
Manual Lymph
Drainage

THE DR. VODDER METHOD
Imagine a husband-and-wife team seeing clients at their physical-therapy

institute in Cannes, France, in the 1930s. Emil Vodder closes his eyes as he

palpates the hard and swollen lymph nodes of a client seeking aid for a

nose-and-throat infection. Closing his eyes, Vodder sees chains of lymph

nodes forming a natural drainage path for the skin, organs and glands. As

he thinks about the drainage, he wonders if diis swollen, congested system

could be the root cause of many ailments

by Catherine DiCecca and Phillip Pollot

T he medical system in the 1930s did not fully
understand the role of the lymph system in
the body. Considering it to be uncharted

waters, it was an area to be left alone, with no tam-
pering or treatments, as the outcome was at best
uncertain. Yet, Emil Vodder, a massage practitionet,
and his wife, Estrid Vodder, a massage practitioner
and naturopath, studied the lymph system from
1932 to 1936 and developed a system of hand move-
ments to stimulate the lymph vessels.

A lymph-system overview
The lymph system houses our immune system,

the cleansing system of the body. It can be thought
of as a network over the entire body, a system that
takes part of the interstitial fluid back to the circu-
latory system entering at the left and right
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subclavian/jugular vein complex.
Interstitial fluid is called lymph after entering the

lymph capillaries, and it moves through the lymph
vessels carrying proteins, fragmented cells, fats and
inorganic materials using water as its vehicle for this
transport. All this material is moved by the peristaltic
action of the lymph vessels, the pressure of skeletal
muscles contracting, pulsations of the arterial blood
vessels and diaphragmatic (abdominal) breathing.

Small valves in the vessels prevent back flow, mak-
ing this a process of one-way drainage. Bodily activity
is constantly creating material to be moved along
these drainage pathways. On its journey, it comes to
filtering stations (lymph nodes) that contain "war-
riors" (lymphocytes and macrophages) that
constantly search the material for intruders, such as
bactetia or tumor cells.

'A'ww.massagemag com



When the lymph system becomes congested, wastes
and fluids accumulate in the tissues, which hinder nor-
mal physiological processes. Sometimes the body needs
hflp in removing this toxic buildup of cellular waste.
The added boost comes with manual lymph drainage.

The Vodder technique
The Dr. Vodder Method of Manual Lymph

Drainage' is often conftised with massage, per-
haps because it appears at first view to be
soft-tissue manipulation.

Massage is the manipulation of the soft tis-
sues using stroking, kneading, tapping,
petrissage, friction, rolling, nerve compression
and percussion. In contrast, manual lymph
drainage is a skin technique. The pressure is
very light, the weight of 20 to 40 millimeters
of mercury (close to the weight of a quarter),
allowing careful stretching and twisting hand
movements to move fluids collected under the
skin and to stimulate the peristaltic action of
the lymph vessels.

Vodder's techniques—known as stationary
circles, thumb circles, fork technique, pump,
fan strokes, rotary and scoop—require a
focused concentration. The precise hand
movements have been proven to accelerate
lymph flow, first clearing proximal pathways
and then distal pathways. The pressure does
not compress the lymph vessels, nor do the
blood vessels Increase their filtrate rate to the
tissue. Higher pressure can spasm the lymph
vessels and cause a greater filtration rate from
the blood vessels, in turn causing increased
congestion. This would be counterproductive
to stimulating lymph flow and clearing fluid
congestion.

The Vodder Method offers sequences that
focus on specific areas oi the body, such as face,
arms, neck/shoulders, chest, abdomen, legs,
buttocks, back and nape of the neck. These
sequences are based on stimulating the lymph system
with attention to the drainage direction of the lymph
reservoirs.

In combination with other therapies, such as exercise,
compression and diet, manual lymph drainage is most
commonly used to treat a condition called lymphede-
ma, or accumulated lymphatic fluid in the interstitial

tissue. The number-one cause of lymphedema in the
United States is mastectomy, which severs lymph-
drainage pathways.

Manual lymph drainage is not restricted to treating
lymphedema; it can be used to treat sluggish lymph

By using slight hatid pressure, the massage-lherapisl
moves lymph fluid collected under the client's skin.

systems, burns, sinusitis, skin ailments, scars, pre- and
post-cosmetic surgery, whiplash, leg ulcers,
neuralgia-RSD and fibromyalgia. Stimulating the
lymph vessels to move lymph allows toxins, debris and
cellular by-products to move on, decongesting the tis-
sue and giving the cells an environment in which to
flourish.
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Manuat tymph drainage puts no
weight or strain on a therapist's
hands or wrists.

Client challenges
There is no weight or strain on the therapist's hands or

wrists, since manual lymph drainage generally addresses
the superficial layers. This being said, there is a psycho-
logical component to consider. People who seek this
treatment will often come as a last resort, which can put
a lot of pressure on the therapist to "fix" the problem.

In reality, though, manual lymph drainage helps the
client Help herself in the treatment and maintenance of
a possible lifelong condition. Lymphedema patients are
usually very grateful to fmd someone who actually knows
what this condition is, what the complications are and
what they can do for themselves to minimize the impact
of the condition in their day-to-day lives.

Applications of the technique
The use of manual lymph drainage in pre- and post-

plastic and orthopedic surgery is on the rise. The increase
in recover)' rate and decreased scar formation using man-
ual lymph drainage techniques has opened the eyes of
surgeons in these disciplines, and there is a growing net-
work just waiting to be explored and utilized. (See
sidebar, "Vodder Method Resources," page 82.)

Wound care is another opportunity for manual lymph
drainage therapists. Last year, a case study was present-
ed at a review in Dallas, Texas, in which a manual lymph
drainage therapist received a young patient slated to have
his leg amputated because of chronic festering wounds
secondary to another condition. His doctor sent him for
manual lymph drainage a few weeks before his surgery.
After a few weeks of treatments, the wounds started to
heal, and the surgery was ultimately canceled.

Whiplash is another perfect example of utilizing
manual lymph drainage. As massage therapists, we are
taught to stay away from acute injury with inflamma-
tion, but in this case using manual lymph drainage on
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the day of injury actually decreases
inflammation, therefore decreas-
ing the pain of whiplash and in-
creasing the rate of recovery.

Manual lymph drainage can
also be applied to acute sports-re-
lated sprains and strains.

Training in the
Vodder Method

Training in the Dr. Vodder
Method of Manual Lymph
Drainage is regularly held in cities
throughout North America.
Training consists of 160 post-
graduate hours broken down into
four 40-hour weeks.

The First week is basic training,
an introduction to the various
hand techniques and sequences to
stimulate lymph circulation.

The second week, called Therapy
previous week to include orthoped

VODDER METHOD
RESOURCES

O The North American Vodder
Association of Lymphatic

Therapy (NAVALT) provides information
about lymphedema treatment, The
NAVALT Web site is a meeting place for
Vodder Method therapists to ask
questions, share experiences and
gather information, www.navalt.org.

The Dr. Vodder School North
America provides education in

the Dr. Vodder Method of Manual
Lymph Drainage and Combined
Decongestive Therapy and ensures the
continuing competence of practitioners
trained by the Dr. Vodder School.
www.vodder5chooUom

I, expands on the

joints. This allows the therapist to
address various conditions other
than lymphedema, including ten-
donitis, joint replacements (pre-
and post-surgery) and temporo-
mandibular joint dysfunction
{TMJJ, for example. This class fo-
cuses on perfecting the hand tech-
niques.

The next two levels. Therapy II
and Therapy III, are held in con-
junction with each other. Here
the therapist learns to address var-
ious lymphedema conditions {pri-
mary, secondary and functional),
lipedema and edemas due to cir-
culatory problems, venous insuf-
ficiency, arterial problems as well
as ulcers and wounds. Students
are also taught to properly use

compression bandages on the limbs and make sugges-
tions for compression garments.

ic techniques for The Dr. Vodder School International holds reviews

Learn Enhance your Skills

session results

DUIId your practice

Aromatherapy Essentials ; Enroll today!

In this exciting Continuing Education program, you will learn basic and useful
aromatherapy skills for the massage professionaL After taking this home study CF.
course you will he an educated consumer of aromatherapy products, and be able

to create effective blends for specific purposes and use essential oils and blends safely.

Designed to meet the educational guidelines of the National Association for Holistic
Aromatherapy (NAHA), this course provides the foundation for further study leading
to the practice of aromatherapy in the professional sotting.

With enrollment you'll receive: DVD seminars and tlemonstralions einpliasi?ing safety and practical
u[)pli(.atJon, ihi' Institute's exclusive manual for massage therapists, detailed reference texts, and samples of
pure essential olis and preferred blending materials. You'ii also receive your Certificate ot Achievement plus
prompt processing at no extra chargel E575 40 CE Hours $410

Specia l Offer! Enroll by March 3 1st, 2008 for Free Standard Delivery. (A $16 Savingsl)
McrIioncodeMM141

Affordable tuition

Personalized advisory
services at no extra charge

90-day, risk-free money
back guarantee for all
35+ Continuing Education
Programs

Call toll-free:
800-364-5722

NSTITUTE Fo'i
NTECRATIVE

HEALTHCARE

Advanced Resources for Professional Studies Since 1996 • www.HomeStud/Credits.org

Ihe Institute Is approved by NCBTMB and the Florida Board of Massage Therapy as a CE Approved Provider.
Our credits are also accepted by the AMTA, ABMP, NAHA arid most state boards

82 M A S S A G E M a g a z i n e F e b r u a r y 2 0 0 8 w w w m a s s a g e m a g . c o m



every year throughout North America, and recertifi-
cation is asked every second year in order to perfect
techniques, learn new skills and update compression-
bandaging knowledge. The completion of the review
allows therapists to remain listed as an active thera-
pist on the school's Web site, www.vodderschool.coni.

The need for therapists
At this time it is mostly iymphedema patients who

search out treatment options and relay that informa-
tion back to their physicians. Our clients are educat-
ing the medical community about manual lymph
drainage as a viable treatment for lymphedema. With
this increase in awareness and education comes the
need for more therapists who specialize in manual
lymph drainage.

The skills you will acquire in manual lymph
drainage training will complement your practice and
offer more treatment options to your patients.

FOOTNOTE

1. Emil Vodder was not a physician. He was given a Ph.D.
in philosophy by the University of Brussels in Belgium.

Catherine DiCecca is a massage therapist practicing in
Vancouver and Nanaimo, British Columbia. Canada.
She has more than 11 yean of experience using Dr.
Vodder Manual Lymph Drainage Techniques and has
been teaching the basic level of training for the Dr.
Vodder School since 2002.

Phillip Pollot is a massage therapist living in Rochester,
New York. He has been in private practice for the last
nine years, with more than half of his treatment sessions
devoted to lymphatic conditions. He has served on the
NAVA IT Board of Trustees for the last five years.

Robert Harris H.D.N., R.M. T, CL T.-LANA. director
of the Dr. Vodder School International, contributed to
this article.
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2008 Training Dates
Nashville, Tennessee
Mafcii2—a, 2008
April 27—29, 200a
June 1—3, 2008

Denver. Colorado
March 8—10. 2005

Las Vegas, Nevada
Feb 11 -13 2008

Chicago, Illinois
April 26-28, 2008

Orlando, Florida
FebiS—18. 2008

New Orleans, Louisiana
March 15—17,2006

Honolulu, Hawaii
November 3—5, 2008

Minneapolis, Minnesota
June 14—16. 2008
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Comprehensive Lymphedema Management
Manual Lymph Drainage and Complete Decongestive Therapy

Cert i f icat iot i C lasses: This 135-hour,'2-week course includes textbook, set ot educa-
tional DVD s and CD-Rom (below), course manual, set ot bandage materials and more. The
following workshops are part ot this course, billing, cdmg, genital & pediatric lymphedema,
wound care and more.

Lymphedema Management Seminars: The 3i-hourM-day seminar includes textbook,
f.nurse manual, set of b^nd.-iges fitter certification and more

Over 20 Years of Teaching Excellence; Extmsive Faculty Courses Are Offered Throughout The U.S.

Ongoing Support For Our Graduates: Free online therapist
listing and patient referral, free assistance with patient problems,
intormative mailings, biennial retresher conferences, supply with all
the necessary bandaging and lymphedema matenais.

CEU's: All ^eriiiliars .approved l-.r

Academy of Lymphatic Studies | The tiource lor Reseaich Based
Lympneaema Managemetil

Contact us for more information, a class schedule or to purchase the textbok or supplies 800.863.5935 - WWW.AC0LS.COM

Tex book on Lympti edema
Management Included in

all Courses.

i'.st ot Educational DVD's
and CD-Rom Included in

Certification.
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