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WHAT IS LYMPHEDEMA?
Accumulation of fluid that causes swelling in the arms and/or legs.  This fluid, called edema, occurs when venous or lymphatic vessels, or both, are impaired.

WHAT CAUSES LYMPHEDEMA?
Those patients who undergo surgical removal of a breast tumor and the adjacent lymph nodes and vessels may develop lymphedema.  This “fluid build up” may occur immediately in the post surgical period or several years later.  Patients who have radiation therapy in the treatment of various cancers may also experience lymphedema due to damage to the lymph nodes.

PREVENTION OF LYMPHEDEMA
A.
Postural Awareness:

· Sit upright – maintain low back curve.

· Let arms swing naturally during walking.

· Use of arm for daily activities, i.e. grooming, light household chores.

B.
Skin Care:

· Inspect arm daily for skin tears, swelling or infection (signs of infection – redness, swelling, warmth, pain, fever, red streaks and/or drainage).

· Avoid injury to arm:  skin tears, insect bites, burns (use potholders), cuticle tears, cuts and abrasions.

C.
Protective Measures:

· Oven mitts, rubber gloves when washing dishes, use garden gloves while performing yard work, avoid sunburns, use of moisturizers to prevent dry, cracked skin.

· Use an electric razor.

· Return to sports gradually.

· Perform gently neck, shoulder, elbow, wrist, hand exercises, as instructed on page 2, immediately postoperatively.

· Begin full shoulder movement exercises, as instructed on page 3,  after drains are removed.

· No heavy lifting the first 30 days.
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During the first 30 days postoperatively and while receiving radiation treatment (if indicated by your physician), follow these additional precautions:

· Avoid binding the affected arm.

· NO BLOOD PRESSURE readings on the affected arm.

· No tight jewelry or watches, they must be loose enough to move around the wrist completely.

· No jackets or clothing that are tight at the wrist or arm.

· Carry purse, bookbag or tote bag on non-involved shoulder.
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POSTOPERATIVE EXERCISES
· While in the hospital, immediately following surgery, and until drains are removed, perform the following exercises to prevent swelling and stiffness.

· Perform each exercise slowly, for gently stretching.  Restoring and maintaining movement of your limb is the GOAL.  DO NOT stretch to the point of pain.
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AFTER DRAIN REMOVAL
· Begin performing the following exercises daily in order to regain full movement and function of your arm.  Contact your physician if you experience pain with shoulder movement that does not resolve.
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