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Peripheral Arterial Disease:   PAD    

What is intermittent claudication?    Intermittent claudication is a group of 

symptoms caused by a partial blockage of blood flow to the muscles. A 

blockage in the leg or arm causes pain or weakness when you are walking or 

physically active. The symptoms usually go away after you rest for a few 

minutes.  

What is the cause?    The discomfort or pain happens when your muscles do 

not get enough blood because the arteries that carry blood to the muscles 

have gotten narrower or are blocked. The narrowing is usually caused by 

hardening of the arteries (atherosclerosis). The arteries get narrowed by a 

buildup of fats and cholesterol (plaque) in the artery walls. This buildup 

makes the artery stiff and slows or blocks the flow of blood and oxygen to the 

body.     

When you are not using your muscles, there may be enough blood flow and 

oxygen for your muscles so they don't hurt when you are resting.  But when 

you use the muscles, they need more blood. If the muscles don't get enough 

blood and oxygen, you may have symptoms.  

What are the symptoms?    The main symptoms are usually pain, numbness, 

aching, or heaviness in the leg muscles when you exercise your legs. 

Symptoms may include cramping in your legs, buttocks, and feet. The pain 

may be in one or both legs.  You may have pain in the buttocks if the 

narrowing is in the arteries bringing blood to the thighs. The discomfort may 

go away when you rest, but it may come back soon after you start walking 

again. Sometimes you may have symptoms in your arms or hands.  
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PAD cont. 

How is it diagnosed?    Your healthcare provider will ask about your 

symptoms and check your pulse in many parts of your body. Your provider 

may check blood pressures in your arms and legs.   You may also have one or 

more of these tests:  angiogram, which uses X-rays and a special dye so your 

provider can see problems with the blood vessels.  A doppler ultrasound, 

which can measure both the amount of blockage and the speed of blood flow 

in your arteries.  Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) or computed tomography 

(CT) scan, which is a series of X-rays taken from different angles and arranged 

by a computer to show thin cross sections of the body, can also be used. 

How is it treated?    Your healthcare provider may recommend changes in 

your lifestyle.  Your provider may also prescribe medicine to:  make it harder 

for your blood to clot, medication to relax the blood vessels or to lower your 

cholesterol 

If your symptoms cannot be controlled or they keep you from doing your 

normal activities, you may need a procedure to remove or bypass a blockage.  

You may have a procedure called angioplasty to stretch open a blocked artery. 

Angioplasty uses a catheter, which is a long, thin, flexible tube that your 

provider puts into a blood vessel. The catheter has a balloon at the end that 

can be inflated to open up the artery.  This is performed by an interventional 

cardiologist experienced in peripheral disease management .  Some people 

may require bypass surgery to remove the blocked area and replace it with a 

piece of a vein removed from another part of your body.  However, this is 

performed by a vascular surgeon.   

How can I take care of myself?   You may need to make some changes in 

your lifestyle to try to prevent the buildup of plaque in your arteries.  

• Be sure to follow your provider's recommendations for exercise. 

• If you smoke, quit. Tell your provider if you need help quitting. 

• Avoid secondhand smoke. 

• Lose weight if you are overweight. 

• Eat a heart-healthy diet. Your provider or a dietician can tell you which 

foods to avoid. 

• Avoid drinking too much alcohol. 
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PAD cont. 

 

Contact your healthcare provider if you have any questions or your 

symptoms seem to be getting worse.   

If you are unable to reach your healthcare provider and you notice any 

of the following symptoms, you should report to the nearest emergency 

room for immediate evaluation: 

1.  Bluish pale discoloration or other concerning color changes 

2.  Temperature changes of the leg or foot that are cold 

3.  A lack of palpable pulses  

4.  Increasing pain in the lower extremity 
 


