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Understanding the Stages of
Lymphedema and Treatment
Approaches
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Introduction

Lymphedema is a chronic, progressive disease due to an impairment in the lymphatic system,
which plays a crucial role in our body's immune function. This impairment results in the
accumulation of lymphatic fluid in the affected parts of the body, commonly the limbs, causing
swelling and discomfort. Understanding the different stages of lymphedema can aid in early
detection, proper management, and more effective treatment strategies.

Stages of Lymphedema
Stage 0 (Latent or Subclinical)

In this stage, the patient may not notice any significant changes or experience vague
symptoms such as heaviness or tightness in the limb. There is no visible or palpable edema,
but lymphatic transport has deteriorated. Understanding that this stage can last for months or
even years before moving on to the next step is essential.

Stage | (Spontaneously Reversible)

In stage |, soft and pitting edema is evident, which may reduce with limb elevation.
Indentations are left on the skin when pressure is applied (pitting edema). This stage is typically
reversible; the swelling may come and go and usually reduces with treatment.

Stage Il (Spontaneously Irreversible)

During this stage, the affected limb becomes increasingly swollen. The tissue hardens, and
elevating the limb provides little to no relief. Pitting may or may not be present at this stage.
This lymphedema stage is not reversible and usually requires ongoing treatment.

Stage lll (Lymphostatic Elephantiasis)

Stage lll is a severe and advanced stage of lymphedema. The affected limb is significantly
enlarged, the skin hardens (fibrosis), and additional changes such as skin folds, wart-like
growths, or other skin alterations may appear. Treatment at this stage is more challenging,
aiming to manage the symptoms rather than reverse the condition.

Treatment Approaches

Complex Decongestive Therapy (CDT)

CDT is the cornerstone of lymphedema treatment. It comprises two phases: an intensive phase
(Phase I), where the patient receives daily therapy to reduce the volume of the affected limb,
and a maintenance phase (Phase Il), where the patient continues self-care at home to preserve
the reduction achieved. CDT combines multiple modalities, including manual lymph drainage
(MLD), compression bandaging, skin care, exercises, and patient education.



Manual Lymph Drainage (MLD)

MLD is a specialized form of massage to stimulate the movement of lymph fluid. It encourages
the fluid away from swollen areas to parts of the body where the lymphatic system is
functioning normally.

Compression Therapy

This therapy involves wearing custom-fit garments or bandages to prevent the re-accumulation
of lymphatic fluid. The compression helps move the fluid and supports the muscles, enhancing
their pumping action to move lymph fluid.

Exercise

Light, regular exercises that use the muscles in the affected limb can help encourage lymph
fluid drainage. The exercises are often more effective when combined with compression
therapy.

Skin Care

Skin care is essential in lymphedema management as the skin can become dry and more
susceptible to infections. Regular moisturizing and protection from cuts, burns, and insect
bites are important.

Surgery

In some severe or refractory cases of lymphedema, surgical interventions like lymphatic venous
anastomosis, vascularized lymph node transfer, or debulking procedures may be considered.
These options, however, are usually reserved for cases where conservative management has
failed.

Conclusion

Early detection and treatment of lymphedema can help manage the condition and improve the
quality of life for patients. With the use of CDT, exercise, compression garments, and
meticulous skin care, the progression of the disease can be slowed, and symptoms can be
managed effectively. While lymphedema remains a chronic condition, advancements in
understanding its stages and treatments continue to offer hope for patients.
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Taking the ACOLS Complete Lymphedema Certification
Course?

The Complete Lymphedema Certification Course is an intensive 135-hour certification training
for medical professionals to successfully treat and manage lymphedema affecting different
parts of the body, as well as other related conditions.

Each course participant will be trained in the four components of Complete Decongestive
Therapy (CDT) and the management of lymphedema affecting a variety of peripheral body
parts - upper and lower extremities, head and neck, exterior genitalia, truncal swelling,
pediatric lymphedema, post-surgical and post-traumatic swelling, lymphedema caused by
chronic venous insufficiencies and other pathologies, lipedema and more. Upon completion of
this course participants will be able to differentiate between a variety of peripheral edemas and
understand the medical indications and contraindications of CDT. Furthermore the therapist will
be able to establish a treatment plan for individuals with chronic extremity lymphedema and
other conditions and perform the treatment accordingly. Class topics include the following:

Anatomy, physiology and pathology of the lymphatic system

Basic and advanced techniques of MLD and CDT

Treatment of primary and secondary lymphedema as well as related conditions
Introduction to the treatment of pediatric lymphedema, head/neck and genital
lymphedema

Lymphedema bandaging techniques for upper and lower extremities
Decongestive exercises for lymphedema patients

Measuring techniques for edema (volumetric and circumferential)

Measuring techniques for compression garments (with certification) - JUZO, Solaris
Home maintenance and self-treatment for lymphedema patients

Hygienic skin and nail care for lymphedema

Indications and contraindications for MLD and CDT

Billing issues for lymphedema therapy

Students will first complete a 45-hour Home Study Program, followed by the 90-hour class for
their live lecture and hands-on instruction. The classroom time is taught over 9 consecutive
days. It requires only 5 working days and 2 weekends to complete.

For more information Click Here!
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