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THE CASE
A 29-year-old woman was admitted in October 
2005, following an emergency transfer from her 
local hospital. She presented with chest pres-
sure, progressive dyspnea, fatigue and swelling 
of her face, neck and upper extremities. Four 
days earlier, she had undergone an attempt at 
sinus node modification for treatment of inap-
propriate sinus tachycardia which, over a period 
of 5 years, had been refractory to multiple 
antiarrhythmic agents including β-blockers, 
calcium channel antagonists, digoxin and sotalol. 
Sinus node modification was unsuccessful and, 
consequently, atrioventricular node ablation 
and implantation of a single lead VVI pacemaker 
were performed in the same procedure. The 
patient was otherwise healthy, with no personal 
or family history of thrombosis or malignancy. 
Regular medication consisted of a weekly 
Ortho Evra® (norelgestromin/ethinyl estra-
diol transdermal system; Johnson and Johnson 
Corporation, New Brunswick, NJ) patch for 
contraception, which she had used for 8 weeks. 
She had stopped smoking 5 months earlier, with 
a previous 2 pack year smoking history, drank 
alcohol occasionally and denied illicit drug use. 

On examination, the patient was afebrile 
with a blood pressure of 107/60 mmHg, a 
regular pulse of 90 beats/min, a respiratory rate 
of 14 breaths/min, and oxygen saturation at 
97%, having received 4 l of oxygen via a nasal 
cannula. Her face, neck and arms were swollen 
due to edema, and the skin was cyanotic with 
prominent superficial veins (Figure 1A). There 
was no venous pulsation in the neck, indicating 
the likely occlusion of the jugular veins. These 
signs were consistent with superior vena cava 
(SVC) syndrome. Precordial examination was 
notable for a healing left pectoral scar and an 
intact implanted pacemaker. Heart sounds 

Background A 29-year-old woman presented with chest pressure, 
progressive dyspnea, fatigue, and swelling of her face, neck and 
upper extremities. Four days earlier, she had undergone a procedure 
for treatment of inappropriate sinus tachycardia, during which 
atrioventricular node ablation and implantation of a single-lead VVI 
pacemaker had been performed following an unsuccessful attempt at sinus 
node modification.

Investigations Physical examination, contrast-enhanced CT of the 
chest, Doppler ultrasonography of the upper extremities, venography, 
coagulation studies, echocardiography. 

Diagnosis Superior vena cava syndrome due to thrombotic obstruction—
a complication of a cardiac procedure.

Management Anticoagulation, catheter-directed thrombolytic therapy, 
mechanical thrombectomy, pericardiocentesis. 
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