
Managing Lymphedema After
Breast Cancer Surgery and
Lymph Node Dissection

Introduction

Lymphedema is a common concern for patients who have undergone breast cancer surgery,
particularly when lymph node dissection is involved. This condition occurs when lymph fluid
builds up in the soft tissues, typically in the arms, causing swelling, discomfort, and, in some
cases, long-term complications. Although not every patient will develop lymphedema,
understanding the preventive measures and early management strategies can make a significant
difference in minimizing the risk and maintaining a high quality of life.



Understanding Lymphedema and Its Risks

The lymphatic system is critical to the body's immune function and fluid regulation. When lymph
nodes are removed or damaged during surgery, the lymphatic fluid can no longer flow properly,
leading to accumulation in the surrounding tissues. This condition can develop shortly after
surgery or even years later. Factors that may increase the risk of lymphedema include the number
of lymph nodes removed, radiation therapy, infection, and obesity.

Measures to Prevent or Minimize Lymphedema

While there is no guaranteed way to prevent lymphedema, several strategies can help reduce the
risk or manage symptoms if they develop.

● Post-Surgery Care and Exercise

Starting gentle range-of-motion exercises soon after surgery can help restore mobility and
promote lymphatic flow. Begin with light stretching and gradually progress to more intense
movements as your body heals. A physical therapist, particularly one specialized in lymphedema
management, can guide you through specific exercises tailored to your recovery. Avoiding
overexertion or lifting heavy objects during the initial stages of recovery is essential.

● Compression Garments

Wearing compression sleeves or garments can help stimulate the lymphatic system and prevent
fluid buildup. These garments apply consistent pressure to the affected arm, aiding in fluid
drainage. Compression should only be used under the guidance of a healthcare professional to
ensure it's the right fit and is being used appropriately.

● Maintaining Skin and Nail Care

Infections, even minor ones, can significantly increase the risk of lymphedema. Maintaining
excellent skin care is crucial, as well as keeping your skin moisturized and avoiding cuts,
scrapes, or burns. Be careful when shaving; always use sunscreen and insect repellent when
necessary. Any signs of redness, warmth, or swelling should be reported to a healthcare provider
promptly.

● Weight Management

Obesity is a known risk factor for lymphedema, making it essential to maintain a healthy weight.
Eating a balanced diet rich in fruits, vegetables, lean proteins, whole grains, and regular physical
activity can help reduce this risk. A dietitian can assist in creating a personalized nutrition plan
that supports healing and long-term health.



● Manual Lymphatic Drainage (MLD)

Manual Lymphatic Drainage is a specialized form of massage that encourages lymph flow and
helps reduce fluid accumulation. A trained lymphedema therapist can perform MLD and teach
you self-massage techniques. Regular MLD sessions can help manage symptoms and reduce the
risk of progression if lymphedema develops.

● Avoiding Heavy Lifting and Repetitive Motions

It's essential to prevent unnecessary strain on the affected arm by avoiding heavy lifting and
repetitive activities, particularly those that involve the arm on the side where lymph nodes were
removed. Gradually reintroduce activities, always noticing any signs of discomfort or swelling.

● Monitoring for Early Symptoms

Regularly check for signs of lymphedema, such as swelling, a feeling of tightness, or heaviness
in the arm, hand, or chest area. Early detection is critical to managing the condition effectively. If
you notice any changes, seek medical advice as soon as possible. Early intervention with
physical therapy and other treatments can prevent further complications.

Conclusion

Preventing lymphedema after breast cancer surgery and lymph node dissection requires a
proactive approach that includes careful monitoring, physical therapy, skincare, and lifestyle
adjustments. While lymphedema cannot always be avoided, taking these steps can significantly
reduce the risk or severity of the condition, improving both your recovery process and long-term
health. Always consult your healthcare team to develop a personalized prevention and
management plan tailored to your 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

