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What is the  
lymphatic system?
The lymphatic system is both part  
of the Immune System and the 
Cardiovascular System. It transports 
our immune cells to infection locations 
and takes waste away, and also 
maintains fluid balance in the blood 
vessels. The lymphatic system consists 
of lymph vessels and lymph nodes that 
run through the body carrying 
lymphatic fluid. Lymphatic fluid is 
made up of protein, water, fats and 
wastes from cells. The lymph vessels 
carry lymphatic fluid to the lymph 
nodes, which filter waste and foreign 
products and then return the fluid to 
the bloodstream. 

What is lymphedema?
Lymphedema occurs from an 
insufficiency of the lymphatic system. 
An abnormal accumulation of 
lymphatic fluid in an area of the body 
leads to swelling in the affected area.  
If the swelling is not addressed in a 
timely manner, this can further lead  
to fibrotic tissue, swollen fatty cells, 
and skin deformation, among other 
side effects. 
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What causes  
lymphedema?
There are two major categories of 
lymphedema: primary and secondary. 
Primary is congenital and less common, 
while the more common secondary 
lymphedema is a result of damage to  
the lymphatic system. This damage  
can occur from situations including:

•  Cancer related conditions: tumors,  
surgery, chemotherapy, radiation

•  Non-cancer related surgeries  
and system trauma

• Obesity
• Infection 

What are common 
symptoms?
• Tightness, swelling or skin thickening
•  A feeling of heaviness, aching, and 

weakness in your affected extremity
•  The symptoms mentioned above  

can make it difficult to perform daily 
activities such as dressing, bathing, 
walking, sleeping

How is lymphedema 
treated?
There is currently no cure for lymphedema so 
the goal of therapy is symptom management. 
Treatment of lymphedema should begin as 
soon as possible, since early treatment 
improves outcomes. Administered by a 
specially trained therapist, the most effective 
and least invasive approach to managing 
chronic lymphedema is referred to as Complex 
Decongestive Physiotherapy (CDP), which 
involves the following processes:

1  Skin Hygiene. Good skin hygiene is 
important to eliminate infection risk such 
as cellulitis, as lymphedema can 
compromise your ability to fight infection.

2  Manual Lymphatic Drainage. Specific 
lymphatic massage techniques will 
facilitate lymph fluid flow and create  
new pathways for lymph drainage.
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3  Bandaging. Foam lining and short stretch 
bandages are worn daily around the 
extremity for several weeks. These prevent 
the re-accumulation of fluid in the tissues 
and continue to move fluid out of the 
extremity. They are worn continuously  
and changed at each therapy session.

4  Compression. Once your therapist 
determines you have progressed adequately, 
compression garments are purchased to 
maintain the benefits gained in therapy.

5  Self-Maintenance. During therapy, you 
will learn several techniques to allow you 
to manage your lymphedema on your own.

Other compliments to the above mentioned 
treatments include low level laser therapy, 
exercise, vasopneumatic pump, and taping. 

The Lymphedema Therapy staff at Stanford 
Health Care - ValleyCare wants to help you 
manage your lymphedema and lead a full  
and active life. We are happy to answer any 
questions you have regarding our program.


