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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Term Meaning

Edema The medical word for swelling from extra fluid in the
tissues.

Peripheral edema Swelling in the legs, ankles, and feet — the parts farthest
from the heart.

Pedal edema Swelling of the feet.

Pitting edema When you press the skin and it leaves a dent for a few
seconds.

Dependent edema Swelling that collects in the lowest parts — ankles when
you sit, the back when you lie down.

Chronic venous insufficiency
(CVI)

Weak vein valves let blood pool in the legs. A top cause of
long-term swelling.

Deep vein thrombosis (DVT) A blood clot in a deep leg vein. Often one painful, swollen
leg. Urgent.

Lymphedema Swelling from a blocked or damaged lymph system. Often
firm and non-pitting.

Fluid retention Everyday term for the body holding on to salt and water.

One painful, swollen leg = get checked now. If one leg becomes suddenly swollen,
painful, warm, or red, it can be a blood clot (DVT). A clot can travel to the lungs and be
life-threatening. Call us the same day or go to the ER. If you also have sudden
shortness of breath or chest pain, call 911.
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What Is Leg Swelling and Ankle Edema?

• Edema means swelling. It happens when extra fluid leaks out of small blood vessels and
collects in the tissues.

• It shows up first where gravity pulls fluid down — the ankles, feet, and lower legs.

• The single most useful clue is simple: one leg or both? One swollen leg often points to the
veins. Both legs swelling together more often points to the whole body holding fluid.

• Both legs swelling with breathlessness or quick weight gain points to the heart (heart
failure).

• One leg that is suddenly swollen, painful, warm, and red can be a clot (DVT). This is
urgent — call us or go to the ER today.

• Many causes are not dangerous: long sitting or standing, hot weather, pregnancy, or a
blood-pressure pill like amlodipine.

• Pressing the swollen area and leaving a dent (pitting) is common with fluid from the heart,
kidneys, or veins. Firm swelling that does not pit can be lymphedema.

The first question is one leg or both. One swollen leg is often a vein problem — and if it is hot, painful, and red, it can be a clot
(DVT). Both legs swelling together more often means the body is holding fluid; with breathlessness or weight gain, think the

heart.
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Three big reasons legs swell: the heart, the veins, or another cause such as the kidneys or liver, a medicine like amlodipine,
lymphedema, long sitting or standing, or pregnancy.
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Why It Matters

• Swelling is a symptom, not a disease. Finding the cause is what matters — the same
swollen ankle can come from the heart, the veins, the kidneys, or a pill.

• A clot (DVT) in one leg can break loose and travel to the lungs. That is a pulmonary
embolism, and it can be life-threatening.

• New or worse swelling in both legs can be the first sign that heart failure is acting up —
often with breathlessness or a few pounds of weight gain over a few days.

• Long-standing vein swelling can damage the skin over time, leading to brown staining and
even open sores (ulcers) near the ankle.

• Most swelling improves a lot once the cause is treated — fluid pills for the heart,
compression for the veins, or simply changing a medicine.

• Daily weights at home are a simple early-warning tool. A gain of 3 pounds in 2 days or 5
pounds in a week is worth a call.

Cause, One Leg or Both, and Other Clues

Cause One leg or both? Other clues to look for

Blood clot (DVT) Usually ONE leg Sudden, painful, warm, red, often the calf.
Urgent.

Heart failure Usually BOTH legs Breathlessness, weight gain, worse when
lying flat.

Weak vein valves (CVI) /
varicose veins

One or BOTH legs Worse by evening, achy, varicose veins,
brown skin staining.

Kidney disease BOTH legs Puffy eyes in the morning, foamy urine,
less urine.

Liver disease BOTH legs Belly swelling, yellow skin or eyes, easy
bruising.

Medicine (amlodipine,
etc.)

BOTH legs Started after a new pill; no breathlessness.

Lymphedema One or BOTH legs Firm, does not pit, often after surgery or
radiation.
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Cardiac Causes — When the Heart Is Behind It

• Usually BOTH legs. A weak or stiff heart cannot keep up, so blood and fluid back up into
the legs and lungs.

• Look for company: breathlessness, trouble breathing when lying flat, waking up short of
breath, or a few pounds of weight gain over a few days.

• The swelling pits — press the shin and a dent stays for a few seconds.

• Why it matters: rising leg swelling is often the first warning that heart failure is flaring,
before breathlessness shows up.

• What helps: fluid pills, a low-salt diet, daily weights, and treating the heart failure itself. See
our Heart Failure (HFrEF) guide and our Diuretics guide.
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Venous Causes — Veins and Clots

• Often ONE leg, sometimes both. Leg veins carry blood back up to the heart. When their
valves weaken, blood pools and the leg swells.

• Chronic venous insufficiency (CVI): a top cause of long-term swelling. About 7 million US
adults have it. Worse by evening, achy, with visible varicose veins and brown skin staining
over time. See our Varicose Veins guide.

• A blood clot (DVT): one leg that becomes suddenly swollen, painful, warm, and red. This is
urgent — a clot can travel to the lungs. See our DVT guide.

• What helps the veins: compression stockings, leg elevation, movement, and sometimes a
vein procedure.

• What helps a clot: blood thinners, started quickly, to stop it growing and prevent a lung clot.

• One more check: before compression, we make sure the leg arteries are healthy. See our
Peripheral Artery Disease guide.
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Other Causes — Kidneys, Liver, Medicines, and More

• Kidney disease: when the kidneys cannot clear salt and water, fluid builds up — often puffy
eyes in the morning and both legs, with foamy urine.

• Liver disease: a scarred liver makes less protein and raises belly-vein pressure, so fluid
pools in the legs and abdomen, sometimes with yellow skin.

• Medicines: amlodipine and similar blood-pressure pills are a common, reversible cause —
leg swelling rises with the dose. Some diabetes drugs, pain relievers (NSAIDs), and steroids
do it too.

• Lymphedema: a blocked or damaged lymph system, often after surgery, radiation, or
infection. The swelling is firm and usually does not pit.

• Everyday causes: long sitting or standing, hot weather, long flights, and pregnancy. Usually
mild and eased by elevation and movement.

• What helps: treat the underlying disease, change the medicine if it is the culprit, or use
lymphedema therapy — the fix matches the cause.

Both legs plus breathlessness points to the heart. When both legs swell together —
especially with quick weight gain or trouble breathing when lying flat — the cause is often
the heart holding fluid. Call us promptly so we can adjust treatment before it becomes an
emergency.
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Risk Factors

Some patients are more likely to develop this condition. Knowing your risk helps your care
team take extra precautions.

Risk Factor Why It Increases Risk

Heart failure A weak or stiff heart lets fluid back up into the legs and lungs.
Usually swells BOTH legs.

Weak vein valves
(CVI) or varicose veins

Damaged valves let blood pool in the legs. A leading cause of
long-term swelling, often worse by evening.

A prior blood clot
(DVT) or recent
surgery

Past clots scar the veins. Surgery, casts, and long flights raise the
chance of a new clot.

Kidney disease When the kidneys cannot clear salt and water, fluid builds up —
often around the eyes and in both legs.

Liver disease A scarred liver makes less protein and raises pressure in the belly
veins, so fluid pools in the legs and abdomen.

Certain medicines Amlodipine and similar blood-pressure pills, some diabetes and
pain medicines, and steroids can cause leg swelling.

Long sitting or standing Gravity pulls fluid down. Desk jobs, long flights, and jobs on your
feet all cause mild ankle swelling.

Pregnancy The growing uterus presses on leg veins and the body holds more
fluid. Usually mild — but sudden swelling needs a check.

Obesity Extra weight presses on leg and belly veins and strains the vein
valves over time.
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Treatment Options

• Treat the cause first. Swelling is a clue. The right fix depends on whether it is the heart, the
veins, the kidneys, the liver, or a medicine.

• Heart cause: fluid pills (diuretics like furosemide), a low-salt diet, and daily weights. We also
treat the heart failure itself.

• Vein cause: compression stockings, leg elevation, and movement. Some patients benefit
from a vein procedure.

• A clot (DVT): blood thinners (anticoagulants) to stop the clot from growing and prevent a
lung clot. Started quickly.

• Kidney or liver cause: we treat the underlying disease and carefully manage salt, fluid, and
protein.

• Medicine cause: if a pill like amlodipine is the culprit, we can lower the dose or switch you to
a different one.

• Lymphedema: special massage (manual lymph drainage), compression wraps, skin care,
and exercise from a trained therapist.

• Diuretics are not always the answer. For vein or lymphedema swelling, fluid pills often do
not help and can cause harm. Treating the right cause matters.

• Never start or stop a heart or fluid pill on your own. Call us first.
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How we find the cause, step by step: the exam and your story, then a leg ultrasound to check for a clot or weak valves, blood
tests for the kidneys and liver, and an echo if the heart is the suspect.
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What Helps Which Cause

Cause What usually helps

Blood clot (DVT) Blood thinners, started quickly. Then follow-up.

Heart failure Fluid pills, low salt, daily weights, heart-failure treatment.

Weak vein valves / varicose
veins

Compression stockings, leg elevation, movement, vein
procedures.

Kidney or liver disease Treat the disease; careful salt, fluid, and protein
management.

Medicine cause Lower the dose or switch the medicine.

Lymphedema Lymph massage, compression wraps, skin care, exercise.

The water-pill trap. Fluid pills (diuretics) are great for heart, kidney, and liver swelling —
but they usually do not help swelling from weak vein valves or lymphedema, and they can
cause dehydration. Matching the treatment to the cause is the whole game.
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Comfort Measures at Home (No Medication Needed)

These simple steps support healing and ease symptoms. Use them alongside any medication
your doctor prescribes.

• Put your legs up above your heart for 15 to 30 minutes a few times a day. Prop them on
pillows.

• Wear compression stockings if we recommend them. Put them on in the morning before
swelling starts.

• Move often. Walking and ankle pumps push fluid back up. Do not sit or stand still for long
stretches.

• Limit salt. Aim for under 2,000 mg of sodium a day. Read labels — packaged and restaurant
food hide the most.

• Weigh yourself daily, same time, same scale, after the bathroom. Write it down and bring it
to visits.

• On long trips, stand, stretch, and walk every 1 to 2 hours to lower clot risk.

• Take care of the skin on swollen legs. Keep it clean and moisturized to prevent cracks and
infection.

• If you are overweight, even modest weight loss eases pressure on leg veins.
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Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

Every choice has trade-offs. Use this table to start the shared decision conversation.

Option Risks Benefits Alternatives

Diuretics (fluid
pills)

Dehydration, low
potassium or sodium,
kidney strain, more
bathroom trips. Not
helpful for vein or
lymph swelling.

Fast relief of fluid
from heart, kidney, or
liver causes. Easy to
adjust to daily weight.

Treat the cause;
compression for
veins; salt limit.

Compression
stockings

Can be tight and hard
to put on. Avoid if leg
arteries are badly
narrowed — check
pulses first.

Best treatment for
vein swelling. Eases
aching, prevents skin
damage and ulcers.
No drug side effects.

Leg elevation; vein
procedures; weight
loss.

Blood thinners
(for a clot)

Bleeding risk. Needs
follow-up. Some need
lab checks.

Stops a leg clot from
growing and prevents
a deadly lung clot.
Life-saving when a
DVT is found.

None safe if a clot is
confirmed — a clot
must be treated.

Change the
medicine
causing it

The new pill may
control blood
pressure differently.
Takes a visit to
adjust.

Removes the cause
entirely. Swelling
often fades within
weeks.

Lower the dose; add
a different drug class.

Watchful waiting
(mild swelling)

A real cause could be
missed. Not safe for
one painful leg or for
breathlessness.

Fine for mild swelling
from sitting, heat, or
travel. Elevation and
movement often fix it.

Get checked if it is
one-sided, painful, or
with breathing
trouble.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

Swollen legs always mean a heart
problem.

Often not. Weak vein valves, a medicine, long
sitting, or pregnancy are common causes. The
heart is just one of several.

A water pill is the right fix for any
swelling.

No. Fluid pills help heart, kidney, and liver
swelling — but not vein or lymph swelling, where
they can cause harm.

One swollen, painful leg can wait until
my next visit.

No. One hot, painful, swollen leg can be a clot
(DVT). It needs a same-day check to prevent a
lung clot.

Drinking less water will stop the swelling. Cutting water rarely helps and can backfire.
Limiting salt is what reduces fluid build-up.

Swelling is just part of getting older. Age plays a role, but new or one-sided swelling
always deserves a cause. Do not assume it is
normal aging.

Compression stockings are only for
looks.

They are real treatment. They ease aching and
prevent skin damage and ulcers from vein
disease.

If both legs swell, it cannot be serious. Both-leg swelling with breathlessness or weight
gain can be heart failure acting up — that needs
prompt care.
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Possible Complications

Knowing what can go wrong helps you spot problems early. Most complications are
uncommon, especially with treatment.

Where / What What Can Happen

Lungs (from a leg clot) A DVT can break loose and travel to the lungs — a
pulmonary embolism. Sudden breathlessness or chest
pain is an emergency.

Skin and tissue Long-standing vein swelling stains the skin brown,
hardens it, and can open into ankle sores (venous
ulcers).

Infection (cellulitis) Swollen, fragile skin lets bacteria in. A red, hot, tender,
spreading area with fever needs antibiotics.

Heart (worsening failure) Rising leg swelling can be the first sign heart failure is
flaring, often before breathlessness sets in.

Mobility and falls Heavy, swollen legs make walking harder and raise the
risk of falls, especially in older adults.

Trapped-fluid swelling
(lymphedema)

Untreated swelling can become firm and permanent as
the lymph system is overwhelmed.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

• First ask: one leg or both? It is the most useful clue to the cause.

• One leg that is suddenly swollen, painful, warm, or red can be a clot (DVT). Call us or go to
the ER the same day.

• Both legs swelling with breathlessness or quick weight gain points to the heart — call us
promptly.

• Swelling is a symptom. We treat the cause, not just the fluid.

• Water pills help heart, kidney, and liver swelling — not vein or lymph swelling.

• Compression stockings and leg elevation are the backbone of vein swelling care.

• A blood-pressure pill like amlodipine is a common, reversible cause — tell us if swelling
started after a new medicine.

• Limit salt, not water. Salt is what drives fluid build-up.

• Weigh yourself daily. A gain of 3 pounds in 2 days or 5 pounds in a week is worth a call.

• Never start or stop a fluid or heart pill on your own.

Swelling is a messenger, not the message. A swollen ankle is your body pointing at
something — the heart, a vein, a kidney, or a pill. Find the cause and most swelling settles
down. The job is not to silence the messenger but to read the message.
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When to Call Us - and When to Call 911

If you are not sure, call. We would rather hear from you twice than miss a real problem.

• One leg suddenly swollen, painful, warm, or red — call us today or go to the ER (possible
clot).

• Sudden shortness of breath or chest pain — call 911 (possible lung clot).

• Trouble breathing when lying flat, or waking up gasping — call us promptly.

• Weight gain of more than 3 pounds in 2 days or 5 pounds in a week.

• Swollen skin that is red, hot, tender, or spreading, especially with fever — possible skin
infection.

• An open sore or weeping skin on a swollen leg.

• Swelling that starts soon after a new medicine.

• Swelling along with much less urine, or with yellow skin or eyes.

• Sudden swelling during pregnancy, especially with headache or vision changes — call right
away.

• Any swelling that is getting worse despite elevation and compression.

Office: (727) 943-5200

Know Your Zone — Leg Swelling

GREEN - Watch

• Mild, both ankles, end of day

• Eases with elevation overnight

• No pain, no breathlessness

• ACTION: elevate, move, limit salt,
wear stockings if advised.

YELLOW - Call Today

• New or worse both-leg swelling

• Up 3 lb in 2 days / 5 lb in a week

• Mild new breathlessness

• Started after a new medicine

• ACTION: call the office today.

RED - Emergency

• One leg hot, painful, red, swollen

• Sudden breathlessness or chest pain

• Cannot breathe lying flat

• Spreading red, hot skin with fever

• ACTION: call 911 or go to the ER.
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Trusted Resources

The links below are the trusted resources Dr. Ali used to write this guide and that he
recommends you visit for more information. Each is a clickable link in the digital version and a
Short.io tracked URL on the printed version.

• Cleveland Clinic - Edema - Plain-language overview of swelling causes and self-care.

• Mayo Clinic - Edema - Symptoms, causes, and when to seek care.

• MedlinePlus - Foot, Leg, and Ankle Swelling - NIH/NLM symptom guide with red flags.

• AHA - Warning Signs of Heart Failure - How swelling and weight gain connect to the heart.

• Cleveland Clinic - Chronic Venous Insufficiency - Weak vein valves — a leading cause of
long-term swelling.

• MedlinePlus - Compression Stockings - How to use compression stockings safely.
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Sources Used to Build This Guide

Every recommendation in this guide is grounded in one or more of the studies, guidelines, or
trusted resources below. Short links are tracked so Dr. Ali can see which references patients
are reading; nothing personally identifying is captured.

• Cleveland Clinic — Edema (Swelling) [Patient Education]
Plain-language overview of edema causes (cardiac, venous, renal, hepatic, medication) and self-care vs when
to seek care.

• Mayo Clinic — Edema: Symptoms and Causes [Patient Education]
Pitting vs non-pitting edema, lifestyle measures, and the distinctions between cardiac, venous, and lymphatic
swelling.

• MedlinePlus — Foot, Leg, and Ankle Swelling [Patient Education]
NIH/NLM symptom triage; red flags (one-sided swelling, chest pain, breathlessness) that flag DVT or a cardiac
cause.

• American Heart Association — Warning Signs of Heart Failure [Patient Education]
Links both-leg swelling and rapid weight gain to fluid retention in heart failure; supports daily-weight
self-monitoring.

• Cleveland Clinic — Chronic Venous Insufficiency (CVI) [Patient Education]
Weak vein valves as a leading cause of chronic leg swelling; about 7 million US adults affected; compression
and elevation.

• Cleveland Clinic — Deep Vein Thrombosis (DVT) [Patient Education]
One-sided painful, warm, red leg swelling; the urgent clot scenario and why it needs same-day evaluation.

• Mayo Clinic — Lymphedema [Patient Education]
Lymphedema as a non-pitting cause of swelling after surgery, radiation, or infection; explains why it differs from
cardiac/venous edema.

• 2022 AHA/ACC/HFSA Heart Failure Guideline [Guideline]
Framework for cardiac edema: congestion, diuretics, sodium restriction, and daily-weight monitoring in heart
failure.

• Makani H et al. — Peripheral edema with calcium channel blockers (meta-analysis) [Clinical Evidence]
Quantifies dose-dependent leg edema from amlodipine-class blood-pressure pills — a common, reversible
medication cause.

• Wells PS et al. — Clinical evaluation of suspected DVT (Wells score) [Clinical Evidence]
Validated bedside approach combining exam, D-dimer, and ultrasound to confirm or rule out a leg clot.

• American Venous Forum / Society for Vascular Surgery — CVI patient resources [Patient Education]
Specialty-society plain-language guidance on compression stockings, vein procedures, and leg elevation.

• MedlinePlus — Compression Stockings [Patient Education]
How compression stockings work, how to wear them, and cautions (check pulses / ankle-brachial index if artery
disease is possible).
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Reviewer note: Reviewed against Cleveland Clinic, Mayo Clinic, and AHA edema pages. Ours adds a
one-leg-vs-both-legs decision diagram, a three-bucket cause map (heart, veins, other), a cause-to-clues
comparison table, a step-by-step workup ladder, and a clear 'one painful swollen leg = get checked now' safety
callout.

Disclaimer

This guide is for educational purposes only and does not replace medical advice from your physician.
Recommendations may not apply to every patient. Always follow the specific instructions of Dr. Ali and your care
team. In an emergency call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department.
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