
Vascular Disease
Conditions & Treatments



Vascular Disease Expertise That’s Second-to-None
Vascular disease refers to a variety of conditions affecting the blood vessels (i.e. the arteries and veins) 
that make up the circulatory system. These vessels are the pathways through which blood and oxygen 
are pumped to essential organs like the heart, brain, kidneys and lungs, as well as the rest of the 
body. Your body relies on an extensive network of blood vessels to function normally. When a problem 
occurs anywhere along this system, the results can be painful, disabling and potentially life-threatening. 
We’re here to help you get the answers you need with physicians who focus on finding the right plan of 
care for the whole you.

Physicians and team members at UChicago Medicine AdventHealth are experts in the diagnosis and 
treatment of all kinds of arterial and venous conditions. Together, they provide the reassurance that 
comes with knowing that your care is being provided by the best of the best.
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Types of Vascular Disease
Venous Diseases
Venous disease can refer to multiple conditions 
that occur due to abnormalities within the 
veins. Varicose veins and spider veins are 
among the most common forms of venous 
disease and are often referred to as venous 
insufficiency. Symptoms can include tiredness, 
aching, throbbing and heaviness in the legs. 
Open, bleeding veins or varicose veins needing 
immediate treatment are less common. Other 
symptoms of chronic venous disease can include 
discoloration of the legs and skin ulcerations. 
Options for treatment include conservative, non-
invasive management as well as office- based 
procedures such as vein injections or removal.

Peripheral Arterial Disease
Peripheral arterial disease (PAD), also known as 
peripheral vascular disease (PVD), is a serious 
but common type of vascular disorder that occurs 
when there is a buildup of plaque in the arteries 
that supply blood to any area of the body, but 
most commonly the legs. Peripheral arterial 
disease can lead to serious consequences  
if you develop a non-healing wound or infection. 
In fact, it is one of the main causes of foot and  
leg amputation in diabetics.

Often the first sign of PAD is claudication. This 
occurs when you walk and your calf becomes 
painful and causes you to stop and rest until 
the pain resolves. It can usually be treated with 
non-operative management, including lifestyle 
modification with quitting smoking, watching 
your diet, blood pressure and cholesterol 
management, and an exercise program. In 
addition, there are specific medications that 
can help you walk with less discomfort. The 
diagnosis can be made by physical exam and 
non-invasive testing by ultrasound and blood 

pressure measurements. If invasive treatment is 
required, then an angiogram or catheterization 
can be performed wherein the disease can 
often be treated by balloon or stent. On some 
occasions, surgical bypass of the blocked arteries 
is necessary.

Aneurysmal Disease
Aneurysmal disease is the process by which 
the arteries slowly weaken over time, eventually 
leading to a bulge in the artery wall. Depending 
on the location of the aneurysm, it may simply be 
observed. Tests used to study aneurysms include 
ultrasound and CT scans. During this time, it is 
important to control your blood pressure since 
increased blood pressure against the weakened 
artery wall can cause it to further enlarge. 
Smoking is also a big risk factor for aneurysms. 
Aneurysms can often be repaired with stents,  
but sometimes surgery is required depending  
on their location.

Carotid Artery Disease
The carotid arteries are the major arteries in 
the neck that supply blood to the brain. These 
arteries can become blocked with plaque, which 
may lead to a stroke or transient ischemic event 
(TIA). As with other types of vascular disease, 
risk factors include tobacco use, high blood 
pressure, high cholesterol, diabetes and old 
age. Treatment will vary depending on if you are 
having symptoms of a stroke or TIA, or not having 
symptoms. When symptoms are present and the 
blockage is 50 percent or greater, surgery or 
stenting is usually recommended. When there 
are no symptoms, usually patients are observed 
until the blockage reaches 75 percent or greater. 
Testing for stenosis can be done by ultrasound or 
CT scan.
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What causes vascular disease?
While there are many types of peripheral 
artery disease, the most common is called 
arteriosclerosis or “hardening of the arteries.” 
This is when plaque forms in the arteries, leading 
to blockages.

Causes of arteriosclerosis and vascular  
disease include:
•	 Smoking
•	 High blood pressure
•	 Diabetes
•	 High cholesterol
•	 Autoimmune conditions
•	 Infections
•	 Structural defects or trauma to a blood vessel
•	 Diabetes (even if it’s well managed)
In addition, things that cause your blood vessels 
to narrow include emotional stress, certain 
medications, cold temperatures or even working 
with tools that vibrate significantly. Also, being 
overweight, living a sedentary lifestyle, having 
heart disease or a family history of vascular or heart 
disease, and being age 50 or greater all put you at 
a higher risk for developing vascular disease.

Tips for preventing  
vascular disease
While it’s not always possible to prevent vascular 
disease, you can lower your risk of developing 
PAD in several ways. First and foremost – if 
you’re a smoker, find a way to quit. Nicotine has 
a major effect on blood vessels, causing them to 
narrow and restrict the flow of blood. The sooner 
you kick the habit, the more beneficial it can be 
for your heart, lungs and circulatory system. Here 
are some additional ways to lessen your risk for 
vascular disease.

•	 Eat a healthy diet that is rich in green 
vegetables and lean meats.

•	 Practice an active lifestyle – exercise regularly 
and maintain the proper body weight.

•	 Keep your blood pressure and cholesterol 
levels in the right range.

•	 Speak to your doctor about the potential 
benefits of taking a daily aspirin.

•	 Don’t smoke.
•	 Laugh often. A good, hard laugh can send 20 

percent more blood through your body and 
relax your blood vessel walls.
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Learn how vascular disease is diagnosed.
Depending on your medical history and symptoms, your doctor may use a variety of methods to 
diagnose your vascular disease. As always, taking a thorough history and performing a physical exam 
is very important in determining whether you have signs or symptoms of PAD, aneurysm disease and 
carotid artery disease. The type of issues you are having will determine the type of non-invasive testing 
that should be done to help make the diagnosis.

Peripheral Artery Disease
A PAD diagnosis is often made by performing a 
physical exam and ankle brachial index (ABI). An 
ABI is done by measuring the blood pressure in 
the legs and comparing it to the blood pressure 
in the arm. Additionally, ultrasound of the arteries 
and a CT scan are often used for non-invasive 
testing. Invasive testing includes angiography 
or catheterization, which also allow for potential 
treatment of any blockages with a balloon or stent.

Carotid Artery Disease
For carotid artery disease, your physician may 
listen to your neck for a “swooshing” sound 
called a bruit. This may be a sign of a blockage. 
Further diagnosis is often done by ultrasound or 
CT scan. Occasionally an MRI is needed.

Aneurysm Disease
Depending on its location, aneurysm disease 
can sometimes be diagnosed through a simple 
physical exam. In order to study the size and 
potential need for repair of the aneurysm, 
ultrasound or CT scan may be performed.

Venous Disease
For venous disease, your doctor will discuss  
your symptoms while taking your medical history. 
A physical exam can show if there are varicose 
veins present. Ultrasound of the legs is the 
most common study and this looks for clots in 
the vein as well as problems with vein function. 
Occasionally a CT scan will be performed to look 
at the veins of the abdomen and pelvis.
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*Source: American College of Cardiology – 
National Cardiovascular

Data Registry, 2017

The Treatment Plan That’s Right for You
Many vascular disorders can be treated by 
non-invasive means such as diet, exercise, 
medications and control of other risk factors 
such as cholesterol, blood pressure and 
diabetes. In addition, stopping smoking may 
be the most important thing you can do to 
help yourself. Depending on the symptoms 
you are experiencing, if non-invasive methods 
aren’t successful then there are often minimally 
invasive procedures that can be used for 
treatment. Finally, open surgical procedures 
may be an option. Again, your vascular 
surgery specialist can help tailor a plan of care 
specifically for you.

Varicose and Spider Veins Therapy
The physicians at UChicagoMedicine 
AdventHealth offer a variety of treatment options 
for vein problems. The most common procedure 
is called ablation. This is an office procedure in 
which an IV is inserted into the vein and the vein 
is “burned out.” Other treatment options include 
injection therapy and removal of the veins by 
phlebectomy. Different materials can be used for 
injection depending on the size and type of vein. 
Phlebectomy is when a small “nick” incision is 
made and the vein is removed directly.

Endarterectomy
Endarterectomy is a procedure in which your 
surgeon cleans out an arterial blockage. The 
most common location where this is performed 
is in the carotid artery. There are three layers 
to each artery. The inner layer that contains the 
plaque is cleaned out directly. The middle and 
outermost layers of the artery are the muscle and 
collagen fiber wall, that are not touched during 
this procedure. The artery is often repaired with 
a patch to decrease the risk of any recurrence of 
the blockage.

Endovascular Therapy
Endovascular surgery refers to a group of 
minimally invasive techniques for treating arteries 
and veins. Arterial blockages are treated via 
catheterization, where a needle is placed into the 
artery and dye and X-rays are used to identify 
the blockage. Then a balloon and/or stent can 
be placed across the area and expanded to help 
remove the blockage. This is usually done on an 
outpatient basis and typically allows patients to 
return to normal activities within a few days.
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The UChicago Medicine AdventHealth Philosophy of Care
As a top academic medical institution and 
national leader in whole-person care, UChicago 
Medicine AdventHealth is dedicated to providing 
elite medical care to the communities we serve. 
Our care is designed to heal the body, ease the 
mind and uplift the spirit of every patient. Plus, 
we strive to provide easy access to some of the 
most innovative treatments, advanced medical 
technology and pioneering clinical trials — all 
designed to help you feel whole.

We’re here for you.
Our patients and their families are our top priority. 
That’s why we are constantly exploring the 
boundaries of what’s possible through clinical 
research, treatment and innovation to help 
improve the lives of the people we serve.

Nationally Ranked Care
We are dedicated to bringing world-class 
healthcare to every patient. Our efforts have 
consistently earned us national recognition for 
quality and safety, and a reputation for delivering 
unrivaled comfort and compassion. 

Experts You Can Rely On 
We are home to internationally renowned 
doctors, researchers and specialists, so you can 
always count on extraordinary care when you 
need it most.

This guide is provided to the general public to disseminate health-related 
information. The information is not intended to be used for diagnosing  
or prescribing. Please consult your physician before undertaking any 
form of medical treatment and/or adopting any exercise program or 
dietary guidelines.  
 
UChicago Medicine AdventHealth complies with applicable federal civil 
rights laws and does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national 
origin, age, disability or sex.

ATENCIÓN: si habla español, tiene a su disposición servicios gratuitos  
— de asistencia lingüística. Llame al número siguiente.

Take charge of your 
vascular care.
Let’s talk in person. For more information 
please call 800-417-5956.

24
-IL

-0
55

82

7

UChicago Medicine AdventHealth Vascular Disease Program 
Call 800-417-5956. for more information.


