
Understanding Peripheral
Edema vs. Pulmonary Edema:
When is Manual Lymphatic
Drainage (MLD) Appropriate?
Introduction

Edema, the abnormal fluid accumulation in the body's tissues, can manifest in various forms,
with peripheral and pulmonary edema being two of the most common. While both involve fluid
retention, they differ significantly in their causes, symptoms, and appropriate treatments.
Understanding these differences is crucial for determining when Manual Lymphatic Drainage
(MLD) is a suitable intervention.



What is Peripheral Edema?

Peripheral edema is swelling in the extremities, such as the legs, ankles, and feet, due to fluid
retention in the tissues outside the lungs. Peripheral edema often results from conditions such as:

● Chronic Venous Insufficiency: Poor blood circulation in the legs can cause blood to
pool, leading to swelling.

● Lymphedema: A condition where the lymphatic system is impaired, causing fluid to
accumulate in the tissues.

● Heart Failure: When the heart doesn't pump blood effectively, fluid can accumulate in
the extremities.

● Kidney or Liver Disease: These organs play a vital role in fluid balance, and their
dysfunction can lead to peripheral edema.

● Medications: Certain drugs, like those for high blood pressure or diabetes, can cause
fluid retention.

Symptoms of peripheral edema include swelling in the affected areas, a feeling of heaviness or
tightness, and possibly stretched or shiny skin. The condition is usually chronic and can
significantly impact a person's quality of life.

What is Pulmonary Edema?

Pulmonary edema, on the other hand, involves fluid accumulation in the lungs, making it difficult
for the patient to breathe. Pulmonary edema is a more serious condition often caused by:

● Heart Failure: Left-sided heart failure is the most common cause, where the heart cannot
pump blood efficiently, leading to fluid backup in the lungs.

● Acute Respiratory Distress Syndrome (ARDS): A severe lung inflammatory response
can lead to fluid accumulation.

● Kidney Failure: Excess bodily fluid can spill over into the lungs.
● High-altitude pulmonary Edema (HAPE): Occurs in individuals who ascend to high

altitudes without proper acclimatization.

Pulmonary edema symptoms include difficulty breathing, coughing up frothy sputum, wheezing,
and a feeling of suffocation, especially when lying down. It is a medical emergency that requires
immediate treatment.

When is it Appropriate to Perform Manual Lymphatic
Drainage (MLD)?



Manual Lymphatic Drainage (MLD) is a gentle massage technique designed to stimulate the
lymphatic system and encourage the flow of lymph fluid, which can help reduce swelling.
However, its application must be carefully considered depending on the type of edema.

MLD for Peripheral Edema:

MLD is often appropriate for managing peripheral edema, especially in conditions like
lymphedema or chronic venous insufficiency. The gentle massage helps move excess fluid from
the swollen areas back into the lymphatic system, where it can be processed and eliminated from
the body. Patients with peripheral edema due to heart failure or kidney disease may also benefit
from MLD, but only under strict medical supervision, as the underlying conditions must be
well-managed to avoid complications.

MLD for Pulmonary Edema:

MLD is not recommended for pulmonary edema. Since pulmonary edema is often
life-threatening and involves the lungs, any delay in proper medical treatment could be fatal. This
condition requires immediate medical intervention, such as oxygen therapy, diuretics, and
potentially ventilatory support. MLD would not address the underlying cause of pulmonary
edema and could divert attention from necessary emergency treatments.

Conclusion

Understanding the differences between peripheral and pulmonary edema is essential for
determining the appropriate use of Manual Lymphatic Drainage. While MLD can be a beneficial
therapy for peripheral edema, particularly in conditions like lymphedema, it is unsuitable for
pulmonary edema, which requires immediate and more intensive medical intervention. Always
consult a healthcare professional before starting any treatment to ensure it is safe and appropriate
for your specific condition.
This week's Lymphletter helps readers understand the differences between peripheral and
pulmonary edema and why they are essential for determining the appropriate use of Manual
Lymphatic Drainage.



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

