
 

 

1/3 

I refuse to let lymphedema get under my 

skin! 

Managing lymphedema involves looking after your skin. How to prevent skin problems 

associated with the disease? 

Dry, thickened, harder, less malleable skin: over time, lymphedema causes changes to your 

skin. The longer-standing and more severe the lymphedema, the more marked the changes 

in skin texture and appearance will be. Dermatological complications, such as erysipelas 

(Streptococcal infections) can also develop. Therefore it is essential to look after your skin 

and to prevent or rapidly initiate appropriate treatment of any skin complications caused by 

lymphedema(1). 

Erysipelas: a risk factor that can make lymphedema worse 

While erysipelas is a complication of lymphedema, it is also a risk factor for the development 

or worsening of the condition: 20 to 40% of cases of lymphedema are associated with 

complications due to erysipelas.  

The risk of recurrent infection is high: 50% in the year following the first episode. And this 

risk increases with each new recurrence. Following an episode of erysipelas, it is therefore 

important to step up your lymphedema treatment to reduce this risk. Good general hygiene 

and appropriate skincare routines are very effective methods of prevention(2). 

https://www.revmed.ch/RMS/2007/RMS-136/32130
https://www.em-consulte.com/en/article/693911
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Keep your skin clean 

Keeping your skin clean, particularly by washing regularly, is one of the main preventive 

actions. A limb with lymphedema does not perceive temperatures in the same way as a 

healthy limb. So it’s important to check the temperature of water and avoid applying freezing 

cold or extreme heat to the skin. This can make the lymphedema worse. So consult your 

doctor before you consider going into a sauna, steam room or spa. It’s also important to 

keep your feet clean, to avoid walking around barefoot and to wear clean, dry cotton thigh-

high or below-knee(3). 

Avoid any injuries or sunburn  

The prevention of erysipelas is based on a simple principle: avoid scratches and other 

injuries. Using an electric shaver, using a thimble when sewing, wearing gloves when 

gardening and cooking, applying sunscreen and wearing long sleeves and trousers to 

prevent sunburn are all sensible everyday precautions. If you do have a cut, burn, animal 

scratch or insect bite, appropriate and prompt care is vital.(3). It is recommended that you 

clean wounds using tap water. It’s worth noting that antiseptics have never been shown to 

effectively prevent skin infections. Then cover the skin with a hydrocolloid or hydrocellular 

https://www.cancer.ca/fr-ca/cancer-information/diagnosis-and-treatment/managing-side-effects/lymphedema/?region=qc
https://www.cancer.ca/fr-ca/cancer-information/diagnosis-and-treatment/managing-side-effects/lymphedema/?region=qc
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dressing for deep wounds, an interface dressing for superficial wounds, or a non-adhesive 

or silicone-coated hydrocellular dressing if the skin is fragile(2). 

Moisturize your skin  

It is essential to moisturize skin to stop it drying out and cracking. A lotion or cream can be 

applied at least once daily to hands, feet and cuticles to soften them. Toenails should be cut 

straight across (and not too short) and fingernails filed. Do not cut or pull off cuticles.  

No pressure should be exerted on a limb with lymphedema. It’s best to avoid wearing any 

tight jewellery or clothes with elastic waistbands or cuffs. Finally, avoid crossing your legs or 

ankles when you are sitting or lying down.  

If you have any questions, ask your doctor for advice. 
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