
People with sickle cell disease (SCD) are at greater risk than the general population for forming 
blood clots.  A blood clot in one of the large veins, usually in a person’s leg or arm, is called a 
deep vein thrombosis (DVT). If a DVT is not treated, it can get bigger or break off and travel to 
the lungs. A blood clot in the lung is called pulmonary embolism (PE) and can cause death.
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What to Know About Blood Clots 
if You Have Sickle Cell Disease

Call your provider as soon as possible if you experience any 
of the DVT symptoms listed below.

• Swelling of your leg or arm

• Pain or tenderness in your leg or arm not caused by an injury

• Skin on your leg or arm that is warm to the touch, with 
swelling or pain

• Redness of the skin on your leg or arm, with swelling or pain

Get medical attention immediately if you experience any 
of the PE symptoms listed below.

• Sudden, severe, and unusual shortness of breath 

• Sudden, severe, and unusual chest pain 

• Faster-than-normal or irregular heartbeat

• Coughing up blood

Learn more about blood clots here: www.cdc.gov/bloodclots

Accessible link: https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/sicklecell/betterhealthtoolkit/index.html



Visit the “Sickle Cell Disease: Steps to Better Health” toolkit available here: www.cdc.gov/SCD/betterhealth

Talk to your provider to get the facts about anticoagulants (commonly known as “blood 
thinners”). The lifesaving benefits of these medicines often outweigh the potential risks. 
Still, it’s important to learn about both before you start taking them

Anticoagulants are medicines that lower your risk for developing future blood clots. Here is 
what you need to know:

• If you have a blood clot for the first time without any factors that might increase your risk, 
your provider will prescribe you anticoagulants for life.

• If you have a blood clot for the first time caused by a temporary event such as a 
hospitalization, surgery, or being unable to move because of a fracture, your provider will 
prescribe you anticoagulants for 3–6 months. 

• If you have frequent blood clots as a result of factors that might increase your risk, your 
provider will prescribe you anticoagulants for life.

Learn more about anticoagulants here:  
go.usa.gov/x7xHf

Talk to your provider about any factors that might increase your risk for blood clots.  
Some of these factors are:

Other risk factors include: 

• Birth control that contains estrogen

• Hormone replacement therapy that 
contains estrogen

• Trauma, particularly when the vein is 
injured
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• Being overweight

• Family history of blood clots

• Smoking

• Immobility or sitting for long periods

Source: Liem RI, Lanzkron S, D Coates T, DeCastro L, Desai AA, Ataga KI, et. al. American Society of Hematology 2019 guidelines for 
sickle cell disease: cardiopulmonary and kidney disease. Blood Adv. 2019 Dec 10;3(23):3867-3897.

Learn more about the safe use of medicines here:  
www.cdc.gov/SCD/medicines


