
 

 
 
 
 

From Awareness to Action: Why 
Lymphedema Education 
Belongs in Every Breast Cancer 
Program 
 
Introduction 
 
Every October, pink ribbons remind us of the power of awareness—of the lives touched by breast 
cancer, the importance of early detection, and the progress made through research and advocacy. 
But beyond the pink, there’s another story that deserves equal attention: lymphedema, one of the 
most common yet underrecognized side effects of breast cancer treatment. 
 

 



 

Understanding the Link 
 
Lymphedema is a chronic condition that can occur when lymph nodes are removed or damaged 
during breast cancer surgery or radiation. It leads to swelling, heaviness, and discomfort—most 
often in the arm, hand, or chest on the side of treatment. While advances in surgical and radiation 
techniques have reduced risk, up to 30% of breast cancer survivors may still develop some 
degree of lymphedema during their lifetime. 
 
Unfortunately, many women and healthcare providers are unaware of the early warning signs or 
the importance of proactive management. This education gap can differentiate between mild, 
manageable swelling and a lifelong, progressive condition. 
 

Awareness Is Not Enough 
 
Breast cancer programs have made remarkable strides in promoting screening, genetic testing, 
and survivorship support, but lymphedema education often lags behind. Patients may not 
receive adequate instruction about limb precautions, compression garments, or self-monitoring 
techniques, and some only learn about lymphedema after it has already developed. 
 
Incorporating lymphedema education into every stage of care—from diagnosis through 
long-term follow-up—empowers patients to protect their health and maintain quality of life. 
Awareness must evolve into actionable knowledge. 
 

What Comprehensive Education Looks Like 
 
A truly patient-centered breast cancer program should include: 
 

●​ Preoperative counseling on lymphedema risk and prevention. 
●​ Postoperative assessments and baseline limb measurements to detect early volume 

changes. 
●​ Instruction in self-care techniques such as gentle movement, skincare, and positioning. 
●​ Access to certified lymphedema therapists (CLTs) for prevention and treatment. 
●​ Resources and referrals for compression garments and ongoing support. 

 
By integrating these steps, breast cancer care teams not only improve outcomes but also 
demonstrate a commitment to whole-person healing—beyond the tumor, beyond the treatment. 
 

The Power of Education 
 
Lymphedema cannot always be prevented, but it can often be controlled when caught early. 
Education is our most powerful tool—it transforms uncertainty into empowerment and helps 
survivors live more confidently in their recovery. 

 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
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
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