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Venous Insufficiency (Varicose Veins)
Venous insufficiency is a condition in which
veins are not able to pump blood back to the
heart. This causes blood to pool in the blood
vessels so that they become enlarged or
varicose over time.
Your doctor will conduct a physical exam and
may order a venous ultrasound to evaluate
your vein function and check for blood clots.
Treatment depends on the severity of the
condition and ranges from lifestyle changes to
venous ablation or phlebectomy.

What is Venous Insufficiency
(Varicose Veins)?
Venous insufficiency is a medical condition in which veins in the body (most often in the legs) are not
able to pump blood back to the heart. This causes blood to pool in the blood vessels so that they become
enlarged (varicose ) or dilated over time.
Normally, blood circulates from the heart to the legs via arteries and back to the heart through veins. To
push blood upward from the feet, veins rely on surrounding muscles and a network of one-way valves to
prevent blood from flowing backward. If the muscles and one-way valves become weak or fail, the vein
becomes incompetent and blood begins to collect in the vein rather than returning to the heart.
Venous insufficiency causes symptoms such as:
twisted and bulging veins
the appearance of dark purple or blue colors at the surface of the skin
leg swelling, itching, aching, burning, throbbing and muscle cramping
leg heaviness and fatigue
skin discoloration
varicose veins
Varicose veins are superficial blood vessels that become enlarged and twisted. Any vein in the body may
become varicose, but the condition most often occurs in the veins of the legs. Varicose veins are different
from spider veins—the very small bluish and/or purple veins that are close to the skin and appear on the
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from spider veins—the very small bluish and/or purple veins that are close to the skin and appear on the
legs and/or face. Spider veins generally do not cause pain and are more of a cosmetic concern.
Risk factors for venous insufficiency include:
family history
pregnancy and other conditions that put pressure on veins in the legs
a history of blood clots
a history of smoking
standing or sitting for long periods of time
being overweight, which increases pressure on the legs
menopause
aging, which results in decreased elasticity of blood vessels
weakened blood vessel walls
inflammation of the veins (known as phlebitis)
chronic constipation and in rare cases, tumors
Complications of venous insufficiency include:
pain
inflammation and swelling
skin ulcers
bleeding when veins close to the surface of the skin burst
blood clots, which can lead to deep vein thrombosis
superficial thrombophlebitis, a condition in which superficial (closer to the skin) veins within the
legs become tender, inflamed, and cord-like in nature

How is Venous Insufficiency (Varicose Veins) evaluated?
Your primary doctor will begin by asking you about your medical history and symptoms. You will also
undergo a physical exam.
Your doctor may also order venous ultrasound, a test that uses sonography to see if the valves in
your veins are functioning normally and to search for blood clots.

How is Venous Insufficiency (Varicose Veins) treated?
Lifestyle changes may help prevent varicose veins from forming. These changes include:
elevating legs while sitting or sleeping
wearing compression stockings or dressings
avoiding standing for extended periods of time
losing weight
exercising to improve leg strength

Venous Insufficiency (Varicose Veins)
Copyright© 2017, RadiologyInfo.org

Page 2 of 3
Reviewed: Apr-17-2017

If lifestyle changes do not alleviate symptoms or the pain is severe, your doctor may recommend
treatment options, including:
Sclerotherapy: this minimally invasive treatment injects a solution directly into the vein that causes
the vessel to shrink and eventually disappear. For larger veins, a foam is injected to close and seal
the vein.
Endovenous thermal ablation: this image-guided procedure uses radiofrequency or laser energy to
heat and seal off an incompetent vein. Ultrasound helps visualize the incompetent vein, allowing
the physician to guide a laser fiber or radiofrequency electrode through a catheter in the vein where
heat is applied.
Phlebectomy (also known as vein stripping): this minimally invasive procedure uses a small scalpel
or needle to remove varicose veins on the surface of the leg through tiny incisions in the skin.
Vein stripping surgery: a surgical procedure performed under general anesthesia that involves
stripping or removing the entire superficial vein in the leg. Due to advances in minimally invasive
procedures, this procedure is rarely done today.

Disclaimer
This information is copied from the RadiologyInfo Web site (http://www.radiologyinfo.org) which is dedicated to
providing the highest quality information. To ensure that, each section is reviewed by a physician with expertise in
the area presented. All information contained in the Web site is further reviewed by an ACR (American College of
Radiology) - RSNA (Radiological Society of North America) committee, comprising physicians with expertise in
several radiologic areas.
However, it is not possible to assure that this Web site contains complete, up-to-date information on any particular
subject. Therefore, ACR and RSNA make no representations or warranties about the suitability of this information
for use for any particular purpose. All information is provided "as is" without express or implied warranty.
Please visit the RadiologyInfo Web site at http://www.radiologyinfo.org to view or download the latest
information.
Note: Images may be shown for illustrative purposes. Do not attempt to draw conclusions or make diagnoses by
comparing these images to other medical images, particularly your own. Only qualified physicians should interpret
images; the radiologist is the physician expert trained in medical imaging.

Copyright
This material is copyrighted by either the Radiological Society of North America (RSNA), 820 Jorie Boulevard, Oak
Brook, IL 60523-2251 or the American College of Radiology (ACR), 1891 Preston White Drive, Reston, VA
20191-4397. Commercial reproduction or multiple distribution by any traditional or electronically based
reproduction/publication method is prohibited.
Copyright ® 2017 Radiological Society of North America, Inc.

Venous Insufficiency (Varicose Veins)
Copyright© 2017, RadiologyInfo.org

Page 3 of 3
Reviewed: Apr-17-2017

