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How Therapists Can Explain
Chronic Swelling Without
Creating Fear

Introduction

One of the most challenging parts of working with patients who experience chronic swelling is
not always the treatment itself — it is the conversation surrounding it.

Patients often arrive overwhelmed—many have spent months or years searching for answers,
hearing conflicting information, or fearing their body is failing. Others have encountered



alarming online language about 'toxins,' 'blocked drainage,' or 'irreversible damage.' Even
well-meant clinical terms may worsen fear if swelling is described as dangerous, stuck, or
worsening without context.

As therapists, our communication shapes the patient’s view of swelling. The main goal of our
education is to provide clear, confidence-building explanations—avoiding panic and fostering
understanding.

Fear-Based Explanations Are More Common Than We Think

Patients frequently hear phrases like:

e “Your lymphatic system is clogged.”
e “Your body isn’t detoxing.”

e “Fluid is trapped in your tissues.”

e “Everything is inflamed.”

e “Your circulation is shutting down.”

While partly true, these statements oversimplify physiology and may provoke unintended
emotional reactions. Patients might feel fragile, damaged, or reliant on ongoing treatment to
'keep things moving.'

Fear also increases symptom sensitivity. Patients fearing swelling is dangerous may anxiously
monitor every change, amplifying stress and worsening their perception of the condition.

Swelling Is Often Multifactorial

One of the most helpful shifts therapists can make is moving away from single-cause
explanations.

Chronic swelling is rarely due to one cause. Multiple overlapping factors usually influence it,
such as:

Inflammation

Immobility or reduced muscle pumping
Surgical history

Venous insufficiency

Lymphatic load exceeding transport capacity
Medication effects

Tissue fibrosis

Pain-related guarding

Postural restriction

Systemic health conditions



e Lifestyle and recovery factors

Framing swelling as part of a complex, multifactorial picture makes it less intimidating; this
approach directly supports our primary aim: to replace fear with understanding and confidence.

Replace “Broken” Language With Adaptive Language
Explanations should highlight the body’s adaptive efforts rather than imply failure.
Instead of saying:

“Your lymphatic system is blocked.”
Consider:

“Your body may be having difficulty keeping up with the amount of fluid and
inflammatory load in the tissues right now.”

Instead of:
“The fluid is trapped.”
Consider:
“The tissues may not be moving fluid as efficiently as we would like.”
Instead of:
“Your body can’t detox.”
Consider:

“Several systems in the body work together to process waste and manage fluid
balance, and sometimes those systems become overloaded or less efficient.”

These shifts in language are part of our main message: accuracy and reassurance reduce fear and
empower patients.

Avoid Overpromising Treatment

Patients with chronic swelling are often vulnerable to exaggerated claims because they are
desperate for relief.

Therapists should be cautious about statements such as:

“We’ll flush all the toxins out.”

“One session will drain everything.”

“This technique fixes the lymphatic system.”
“Your swelling is completely reversible.”



Such claims can erode trust if results vary and may foster dependency or unrealistic expectations.
A more grounded approach sounds like:

Our goal is to improve tissue mobility, aid fluid movement, reduce discomfort, and
help your body function more efficiently over time.

That explanation is both clinically responsible and reassuring.

Education Should Increase Agency

Effective patient education is grounded in the main message: people should leave feeling more
capable and less fearful.

Patients benefit when therapists explain:

Why movement matters

How breathing affects pressure systems

The role of muscle contraction in fluid movement

Why consistency matters more than intensity

How stress and inflammation can influence symptoms

That swelling fluctuations are common and not always signs of worsening disease

This approach helps patients move from passive recipients to active participants in their care.

Validation Still Matters

Reducing fear does not mean dismissing symptoms.

Patients want to feel heard. Many have been told:

“It’s just weight gain.”
“You’re imagining it.”
“Swelling is normal.”

“Nothing is wrong.”

Therapists can validate the experience without catastrophizing it.
For example:

“I can see this has been frustrating and uncomfortable for you. Swelling can have
several contributing factors, and our job is to better understand what may be
influencing it in your case.”

Such responses align with our main message: validate patients' experiences while empowering
them, balancing empathy with professionalism.



The Therapeutic Relationship Matters More Than Perfect
Explanations

Patients rarely recall anatomical details but do remember how they felt with their therapist.
Did the conversation create panic?

Did it create hope?

Did it encourage understanding?

Did it make the patient feel helpless or empowered?

Therapists who communicate calmly and clearly build patient confidence even before tissue
changes.

Reducing fear through clear, empowering communication is not just best practice—it is central to
effective care for chronic swelling.
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Studies

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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