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Lymphedema treatment options:
• Exercise

Controlled weightlifting is the only upper-body workout that has been 
proven safe for lymphedema patients. Gentle muscle contractions 
may reduce fl are-ups and prevent the worsening of symptoms. 

• Manual Lymph Drainage (MLD)
MLD is performed by a specially trained physical or massage therapist. 
It involves a series of gentle massage maneuvers that re-route lymph 
fl uid around blocked areas into healthy lymph vessels. 

• Complex Decongestive Therapy (CDT) 
CDT is also administered by a specially trained physical or massage 
therapist. It includes Manual Lymph Drainage, elastic bandaging, 
fi tting for a compression sleeve, exercises and skin care. 

PLEASE NOTE: 
Those with active cancer, infections, blood clots or congestive heart failure should not undergo these treatments.

An ounce of prevention?
Unfortunately, research has not been done to determine whether 
strength training or any other treatments can actually prevent the onset 
of lymphedema. The American Cancer Society® suggests that you may 
be able to reduce the risk of developing lymphedema or its complications 
by following these general guidelines: *

Avoid infection
Keep your affected arm clean and free of cuts, scratches and bug bites.

Avoid burns
Protect your affected arm from sunburn, hot oil and water.

Avoid constriction
Wear lose jewelry, bras, and clothing. (On airline fl ights, wear 
a compression sleeve and raise your arm above your heart.)

Avoid muscle strain
Use your affected arm for normal activities, but avoid heavy lifting, 
and consult with your doctor before beginning an exercise program.

Avoid gaining weight
Women who are overweight (obese) are more likely to experience 
severe lymphedema than those who are not. 

Join the KCCC 
Wellness Program
At KCCC, we offer a wide 
variety of workshops, exercise 
classes, support groups and 
educational materials as part of 
our comprehensive Wellness 
Program. Our goal is to help 
you navigate your journey with 
cancer from the initial diagnosis, 
to treatment, and all the way 
through the unique challenges of 
survivorship. Call 913-577.8534 
or visit KCCancerCenter.com/
wellness for more information.

Your KCCC Oncology 
Exercise Specialist: 
Sami Papacek
Sami is a certifi ed cancer 
exercise specialist, personal 
trainer and wellness educator 
with more than 14 years in the 
fi tness fi eld. She has worked 
with oncology patients since 
2004, focusing on prevention 
and survivorship. She develops 
onsite Wellness Programs for 
KCCC patients, caregivers and 
families. Her goal is to educate, 
empower and enhance those on 
the cancer journey, every step of 
the way. 

Sami Papacek
Oncology Exercise Specialist
913-577-5834
Sami.Papacek@USOncology.com



Kansas City Cancer Center Wellness Program — Exercise and Lymphedema

Strength for the Journey
The journey with breast cancer is not for the weak of heart, mind or body. 
Every aspect of this disease can be debilitating, from diagnosis, through 
treatment and beyond. At KCCC, we want to help you feel your best every 
step of the way. That’s why we recommend a gentle strength-training 
program specially designed for breast cancer patients. It’s safe and 
effective — even for those with upper-body lymphedema.

Lift yourself up
According the American Cancer Society, almost 1 woman out of every 8 will 
experience breast cancer in her lifetime. And while the incidence of lymphedema 
is dropping thanks to less invasive breast cancer treatments, the number is still high: 
almost 50% of breast cancer survivors will develop some degree of lymphedema. 
So, here you are with a fairly common diagnosis, and a fairly common side effect. 
Now it’s time to do something uncommonly good for yourself! Join the KCCC 
Wellness Team and begin your strength-training program today.

Feel the power 
Here are just a few of the many benefi ts 
of a carefully controlled and slowly progressive 
strength-training program:
• Rebuilds muscle 
• Encourages bone growth 
• Improves sleep quality
• Speeds up metabolism 
• Boosts endurance
• Enhances body image
• Releases mood-enhancing endorphins
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What is strength training?
This exercise method focuses on improving your 
muscular strength by gradually increasing your ability 
to resist force. During your strength-training sessions, 
you can employ free weights, machines, or your own 
body weight. 

Why is strength training important? 
As we sit, our muscles deteriorate contributing to 
fatigue, joint pain and reduced endurance. Having 
strength is important for every movement you make 
including simple actions like getting out of bed, using 
the restroom, brushing your teeth, even getting in 
and out of the car. Each of these actions requires 
your muscular system to work together to support 
the skeletal system as it moves. The stronger you 
keep your muscles, the easier it will be to complete 
your daily activities. Even simple chair exercises can 
effectively improve your quality of life, decrease pain 
and minimize fatigue. As they say, use it or lose it!

Is strength training safe?
While there’s no proven cure for lymphedema, new 
research has shown that strength training is not only 
safe for lymphedema patients, it can also reduce pain, 
control swelling, prevent complications and simply 
make you feel better. According to a study published  
in 2009 in the New England Journal of Medicine, 
breast cancer survivors who lifted weights experienced 
fewer “flare-ups” and no worsening of symptoms 
compared to those who did not lift weights. *

What if I don’t have lymphedema?
The physical and emotional rewards of a strength-
training program are not just for lymphedema sufferers. 
If you don’t have lymphedema or are at very low risk 
for developing lymphedema (sentinel node biopsy or 
few lymph nodes removed), strength training can ease 
many of your side-effects including Cancer Related 
Fatigue (CRF), weight gain, nausea, depression, 
insomnia, pain and more. Here are the safety 
precautions you should follow: 
•	 Learn good form (find a qualified individual 

to teach you)
•	 Lift and lower weights in a slow & controlled manner
•	 Challenge your muscles, but don’t sacrifice good form
•	 Listen to your body — “burning” muscles are okay, 

joint pain is not

What is lymphedema?
Lymphedema is the abnormal build-up of lymphatic fluid in the soft body tissues of 
your shoulders, arms, hands or fingers. It can feel heavy, tight, itchy, hot or downright 

painful. Lymphedema can affect your quality of life and your emotional well-
being. For some patients, the symptoms may be temporary. For others, 

lymphedema may become a life-long complication.

PLEASE NOTE!
The research study that assessed the safety of progressive strength training in breast 
cancer survivors included patients with upper-extremity lymphedema only. It is not 
appropriate to extrapolate the results to those with lower-extremity lymphedema. 

* The “Physical Activity and Lymphedema (The PAL Trial): Assessing the safety of 
progressive strength training in breast cancer survivors” was conducted by the University 
of Pennsylvania School of Medicine supported by grants from the National Cancer Institute 
and the National Center for Research Resources; © 2009, PubMed Central (PMC) site.



Before you pump up…
Get a thumbs-up from your physician
It’s absolutely essential that your lymphedema 
condition is stable before you begin a strength- 
training program. That means: 
1) 	No complex decongestive therapy provided by  

a qualified lymphedema therapist within the past 
three months. 

2) 	No 10% change in volume or circumference of the 
affected arm has been recorded in the last three 
months that has lasted seven days or more.

3) 	No more than one lymphedema-related infection 
requiring antibiotics (cellulitis) has occurred within  
the past three months.

4) 	No change in your daily living activities has been 
caused by a lymphedema flare-up for the past  
three months.*

Gear up with a compression sleeve
Before you start any exercise program, it’s  
important that you purchase a carefully fitted, 
custom compression garment. A compression  
sleeve that is too tight can actually reduce lymph  
flow. One that is too loose may not prevent swelling. 
Your compression garment must be worn during  
all upper-body weightlifting exercises and should  
be replaced every six months. 

Sign up with a pro
Your strength-training program should be approved by 
a Certified Lymphedema Therapist or cancer exercise 
trainer. Group fitness classes for the general population 
are not recommended for you because it is difficult  
for the instructor to monitor form and repetitions in  
a manner that is both safe and effective.

Start low and go slow… 
Please heed your trainer’s precautions and 
recommendations, always proceeding in a slow, 
controlled manner. You don’t want to over-fatigue your 
shoulder or arm. And if you experience any pain, lie 
down and raise your arm above the level of your heart. 
•	 If you prefer dumbbells, start with a 1- to 3-lb. weight. 
•	 If you use a machine, start with the lightest 

possible weight.
•	 Exercise bands are not recommended 

due to variable resistance.

•	 After 2-4 sessions of performing the exercise at the 
same weight level, using proper form monitored by 
a professional, and with NO PAIN or swelling — you 
may increase the weight level by one increment.   

•	 Drink plenty of water before and after lifting.

Watch for flare-ups
If you experience a worsening of your lymphedema 
symptoms that lasts one week, STOP performing 
upper-body strength training. You should be evaluated 
by a Certified Lymphedema Therapist to determine 
whether you have an exacerbation that requires 
complex decongestive treatment (CDT). During this 
time, you may continue lower-body strength training 
and lower-body aerobic exercise.

Life’s interruptions
If you take a break from your upper-body strength-
training program that lasts one week or more, don’t 
worry. Life happens! However, when you start up 
again, it’s important to reduce the size of the weight 
you’re using and slowly work back up to your previous 
level. If you step away from your program for one 
month or more, you need to start over with a 1- to 
3-pound weight and rebuild from there. Don’t be 
discouraged! You’ll get back to your former fitness  
level soon. 

Lifting outside class
Please use extreme caution when lifting heavy  
objects — including children! — at home or at work. 
It’s difficult to judge how much something (or someone) 
weighs and you don’t want to overdo it. In an exercise 
session, you’re lifting weights in a controlled manner 
with professional guidance. It’s difficult to translate 
those results to another setting. 

Other upper-body exercise
Research has not yet explored the safety of other 
sports such as golf, tennis, swimming, etc. In fact, 
many of these sports are considered high-risk because 
they place considerable stress on the upper limbs. 
Before participating in any exercise program, please 
consult with your physician or a Certified Lymphedema 
Therapist who can help you develop a safe, effective 
and enjoyable exercise program. 

* These guidelines are suggested by the research team who conducted the PAL (Physical 
Activity and Lymphedema) Trial at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine.


