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Compression in the Treatment of Lymphedema: 
Evidence for Effectiveness and Reduced Healthcare Expenditure 

 

 

 

 

 

Compression is an integral component of the standard of care for the treatment of lymphedema known as 

Complete Decongestive Therapy (CDT). The documents outlined below summarize several position papers, 

reviews, and consensus documents, all of which recognize the necessity of compression for patients with 

lymphedema. The last document, published by INESS (the body that does scientific reviews for the Quebec 

Ministry of Health) also recommended compression treatment and formed the basis for the Quebec 

reimbursement program. 

 

1. International Lymphedema Framework (2012): Compression Management, A Position Document 

on Compression Bandaging3 
The authors note the following regarding compression bandaging and garments: 

• Lymphedema requires constant compression, if discontinued edema will recur rapidly. 

• Compression removes edema by a reduction in capillary filtration, an increase in lymphatic drainage, a shift of 

fluid to non-compressed areas, and via a breakdown of fibrosclerotic tissue. 

• Once swelling is maximally reduced, long term compression garments are required. 

 

2. International Lymphedema Framework (2010): Compression Hosiery (Garments) in 

Lymphedema1 
The authors reviewed the published evidence for efficacy of compression garments and concluded the following: 

• Studies with follow-up periods of six months to five years indicate that compression garments are effective in 

reducing and/or maintaining lymphedema of the arm and leg both in primary and secondary lymphedema. 

• Compression hosiery (garments and arm sleeves) are an integral part of lymphedema 

management with strong evidence to support their use. 

• Outcomes are less optimal in lymphedema management when compression therapy is not used. 

 

3. International Lymphedema Framework (2006): Best Practice for the Management of 

Lymphedema 
The authors indicate the following regarding compression bandaging and garments: 

• Multi-layer lymphedema bandaging is a key element of intensive therapy regimens. For some 

patients it may also form part of their transition, long-term or palliative management. 

• The main use of compression garments is in the long-term management of lymphedema, usually following a 

period of intensive therapy. Compression garments are also used for prophylaxis or as part of initial treatment. 

 

 

 

 

The Canadian Lymphedema Framework’s vision is that comprehensive treatment 
for lymphedema and related disorders will be accessible to all persons across Canada. 
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4. National Lymphedema Network Position Statement on The Diagnosis and Treatment of 

Lymphedema4 

• The gold standard for the treatment of lymphedema is known as Complete Decongestive Therapy. 

• Compression Bandaging is always a requisite part of Complete Decongestive Therapy. 

• Following achievement of maximal volume reduction with Complete Decongestive Therapy, patients should be 

fitted with a compression garment. 

 

5. Cochrane Review of the Effectiveness of Various Lymphedema Therapies (2008)5  
The review concluded that the use of compression bandaging and garments was more effective than garments 

alone. Additionally, they noted that when comparing no treatment to the use of compression garments alone, the 

garments were deemed beneficial. 

 

6. Lymphedema Association of Quebec: Treatment of Cancer-related Secondary Lymphedema 

• Wearing compression garments on a long-term basis appears essential for maintaining the 

volume losses achieved during the intensive phase. The approach must be customized to 

patients’ needs. 
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