
10 Essential Questions to Ask
Your Doctor About Lymphedema
After Breast Cancer Surgery

Introduction

Lymphedema is a potential complication many patients face after breast cancer surgery,
especially when lymph nodes are removed or treated with radiation. It occurs when lymph fluid
accumulates in tissues, leading to swelling, discomfort, and other symptoms. Being proactive in
managing lymphedema can significantly improve quality of life and health outcomes. Here are 10
key questions you should ask your doctor to understand better and manage this condition
post-surgery.



1. What are the chances I will develop lymphedema?
Understanding your personal risk factors is crucial. While not every breast cancer patient
develops lymphedema, specific surgical procedures, such as lymph node removal, increase the
likelihood. Ask your doctor about the particular risks based on your treatment.

2. What are the early signs of lymphedema I should watch for?
Lymphedema may develop gradually, and recognizing early signs—such as swelling, a feeling of
heaviness, tightness in the skin, or discomfort—can lead to quicker intervention and better
management of symptoms.

3. How can I prevent lymphedema or minimize my risk?
Preventive measures can help reduce your chances of developing lymphedema. Your doctor may
recommend exercises, avoiding certain activities, or wearing compression garments. Make sure
you understand any lifestyle changes or precautions you should take.

4. Are there specific activities or exercises I should avoid?
Specific exercises and activities that involve repetitive motions or heavy lifting may increase the
risk of lymphedema. Ask your doctor about any activities you should avoid or modify to protect
your lymphatic system while maintaining overall health.

5. What treatment options are available if I develop lymphedema?
If lymphedema occurs, knowing what treatments are available is essential. This can range from
physical therapy, manual lymphatic drainage (MLD), and compression therapy to newer
approaches such as lymphatic surgeries. Understanding your options can help you make
informed decisions.

6. Should I see a lymphedema specialist?
Not all healthcare providers are experts in lymphedema management. Ask your doctor if they
recommend seeing a lymphedema specialist, such as a certified lymphedema therapist (CLT),
who can provide more specific and tailored care.

7. How often should I be monitored for lymphedema?
Regular monitoring can help detect lymphedema early. Your doctor should provide guidance on
how frequently you should be examined for any signs of swelling or lymphatic dysfunction,
especially in the first year after surgery.

8. Can lymphedema become a long-term condition?
While some cases of lymphedema may be temporary, others can become chronic. Ask about the
likelihood of long-term management and what to expect regarding progression or flare-ups so
you can plan accordingly.

9. What resources are available for lymphedema management?



Many resources are available to help with lymphedema management, including support groups,
educational materials, and specialized clinics. Your doctor may recommend where to seek
additional information or support.

10. How can lymphedema impact my overall health and well-being?
Lymphedema causes physical discomfort but can also have an emotional and psychological
impact. Understanding the full scope of how lymphedema might affect your life—and how to
manage these aspects—can lead to better overall care and a more proactive approach to health.

Final Thoughts

Lymphedema is a serious but manageable condition. By asking the right questions and staying
informed, you can take control of your health and reduce the impact of this potential
complication after breast cancer surgery. Make sure to have an open and ongoing dialogue with
your healthcare team to ensure you receive the best possible care.
If you have concerns about lymphedema, don't hesitate to discuss them with your doctor early
on. With the proper preventive measures and treatments, you can reduce the risk and better
manage the condition if it arises.

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

