
LYMPHEODEMA BASICS – What you should know! 

What is the Lymphatic System? 

The Lymphatic System forms part of the body’s immune system.  It 
is made up of a vast system of lymph vessels and nodes that are 
largely found under the skin. This system is responsible for 
collecting, filtering and concentration lymph fluid throughout the 
body. Its lymph nodes filter bacteria and other toxins from the 
body. Nodes also help prevent cancer cells from spreading. The 
Lymphatic System does not have a pump, like the vascular system 
has the heart, so it relies on body movement such as breathing and 
muscle contractions to transport the lymph fluid through the 
system. 

The Lymphatic System is very fragile and, when vessels get 
damaged, the normal flow of lymph fluid through the lymphatic 
system is disrupted. Damaged can be caused by surgery, radiation, 
scarring or other trauma. When this damage occurs, the body 
cannot drain the excess fluid and proteins from the area. The fluid 

then begins to build up in the extracellular space outside the blood stream and around the cells of the body. This is 
how swelling occurs. If it remains swollen for more than 3 months, it is classified as Lymphoedema.  This chronic, 
progressive condition is most commonly seen in the arms and legs. 

If this swelling is picked up and treated early, the condition is reversible and curable but many people choose to 
ignore this swelling which then becomes a permanent, irreversible condition. The accumulation of the protein rich 
lymph in the limb's tissues causes additional problems such as skin fibrosis and cellulitis over time.  

Lymphedema Types 

Primary Lymphoedema 

Primary Lymphoedema occurs when the lymph system is damaged due to a genetic 
defect. The swelling may be present at birth or may make an appearance during the 
course of the patients life. 

 

Secondary Lymphedema 

Secondary Lymphoedema occurs due to damage done to the lymph system 
because of Cancer surgery or radiation, tumours, traumatic body injury or 
infection. Chronic Venous Insufficiency and obesity can also lead to the 
development of Lymphoedema. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lymphoedema Symptoms 

By taking note of the following symptoms, patients can be alerted to the threat of Lymphoedema early on and, 
with pro-active care, reduce the risks of the onset of this chronic disease. 

• Swelling in the arm or leg or affected body part. Limb swelling can include the fingers or toes. 
• Heavy sensation or feeling of tightness to the skin of the affected area 
• Pain or discomfort in the limb 
• Skin dimpling like an orange peel 
• Recurring infections in the affected limb or body area 
• Hardening and thickening (fibrosis) of the skin 
• Decreased range of motion of the affected limb 

Lymphoedema Management 

Certified Lymphoedema Therapists have been extensively trained to use Complete Decongestive Therapy (CDT), 
an intensive program with multiple components the treat Lymphoedema. CDT is divided into two phases: 

REDUCTION PHASE 
During this phase, Certified Lymphoedema Therapist treat their patients to reduce the swelling by 
using Manual Lymphatic Drainage (MLD), compression therapy with the use of compression 
bandages such as MOBIDERM bandaging system, and decongestive exercises. Once the patients 
swelling has been brought down as much as possible, the Certified Therapist will refer the patient to 
a Medical Orthotist Prosthetist (MOP) for the fitting of a compression garment. 

 
 

MAINTENANCE PHASE 
The patient will be fitted with a gradient compression garment such as JOBST Elvarex or JOBST 
Relief that will maintain the decreased swelling of the affected limb. These compression garments 
also reduce pain and infection. These garments promote a health circulation and must be worn 
throughout the daytime. Because the lymphatic system is damaged, patients who don’t wear their 
garments, make themselves vulnerable to the reoccurrence of swelling. Manual Lymphatic Drainage 
(MLD) and decongestive exercises to promote lymphatic flow remains important in the life of a 
Lymphoedema patient. By night patients should wear a night garment such as the THUASNE Autofit.  
This garment offers very little compression but helps to stimulate lymphatic draining through the 
night, while the patient is sleeping.  Research has shown that the combination of compression 
garments by day and night garments by night, help to reduce the reoccurrence of Lymphoedema 
flare-ups. Skin and Nail Care is important as healthy skin and nails will help prevent infections. 

         



 

The Four Stages of Lymphoedema 

Stage 0: Non-Visible or Latency Stage 

A subclinical stage where swelling is not evident despite impaired lymph transport. Patients may complain of 
tightness of the skin or heaviness even though there is no swelling seen. This stage may exist for months or 
years before oedema becomes evident.   

Despite normal limb measurements, latency stage patients with symptoms should seek professional 
evaluation and often still benefit from management of their lymphedema. Prompt management may 
decrease risk of their lymphedema worsening.   

A basic round knit compression garment such as THUASNE Lymphatrex or JOBST Bella Lite should be worn 
when flying to prevent the onset of Lymphoedema. 

Stage 1: Mild or Spontaneously Reversible Stage 

Characteristics of stage 1 lymphedema include mild swelling, which typically starts in the furthest part of the 
limb such as the hand or foot and slowly moves upward as it worsens. This is due to the effects of 
gravity. The swelling may improve at night or disappears completely, only to come back during the course of 
the day, as gravity increase lymph pooling in the affected limb. Elevation of the affected limb can help 
reduce the swelling.  Patients with stage 1 lymphedema should promptly seek treatment from a certified 
lymphedema therapist to reduce risk of infections and disease progression.   

Use of gradient compression daily can help reduce risk of fluid accumulating. In general, the goal of 
management is to reduce swelling, maximize the function of the remaining lymphatics, and prevent fluid re-
accumulation. Because the body has an inflammatory response to the protein-rich lymph fluid, keeping the 
swelling down can help reduce risk of irreversible changes, as well as decrease risk of infection. 

A ROUND KNIT garment such as THUASNE Lymphatrex, JOBST Relief, JOBST Bella Lite 

               

  

Stage 2: Moderate or Spontaneously Irreversible Stage 

In Stage 2 the skin takes on a spongy appearance and "pits" less when you press gently on the skin due to 
fibrosis and gradual thickening. Deposition of extra fatty tissue below the skin can also occur due to 
inflammation from the protein-rich lymph fluid in the tissues. At this stage the swelling rarely reduces with 
just limb elevation. Patients with stage 2 can still have significant reduction of their lymphedema with 
management. While swelling is spontaneously irreversible, it sometimes can improve over time with daily 
compression and night time compression as indicated. 

 



A FLAT KNIT compression garment such as JOBST Elvarex is essential for the daytime use while a night 
time garment such as THUASE Autofit should be worn through the night to stimulate drainage of any 
lymph build-up. 

See images above 

Stage 3: Severe or Lymphostatic Elephantiasis Stage 

In stage 3 lymphedema the skin typically becomes very hard and scaly and enlarges significantly. There may 
be lymphorrhea (leaking lymph fluid) from breaks in the skin. Skin lobules are common, and skin folds can 
become problem areas to keep clean and dry and free of infection. The weight of the limb may contribute to 
decreased quality of life. Patients with stage 3 lymphedema still benefit from lymphoedema 
management. Patients with stage 3 lymphedema have often gone years or decades without effective 
management, and it is important to emphasize compliance with management and maintenance compression 
for them to have the best possible outcome and quality of life.  

These patients often require custom FLAT KNIT compression garments (JOBST Elvarex) or an adjustable 
short-stretch compression garment such as JOBST FarrowWrap® to control their symptoms 

 

 

Visit our website www.blmed.co.za for additional information on the products mentioned in this article. 

To find a Certified Lymphoedema Therapist, please visit www.laosa.co.za. 
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