
 

 
LYMPHEDEMA AVOIDANCE STRATEGIES: 

 
 
DON’TS: 
 

1) Never allow anyone to puncture the skin on the limb with Lymphedema or where the 
lymph nodes were dissected for blood tests or injections for the rest of your life. 
 

2) Patients with lymphedema of the leg should avoid going barefoot. Never walk 
barefooted in public rest rooms and locker-rooms of exercise facilities.  Beware of 
injuries to the skin when walking barefooted. 

 
3) Avoid lifting or moving heavy loads.  It is suggested not to lift over 10% of your body 

weight with your affected arm.  Never do heavy pushing and/or pulling. 
 

4) Avoid frying foods as oil splashes can cause skin burns. 
 

5) Be careful of steam burns from microwaved food. 
 

6) Showers and baths should not be hot to the point of reddening the skin. 
 

7) Personal Jacuzzis may be used if the temperature is moderate.  It is suggested not to 
exceed 100° F. 

 
8) Do not carry your purse on the affected forearm. 

 
9) Clothing should not bind at the waist, groin, chest, underarms, wrist or ankles.  Be sure 

underwear is loose in the groin. 
 

10) Clothing with tight elastic must be avoided.  Bra straps must not dig in to shoulders. If 
clothing is too tight, lymph flow is restricted. 

 
11) Never allow blood pressure to be tested on an affected arm at risk.  Thigh cuffs must be 

used following bilateral mastectomies if lymph nodes have been removed or irradiated 
on both side.  Be especially careful of automatic blood pressure cuffs during surgery. 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 DO’S: 
 

1) Take meticulous care of your skin. Wash three times a day with soap for a minimum 
of 30 seconds.  Dry well in all creases, between fingers and toes.  Regular soap has 
been shown to be as effective as anti-bacterial soaps. Use skin moisturizer daily.  
 

2) Use an over-the-counter Anti-Fungal powder or lotion is recommended for the feet in 
cases of lymphedema of the leg. 

 
3) Always put a clean layer against the skin, every day. If you are bandaging, this means 

putting on a freshly washed stockinette layer each day.  Compression sleeves and 
stockings must be washed daily 

 
4) Any breaks in the skin (no matter how small) should have a topical antibiotic ointment 

placed on it 2x/day x 5 days.  This should be carried with you along with Band-Aids. 
Caution as to antibiotic ointments are dated for expiration. 

 
5) Keep your cuticles in good condition, using Aquaphor or a similar cream.  Never cut 

your cuticles.  If you have artificial nails, please make sure the salon uses instruments 
that are disinfected well. 

 
6) Always wear gloves when washing dishes, even when cleaning the dishes off prior to 

putting them in the dishwasher.  Wear gloves for all household cleaning chores, as the 
chemical cleaners can irritate the skin and even cause sores.  If you are doing the 
family laundry, and if any family members have fungal infections on their feet, you 
should wear gloves when handling the dirty laundry. 

 
7) When gardening, wear gloves to protect the skin from scratches and thorns.  As 

gardening gloves tend to get dirty inside as well as out, either wash the gloves inside-
out after each use, or wear washable cotton gloves inside the gardening gloves and 
wash these at the end of the day. 

 
8) Use an electric shaver for hair removal on the armpits, the legs, and the bikini line if 

that area is at risk for  developing swelling.  Blade shavers are more likely to cause 
skin openings.  If you insist on using a blade shaver, we suggest a new disposable 
shaver each time and to begin shaving at the area at risk.  If you have severe 
lymphedema and a history of infections, try to avoid shaving that area. 

 
9) Use a thimble when sewing, if the dominant hand is at risk, or a finger guard if the 

non-dominant hand is at risk. 
 
10) Use an insect repellent when in areas where bites are likely.  Insect bites cause a 

reaction that puts more load on the lymph system in that area. 
 



 

 
11) Apply low pH lotion (e.g. Eucerin, Curel, Dermal Therapy, Lac-Hydrin, Johnson & 

Johnson Baby Lotion) to your arm or leg on a regular basis to prevent dry skin which is 
more likely to allow bacteria to cross the skin barrier.  Avoid drying alkaline soaps and 
cleaners. Dove is one soap that is acidic, which is better for your skin. 

 
12) Public swimming pools must be well chlorinated if patients are to use them.  Patients 

should have pool management check the water quality prior to use, if possible. 
 
13) Use the affected arm or leg as normally as possible. Limping and favoring the limb 

leads to abnormal muscle use pattern and potential muscle strain. 
 
14) Exercise moderately.  Begin any new exercise program slowly, increasing gradually 

and monitoring the limb carefully for changes in the swelling. 
 
15) Use a high SPF sunscreen on the limb and trunk quadrant at risk whenever in the sun.  

Remember that burns are possible on cloudy days and that daily use of sunscreen is 
necessary year round following radiation therapy. Scar tissue cannot tolerate sunlight 
as much as normal skin. 

 
16) Use extra long, good quality oven mitts to protect hands and forearms from cooking 

burns. 
 
17) Make sure home water heater is set no higher than 120 degrees F. 
 
18) Exercise moderately in the morning or afternoon avoiding the heat of the day.  Make 

sure adequate warm- up, cool down and rests are taken. 
 
19) Jewelry and watches should be loose if worn on an arm or hand at risk.  Remove rings 

before sleeping as a precautionary measure.  Nothing that can compress the limb 
should ever be worn  i.e. rubber bands, elastics. 

 
20) Carry your purse on the other shoulder and remove all non-essential items. 
 
21) Following mastectomy, the lightest weight prosthesis tolerated should be used.  Avoid 

bras that have excessively tight strap. 
 
22) When flying, patients should request a salt-free meal or snack, should drink water (not 

mineral water), and should get up and move around the plane frequently. Note that 
bandages/compression garments should be worn when flying if one has any history of 
lymphedema. 

 



 

REMEMBER – IT IS BETTER TO AVOID 
LYMPHEDEMA THAN TO TRY TO GET RID 

OF IT! 
 


