
WHAT IS A PULMONARY EMBOLISM? 

 

Pulmonary embolism (PE) is a blockage of the main artery of the lung or one of its 

branches by a substance that has traveled from elsewhere in the body through the 

bloodstream (embolism). If a blood clot develops in the deep veins of your leg (deep vein 

thrombosis) some of the clot (or all of it) can break away, enter your heart and then block 

off part of your pulmonary (lung) blood circulation. 

 

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS? 

 

Symptoms of Pulmonary Embolism are sudden onset of dyspnoea (shortness of breath), 

tachypnoea (rapid breathing), chest pain (worsened by deep breathing), cough and 

haemoptysis (coughing up blood). More severe cases can include signs such as cyanosis 

(blue discoloration, usually of the lips and fingers), and collapse. About 15% of all cases 

of sudden death are attributable to pulmonary embolism.  

 

HOW IS IT TREATED? 

If you are diagnosed with having a pulmonary embolism, you will be treated with a tablet 

called Warfarin. Warfarin takes time to have its full effect so you will also take a drug 

called Heparin for the first few days. 

You will need regular blood tests to check that you're getting the right dose of Warfarin. 

If the dose becomes too high, there is a risk of bleeding; if it's too low, clotting might 

come back. Make sure you have these blood tests and change the dose of Warfarin if your 

health professional tells you to do so. 

Also, do not start or change any other medication without checking with your health 

professional because Warfarin interferes with many of them.  

The benefits of treatment in preventing further clots have to be balanced against the risk 

of bleeding from the drug. If you develop a pulmonary embolism following an operation, 

you may only need treatment for six weeks. But if you develop it twice, for no obvious 

reason, you may need life-long treatment. 

The body has a very efficient system for dissolving clots, so the great majority of people 

make a complete recovery, even with a large pulmonary embolism. 

 


