon as possible. 

Signs and Symptoms of PE

You can have a PE without any 
symptoms of a DVT.  Signs and 
symptoms of PE can include:

 • Difficulty breathing

 • Faster than normal or irregular 
heartbeat

 • Chest pain or discomfort, which 
usually worsens with a deep 
breath or coughing

 • Coughing up blood

 • Very low blood pressure, 
lightheadedness, or fainting

If you have any of these symptoms, 
seek medical help immediately.



Get Informed and Learn How to 
Protect Yourself
 • Talk to your family to see if you have, or have had, any family 

members with blood clots. Share this family history with your 
healthcare professional.

 • Know your risks and recognize the signs and symptoms. If you 
have any symptoms, see your healthcare professional as soon as 
possible.  Blood clots can be safely treated.

 • If you are admitted to a hospital, or are planning to have 
surgery, ask your healthcare professional “What is my risk of 
developing a blood clot?” and ask for a risk assessment (a tool 
that healthcare professionals use to help determine your risk 
of developing a blood clot).  Ask your healthcare professional 
if you should receive preventive measures to protect you from 
having a blood clot. 

 • When sitting for long periods of time, such as when traveling for 
more than four hours, there are things you can do to improve 
the flow of blood in your legs.   

 » Move your legs frequently when on long trips or while sitting 
for long periods of time, and exercise your calf muscles to 
improve the flow of blood.  Take a break to stretch your legs. 
Extend your legs straight out and flex your ankles, pulling 
your toes toward you.   

 » When driving, stop the car every two hours and walk for a few 
minutes.  While flying, when it is safe to do so, get up every 
hour and walk the length of the airplane cabin a few times.

Prevention is Key
There are proven ways to prevent blood clots from occurring, such 
as compression devices while in the hospital or blood thinning 
medicines called anticoagulants to prevent or treat blood clots.  
Talk with your healthcare professional to learn more about the 
risks for blood clots and how to prevent them.  

Additional Links of Interest
 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC)

www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/dvt/

Duke Hemostasis and Thrombosis Center 
and CDC’s This Is Serious Campaign

www.ThisIsSerious.org 

The National Blood Clot Alliance and CDC’s 
Stop the Clot, Spread the WordTM Campaign 

www.stoptheclot.org/spreadtheword
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