
Lymphoedema
What you should know

Hints and tips
The following advice is important if you  
are living with lymphoedema or if you  
are at risk of developing the condition.

� Keep your skin spotlessly clean, dry and well 
moisturised.

� Use an insect repellent that will not dry out  
your skin.

� Immediately apply antiseptic solution  
to broken skin to prevent infection. 

� Wear appropriate gloves when  
washing, cooking and gardening. 

� Wear slippers or shoes for protection.

� Use an electric razor instead of a normal razor 
when shaving.

� Do gentle, regular exercise to help pump your 
muscles and remove the build-up of lymph.  
   It is important to build up your level of  
          activity gradually over time. 

� Avoid very hot baths or showers  
and extreme hot or cold temperatures.

� Avoid activities which put heavy strain  
on the at-risk limb.

� Avoid cuts, scratches and bites to the at-risk limb. 

� Avoid sunburn and always use sun protection  
on exposed skin. 

� Avoid tight clothing and jewellery. 

� If possible, never allow injections,  
blood-taking or blood-pressure  
cuffs on the at-risk limb. 

� Deep, heavy-handed massage is best  
avoided on the affected or at-risk area. 

Damage to the lymphatic system can put you at risk 
of cellulitis, a bacterial infection of the skin and the 
tissues beneath it. Cellulitis is a serious complaint if 
you already have lymphoedema, or if you are at risk  
of developing the condition.

If you notice any signs of infection  
such as redness or inflammation,  
see your doctor as soon as possible.

Lymphoedema and your 
entitlements
If you are at risk of getting lymphoedema you are 
entitled to information on how to minimise your risk.

If you have lymphoedema you should be entitled to:

X Prompt referral to a lymphoedema specialist for 
assessment and treatment planning.

X A comprehensive lymphoedema treatment 
programme with intensive management,  
if needed.

X The provision of compression garments, as 
prescribed by your lymphoedema specialist.

X Psychological and dietary support, which 
is important for the holistic treatment of 
lymphoedema.

Lymphoedema is a long-term condition which has no 
cure. But it can usually be well controlled with early 
treatment focused on reducing limb size, improving 
function and reducing the risk of infection. The more 
familiar you are with lymphoedema, the better you can 
control the condition. 

Lymphoedema Ireland is a volunteer, patient-led 
national network offering support, help and 
information to anyone in Ireland affected by 
lymphoedema.

Lymphoedema Ireland
Helpline: 087 693 4964
Email: info@lymphoedema.com 
Web: www.lymphireland.com 

Supported by the Irish Cancer Society 
43–45 Northumberland Road, Dublin 4 
Freefone Helpline: 1800 200 700
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What is the lymphatic system?
The lymphatic system is part of the body’s immune 
system and carries a fluid called lymph. It is a one-
way drainage system made up of channels (lymphatic 
vessels) starting underneath the skin and ending in 
the neck. This system works together with the blood 
system to transport the lymph fluid and remove waste 
products.

X The lymphatic system acts like a waste disposal unit 
to help drain away fluids and waste matter known 
as lymph from the body’s tissues.

X It is also part of the body’s immune system and 
helps to prevent infection.

What causes lymphoedema?
The two main types of lymphoedema are primary 
lymphoedema and secondary lymphoedema.

Primary lymphoedema develops if you have a 
body structure that puts you at a higher risk. This is 
known as a congenital or genetic abnormality of the 
lymphatic system. You may be born with this condition 
or it may develop at puberty or later in life.

Secondary lymphoedema develops because of 
damage to lymphatic vessels or from an overload 
of fluid in the tissue. Secondary lymphoedema may 
develop for the following reasons:

X Damage to the lymphatic system due to the 
removal of lymph nodes, radiotherapy to lymph 
nodes, extensive scarring or large wounds.

X Advanced cancer, causing a blockage in the 
lymphatic system.

X Problems with veins, such as deep vein 
thrombosis.

X Infections such as cellulitis or filariasis (a parasitic 
infection carried by mosquitoes in some African 
and Asian countries).

X Inflammation, including rheumatoid arthritis and  
other long-term conditions.

X Not being able to move around due to paralysis 
or neurological conditions.

X Obesity, which is a major risk factor for 
lymphoedema.

The early signs of lymphoedema

It is important to recognise the early 
signs of lymphoedema. Early treatment 
for lymphoedema can help control 
swelling and stop it getting worse.

The early signs of lymphoedema include: 

X Swelling in part of your body. At first this may 
come and go and it will often be worse at the  
end of the day.

X A feeling of heaviness, tightness, soreness or 
stiffness in the affected area.

X Skin changes over time. For example, your skin 
may feel tight, shiny and taut.

X Clothing or jewellery feeling tighter than usual.

How is lymphoedema treated?
If you think you have lymphoedema, the first step is to 
get it correctly diagnosed. If you notice any swelling, 
tell your GP (family doctor) as soon as possible. He or 
she can refer you to a trained lymphoedema specialist 
for assessment and treatment. 

There are four main ways to treat  
and control lymphoedema:

Skin care 

Compression  
(with bandages or garments)

Exercise 

Manual lymphatic drainage (MLD)  
or simple lymphatic drainage (SLD)

If you have severe swelling,  
your lymphoedema specialist  
may recommend more intensive  
treatment. This is called  
combined decongestive  
therapy (CDT). 

What is lymphoedema?
Lymphoedema is pronounced lim-fo-dee-ma. It is 
a long-term (chronic) swelling caused by a build-
up of fluid in the body’s tissues. This happens 
when the lymphatic system, which normally 
drains fluid away, is unable to work properly. 
Lymphoedema can affect any part of the body. 
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