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Oncologic emergencies:
Superior vena cava syndrome
(MARCH 2002)

TO THE EDITOR: The recent article by Krimsky
and colleagues1 on oncologic emergencies for
the internist was informative and helpful.
However, we feel it left out an important
iatrogenic cause for the development of the
superior vena cava syndrome.2,3

Central venous catheters play an impor-
tant and ever-increasing role in patients with
malignancies. They are commonly used for
chemotherapy and hyperalimentation. While
the superior vena cava syndrome is not the
most common complication of the use of cen-
tral venous catheters, the widespread applica-
tion of such devices in a clinical setting
makes it much more important to recognize
the syndrome in a timely manner.

The superior vena cava syndrome can
develop shortly after or long after the place-
ment of the catheter and is usually caused by
thrombosis, though in certain cases, such as
in multiple myeloma, high serum viscosity
may act with the central venous catheter to
cause such a presentation.4 The two causes
are important to differentiate, as the former is
treated with anticoagulants with or without
thrombolytics, and the latter is treated with
plasmapheresis.

This complication of the constantly rising
use of central venous catheters is important
to recognize and be aware of in the practice
of the general internist.
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