
Understanding Throat Cancer
and Lymphedema: An Integrated
Perspective

Introduction

Throat cancer, a type of cancer that develops in the organs that assist in allowing you to swallow,
speak, and breathe, includes:

● Cancers of the voice box (larynx)
● The lower part of the throat (hypopharynx)
● Other areas of the throat



This disease affects many people worldwide and can profoundly impact health and quality of life.
One lesser-known but severe complication associated with throat cancer, particularly following
treatment, is lymphedema. Lymphedema refers to swelling that generally occurs in one of your
arms or legs, but when related to throat cancer, it can appear in the neck and face.

Throat Cancer: An Overview

Throat cancer arises from genetic mutations in the cells of the throat, which cause cells to grow
uncontrollably and form a tumor. Risk factors for throat cancer include smoking, excessive
alcohol consumption, poor nutrition, and exposure to human papillomavirus (HPV). Symptoms
include a sore throat, difficulty swallowing, hoarseness, and unexplained weight loss.
Diagnosis typically involves imaging tests, biopsies, and scopes to view the throat. Treatment
options vary based on the stage of cancer and can include surgery, radiation therapy, and
chemotherapy.

Link Between Throat Cancer Treatment and Lymphedema

Lymphedema after throat cancer treatment is primarily caused by the removal or damage to the
lymph nodes during surgery or radiation. The lymphatic system is crucial for managing the fluid
balance in the body, and its disruption may result in an accumulation of fluid that causes
swelling.

In the case of throat cancer, lymphedema can occur in the neck and facial areas. This can result
in additional complications such as difficulty swallowing, speech issues, and discomfort, severely
impacting a patient's quality of life.

Managing Lymphedema in Throat Cancer Patients

Management of lymphedema in throat cancer patients is crucial and can include various therapies
aimed at reducing swelling and improving quality of life. Manual lymphatic drainage (MLD), a
massage that helps move fluid out of the swollen area, is often recommended. Compression
garments may also be used, although their application in facial lymphedema must be done
carefully.

Moreover, patients are advised to engage in gentle exercises under the guidance of a healthcare
provider, maintain excellent skincare to prevent infections, and follow a balanced diet to manage
their health effectively.

Conclusion

The connection between throat cancer and lymphedema highlights the complexities of cancer
treatment and the importance of addressing all aspects of patient care, including those that may



arise as side effects of necessary interventions. Early recognition and treatment of lymphedema
can prevent serious complications and improve outcomes.

Advances in research will hopefully lead to more treatment options for throat cancer and its
associated lymphedema will be developed, further enhancing patient care and quality of life. For
now, awareness and education are vital in managing the impact of these severe health issues.

Interested in taking an ACOLS Course?

The Academy of Lymphatic Studies offers certification courses in lymphedema management
and manual lymphatic drainage. CEU’s are available for nurses in select states!

For more information, course listings, and to register for an upcoming course, Click Here!

https://www.acols.com/courses/schedule-of-courses.php

