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What is a superficial thrombophlebitis?

A superficial thrombophlebitis occurs if a superficial vein (a vein just under the skin), becomes 
inflamed and a clot forms in the vein. This isn't usually life threatening and usually disappears without 
treatment over a period of time.

It can also occur as a result of an injury to any vein, for example from having an injection into your 
arm.

Can there be complications?

In a small number of cases, complications can occur with superficial thrombophlebitis, including the 
extension of the blood clot further up the vein. If the clot extends to where the superficial veins join 
the deep, larger veins, a 'deep vein thrombosis' (DVT) can develop.

Are there any risk factors?

There is a higher risk of complications from a superficial thrombophlebitis if any of the following 
factors are involved:

• You have varicose veins

• You have an intravenous injection or cannulation

• You have had previous problems with your veins (such as previous superficial thrombophlebitis 
or previous DVT)

• There are abnormalities relating to blood clotting, for example:

– using the oral contraceptive pill

– using hormone replacement therapy

– cancer

– smoking

– pregnancy

• Stasis of blood, (blood flowing more slowly than normal), for example:

– in veins that are varicose

– during long flights

– if you are immobile

– following major surgery
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What are the symptoms of superficial thrombophlebitis?

• A swollen calf or thigh

• Pain or tenderness in your calf or thigh

• Your vein feeling hard when touching it

• Your skin feeling hot in the area (this is caused by inflammation)

• A change in the colour of your skin, to red or purple for example

• A fever or high temperature

How is it treated?

Most bouts of superficial thrombophlebitis settle within 2 to 6 weeks, so no treatment may be 
needed if symptoms are mild. If you are experiencing pain, the following advice may help to ease 
symptoms:

• Keeping active

• Applying a warm flannel (cloth) over the vein

• If advised, taking painkillers as prescribed by your doctor

• Using an anti-inflammatory cream or gel

• Raising the affected leg when resting

• Wearing compression support stockings

If varicose veins are a source of the problem, your GP may discuss and advise further treatment.

Sometimes, prophylactic (or 'just in case') treatment may be given to people who have superficial 
thrombophlebitis and are at high risk of developing a DVT. This involves injecting a drug to help thin 
the blood.

Is there anything I should look out for?

Inflammation and pain usually settle in a few weeks and most people make a full recovery. However, 
if you experience any of the following you should seek further medical advice:

• Infection (pain becomes worse, increases in redness, you feel generally unwell, feverish)

• Recurrent episodes of superficial thrombophlebitis (see symptoms of superficial 
thrombophlebitis listed above)

• Breathlessness, which may come on gradually or suddenly

• Chest pain, which may become worse when you breathe in

• Collapsing suddenly

Who should I contact if I have any concerns?

You should consult your GP or Accident and Emergency Department for further advice if you 
experience any of these symptoms or your condition does not improve.
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