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Peripheral arterial disease, also called peripheral vascular disease, is a narrowing of
the blood vessels (arteries). In addition to also being known as peripheral vascular
disease (PVD), it is also sometimes called 'hardening' of the arteries of the legs.

At a glance

This summary has been automatically generated from the article content to help readers
quickly understand the key points.

What is peripheral arterial disease?
Peripheral arterial disease (PAD) is narrowing of one or more blood vessels (arteries).
It mainly affects arteries that take blood to your legs. (Arteries to the arms are rarely
affected and are not dealt with further in this leaflet.) The narrowing of blood vessels

Peripheral arterial disease (PAD) is the narrowing of blood vessels, mainly
in the legs.

The main symptom is leg pain when walking, which eases with rest.

Poor hair/nail growth, cool feet, or weak pulses can indicate PAD.

Ankle brachial pressure index (ABPI) is a simple test to check for PAD.

Lifestyle changes, such as not smoking and regular exercise, are
important.

Medicines are often advised to prevent blood clots and lower cholesterol.

Surgery is only needed in a small number of severe cases.
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(arteries) is caused by atheroma. The main symptom is pain in one or both legs
when you walk.

In the UK, around 1 in 5 men and 1 in 8 women aged 50-75 years have PAD. It
becomes more common with increasing age.

Symptoms of peripheral arterial disease
The typical symptom of peripheral arterial disease is pain which develops in one or
both calves when you walk or exercise and is relieved when you rest for a few
minutes. This pain varies between cases and you may feel aching, cramping or
tiredness in your legs.

This is called intermittent claudication. It is due to narrowing of one (or more) of the
blood vessels (arteries) in your leg. The most common artery affected is the femoral
artery.

When you walk, your calf muscles need an extra blood and oxygen supply. The
narrowed artery cannot deliver the extra blood and so pain occurs from the oxygen-
starved muscles. The pain comes on more rapidly when you walk up a hill or stairs
than when on the flat.

If an artery higher upstream is narrowed, such as the iliac artery or aorta, then you
may develop pain in your thighs or buttocks when you walk.

If the blood supply to the legs becomes worse, the following may be found by a
doctor who examines you:

Severe cases of peripheral arterial disease

If the blood supply is very much reduced then you may develop pain even at rest,
particularly at night when the legs are raised in bed. Typically, rest pain first develops
in the toes and feet rather than in the calves.

Poor hair growth below your knee and poor toenail growth.

Cool feet.

Weak or no pulses in the arteries of your feet.
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Sores (ulcers) may develop on the skin of your feet or lower leg if the blood supply to
the skin is poor. In a small number of cases, tissue death (gangrene) of a foot may
result. However, this is usually preventable (see below).

Peripheral arterial disease tests
The diagnosis is usually made by the typical symptoms. A simple test that your
doctor or nurse may do is to check the blood pressure in your ankle and compare
this to the blood pressure in your arm. This is called the ankle brachial pressure index
(ABPI).

If the blood pressure in your ankle is much different to that in your arm then this
usually means that one or more blood vessels (arteries) going to your leg, or in your
leg, are narrowed. However, the ABPI can be normal in some cases. Although this test
can help your doctor find out if PAD is affecting your legs, it will not identify which
blood vessels are blocked.

More sophisticated tests are not needed in most cases. They may be done if the
diagnosis is in doubt, or if surgery is being considered (which is only in the minority of
cases). For example, a computerised tomography (CT) scan, a magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI) scan or an ultrasound scan of the arteries can build up a map of your
arteries and show where they are narrowed.

What is the outlook (prognosis) for peripheral arterial
disease?
Studies that have followed up people with PAD have shown that:

So, in most cases, the outlook for the legs is quite good.

However, if you have PAD, it means that you have an increased risk of developing
fatty patches (atheroma) in other blood vessels (arteries). You have around a 6-7
higher-than-average risk of developing heart disease (such as angina or a heart
attack) or of having a stroke.

Symptoms remain stable or improve in about 15 out of 20 cases.

Symptoms gradually become worse in about 4 out of 20 cases.

Symptoms become severe in about 1 out of 20 cases.
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The main concern for most people with PAD is this increased risk of having a heart
attack or stroke.

Note: your chance of developing severe PAD (and heart disease or a stroke) is much
reduced by the self-help measures and treatments described below.

What self-help measures can I do?

Peripheral arterial disease treatment
The self-help measures above are the most important part of treatment. In addition,
medication is often advised. Surgery is only needed in a small number of cases.

Medicines

A medicine called clopidogrel is usually advised. This does not help with symptoms
of PAD but helps to prevent blood clots (thromboses) forming in blood vessels
(arteries). It does this by reducing the stickiness of platelets in the bloodstream. If you
cannot take clopidogrel then alternative antiplatelet medicines such as low-dose
aspirin may be advised.

A statin medicine is usually advised to lower your cholesterol level. This helps to
prevent a build-up of fatty patches (atheroma).

If you have diabetes then good control of your blood sugar (glucose) level will help
to prevent PAD from worsening.

If you have high blood pressure (hypertension) then you will normally be advised to
take medication to lower it.

Other medicines are sometimes used to try to open up the arteries - for example,
cilostazol and naftidrofuryl. One may be given and may help. However, they do not
work in all cases. Therefore, there is no point in continuing with these medicines if you

Stop smoking.

Exercise regularly.

Lose weight if you are overweight.

You should eat a healthy diet.

Take care of your feet.
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do not notice an improvement in symptoms within a few weeks.

Surgery

Most people with PAD do not need surgery. Your GP may refer you to a surgeon if
symptoms of PAD become severe, particularly if you have pain when you are resting.
Surgery is considered a last resort. There are three main types of operation for PAD:

Frequently asked questions

Does peripheral arterial disease only affect the legs?

Peripheral arterial disease predominantly affects the arteries supplying blood
to your legs. While arteries in the arms are rarely affected, the underlying
cause, atheroma, can be present in other blood vessels throughout the body,
including those that supply the heart and brain.

What is atheroma and how does it cause peripheral arterial
disease?

Atheroma refers to the build-up of fatty patches within the walls of your blood
vessels. This accumulation causes the blood vessels to narrow and harden,
which can restrict blood flow. In peripheral arterial disease, this narrowing
primarily affects the arteries in the legs, leading to symptoms like pain during
walking due to reduced blood supply to the muscles.

Angioplasty - in this procedure, a tiny balloon is inserted into the artery and
blown up at the section that is narrowed. This widens the affected segment of
artery. This is only suitable if a short segment of artery is narrowed.

Bypass surgery - in this procedure, a flexible pipe (graft) is connected to the
artery above and below a narrowed section. The blood is then diverted around
the narrowed section.

Surgical removal (amputation) of a foot or lower leg - this is needed in an
extremely small number of cases. It is only offered when all other options have
been considered. It is needed when severe PAD develops and a foot has tissue
death (becomes gangrenous) due to a very poor blood supply.

Patient.info Patient.info
https://patient.info/heart-

health/peripheral-arterial-disease-
leaflet

Scan this QR code to view this article online or visit https://patient.info
Our clinical information meets the standards set by the NHS in their Standard for Creating Health Content guidance. Page 5 of 9



Can peripheral arterial disease be confused with other
conditions?

The main symptom of peripheral arterial disease is pain in one or both calves
when walking, which is relieved by rest (intermittent claudication). While
specific diagnostic tests like the ankle brachial pressure index (ABPI) can help
confirm PAD, your doctor may consider other conditions if the symptoms are
atypical or if the ABPI test doesn't provide a clear diagnosis.

How important is exercise in managing peripheral arterial
disease?

Regular exercise is a crucial part of managing peripheral arterial disease. It is
considered one of the most important self-help measures you can take.
Engaging in regular physical activity can help to improve blood flow and can
often stabilise or even improve symptoms over time.

Why is it important to control blood sugar and blood pressure
if I have PAD?

If you have diabetes, good control of your blood sugar level is important to
prevent peripheral arterial disease from worsening. Similarly, if you have high
blood pressure, taking medication to lower it is usually advised. Both high
blood sugar and high blood pressure can contribute to the progression of
atheroma, which is the underlying cause of PAD.

These questions and answers have been generated from the information in this article.

Further reading and references

Clopidogrel and modified-release dipyridamole for the prevention of
occlusive vascular events  (http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/TA210/chapter/1-

guidance); NICE Technology appraisal guidance, December 2010

Peripheral arterial disease - cilostazol, naftidrofyryl oxalate, pentoxifylline
and inositol nicotinate  (http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/TA223/chapter/1-guidance);
NICE Technology Appraisal Guidance, May 2011
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