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Healthy Habits When At Risk for Lymphedema 
After Breast Surgery 

Some women get abnormal swelling (lymphedema) in the arm, hand, breast, or chest after breast 

surgery, especially if they have had lymph nodes removed or had radiation to the area. We will call 

these your ‘at-risk body parts’.  

These tips can help lessen the amount of swelling but will not prevent it. To date, there are very few 

studies looking at what prevents lymphedema. So, many of these tips are based on what experts 

know about the body and this type of swelling.  

 

Adopt a healthy lifestyle 

 Maintain a healthy weight with regular activity 

and exercise as well as eating healthy foods.  

 Steadily increase how long you do any activity 

or exercise. 

 Take rest breaks often during an activity to 

give yourself time to recover. 

 Check your at-risk body part during and after 

the activity for any change in size, shape, 

tissue, texture, soreness, heaviness, or firmness. 

Keep your skin healthy 

 Keep your at-risk body part clean and dry. 

 Use skin moisturizer every day to keep from skin 

from getting dry and cracked, chapped, or sores. 

 Be careful how you care for your nails. Do not 

cut the skin around the nails (cuticles). 

 Protect your skin from burns and bites by 

wearing sunscreen and insect repellent.  

 Be careful when using a razor so you keep 

from getting any nicks or irritated skin. 
 

 

Prevent infection 

 Look for any signs of infection such as a rash, 

itching, redness, pain, more swelling, a fever or 

flu-like symptoms. 

 If you notice any signs of infection, contact 

your family practitioner right away so it can be 

treated as soon as possible. 

 If you get a scratch or puncture on your skin, 

wash the area with soap and water, apply  

an antibiotic cream, and watch for any signs 

of infection. 

 Keep a small first aid kit with you  

when travelling. 

Get medical check-ups 

 See your family practitioner regularly for 

medical check-ups as well as to check your 

at-risk body part. 

 Report any changes in your at-risk body  

part as soon as possible to your family 

practitioner and/or your physiotherapist. 

 

 

Family practitioner refers to a family doctor or nurse practitioner 
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Things that can trigger lymphedema 

Injury 

 Wear gloves while doing activities that could 

injure your skin such as washing dishes, 

gardening, using chemicals like detergent. 

 Ask that your other arm be used for injections, 

blood tests, and intravenous infusions.  

Try not to get punctures in the skin of the at-

risk body part. 

Constricting the at-risk body part  

 Wear loose jewellery or no jewellery at all on 

the at-risk side. 

 Wear loose fitting clothing.  

 Ask that your other arm be used for taking 

your blood pressure. 

 If you need to carry a heavy bag or purse, use 

your other arm. Try not to carry the item on or 

over the at-risk arm. 

 For lymphedema of the arm, breast, or chest, 

wear a proper fitting bra. (Have a bra fitting to 

make sure you are wearing the correct size.) 

 

Extreme Temperatures 

 Try not to expose yourself to extremely cold 

temperatures. Your skin can get chapped, 

and, as you warm up, your at-risk body part 

can quickly swell more than usual. 

 Limit your time in extremely hot 

temperatures to no more than 15 minutes, 

such in hot tubs, saunas, or steam rooms. 

Inactive for long periods 

 Move or change position often through the 

day. Try not to leave the at-risk body part in 

one position for long periods.  

 

 

To learn more 

 BC Lymphedema Association bclymph.org/  

 Canadian Lymphedema Framework 
canadalymph.ca/  

https://bclymph.org/
https://canadalymph.ca/

