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Lymphatic system

The lymphatic system consists of a delicate network of
vessels, lymph nodes, and lymphatic organs that carry fluids
and waste products between the cells of the body’s tissues
and filter the body's fluid

The lymphatic system has three main functions:

Maintaining fluid balance: The lymphatic system returns
excess fluids and proteins that cannot pass through the
capillaries

Absorption: The lymphatic system contributes significantly
to supporting intestinal function by transporting fats and
preventing inflammation

Immunity: The lymphatic system plays a significant role in
fighting off microorganisms that may be causing infections
and inflammation

Lymphedema

Lymphedema occurs when the lymphatic vessels are unable
to fully drain lymph fluid, causing swelling of the tissue.
We have two types of lymphedema

Primary lymphedema: It is caused by congenital
abnormalities of the lymphatic system and may be present
from birth or developed in later life at an advanced age.



Secondary lymphedema: It can be caused by damage to the
lymphatic system because of:

01 Surgery especially when lymph nodes in the armpit
was removed

02 Radiation therapy when exposed to radiation therapy
that kills cancer cells and may cause a scar that

reduces the normal flow of lymphatic fluid

03 Infections such as lymphangitis

It is important to note that the arms, legs, or torso are

the most communal area to develop lymphedema

Symptoms and signs of Lymphedema:
« Mild swelling that increases in size over time
* Heaviness in the affected area
o A sensation that the skin is thicker
* Numbness, tingling or redness
« Tightness of clothing and jewelry on the affected area

e Pain in the affected area after any work or activity



Risk factors

Some people who are more likely to develop Lymphedema

are those who:

« Have undergone surgery to remove lymph nodes.

- People with cancer who have undergone radiation therapy.

* The elderly, as aging increases the chances of developing
the disease.

« Overweight and obese.

« Having rheumatism.

Advice: If you notice any pain or swelling after

cancer treatment, you must see your doctor

Lymphedema Stages

If your doctor has confirmed a lymphedema diagnosis, the
next step is checking your symptoms and identifying the
stage of the condition. Lymphedema usually progresses
through a series of four stages that range from stage O to
stage 3. The four stages of lymphedema are:

stage 0 (also called latent or subclinical)
stage 1 (early or mild lymphedema)
stage 2 (moderate lymphedema)

stage 3 (severe lymphedema)



Stage 0 lymphedema

People with stage 0 lymphedema have no visible swelling
(edema) or pitting, which refers to a temporary indentation
in the skin when you press it. You may notice a mild tingling
or slight heaviness or tightness in the affected area. You can
have stage O lymphedema for months or years before

obvious symptoms develop.

Stage 1 lymphedema

People with stage 1 lymphedema have visible swelling as
lymph starts to accumulate. Although a temporary small
dent (or pit) forms when you press the skin, there is no
permanent damage to the skin or underlying tissues.
Specialists consider this early-stage lymphedema to be
reversible. If your arm is swollen, it can go back to normal
when you elevate it.

Once you have mild lymphedema, your risk for developing
moderate lymphedema is higher than someone who has
never had any symptoms — even if your symptoms go away
with treatment.

Stage 2 lymphedema

People with stage 2 lymphedema have visible swelling with
pitting and a higher risk of infection. Elevating the affected
area does not help. This means there is inflammation,
hardening, or thickening of the tissue under the skin.

As scarring of soft tissue under the skin worsens, pitting may
disappear. Your specialist can help you manage stage 2
lymphedema with treatment, but tissue damage is not
reversible.



Stage 3 lymphedema

People with stage 3 lymphedema — the most advanced stage
— have visible swelling, and the affected area enlarges and
becomes misshapen. There is also a higher risk of infection.
The skin hardens and thickens so much there is no pitting,
and lymph can leak through damaged tissue.

Treatment

There is no treatment that treats lymphedema, but the
treatment works to

1- Relieve swelling and symptoms and prevent progression

2- Optimize influencing factors, such as losing excess weight
and improving quality of life

After diagnosis, your doctor will refer you to a
physiotherapist to assess the condition and develop

an appropriate treatment plan

The treatment session will consist of

® skin care
® Drainage of lymphatic fluid by manual lymphatic drainage
® Compression therapy using compression bandages.

@ Exercises to reduce congestion.



Prevention

There is no sure way to prevent lymphedema after cancer
treatment, but there are ways to Reduce the chances of

developing it:
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Get regular medical checkups.
Maintain a healthy weight.

Do activities and exercises according to the
treatment plan from your physiotherapist.

Avoid skin infections, burns and injuries.

Avoid injecting or drawing blood in the affected arm.
Avoid tight or uncomfortable clothing or jewelry.
Ask your doctor about the compression band/corset.

Avoid heat.
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