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IVC Filter
A small metal cage in the big vein that catches traveling clots

A filter is a backstop, not a cure. Blood thinners are still the main treatment whenever
they can be taken.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Term Meaning

IVC filter (inferior vena cava
filter)

A small metal cage placed inside the big vein in your belly
to catch blood clots before they reach the lungs.

Vena cava filter Another name for the same device. The 'vena cava' is the
large vein that returns blood from the body to the heart.

Inferior vena cava (IVC) The big vein that carries blood from your legs and pelvis up
to the right side of your heart. The filter sits inside it.

Retrievable filter The most common kind. It is designed to be removed once
it is safe to take blood thinners again — usually weeks to a
few months later.

Permanent filter A filter meant to stay in for life. Used when long-term
protection is needed and removal is not planned.

Pulmonary embolism (PE) When a clot breaks free and travels to the lung arteries.
The filter is placed to help prevent this.

Deep vein thrombosis (DVT) A clot in a deep leg or pelvic vein. This is usually the clot a
filter is meant to catch if it breaks loose.

Anticoagulation (blood
thinners)

Medicine that stops clots from forming and growing. This is
the main treatment for clots — a filter does not replace it.

Contraindication to
anticoagulation

A reason a person cannot safely take blood thinners right
now. Examples are active bleeding or recent major
surgery. This is the main reason a filter is placed.

Retrieval The procedure to remove a retrievable filter once it is no
longer needed.

Infrarenal placement The usual position for the filter — in the vena cava just
below the veins that drain the kidneys.

Filter strut One of the thin metal legs of the filter. Struts can rarely
break (fracture) or poke through the vein wall if a filter is
left in a long time.

2 of 20 | P a g e



Visit
RiasAliMD.com

Save
Contact Info

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.

4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com

Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/ivc-filter-guide

IVC Filter?

• An IVC filter is a small metal cage placed inside the inferior vena cava — the big vein that
carries blood from your legs back to your heart.

• Its only job is to catch a blood clot that breaks loose from a leg or pelvic vein, so the clot
cannot travel to the lungs and cause a pulmonary embolism (PE).

• A filter does NOT thin your blood, does NOT dissolve a clot, and does NOT stop new clots
from forming. It is a backstop, not a cure.

• It is placed through a small tube (catheter) put into a vein in the neck or the groin. The
procedure is quick and uses local numbing medicine.

• Most filters today are 'retrievable' — designed to be removed once it is safe to use blood
thinners again.

• Some filters are 'permanent' and are meant to stay in for life when long-term protection is
needed.

Blood thinners stop clots from forming and growing — they treat the problem at its source and are the main treatment. An IVC
filter only catches a clot that already broke free. A filter is a backstop, not a substitute for blood thinners.
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Why It Matters

• Blood thinners — not a filter — are the main treatment for clots. A filter is added only in
special situations, mostly when blood thinners cannot be used.

• The most common reason for a filter is a clot (or a high clot risk) in a person who CANNOT
take blood thinners — for example, someone with active bleeding or who just had major
surgery.

• A filter may also be considered when a person had a clot travel to the lungs DESPITE taking
full-dose blood thinners correctly.

• Large studies (PREPIC2) showed that adding a retrievable filter to blood thinners did NOT
lower the chance of a lung clot in people who could take thinners. So a filter is not used 'just
in case' when thinners are an option.

• Most retrievable filters are never taken out — national data show only about 1 in 4 are
removed. A filter left in too long can fracture, tilt, move, or poke through the vein.

• This is why every retrievable filter needs a clear plan and a follow-up appointment to take it
out once protection is no longer needed.

Retrievable filters are meant to be removed once blood thinners are safe again — usually within weeks to a few months. The
longer a retrievable filter is left in, the higher the chance of device problems, so a written removal plan and follow-up are

essential.
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Blood Thinners vs. an IVC Filter: What Each One Does

Feature Blood Thinners (first-line) IVC Filter (backstop)

What it does Stops clots forming and growing Catches a clot that already broke
free

Treats the leg clot? Yes No

Prevents NEW clots? Yes No

Main use Almost everyone with a clot When thinners can't be used or have
failed

Reversible? Stop the medicine Retrievable filter can be removed

Bleeding risk Yes No (it is not a drug)

When a Filter Is the Right Call — and When It Isn't

• RIGHT CALL: you have a clot (or a high clot risk) AND you cannot safely take blood thinners
— for example, active bleeding, a bleeding ulcer, recent major surgery, or a head injury.

• RIGHT CALL: a clot reached your lungs DESPITE taking full-dose blood thinners correctly,
so a backstop is added while your treatment is reviewed.

• SOMETIMES: a short, planned window when blood thinners must be paused for urgent
surgery — with a plan to remove the filter soon after.

• NOT NEEDED: 'just in case' when blood thinners are working. Studies (PREPIC2) showed
adding a filter did not lower lung-clot risk in people who could take thinners.

• NOT A FIX: the filter does nothing for the clot already in your leg. That clot still needs blood
thinners or, in select cases, a clot-removal procedure.

• The decision is made with your doctor and weighs your bleeding risk, your clot risk, and how
soon blood thinners might become safe.
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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

A clot AND a reason
you cannot take blood
thinners

The main reason for a filter. Examples are active bleeding, a
bleeding ulcer, recent major surgery, or a head injury. Each one
makes blood thinners unsafe right now.

A new clot to the lungs
DESPITE full blood
thinners

A clot may reach the lungs even though you took the right dose of
blood thinners. A filter can be added as a backstop while your
treatment is reviewed.

A large clot and an
urgent surgery that
must pause thinners

Sometimes a filter is placed for a short, planned window. Blood
thinners must stop for an operation that cannot wait. The filter is
then removed after.

A clot in someone who
keeps bleeding on
every blood thinner

Rarely, a person cannot take any blood thinner because of
repeated bleeding. A filter may be used while doctors look for
safer options.

NOT a routine add-on
when blood thinners
are working

A filter is not placed 'just to be safe' if you can take blood thinners.
Studies show it does not help in that situation and adds device
risks.

NOT a treatment for
the leg clot itself

A filter does nothing for the clot already in your leg. That clot still
needs blood thinners (or, in select cases, a clot-removal
procedure) once it is safe.
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Treatment Options

• Anticoagulation (blood thinners) is the first-line treatment for clots. A filter is added only when
thinners cannot be used or have failed.

• Placement: a thin tube (catheter) is guided through a vein in the neck or groin to the inferior
vena cava using X-ray imaging. The folded filter is pushed out and opens against the vein
wall.

• The procedure usually takes 15 to 30 minutes, uses local numbing medicine, and most
people go home the same day.

• The filter normally sits just below the veins that drain the kidneys (the 'infrarenal' position).

• As soon as it is safe, blood thinners are started or restarted — the filter does not replace
them. It only buys time.

• Retrieval: a retrievable filter is removed with another quick catheter procedure, usually
through a neck vein. The best window is typically weeks to a few months after placement.

• If you have a retrievable filter, you and your doctor should set a follow-up plan to check
whether it can come out — do not let it be forgotten.

• A permanent filter is left in place for life; in that case there is no retrieval procedure, and
follow-up focuses on watching for device problems.

Retrievable vs. permanent filters. Most filters today are retrievable and need a clear plan
to be removed once protection is no longer needed.

Retrievable Filter Permanent Filter

How common Most filters placed today Less common

Meant to be removed? Yes — once thinners are safe No — stays for life

Best removal window Weeks to a few months Not applicable

Main long-term concern Being forgotten and left in too
long

Device problems over many years

Follow-up focus Plan and date to remove it Watch for device problems
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Retrievable vs. Permanent — and the Must-Remove Plan

• Most filters placed today are retrievable, meaning they are designed to be taken out later.

• A retrievable filter should come out once it is safe to take blood thinners again — usually
within weeks to a few months.

• Removal is a quick catheter procedure, usually through a neck vein, and most people go
home the same day.

• The big real-world problem: many retrievable filters are forgotten. National data show only
about 1 in 4 are ever removed.

• Make a plan: ask whether your filter is retrievable, set a follow-up date to check it, and keep
that appointment.

• A permanent filter is chosen when long-term protection is needed and removal is not
planned; it stays in for life.
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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.

• Keep your follow-up appointments. The most important step after a retrievable filter is
checking when it can be removed.

• Ask your doctor directly: 'Is my filter retrievable, and when should it come out?' Write the
answer down.

• Carry a card or note that says you have an IVC filter, what kind it is, and the date it was
placed.

• Restart blood thinners exactly as instructed once your bleeding risk has passed — the filter
is not a reason to skip them.

• Keep the insertion site (neck or groin) clean and dry for the first day or two, and watch for
swelling, redness, or bleeding.

• Tell every doctor, dentist, and surgeon that you have a filter, especially before any procedure
or imaging test.

• Stay active and move your legs; the same habits that lower clot risk after a DVT still apply.
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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

Placing an IVC
filter (when blood
thinners cannot
be used)

Insertion-site
bleeding or clot, filter
tilt or movement, and
— if left in long —
fracture or vein
perforation. The filter
itself can clot off and
block the vein.

Catches a traveling
clot before it reaches
the lungs in someone
who cannot be
protected by blood
thinners. Can be
life-saving in the right
patient.

Blood thinners alone
(first choice when
safe). In some cases,
clot-removal
procedures.
Sometimes simply
close monitoring.

Choosing a
retrievable filter
and removing it
on time

A second short
procedure is needed
to take it out. Rarely
the filter is stuck and
harder to remove the
longer it stays in.

Protects you during
the high-risk window,
then leaves nothing
behind once removed
— which avoids
long-term device
problems.

A permanent filter
(stays for life) when
removal is not
planned, or no filter at
all if blood thinners
become safe quickly.

Leaving a
retrievable filter
in long-term (not
removing it)

Higher chance over
time of strut fracture,
tilt, migration, vein
perforation, and the
vena cava clotting off.

Continued protection
if you still cannot take
blood thinners and
still need a filter.

Removing the filter
once protection is no
longer needed —
strongly preferred
when it is safe to do
so.

A permanent
filter

Stays in for life; small
ongoing risk of device
problems and of the
vein clotting off.
Cannot be undone.

Long-term protection
for people who need
an ongoing block and
cannot ever safely
take blood thinners.

A retrievable filter
with a removal plan,
or anticoagulation
alone if it later
becomes safe.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

An IVC filter is a substitute for blood
thinners.

It is not. A filter only catches a clot that has
already broken free. It does not stop clots from
forming or growing. Whenever blood thinners
are safe, they are still the main treatment — the
filter is a backstop, not a replacement.

Once I have a filter, I am fully protected
from clots.

A filter lowers the chance of a clot reaching the
lungs, but clots can still form, the filter can clot
off, and small clots can sometimes pass
through. You still need clot treatment and
follow-up.

A retrievable filter can just stay in — it is
fine to leave it.

Leaving a retrievable filter in too long raises the
risk that it fractures, tilts, moves, or pokes
through the vein. National data show most
retrievable filters are never removed. If yours is
retrievable, it should have a plan to come out
once it is no longer needed.

Getting the filter out is a big surgery. Retrieval is usually a quick catheter procedure
through a neck vein, much like the placement.
Most people go home the same day. It is far
simpler than open surgery.

A filter treats the clot already in my leg. It does nothing for the existing leg clot. That clot
still needs blood thinners — or, in select cases,
a clot-removal procedure — once it is safe. The
filter only guards against a piece breaking off
and traveling up.

Everyone with a DVT or PE needs a
filter.

Most people with a clot are treated with blood
thinners alone and never need a filter. Filters are
reserved for special situations — mainly when
blood thinners cannot be used or have failed.
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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

Filter clotting off (IVC occlusion) A clot can collect in the filter and block the whole vein.
This causes swelling in both legs and can be serious.
Reported in a small but real share of patients, more often
the longer a filter is in.

Strut fracture One of the thin metal legs snaps. A broken piece can
travel in the blood, rarely reaching the heart or lungs. The
chance rises the longer a filter is left in place.

Filter tilt The filter leans to one side and may not catch clots as
well. Tilt can also make later removal harder.

Migration The whole filter moves out of position, up or down the
vein. Rarely it can move toward the heart, which is
dangerous.

Vein perforation A strut pokes through the vein wall into nearby tissue or
organs. Often causes no symptoms, but can rarely cause
pain or injury to nearby structures.

Recurrent pulmonary embolism A filter lowers but does not erase the risk of a lung clot.
Small clots can pass through, or new clots can form
above the filter.

Insertion-site problems Bleeding, bruising, infection, or a clot where the catheter
entered the neck or groin vein. Usually minor and
short-lived.

A filter that is hard to remove The longer a retrievable filter stays in, the more it can
become stuck in the vein wall. Removal then gets harder
and may need special tools.
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Device problems that grow more likely the longer a retrievable filter is left in: a strut can fracture, the filter can tilt or migrate, or
a strut can perforate the vein wall. These are uncommon but are the reason removal is planned.
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Risks of Leaving a Filter In Too Long

• Strut fracture: a thin metal leg can snap, and the piece can travel in the blood. The chance
rises the longer the filter stays in.

• Tilt: the filter can lean to one side, catching clots less well and making later removal harder.

• Migration: the whole filter can move up or down the vein, rarely toward the heart.

• Perforation: a strut can poke through the vein wall into nearby tissue. Often silent, but it can
rarely cause pain or injury.

• Vein clotting off: a clot can fill the filter and block the whole vena cava, causing swelling in
both legs.

• Harder removal: the longer a filter is embedded, the harder it can be to take out —
sometimes needing advanced techniques.

• Bottom line: these problems are uncommon, but they grow with time, which is exactly why a
retrievable filter should be removed once it is no longer needed.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

• An IVC filter is a small metal cage in the big belly vein that catches clots before they reach
the lungs.

• It is a backstop — NOT a substitute for blood thinners. Thinners are still the main treatment
whenever they can be taken.

• The main reason for a filter is a clot in someone who cannot take blood thinners, or a lung
clot that happened despite full thinners.

• Most filters are retrievable and are meant to be REMOVED once it is safe to use blood
thinners — usually within weeks to a few months.

• A retrievable filter left in too long can fracture, tilt, move, or poke through the vein. Most are
never removed unless there is a plan.

• If you have a retrievable filter, ask: 'When should mine come out?' and keep the follow-up
appointment.

• Placement and removal are quick catheter procedures through a neck or groin vein, usually
same-day.

• Carry a note of your filter type and placement date, and tell every doctor and surgeon you
have one.

If you have a retrievable filter, ask when it should come out.
Many retrievable filters are forgotten and left in too long. The single most important step
after placement is a plan to remove it once blood thinners are safe again.

Ask your doctor: Is my filter retrievable or permanent? When was it placed? When should
it be removed — and who will schedule that? Write the answers down and keep the
follow-up appointment.
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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.

• CALL 911 / GO TO ER NOW: sudden shortness of breath, chest pain, rapid heartbeat,
coughing up blood, or fainting — these can be signs of a clot reaching the lungs even with a
filter in place.

• CALL 911: sudden severe belly or back pain, or new severe leg swelling on both sides — a
rare sign the filter or vena cava has clotted off.

• Call our office SAME DAY: bleeding, swelling, or growing pain at the neck or groin insertion
site.

• Call our office SAME DAY: new or worsening leg swelling, pain, warmth, or redness — your
clot still needs treatment.

• Call our office: to schedule your filter-removal check if you have a retrievable filter and have
not been told a plan.

• Call our office: before any surgery, dental work, or procedure — tell them you have a filter
and ask about your blood thinner plan.

• Call our office: if you are unsure whether your filter is retrievable or permanent, or do not
know when it was placed.

Office: (727) 943-5200

Related guides from our library:
• Deep Vein Thrombosis (DVT) — the leg clot a filter is meant to catch.
• Pulmonary Embolism (PE) — the lung clot a filter helps prevent.
• Anticoagulation Bridging — managing blood thinners around procedures.
• Warfarin & INR Monitoring — the main treatment a filter never replaces.
• Venous Insufficiency — long-term leg-vein problems after clots.
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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.

• Society of Interventional Radiology — IVC Filters - Specialty-society patient page on why
filters are placed, how they are removed, and what to ask your doctor.

• FDA — Removing Retrievable IVC Filters (Safety Communication) - The FDA's advice on
removing retrievable filters once protection is no longer needed, and the risks of leaving
them in.

• Cleveland Clinic — Vena Cava Filter - Plain-language overview of the procedure, who needs
it, and recovery.

• MedlinePlus — Vena Cava Filter - NIH/NLM patient overview of placement, indications, and
risks.

• National Blood Clot Alliance (Stop the Clot) - Patient nonprofit with clot stories, support, and
questions to ask about filters and blood thinners.
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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 — Inferior Vena Cava (IVC) Filter [Patient Education]
Plain-language overview of why a filter is placed to catch clots, who needs one, and the importance of retrieval.

• MedlinePlus — Vena Cava Filter [Patient Education]
NIH/NLM procedure overview covering indications when anticoagulation cannot be used, placement, and risks.

• FDA Safety Communication — Removing Retrievable Inferior Vena Cava Filters [Regulatory]
Authoritative basis for the strong emphasis on timely retrieval once protection is no longer needed, and
long-term complication risks.

• Society of Interventional Radiology — IVC Filter Patient Information [Patient Education]
Specialty-society patient material on indications, placement, retrieval window, and what to ask your doctor.

• Mayo Clinic — Pulmonary Embolism (Treatment incl. Vein Filter) [Patient Education]
Plain-language framing of where a vena cava filter fits relative to blood thinners in clot care.

• 2021 ASH Guidelines for Management of VTE: Treatment (Anticoagulation First-Line) [Guideline]
Guideline basis that anticoagulation — not a filter — is first-line VTE treatment; filter reserved for
contraindication to anticoagulation.

• PREPIC2 — Retrievable IVC Filter Plus Anticoagulation vs Anticoagulation Alone (JAMA 2015) [Trial]
Randomized evidence that adding a retrievable filter to anticoagulation did not reduce recurrent PE in patients
who could be anticoagulated.

• PREPIC — Eight-Year Follow-up of IVC Filter vs No Filter (Circulation 2005) [Trial]
Long-term data: permanent filters reduced PE but increased recurrent DVT with no mortality benefit — the core
trade-off message.

• Complications Associated With Inferior Vena Cava Filter Retrieval: A Systematic Review (2024) [Systematic
Review]
Source for device-complication framing (fracture, tilt, migration, perforation) and the rising risk of leaving a filter
in too long.

• SAFE-IVC Study — Contemporary Insertion/Retrieval Outcomes (ACC 2025) [Study]
Contemporary real-world data on low retrieval rates and outcomes; supports the must-have retrieval-follow-up
plan.

• ACR-SIR-SPR Practice Parameter for IVC Filter Placement and Retrieval [Guideline]
Professional standard for who should get a filter and the expectation of documented retrieval follow-up.
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https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/treatments/16752-vena-cava-filter
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/007398.htm
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/safety-communications/removing-retrievable-inferior-vena-cava-filters-fda-safety-communication
https://www.sirweb.org/patient-center/conditions-and-treatments/inferior-vena-cava-filter/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/pulmonary-embolism/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20354653
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32271526/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25919526/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16009794/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38550500/
https://www.acc.org/latest-in-cardiology/articles/2025/05/01/01/peripheral-matters-the-safe-ivc-study
https://www.acr.org/-/media/ACR/Files/Practice-Parameters/IVCFilter.pdf
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Reviewer note: Reviewed against: Cleveland Clinic IVC filter page, SIR patient material, and the Mayo Clinic PE
treatment page. This guide adds a filter-vs-blood-thinner diagram, a retrieval-timeline graphic, a device-problems
panel, the must-remove follow-up message, and a clear note that a filter never replaces blood thinners.

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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