
Knowing When Not to Bandage
with Lymphedema: Key
Considerations for Effective
Management
Introduction

Lymphedema, characterized by chronic swelling due to the accumulation of lymphatic fluid,
often requires meticulous management to prevent complications. Compression bandaging is a
cornerstone of lymphedema treatment, helping to reduce swelling and maintain limb shape.
However, there are instances where bandaging may not be appropriate and could do more harm



than good. Understanding when not to bandage is crucial for optimal lymphedema care. Here are
the key considerations.

Presence of Infection
One of the most critical times to avoid bandaging is when there is an active infection, such as
cellulitis. Compression can exacerbate the infection, increasing pain and potentially spreading
bacteria. Signs of infection include redness, increased warmth, tenderness, and fever. In such
cases, immediate medical attention is required, and compression should be paused until the
infection is adequately treated and resolved.

Severe Peripheral Arterial Disease (PAD)
Patients with severe PAD, characterized by poor blood flow to the extremities, should avoid
compression bandaging. The added pressure can further restrict blood flow, leading to tissue
damage or necrosis. Symptoms of PAD include leg pain during walking, cold or numb
extremities, and non-healing wounds. A thorough vascular assessment is essential before
initiating compression therapy.

Uncontrolled Congestive Heart Failure (CHF)
In uncontrolled CHF cases where the heart cannot pump blood effectively, compression
bandaging can exacerbate fluid overload and strain the heart further. Symptoms of CHF include
shortness of breath, swelling in the legs, and fatigue. Compression should be used cautiously and
under strict medical supervision only after CHF is stabilized.

Acute Deep Vein Thrombosis (DVT)
Compression bandaging should be avoided in the case of an acute DVT, where a blood clot has
formed in a deep vein. Applying compression can dislodge the clot, leading to a potentially
life-threatening pulmonary embolism. Symptoms of DVT include swelling, pain, and redness in
the affected limb. Medical evaluation and anticoagulation therapy are primary treatments before
considering compression.

Poor Skin Integrity
When the skin is compromised, either due to wounds, ulcers, or fragile skin, bandaging can
cause further damage and delay healing. It's essential to ensure that the skin is sufficiently healed
and robust before applying compression. In the interim, alternative treatments, such as gentle
manual lymphatic drainage, should be considered.

Allergic Reactions
Some individuals may have allergic reactions to the materials used in compression bandages.
Signs of an allergic reaction include itching, redness, and blistering. Identifying and avoiding the
allergen, and possibly switching to hypoallergenic materials, is necessary before resuming
bandaging.

Improper Bandaging Technique



Incorrect bandaging techniques can lead to complications such as increased swelling, pain, or
even damage to the underlying tissues. It's crucial that bandaging is performed by trained
professionals or adequately trained patients. Regular follow-up and education sessions can help
ensure proper technique.

Patient Non-Compliance or Discomfort
If a patient is non-compliant or finds the bandaging too uncomfortable, it can negatively impact
their overall treatment adherence and quality of life. In such cases, it's essential to reassess the
treatment plan and consider alternative options such as custom-fitted compression garments,
pneumatic compression devices, or other non-compressive therapies.

Conclusion

Knowing when not to bandage in managing lymphedema is just as important as knowing when to
apply compression. Healthcare providers can ensure safe and effective treatment, avoid potential
complications, and improve patient outcomes by understanding and identifying these critical
contraindications. Always consult a healthcare professional specializing in lymphedema
management to tailor the best treatment plan for individual needs.

Interested in taking an ACOLS Course?

The Academy of Lymphatic Studies offers certification courses in lymphedema management
and manual lymphatic drainage. CEU’s are available for nurses in select states!

For more information, course listings, and to register for an upcoming course, Click Here!

https://www.acols.com/courses/schedule-of-courses.php

