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Lymphedema 
Lymphedema is swelling generally in the arms or legs due to  
a blockage in your lymphatic system. The lymphatic system  
collects lymph (excess fluid, proteins, and other substances)  
from the body tissues and carries them back to the bloodstream. 
Lymph is moved slowly through lymphatic vessels and is passed 
through the lymph nodes.

Lymphedema occurs when the normal drainage of fluid is disrupted by a blockage or a cut in the 
lymph nodes in the groin area or the armpit. Lymphedema can be a hereditary condition, but it’s most 
commonly the result of blockages caused by infection, cancer, and scar tissue from radiation therapy 
or the surgical removal of lymph nodes.

HOW A PHYSICAL THERAPIST CAN HELP
Your physical therapist will work closely with you to design a treatment program to help control  
the swelling and meet your goals for returning to your activities.

In the early stages of lymphedema, when the swelling is mild, it can often be managed by 
compression garments, exercise, and elevation of the affected limb to encourage lymph flow.

For more severe swelling, the physical therapist may use a treatment called “complete decongestive 
therapy.” The initial step often includes manual lymphatic drainage, which feels like a light form of 
massage and helps improve the flow of lymph from your arm or leg. This is followed by compression 
bandaging that helps to reduce the swelling. Your therapist will carefully monitor the size of the limb 
throughout your treatment sessions.

Once the limb has decreased to the desired size, your physical therapist will help you begin to take 
over your own care by:

•	 Developing a safe and sensible exercise program that will increase your physical fitness 
without unnecessarily straining your affected arm or leg

•	 Updating your compression garments to ensure proper fitting, working with you to find the 
type of garment that best meets your needs

•	 Educating you about proper diet to decrease fluid buildup in your tissues and skin care to 
reduce the risk of infection
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