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Underdiagnosis of pulmonary embolism: a recurrent ...

�

Pulmonary embolism (PE) is a life-threatening
condition or complication frequently seen after
surgeries. Despite its all fatal potency, the clinical
manifestation of PE is neither sensitive nor specific.
Therefore it could be easily underdiagnosed or
overdiagnosed, PE could be considered as one of the
worst nightmares of cardiac surgeons.
Decreasing the mortality from PE depends on rapid
and accurate diagnosis, which should be based on
objective evidence.
 Risk factors for venous thromboembolism, diagnostic
values of symptoms and signs and the new diagnostic
technologies are discussed, and a practical algorithm
on PE diagnosis is presented in this review.

Key words: Pulmonary embolism, deep vein thrombosis,
heart disease, thromboembolism, open heart surgery,
surgical complication
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Nightmare for Surgeons
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• Age > 40 years 

• Obesity 

• Cancer 

• Prolonged immobilization  

• Previous venous thromboembolism 

• Severe cardiorespiratory disease 

• Stroke or spinal cord injury 

• Multiple trauma/legs 

• Major abdominal surgery 

• Hip or knee surgery 

• Pregnancy or postpartum status 

• Estrogens  

• Biologic risk factors 

 

 Table I.  Risk factors for venous thromboembolism.
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 Sensitivity Specificity 

Calf pain 56-82% 66-91% 

Calf tenderness 26-74% 3-87% 

Homan’s sign 35-97% 13-48% 

Calf/leg swelling 8-88% 39-84% 

 

Table II.  Diagnostic values of symptoms and signs in deep
vein thrombosis.

Sign/Symptom Score* 

Clinical sign/symptoms of DVT 3.0 

An alternative diagnosis less likely 3.0 

Heart rate >100/min 1.5 

Immobilization/surgery past 4 weeks 1.5 

History of DVT/PE 1.5 

Hemoptysis 1.0 

Malignancy (treatment/ treated in past 6 months) 1.0 

 

Table III. A point score developed by Wells et al (5) to
estimate probability of PE.
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Figure 1. The algorithm for pulmonary embolism diagnosis (1).
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