
Not All Compression is Created
Equal: Why Graduated
Compression is Essential for
Lymphedema Management

Introduction

Compression therapy is a cornerstone of lymphedema treatment. However, not all compression
garments are created equal. Understanding the difference between standard and graduated
compression can be transformative for individuals with lymphedema. Graduated compression is
considered the gold standard for effective lymphedema care.



Understanding Lymphedema and Compression

Lymphedema occurs when lymph fluid accumulates in tissues, leading to swelling, discomfort,
and a heightened risk of infection. Compression therapy can help by promoting lymphatic
drainage and preventing fluid buildup in the affected areas. However, the effectiveness of
compression garments depends significantly on the type and quality of compression used.

Standard Compression vs. Graduated Compression

Standard Compression garments exert equal pressure along the length of the limb. While this
may help reduce some swelling, it does not actively support the natural flow of lymphatic fluid
back toward the heart, which is essential in lymphedema management.

Graduated compression, on the other hand, is engineered to provide varying levels of pressure
along the limb. These garments apply the most significant amount of pressure at the farthest point
from the heart—typically the ankle or wrist—and gradually decrease pressure as they move up
the limb. This pressure gradient mimics the body's natural lymphatic flow, encouraging fluid
movement back toward the torso and preventing fluid from pooling in the extremities.

Why Graduated Compression is Recommended for Lymphedema

1. Enhanced Lymphatic Flow: Graduated compression supports the body's natural
circulatory and lymphatic systems. Decreasing pressure as the garment moves up the limb
assists in moving lymph fluid out of congested areas and back toward the heart, where it
can be reabsorbed.

2. Reduced Swelling and Discomfort: By preventing fluid from collecting at the limb's
farthest points, graduated compression garments effectively minimize swelling and
reduce discomfort for individuals with lymphedema.

3. Lower Risk of Complications: Properly managed lymph flow reduces the risk of
lymphedema complications, such as infections and cellulitis. Graduated compression
helps maintain healthier skin and tissue by reducing the buildup of stagnant fluid, which
can be a breeding ground for bacteria.

4. Better Patient Compliance:Many individuals find graduated compression garments
more comfortable, making it easier to adhere to daily wear. Comfort and effectiveness go
hand-in-hand, and garments that fit well are less likely to cause additional issues like
constriction or skin breakdown.

Choosing the Right Compression for Your Needs

When selecting compression garments for lymphedema, it's essential to work with a certified
lymphedema therapist or healthcare provider to determine the appropriate level of graduated
compression. Graduated compression garments come in varying pressure levels, often measured
in millimeters of mercury (mmHg). The right compression level will depend on individual needs
and the severity of lymphedema.



Conclusion

Standard and graduated compression can significantly impact comfort, symptom relief, and
long-term health outcomes for those managing lymphedema. Graduated compression provides
the strategic support necessary to promote lymphatic flow and prevent complications, making it
the recommended choice for lymphedema care. Remember, not all compression is created equal;
choosing a graduated approach can lead to better results and an improved quality of life.

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

