Varicose Veins

What are Varicose Veins?

Varicose veins are bulging veins that are typically 3 mm or more in diameter. Varicose veins form when the valves in
the veins that carry blood from the legs to the heart, malfunction. This failure causes the blood pressure inside the
veins to increase. As a result, the veins dilate and become distorted and twisted. In most cases, these veins appear
on the legs, although they may be present on any area of the body. Varicose veins are usually visible through the skin
and may appear bluish in color. A common symptom is swelling and/or weakness in the legs after prolonged standing
or sitting. This condition is more common in women than men and heredity is believed to be a major factor. Pregnant
women often suffer with this condition. If left untreated, varicose veins may lead to phlebitis, leg ulcers and brisk
bleeding.

Normal veins have one-way valves that allow blood to flow upward, returning blood to the heart and lungs. A varicose
vein has valves that are not functioning properly and allow the blood to reflux back down the leg. The blood flowing
upwards is fighting gravity, and will pool in the vein if the valve malfunctions. The valves themselves may be abnormal
or the vein walls may be dilated such that the valve leaflets are too far apart. The varicose veins bulge because they
are filled with pooled unoxygenated blood.

Symptoms are often worse at the end of the day because more pooling has occurred. Other things which increase
pooling include prolonged standing and sitting, exposure to heat (summertime, hot baths) and hormonal factors
(pregnancy, around the time of the menses).

What causes Varicose Veins?

Heredity is the number one contributing factor causing varicose and spider veins. Women are more likely to suffer
from abnormal leg veins. Statistics show that up to 50% of American women may be affected. Hormonal factors can
affect the disease. It is very common for pregnant women to develop varicose veins during the first trimester. Preg-
nancy causes increases in hormone levels and blood volume, which in turn cause veins to enlarge. In addition, the en-
larged uterus causes increased pressure on the veins. Varicose veins due to pregnancy often improve within 3 months
after delivery. However, with successive pregnancies, abnormal veins are more likely to remain. Other predisposing
factors include aging, standing occupations, obesity and leg injury.
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