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GENERAL PRECAUTIONS

For Those At Risk For

LYMPHEDEMA OF THE ARM

Lymphedema is rarely brought on or made worse by a single event.  It is the combination of several factors that, when occurring together, cause the problem.  Some factors, such as cancer or injury, you cannot control.  The following are factors that you can control.  Incorporating the following into your lifestyle will help you to control lymphedema.

SKIN CARE

· Use low pH soaps such as Basis, Purpose, Cetaphil, and AveenoBar, to maintain the skin’s naturally acidic pH that discourages infection.

· Use a low pH moisturizing lotion such as Eucerin, Curel, Dermal therapy, or Lymphoderm on the skin of the affected arm daily to prevent dryness and discourage bacterial or fungal infections. (The ideal skin pH is 5.7) Many people are allergic to lanolin, a common ingredient in moisturizing products.  If you develop a red, itchy rash after using a skin care product, discontinue use immediately.  You may be allergic to one of the ingredients.

· Protect yourself from sunburn.

· Take precautions to protect yourself from insect bites.  A simple mosquito bite can cause cellulitis and further increase the size of your arm.

· If you shave your underarms, take great care.

· Use caution when playing with pets, especially if you are allergic to them. Scratches and bites can become infected.

· Use oven mitts when removing hot pans from oven.

· Use gloves when gardening.

· Avoid skin contact with harsh cleaners or chemicals which could irritate the skin.

· Keep cuticles soft with cream and push them back.  Don’t cut them.  Perform a “daily skin check” for cuts, burns, bites, hangnails, cracked or torn cuticles.

· Treat all skin openings on the affected area with antibiotic ointment such as Bacitracin, Polysporin, or Kaiser’s double antibiotic ointment.  DO NOT USE NEOSPORIN or any ointment that contains neomycin as we are seeing allergies to neomycin, the active ingredient in Neosporin, even in patients that have used this product for years.  Always cover with a sterile bandage.

· Recognize the signs of infection: redness, warmth, tenderness, red streaks, increased swelling.  Your lymph system is already overloaded, and the presence of infection will increase swelling in the area.  In addition, with a decreased immune system response, infections escalate quickly and resolve slowly. Infections tend to lead to fibrosis of the tissue which makes the lymphedema worse. Call your physician for oral antibiotics if infection is suspected.

· Avoid shots and IV’s in the involved arm. If you need blood to be taken, offer your other arm. 

ELEVATION

· Elevation lets gravity help drain extra fluid from your arm.  If your hand tends to swell, just lifting your hand and opening and closing your fingers from time to time can help.

CLOTHING

· Avoid clothing that binds or leaves marks.

· Avoid bras that cut into the shoulders or bind too tightly around the middle.  Avoid underwire.

· If you wear a prosthesis, make sure it is light and fits properly.

· Don’t carry a heavy purse on the affected shoulder.

· Wristwatches and rings should fit comfortably and not be worn for long periods of time on the affected arm.

EXERCISE & ACTIVITY:  Moderation is the key.

· Light to moderate exercise on a daily basis is recommended.  If starting a new exercise program, ease into it gradually.  Don’t overdo it.  Avoid activities that require excessive strain or force.

· Walking is an excellent general exercise with proper footwear.

· Swimming is another excellent exercise and doesn’t stress the joints.

· Avoid heavy lifting, especially with your arm hanging down at your side for a period of time, i.e. carrying suitcase or briefcase.

OVERHEATING

· Be extremely cautious exercising in hot climates.

· Keep the body adequately hydrated.  (Drink plenty of water.)

· Avoid hot tubs, steam baths, saunas, hot packs, and excessively hot baths or showers.

DIET


· Limit your salt intake.  Salt tends to make the body retain fluid.

· Keep your weight down with a combination of sensible eating and regular exercise.  Obesity increases your chances of developing lymphedema and makes it harder to manage if lymphedema does develop.

AIR TRAVEL

· Drink plenty of fluid and avoid salty foods.

· Stretch your arms up overhead often, opening and closing your fingers to stimulate circulation.

· Move the arm frequently during the flight.

· Wear compression garment or bandages if you have them.
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