
venous thromboembolism
Why is this important?
There are two common types of thromboses 
that can occur in a person’s veins – deep vein
thrombosis (DVT) and pulmonary embolism (PE).
These are different manifestations of the same
disease process, venous thromboembolism (VTE).

The incidence of VTE has been found to be
around 135 times greater among hospitalised
patients compared to those in the community.[1]
Recent research suggests that close to a
quarter of those with VTE had recently been
hospitalised for surgery and another quarter for
a medical illness. Some 75 per cent of fatal PEs
in hospitals struck high-risk medical patients.[2]

The prevention of VTE in hospitals has been
identified internationally as a stand-out
opportunity to improve patient safety. Not only
is there a strong evidence base for VTE
preventive measures, but they are relatively
cheap and straightforward to implement.[3,4]

In Australia, each year there are approximately
16,000 hospitalisations where DVT is among the
conditions reported. For PE, the number is
almost 14,000. Assuming a case fatality rate of
15 per cent for PE,[5] there would be 2000
deaths from this cause annually across Australia.
PE is one of the single most common
preventable causes of hospital death, accounting
for or contributing to 10 per cent of all deaths
in hospital.

The National Institute of Clinical Studies has
identified the underuse of preventive measures
for VTE as a clinical priority. Published clinical
audits suggest there is a large gap between
evidence and practice.

18 Preventing venous thromboembolism in hospitalised patients

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF CLINICAL STUDIES Australia 2003



The prevention of venous thromboembolism in hospitals has been identified

internationally as a stand-out opportunity to improve patient safety.
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Best available evidence
Various pharmacological and mechanical
methods are used to prevent VTE, including 
the use of heparin (both unfractionated and low
molecular weight), warfarin, aspirin, elastic
compression stockings and intermittent
pneumatic compression. Numerous clinical
guidelines on prevention have been published 
in recent years, including two editions of
guidelines for Australia and New Zealand.[6–11]
There are also two other Australian clinical
practice guidelines that make recommendations
for patients with specific conditions.[12,13]

Hospitalisations in Australia with VTE reported
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Current practice
Various reports have presented data on
prevention of VTE among high-risk, mainly
orthopaedic surgery patients, in an Australian
setting.[14–17] In patients with colorectal
cancer, preventive care for VTE is more likely in
capital city hospitals.[18] At the same time, a
rural-based study of surgeons has identified
prevention of VTE as an area requiring further
education.[19]

Implications
• VTEs occur and are sometimes the cause of

death among a proportion of hospital patients
either while they are inpatients or within a few
months of their discharge. Much of this
morbidity and mortality could be prevented.

• Widespread use of preventive measures
could be introduced to surgical and medical
patients who are identified as being at risk.

• The opportunity exists to provide appropriate
evidence-based, cost-effective thrombosis
prevention to all at-risk patients, both during
their hospital stay and during their outpatient
care, if necessary.
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