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We have complied cancer information from some of our most trusted sources. This 
article on swelling is from ChemoCare.com and addresses the concerns patients may feel 
during or after chemotherapy.  

Swelling 

 What Is Swelling? 

Swelling, otherwise known as edema, is a build up of fluid in the body.  Swelling most often 
affects the dependent extremities (like the feet, ankles and hands) but swelling can also 
affect other parts of the body, such as the abdomen.  Causes of swelling include: 

 Fluid retention, including salt and water related to medication, heart disease, liver 
disease, or kidney failure. 

 Blockage of veins or lymph system. 
 Malnutrition. 

Chemotherapy-related, or cancer swelling: 

 Some chemotherapy drugs can cause fluid retention in the body.  This form of 
cancer swelling is most noticable in the feet, ankles, hands, and face. 

 Swelling or angioedema may also occur with hives as part of an allergic reaction.  It 
is a vascular reaction that causes an increased ability for fluid in the cells to "leak" 
into the layers of the skin, resulting in swelling.  This happens much less often than 
hives alone.  The fluid retention causes swelling generally in the tongue, lips, or 
eyelids. Swelling of the airways can result in difficulty breathing, closing off of the 
airway and death.  If swelling is happening along with signs of breathing difficulty 
seek help immediately. 

Symptoms of Swelling: 

 Feet and lower legs get larger when you sit or walk. 
 Take a look at your feet, ankles and hands.  Are they swollen?  When you press on 

the skin with your finger, is there an indentation that stays for a few seconds?  If so, 
you may have "pitting edema." 

 Hands feel tight when you make a fist 
 Rings are too tight 
 Abdomen appears to be swelling or distended 
 Shortness of breath (especially when lying down) 
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Things You Can Do To Manage Swelling: 

 Elevate your feet as often as possible. (Either sitting in a chair with your feet on a 
stool with a pillow or in the bed or couch with feet up on two pillows) 

 Do not stand for long periods of time. 
 Avoid tight clothing (shoes, girdles, etc). 
 Do not cross your legs. 
 Reduce your salt intake if swelling is present. Avoid foods such as bouillon, potato 

chips, tomato juice, bacon, ham, canned soups, soy sauce, and table salt, for example. 
 Try to eat a balanced diet (see eating well section). 
 If your swelling is severe, consider wearing Jobst stockings or TED hose. 
 Weigh yourself daily. Notify your doctor or health care provider if you have gained 5 

pounds or more in a week. 
 Take your medications exactly as prescribed. 

Drugs/Recommendations That May Be Prescribed by Your 
Doctor: 

 Depending upon the causes of your swelling, your doctor or health care provider 
may prescribe a diuretic.  Diuretics - may be known as "water pills" as they work by 
making you urinate out extra fluid. Some examples of this medication may include 
furosemide (Lasix(), and Hydrochlorthiazide. You may receive this medication alone 
or in combination with other medications. 

 Your doctor or health care provider may recommend that you see a registered 
dietician to help plan a diet tailored to your condition. 

 

When to Contact Your Doctor or Health Care Provider: 

Call your doctor or health care provider immediately:  

 If you are short of breath. 

Call your doctor or health care provider within 24 hours: 

 If you have gained 5 pounds or more in one week. 
 If you develop sudden and severe fluid retention. 
 Your feet or hands feel cold to the touch. 
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 If you are unable to eat for more than a day. 
 If you have urinated only a little bit or not at all. 
 If the swelling appears to move up your arms or legs. 

Note:  We strongly encourage you to talk with your health care professional about your 
specific medical condition and treatments. The information contained in this website about 
swelling and other medical conditions is meant to be helpful and educational, but is not a 
substitute for medical advice. 

Source:  http://www.chemocare.com/chemotherapy/side-effects/swelling.aspx 


