Lymphedema

Patient Education + Management Strategies

What is lymphedema?

Lymphedema is an abnormal accumulation of protein-rich fluid in the
tissues which causes swelling of a body part, most often an extremity. It
can also occur in the face, neck, abdomen or genitals.

Lymphedema is a chronic condition which can lead to tissue fibrosis and
increased risk of infections.

There are two types: primary + secondary

Primary lymphedema is due to imperfect development of the lymphatic
system and is present at birth.

Secondary lymphedema may be the result of surgery, radiation, cancer,
trauma, infection, obesity, chronic venous disease, or self induced.

The most common cause of secondary lymphedema is cancer and its treatments.

Risk factors:

- lymph node dissection (correlated with the extent of dissection)

- radiation treatment

Other risk factors are obesity, advanced disease at diagnosis, post-surgical
drainage/seroma, infection, and venous and arterial blood flow abnormalities.

Will | develop lymphedema?

There are strategies you can implement to decrease your risk. It cannot
always be prevented.

It is often impossible to know where we stand individually in this regard. Some
individuals are born with abundant lymphatic systems which can withstand
tremendous strain and insult before failing. Others have a less resilient system
which does not offer sufficient reserve capacity to compensate to the trauma.
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The lymphatic

system functions:

- returns protein and

water from the
tissues back to the
blood stream

- absorbs proteins,

fat and fat-soluble
vitamins through
the lymph vessels

- recognizes and

responds to foreign
cells, microbes and
defends the body
against diseases






