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What is 
Lymphedema? 

Lymphedema i s  chronic            
swel l ing in  a  port ion of  the 
body-  -  most  commonly an arm 
or a  leg.   The swel l ing i s  due 
to an accumulat ion of  lymph 
f lu id  (protein and water)  in  the 
t i s sue speaces  under the sk in.   
Lymphedema may occur days,  
months,  or years  a f ter  cancer  
surgery or  the onset  of               
obstruct ion of  the lymph           
system. 
 

Types  and causes  of          
Lymphedema 

Primary Lymphedema may        
occur at  any age for  no known 
reason.   All  other  causes  of  
swel l ing MUST be ruled out  
before th is  d iagnosis  i s  made.  

Secondary Lymphedema may 
occur a f ter  surgica l  removal  of  
the lymph nodes,  for  example,  
due to cancer.   Anything that  
causes  obstruct ion of  the            
venous  or  lymph systems may 
cause Lymphedema.  Scarr ing 
from infection or  radiat ion 
therapy may a lso cause            
Lymphedema because of  th is  
obstruct ion.    

W A S H I N G T O N  C O U N T Y  
H O S P I T A L  A N D  C L I N I C S  

P R E V E N T I O N  
A N D              

M A N A G E M E N T  
O F               

L Y M P H E D E M A  

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
PLEASE CONTACT LIZ MIKSCH, 

PHYSICAL THERAPIST AT 
WASHINGTON COUNTY                
HOSPITAL AND CLINICS. 

A complete handout is available. 



The lymph system is  made up of  
t iny,  fragi le  vessels,  larger            
vessels ,  and lymph nodes.   This  
system removes  unwanted            
substances  such as  bacter ia  and  
cancer  cel l s  from the body.   The 
lymph nodes  a l so produce lym-
phocytes-  -  the disease  f ight ing 
cel l s  for  the immune system.  

 

When Lymphedema is  untreated,  
and f lu id  doesn’t  move,  the f lu id  
becomes l ike  a  s tagnant  pond.   
This  interferes  with heal ing of  
s imple cuts  and provides  an           
excel lent  environment for               
bacter ia  to  grow.  Infect ions  can 
occur eas i ly  and become di f f icult  
to  treat.   I f  the f lu id s tays  in  the 
area  too long,  i t  a l so  th ickens  
and hardens.   One can picture 
how this  would make moving the 
arm or leg  more di f f icult  and  
further  decrease  c irculat ion.     

 

Treatment  of  Lymphedema i s  
necessary to keep the lymph        
system funct ioning at  i t s  best  
poss ible  performance.   

WHY TREAT 
LYMPHEDEMA? 

Even a  mild case  of  Lymphedema 
should be treated to decrease  and          
prevent  the r i sk  of  poor mobi l i ty,         
infect ions,  and pain,  as  wel l  as  for  
cosmetic  reasons.   Although                
Lymphedema i s  not  curable,  i t  can          
be  managed wel l  enough to prevent  
the r i sks.    

 

COMPREHENSIVE LYMPHEDEMA 
MANAGEMENT INCLUDES:  

1.  Evaluat ion by a  cert i f ied                 
Lymphedema therapis t .   This  can 
occur only  with a  phys ic ian’s  order 
to  assure that  there i s  no infect ion,  
and that  there are  no other  medical  
reasons  for the swel l ing.  

2.  Manual  lymph dra inage--specia l ized 
massage techniques  to move the 
f lu id.   

3.  Compress ion bandaging with low 
stretch bandages  to reduce            
swel l ing.    

4.  Appropriate  exercise  program           
development.  

5.  Poss ible  use  of  mechanical                 
sequent ia l  pump. 

6.  Ass is t  in  t iming of  referra l  to  a  
profess ional  for  measurement and 

Even minor swel l ing,  redness,              
hardness,  or  warmth in  a  l imb at  r i sk  
should be reported to the doctor, as  
treatment i s  more success ful  with 
ear ly  intervent ion.    
 

GOALS OF PREVENTION 

•  Protect  from infect ion 

•  Avoid fat igue and in jury 

•  Avoid heat  sources  and sunburn 

•  Avoid constr ict ion 
 

PART OF DAILY ROUTINE 

1 .  Dai ly  Skin  Check  for  s igns  of  
infect ion,  redness,  swel l ing,   
hangnai l s ,  b i tes  or  cuts.  Treat  
these with ant ib iot ic  cream and a  
band-a id i f  needed to protect  area.  

2 .  Avoid  Infect ion:   Wear gloves  
when doing “dirty  work”.   Use 
e lectr ic  shaver  to shave a f fected 
l imb.  Keep c lothing laundered.   
Use th imble when sewing.  

3 .  Avoid  burns  and sunburns :  
Use sunscreen and long oven 
mitts.  

4 .   Avoid  in jury  and fat igue:   
Avoid heavy l i f t ing and overheat-
ing.  

5 .  Avoid  constr ict ion  of  jewelry 
and c lothing.  

HOW IS 
LYMPHEDEMA 

TREATED? 

HOW IS 
LYMPHEDEMA 
PREVENTED? 


	Washington County Hospital and Clinics Physical Therapy

	319-863-3962

	What is Lymphedema?

	Lymphedema is chronic           swelling in a portion of the body- - most commonly an arm or a leg.  The swelling is due to an accumulation of lymph fluid (protein and water) in the tissue speaces under the skin.  Lymphedema may occur days, months, or years after cancer surgery or the onset of              obstruction of the lymph           system.

	Types and causes of         Lymphedema

	Primary Lymphedema may        occur at any age for no known reason.  All other causes of swelling MUST be ruled out before this diagnosis is made.

	Secondary Lymphedema may occur after surgical removal of the lymph nodes, for example, due to cancer.  Anything that causes obstruction of the            venous or lymph systems may cause Lymphedema.  Scarring from infection or radiation therapy may also cause            Lymphedema because of this obstruction.  

	Washington County Hospital and Clinics

	Prevention and                management of                   lymphedema

	The lymph system is made up of tiny, fragile vessels, larger           vessels, and lymph nodes.  This system removes unwanted            substances such as bacteria and  cancer cells from the body.  The lymph nodes also produce lymphocytes- - the disease fighting cells for the immune system. 

	When Lymphedema is untreated, and fluid doesn’t move, the fluid becomes like a stagnant pond.  This interferes with healing of simple cuts and provides an           excellent environment for              bacteria to grow.  Infections can occur easily and become difficult to treat.  If the fluid stays in the area too long, it also thickens and hardens.  One can picture how this would make moving the arm or leg more difficult and  further decrease circulation.   

	Treatment of Lymphedema is necessary to keep the lymph        system functioning at its best possible performance.  

	WHY TREAT LYMPHEDEMA?

	Even a mild case of Lymphedema should be treated to decrease and          prevent the risk of poor mobility,        infections, and pain, as well as for cosmetic reasons.  Although                Lymphedema is not curable, it can          be managed well enough to prevent the risks.  

	COMPREHENSIVE LYMPHEDEMA MANAGEMENT INCLUDES:

	Evaluation by a certified                 Lymphedema therapist.  This can occur only with a physician’s order to assure that there is no infection, and that there are no other medical reasons for the swelling.

	Manual lymph drainage--specialized massage techniques to move the fluid. 

	Compression bandaging with low stretch bandages to reduce            swelling.  

	Appropriate exercise program           development.

	Possible use of mechanical                sequential pump.

	Even minor swelling, redness,             hardness, or warmth in a limb at risk should be reported to the doctor, as treatment is more successful with early intervention.  

	GOALS OF PREVENTION

	Protect from infection

	Avoid fatigue and injury

	Avoid heat sources and sunburn

	Avoid constriction

	PART OF DAILY ROUTINE

	Daily Skin Check for signs of infection, redness, swelling,  hangnails, bites or cuts. Treat these with antibiotic cream and a band-aid if needed to protect area.

	Avoid Infection:  Wear gloves when doing “dirty work”.  Use electric shaver to shave affected limb.  Keep clothing laundered.  Use thimble when sewing.

	Avoid burns and sunburns: Use sunscreen and long oven mitts.

	 Avoid injury and fatigue:  Avoid heavy lifting and overheating.

	Avoid constriction of jewelry and clothing.

	HOW IS LYMPHEDEMA TREATED?

	HOW IS LYMPHEDEMA PREVENTED?
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