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Venous Thromboembolism (VTE) and Cancer: 

Definition, Symptoms, and Prevention 

What is a Venous thromboembolism (VTE)? 
Venous Thromboembolism (VTE) is a blood clot (thrombus) that 
develops in the veins, a kind of blood vessel. The blood clot usually 
starts in the leg. There are two different kinds of VTE: deep vein 
thrombosis (DVT) and pulmonary embolism (PE).  
 
What is a deep vein thrombosis (DVT)? 
A DVT is a blood clot that develops in the deep veins, usually in the 
leg. Lack of activity can allow blood to collect in the veins of legs or 
feet. This can lead to a clot. 
 
What is a pulmonary embolism (PE)? 
A PE is a blood clot that blocks arteries in the lungs. In most people, a 
PE develops elsewhere and travels to the lung. PE is a complication of 
DVT, a clot from the leg travels into the lung.  
 
Why should patients with cancer know about VTE? 
People with cancer are more likely to develop a clot than people who 
do not have cancer. Cancer treatment--- including chemotherapy, 
surgery, and radiation--- increases the chance of developing a VTE. 
 
What are symptoms of a VTE? 
The most common signs and symptoms of VTE are: 

 Swelling 

 Redness or discoloration 

 Tenderness or pain of the extremity (leg or arm) 

 Sudden shortness of breath 

 Chest pain that is sharp or stabbing 

 Coughing up blood 

 
 
Venous 
thromboembolism (VTE) 
is a blood clot that 
develops in a vein. Read 
this handout to learn 
more about the causes, 
symptoms, risks, and 
treatments for VTEs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
If you have any of 
these signs or 
symptoms, call your 
doctor or go to the 
emergency room 
immediately. 
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What can I do to prevent a VTE? 

 Avoid tight clothing, nylons, or socks. 

 Elevate your legs six inches above your heart to help improve 
blood flow and reduce swelling. 

 Follow your exercise plan. 

 Change your position often. Do not sit or stand for more than 1 
hour at a time. 

 Avoid crossing your legs. 

 Be aware of unusual or sudden swelling or redness of your legs. 

 Avoid pillows under your knees. 

 If elastic stockings (also called compression stockings) or Ace 
bandages have been prescribed by your healthcare provider, wear 
them as instructed. These are designed to promote circulation. 
They may feel tight, but do not pose a risk. 

 If your doctor prescribes medication to decrease the risk of VTE, 
take it as directed. 

 Ask your healthcare team about other things you can do to 
prevent VTE. 

 
How is VTE treated? 
Blood clots are treated with blood thinning medicines called 
anticoagulants. Some of these medications are called warfarin, 
enoxaparin, unfractionated heparin, dalteparin, fondaparinux, and 
tinzaparin. If you develop a VTE, your doctor will prescribe the best 
treatment for your situation. 
 
Where can I get more information? 

 ASCO has a guideline about Treatment and Prevention of VTE in 
People with Cancer. It’s available at www.asco.org/guidelines/vte. 

 Patient information about this guideline, along with more 
information on cancer and cancer-related topics is available at 
www.cancer.net 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Always look for signs 
and symptoms and 
communicate these 
to your doctor. 
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