Examination of the peripheral vascular system

Introduce yourself

Ask permission

Expose the lower limbs – >95% of peripheral vascular symptoms occur in the legs

Ask if the patient has any pain anywhere

Inspection

This is probably the most important thing to do, and often a diagnosis can be made on inspection alone. Inspect the legs for:

Pallor

Shiny skin

Hair loss

Nail changes

Changes of pigmentation

Ulcers

Amputation

Palpate

Feel for temperature with the backs of hands down both legs, comparing left with right, and with the temperature of your hands. Check the capillary refill time of the toes. Systematically palpate the pulses:

Abdominal aorta – make sure you feel for a AAA

Femoral 

Popliteal

Posterior tibial

Dorsalis pedis

And for completeness, and so you know where to find them:

Radial

Brachial

Sub-clavian

Carfotid

Temporal


Auscultate

Listen for bruits over

The abdomen if you felt a AAA

The renal vessels

Carotids

Femorals

Popliteals

Extras

Buergers angle

Buergers test

Calculate the ABPI

Examine the heart

Examination of Varicose veins

Use the ‘inspect, palpate, auscultate, percuss’ mantra;

Inspection

Expose the patient, and get them to stand up. Hopefully it will be obvious if they have varicosities. Describe where they are, and whether they are long or short saphenous (hint - 90% are in the long saphenous system)

Do they have any other stigmata of vascular disease ? (see above, ulcers etc)

And stigmata of venous insufficiency

Eczema

Pigmentation

Lipodermatosclerosis

Ulcers – classically shallow, with a sloping edge and in a characteristic distribution

Palpate

Do the legs feel warm ?

Tenderness over sites of perforators

Over sapheno-femoral junction for a saphena varix

Ask the patient to cough whilst palpating the SFJ to assess for incompetence

Percussion / extras

Trendellenberg test (not usually done now, as Doppler is easier and quicker)

Tourniquet test (as above, but you should know HOW to do these if you have to)

Tap test

Auscultate

Over signs of varicosities to check for bruits / hum which may suggest an arterio-venous malformation.

In order to complete you examination, or for the purposes of an exam, say you would like to examine the external genitalia in a male, perform a pelvic examination in a female and perform an abdominal examination and pr both sexes to exclude an abdominal or pelvic cause. 
