
Simple lymphatic drainage 
for lymphoedema

What is this? 

Lymphoedema is fluid trapped in the tissues under the skin that cannot easily get into the 
lymphatic drainage system because the system is damaged, overloaded, or incomplete. 
Massage to the skin and underlying tissue can help move this fluid to where the lymphatic 
drainage system can pick it up and then transport it as necessary. There are lymphatic drainage 
tubes (vessels) and nodes (glands) which are part of the lymphatic drainage system. Massage is 
always toward the nearest unaffected nodes. There are massage strokes that can be used – this 
leaflet explains how to perform these. Always work as your therapist directs you and if you 
have any concerns or questions, please ask. 

Pinch test 

This is a very gentle pinch to the skin to feel how ‘thick’ it is. Practice on an area that does not 
have any swelling, such as the opposite arm or leg, the opposite side of the neck etc, and then 
compare this to the swollen area. Do a pinch test before and after your massage. The pinch test 
can show you how effective your massage is and where you may need to do a bit more. 

Empty the nodes 

The nodes (or glands) are small collecting chambers and need emptying before they can refill. 
They are always near a bone joint. Gentle pressure on the nodes will cause them to empty. It 
should not be painful when you empty the nodes. The pressure can be applied using a lymph 
ball or capsule (obtained from your therapist), by finger pressure and by moving the joint. 

Massage Technique 

Use a slow smooth hand movement starting on tissue that does not have any swelling. It is 
done to ‘clear the way’ for the fluid that will be coming through. Start with your hand flat on 
your skin and gently move the hand and the skin so that there is a little bit of a stretch to the 
skin and some slight wrinkling next to your hand. Now slowly move your hand towards the 
nodes, maintaining the stretch on the skin. Do this four times. 

Next, start over the swelling and move the fluid into the area that has no swelling, always 
working towards the nearest unaffected nodes. When you feel the area begin to soften, empty 
the nodes (as above) and continue until the area feels much softer. Now you can move further 
into the area of swelling, always moving the fluid towards the nearest unaffected nodes. 
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Contact us 

If you have any questions please contact: 
 
Lymphoedema Clinic  

Mon – Fri 8am – 4pm 
Tel 01872 252885 or 252601 
rch-tr.lymphoedema@nhs.net 
 
 
For further information and support please visit our website: 
 
www.royalcornwall.nhs.uk/services/therapies/occupational-therapy/lymphoedema/

If you would like this leaflet in large print, braille, audio version or in  
another language, please contact the General Office on 01872 252690
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