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Providing information and support for people 
with Lymphoedema 

in Ireland 
 
 
 

Lymphoedema is a painful, distressing and 
often debilitating swelling of the limbs and 

body. 
 
 
 

Lymphoedema Ireland  
 
Founded in 1995 (as ILSN). This volunteer network offers 
support, help and information to anyone affected by 
lymphoedema. 
 
Membership  
Membership is open to anyone who suffers with 
Lymphoedema, their family and friends and those with an 
interest in furthering the aims of the network. All members are 
circulated regarding the activities of the group. 
 
Aims & Objectives 
·  To campaign for the provision of treatment for people with  

Lymphoedema in Ireland. 
·  To provide support and information to members and their 

families. 
·  To educate the public on the subject of Lymphoedema. 
·  To make and maintain contact with health-care 

professionals involved in the management of 
lymphoedema. 

 
What Lymphoedema Ireland offers:  
 
Education for members and the public.  
 
Twice yearly public meeting for members and their families. 
 
Distribution of publications  on lymphoedema and it’s 
complexities. 
  
Lobbying politicians, the HSE and the medical profession for 
nationwide equitable treatment of Lymphoedema. 
 
Telephone Help Line.  Mobile  087 693 4964. 
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 What is lymphoedema? 
 
 
 
Lymphoedema  can be defined as the accumulation of lymphatic 
fluid in the interstitial spaces (tissue), which is the result of the 
failure of lymph to drain back into the blood circulation. The 
circulatory system is comprised of arteries, veins and lymph 
vessels. 
 
Lymph  is a colourless protein-rich fluid forming in the tissues of the 
body and normally draining through a network of vessels and nodes 
called the lymphatic system.  Lymph nodes act as filters and play an 
important part in the body's defence mechanism against infection by 
removing excess protein, dead  cells, bacteria and waste products. 
 
In an impaired lymphatic system, fluid accumulates in surrounding 
tissues and oedema (swelling) occurs. This in turn leads to chronic 
inflamation. Lymphoedema is not solely due to water retention in the 
tissues but because of it’s  protein content stagnant lymph forms a 
solid component which makes the control of swelling more difficult. 
 
Primary lymphoedema  is an underlying developmental 
abnormality of the Lymph system i.e. absent or abnormal  lymph 
vessels. It can be inherited and is classified as congenital when it 
presents in the first year of life, praecox when it presents before 35 
years of age and tardy when it comes after 35 years of age – all are 
regarded as Primary . 

Secondary lymphoedema  is usually cancer-related and can be  
caused by surgery, radiation-therapy or trauma. Other causes may 
include infection (mosquito bites, filariasis etc.), poor venous 
drainage, or an inability to exercise due to terminal or neurological 
conditions.  
 
 
 

  Symptoms 
 

 
Feelings of stiffness in affected areas. 
Decreased flexibility. 
Sensation of tightness, fullness or heaviness. 
Slight to severe swelling. 
Tightness of clothing or jewellery on affected limb. 

 
 

Recommendations for Lymphoedema.   
 
Ideally, people with lymphoedema are entitled to:- 
 
·  A proper and early diagnosis. 
·  A comprehensive one–time education session. 
·  A full assessment and appropriate treatment by a qualified 

lymphoedema specialist. 
·  An explanation as to the cause of their lymphoedema. 
·  Easily-accessible treatment, which consists of advice on 

skin care; exercise, manual lymphatic drainage and 
compression garments or bandaging. 

·  The provision of funded intensive treatment as an in-
patient at a specialised clinic, abroad where necessary. 

·  The provision of further information from a specialist in 
lymphoedema or a support group, like Lymphoedema 
Ireland. 

·  Compression garments as prescribed by a lymphoedema 
specialist. Two garments necessary every six months. 

·  Maintenance program for home with reviews every six 
months for measuring and new garments. 

 
 
 
·  Exercise is of paramount importance. 
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·  But avoid over exercising which leads to the         
overloading of the lymphatic system. 

 
N.B. Patients must understand the importance of lim b 
elevation. They should be  well motivated as patient 
compliance is of the utmost importance.  
 

 
General advice.   

 
·  Try to use the swollen arm or leg normally as muscular 

activity favours lymph drainage, but avoid over-exertion 
which may induce swelling by overloading the lymphatic 
system . 

·  With arm lymphoedema, do not lift or carry heavy objects. 
With leg lymphoedema, do not go barefoot (danger of 
infection), and avoid standing for long periods. 

·  Important - keep your weight within normal limits. 
·  Good skin care and hygiene reduces the risk of infection 

which can lead to cellulitis. If you have an infection get  
medical attention immediately. 

·  Diuretics are contra-indicated in the treatment of 
lymphoedema, so if you are on diuretics please discuss 
this with your therapist and GP. 

 
Points worth noting. 
 
Lymphoedema should not be confused with Lipoedema which 
is a separate condition with a normal lymphatic system. 
 
Overall body massage should be avoided as the massage 
may be in conflict with that prescribed for lymphoedema thus 
causing an overload on the lymphatic system. 
 

If you have lymphoedema  
take these precautions 

 
Infections 
With damaged or blocked lymph drainage, you are at risk of 
infection, which could lead to cellulitis, in the affected limb. 
Therefore, it is important that you note the following  
 

Avoid Use 
Cuts  Gloves when washing-up   
Scratches  Gardening gloves, thimble when sewing 
Burns  Oven gloves 
Use of razors  Depilatory cream 
Insect bites  Insect repellents 
Fungal infections Good hygiene and skin care 
Sunburn  Complete sun block  
 

Trauma 
Any trauma or injury to the affected parts will increase your 
risk of infection. 

 
Avoid – in the affected area - 
Any invasive procedures, i.e. injections and blood samples  
Accupuncture  
Blood pressure readings 
Tight or constrictive clothing or jewellery 
Extremes of heat or cold such as saunas, steamrooms, 
jacuzzies, sunbeds etc. 

 
If you feel generally unwell and have any sign of infection in 
the affected part (temperature or hot, red, tender swelling) do 
not delay in getting medical attention as you probably will 
require antibiotics immediately. This could be cellulitis. 
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Diagnostic signs of lymphoedema 
·   
·  Stemmer’s sign (see below). 
·  When indentation does not occur if finger pressure is 

applied to the swollen area. (No pitting on pressure). 
 

 
Testing for Stemmer’s sign 

 
Stemmer’s sign:  The inability to pick up a fold of skin at the 
base of the 2rd toe or digit (Stemmer 1976). If this applies it is 
a diagnostic sign for lymphoedema. 
 
 
N. B.  While there is no cure for lymphoedema, it c an be 
well managed with early treatment focused on reduci ng 
limb size, improving function and reducing the risk  of 
infection. (by good skin care and hygiene). This wi ll help 
the patient’s comfort and mobility.  

 
 

  
 
 
 

For further information or to access a helpline please contact:- 
 

Lymphoedema Ireland 
 

c/o The Irish Cancer Society 
43 – 45 Northumberland Road 

Dublin 4. 
 

Freefone helpline: 1800 200 700 
 

Lymphoedema Ireland 
Mobile   087 693 4964 

 
Email: info@lymphireland.com 

 
For more information than is covered by this leaflet, 

please see our website: 
 

www.lymphireland.com �
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