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Can yoga help
our clients
with a cancer
history?

The answer is
a resounding
yes!



•

•

•

Our lymphatic system transports
water, fat, protein and waste
products from all the cells in our
body back into the circulatory
system.

Lymphedema is an accumulation
of protein-rich fluid in the
tissues as a result of damage or
dysfunction of the lymphatic
system.

Our oncology clients can acquire
secondary lymphedema as a
side effect of cancer treatment.

Lymphatic
System

and
Lymphedema



The gentle
movements and
breathwork of
yoga can help
healthy lymphatic
systems as well
as lymphatics that
need a little (or a
lot of) extra help.



We will look at:
•

•

•

Yoga as a stress reduction practice
that affects the lymphatic system

Why yoga is beneficial for people
with a breast cancer history

Research that indicates that many
people with a cancer history and with
lymphedema may already be using
yoga as part of their self-care
routine.



We will look at:
•

•

Guidelines for adapting yoga asana
for clients with upper or lower limb
lymphedema

The specifics of what type of
breathing may support lymphatic
flow.



Mindful
Moment
Affirmation: My senses
turn inward and I relax
into peace
.
Affirmation and Mudra
used in YOCAS
Protocol �Mustain et al.,
2013�



What is
Yoga?
“Modern yoga typically
comprises three elements in
various combinations: ”

“Physical postures (e.g.,
warrior pose)”

“Breathing techniques (e.g.,
alternate nostril breathing)”

“Meditation/mental relaxation
(e.g., chakra meditation)”
�Freguia et al., 2024�.



•

•

•

Flexibility

Strength

Lymphatic flow

•

•

Reducing stress

Promoting relaxation"

"This holistic approach not only aids
in physical rebabilitation by
improving:

But also enhances mental well-being
by

�Freguia et al., 2024�.



Yoga is a
Stress

Reduction
Practice

Stress management practices including
yoga asana and meditation can create
the relaxation response
�Balasubramanian, 2015�.

The relaxation response is the
counterpart to the bodyʼs stress
response, and the term was first
described by Herbert Benson,
founder of the Mind/Body Medical
Institute at Massachusetts General
Hospital in Boston.

Benson found that regularly
experiencing this state of rest
created “anti-oxidation and anti-
inflammatory changes that
counteracted the effects of stress
on the body” �Martin, 2008�.



•

•

•

•

The person themselves can feel less
stress, and their body can experience
changes as well.

The time between a calm, healthy
personʼs heartbeats fluctuate slightly - we
call this heart rate variability �HRV�. HRV
is one measure of the effects of stressors
on the body, and low HRV can indicate
current or future medical issues.

Researchers looked at the effects of
mind-body exercises (tai chi / yoga) on
HRV and perceived stress and found
“significant reductions in perceived
stress.”

Additionally, they found “evidence for
beneficial effects of Yoga on HRV is more
robust than that for Tai-Chi” �Zou et al.,
2018�.

How can we
tell that yoga

is giving these
stress

reduction
benefits?



Researchers who
conducted a clinical
trial involving people
with breast cancer-
related lymphedema

state that:

“as a holistic practice, yoga may be
of benefit by reducing both the

physical and psychosocial effects
of lymphoedema” �Loudon et al.,

2017�.



•

•

Yoga can have an effect on our
lymphatic system, if poses are
comfortable and stimulate the
parasympathetic nervous
system.

Terence Ryan from Oxford
University states that “the
lymphatic system, which is so
dependent on body movements,
benefits from yoga because of
movement, but also yoga can
control the autonomic stimuli
causing the muscular walls of
collecting lymphatics to
contract” �Ryan, 2019�.

How might
yoga be

helping the
lymphatic
system?



Clinical practice
guidelines on the

evidence-based use of
integrative therapies
during and after breast

cancer treatment

 "High levels of evidence support
the routine use of mind-body
practices, such as yoga,
meditation, relaxation techniques
and passive music therapy to
address common mental health
concerns among breast cancer
patients, including anxiety, stress,
depression, and mood
disturbances. "

"meditation has been shown to improve quality of life and
physical functioning, and yoga has been found to improve
quality of life and fatigue” �Greenlee et al., 2017�.



Systematic review of
systematic reviews for

interventions
following treatment for

breast cancer

“exercise and yoga likewise have
shown effects on anxiety,
depression and [quality of life]”
 �Olsson et al., 2019�.



When practiced
correctly, yoga
has many benefits
for both people
undergoing
cancer treatment
and those with
lymphedema.   



People with
Lymphedema May
Already be
Practicing Yoga



Australian researchers sent a survey
to 247 members of the Lymphedema

Association of Queensland

In addition to using mainstream
medicine treatments for
lymphedema, half of the
respondents reported using at
least one of 22 complementary
and alternative medicine �CAM)
therapies to treat their
lymphedema.

CAM therapies
including meditation
and yoga �Finnane et
al., 2011�.



The Mayo
Clinic sent

questionnaires
to over 800
breast cancer
survivors

•

•

•

63% stated that they
included yoga in their
self-care practices.

Almost 90% of
respondents stated that
yoga helped improve
their symptoms.

The most common
symptoms that prompted
the use of yoga were
breast/chest wall pain,
lymphedema and anxiety
�Patel, et al., 2021�.



•

•

The biggest
misconception about
yoga for lymphedema is
that it has to be chair
yoga.

YES, your clients who
would like a more active
yoga practice can still
practice on their mat
safely.

How can yoga
be adapted for

people with
lymphedema?



The Journal of
Lymphoedema
published an
article featuring
yoga guidelines
for participants
with breast
cancer related
lymphedema.



Yoga for women with breast
cancer-related lymphoedema: A
preliminary 6-month study
•

•

•

•

•

•

Avoiding heavy loading of the affected arm

Restricting static postures

Encouraging continuous movement

Including breathing exercises

Adapting floor-based postures to offer a seated or standing option 

Beginning with postures and movements that include clearing lymphatics of the trunk,
then move distal to proximal in each arm

�Douglass et al., 2012�.



Yoga after Breast Cancer Surgery



Closing the Gaps: An Integrative
Review of Yogaʼs Benefits for
Lymphedema in Breast Cancer
Survivors
"Post-surgical yoga can aid in
quicker recovery by improving
mobility and reducing scar tissue
formation.

.

When combined with
pharmacotherapy, yoga can help
in managing side effects such as
fatigue, pain, and insomnia,
thereby improving the overall
quality of life" �Freguia et al.,
2024�.



Should
we
focus
on more
than
Asana?



Yoga as a spiritual
discipline:
•

•

•

•

•

•

Specific attitudes and behaviors (known as the “Yamas” and “Niyamas”)

Physical postures (known as “Asanas”

Breathing exercises (known as “pranayama”)

Interiorization of the mind �Pratyahara)

Progressively deeper states of concentration �Dharana) Meditation �Dhyana�

Oneness �Samadhi)

In this context, all are considered valuable and practiced as a holistic package.
Conceivably, all these elements could have therapeutic benefits for physical and mental
health as well..." �Sherman, 2012�



Yamas and
Niyamas



“In order to promote the
proper attitude for the safe
practice of the intervention
and to distinguish yoga from

other therapies, the
principles of yama and
niyama should form a

framework from which the
instructor teaches the entire

class” �Sherman, 2012�



Breathing
During
Yoga
Breathing during the The Institute of
Applied Dermatology �IAD) yoga
protocol asks participants to inhale
during limb extension and exhale
during flexion, with a longer
exhalation than inhalation �Aggithaya
et al., 2015�.

Pranayama practices like alternate
nostril breathing and bhastrika are
also included in the protocols



Put it in
Practice!
Sessions can begin
with breathwork and
positions to facilitate
central lymph drainage,
then asana to promote
lymphatic drainage and
reduction of symptoms
caused by fibrosis.



Let's Take
it to the
Mat!
Join me for Yoga for
Oncology Massage
Therapists
.
https://bit.ly/yoga4omt

https://bit.ly/yoga4omt


Six Yoga Protocols:

•

•

•

•

•

•

Guidelines for teaching yoga to women with breast cancer-related lymphoedema: an evidence-based
approach
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321041452_Guidelines_for_teaching_yoga_to_women_with_brea
related_lymphoedema_an_evidence-based_approach

Yoga For Cancer Suvivors �YOCAS� https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/pmid/23940231/

Australian upper limb lymphedema yoga protocol:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4083036/

University of Dayton studyʼs yoga protocol: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?
article=1017&context=dpt_fac_pub

IAD Yoga protocol for lower limb lymphedema: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4278136/

IAD Yoga protocol for upper limb lymphedema: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4959325/



Thank You!

•

•

•

Follow me on Instagram at
�StressReductionForLymphedema

KathleenHelenLisson.com

YouTube.com/�StressReductionForLymphedema
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