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What is the role of 
pulmonary microemboli in 
breathlessness in post-
COVID syndrome and 
what is the best 
treatment? 
What the research says  
Pulmonary microemboli have been proposed 
as a potential mechanism of hypoxemia in 
patients with acute COVID-19 illness 
(Herrmann et al 2020; McFayden et al 2020). 
Pulmonary emboli (PE) may arise due to the 
hypercoagulopathy associated with COVID-19 
in some patients resulting in the formation of 
venous thromboses and relocation of 
thrombotic fragments to the lung vasculature. 
Microthrombotic fragments have the potential 
to reduce lung perfusion through blockade of 
the smallest pulmonary vessels, reducing the 
capacity for blood oxygenation and resulting in 
hypoxemia. 

To date, there is no evidence for or against a 
direct pathophysiological link between 
pulmonary microemboli and either hypoxemia 
or breathlessness in people with acute 
COVID-19 illness or post-COVID syndrome 
(PCS). Moreover, the diagnosis of pulmonary 
microemboli is challenging as they are 
frequently not visible on traditional 
computerised tomography (CT) or ventilation-
perfusion (VQ) scanning. Where PE is 
suspected, low plasma D-dimer levels can be 
considered to rule out thrombotic illness 
(Rostami and Mansouritorghabeh 2020; Revel 
et al 2022), although normal D-dimer levels 
are not sufficient to rule out the presence of 
pulmonary microemboli. 

What this means for your clinical 
practice 

• Although no specific investigations or
treatment are currently recommended with
regards to pulmonary microemboli in the
context of persistent breathlessness in
patients with PCS, D-dimer levels may be
useful to rule out thrombotic illness

• For patients with PCS and persistent
breathlessness consider and exclude
cardiac causes, deconditioning, weight
gain and specific pulmonary causes such
as fibrosis or asthma

• Consider PE for patients presenting with
persistent breathless along with other
signs and symptoms suggestive of PE
including chest pain, cough, rapid or
irregular heartbeat, dizziness, leg pain or
swelling, excessive sweating, or fever.
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