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FOCUS ON INTERPROFESSIONAL COLLABORATION

As an RMT with advanced training in 
lymphatic therapy, I’ve seen first-hand 

how powerful manual lymphatic drainage 
(MLD) can be when applied in the right 
context. MLD is a gentle, non-invasive 
technique that uses light, rhythmic strokes to 
stimulate the lymphatic system, promoting 
fluid movement, reducing swelling, and 
supporting immune function.1,2 It’s specifically 
designed to encourage lymph flow, making 
it particularly beneficial for post-surgical 
recovery, lymphedema management,  
chronic pain or inflammation, and overall 
health and wellness.3,4

Over time, I’ve come to understand how 
important it is not only to provide this care, 
but to provide it responsibly. Knowing the 
difference between “lymphatic drainage” 
focused on cosmetic outcomes and clinical 
MLD, as well as knowing when to refer out  
or collaborate, is essential to protecting 
patient safety and ensuring appropriate care.

In my practice, I’ve worked with patients 
recovering from cosmetic and reconstructive 
surgeries, managing autoimmune conditions, 
and navigating chronic swelling or inflamma-
tion. In these cases, MLD is most effective 
when integrated into a comprehensive care 
plan. Collaborating with naturopaths, plastic 
surgeons, primary health care practitioners, 
and other RMTs has led to better outcomes 
and reinforced the critical role massage  
therapists can play within health care teams.

I’ve found that many RMTs can recognize 
when someone’s lymphatic system is under 
strain, whether due to surgery, chronic 

illness, or lifestyle factors. Our training in 
anatomy and clinical reasoning allows us to 
assess, treat, and refer responsibly. When we 
collaborate with other health care providers 
and advocate for evidence-informed care,  
we not only help patients heal, we elevate  
the standard and reputation of our profession 
as a whole.

Working within healthcare systems:  
A call for integration
As a therapist, I have seen the powerful 
role lymphatic work can play within 
broader health care settings. Whether it’s 
supporting recovery after cancer treatments 
or orthopedic or reconstructive surgery, or 
whether it’s addressing chronic inflammation 
from autoimmune conditions, reproductive 
health concerns, or digestive issues, MLD 
consistently makes a meaningful difference.5,6

By Anne Käärid,  
RMT
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Interprofessional Collaboration  
in Lymphatic Care: 
Enhancing Patient Outcomes 
Through Integrated Therapies
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For example, many of my patients living 
with polycystic ovary syndrome or chronic in-
flammation struggle with persistent bloating, 
fluid retention, and overall lymphatic slug-
gishness, symptoms that often fall outside 
the scope of conventional medical care. 
These challenges can significantly impact 
daily life and are too often overlooked. This 
is where RMTs trained in MLD can truly step 
in to fill a gap. By working collaboratively 
with endocrinologists, naturopathic doctors, 
pelvic health therapists, and other  
health care providers, we can offer a  
more holistic approach, one that 
helps manage symptoms, 
supports lymph movement, 
reduces inflammation, and 
improves overall wellness.

But integration into 
the health care system 
doesn’t happen automat-
ically. It requires ongoing 
advocacy. We need to be 
proactive in educating other 
professionals and health care ad-
ministrators about the scope and value of 
our work. Sharing evidence-based outcomes, 
patient success stories, and demonstrating 
our continued training helps build credibility 
and trust. The more fluently we can speak 
the language of health care, the more op-
portunities we create—not just for ourselves 
as practitioners, but for the patients who 
stand to benefit from truly integrative care.

Partnering with plastic surgeons:  
Building trust through recovery
One of the most fulfilling parts of my  
practice has been supporting patients 
through their recovery after reconstructive 
and cosmetic surgery. Procedures like lipo-
suction, tummy tucks, and breast surgeries 
often lead to postoperative swelling, fluid 
retention, and in some cases, fibrosis. MLD 
offers a gentle, non-invasive way to assist the 
body’s natural healing process by reducing 
discomfort, promoting lymphatic flow, and 
helping tissues recover more effectively  
and comfortably.7

Over time, I’ve seen more surgeons  
recognize the value of integrating MLD into 
their patients’ aftercare plans. When recovery 
is smoother and complications are mini-
mized, it benefits not just the patient but  
the entire care team. Building referral rela-
tionships with surgical teams has required 
education, consistency, and professional-
ism, but the results speak for themselves. 
Through this collaboration, I’ve been able  
to create a supportive continuum of care  
that centers the patient’s well-being, heal-

ing, and needs while also reinforcing 
the essential role that massage 

therapists can play in surgical 
recovery and integrative 

health care.

Collaboration  
starts with us:  
The power of  

peer partnership
Some of the most meaningful 

collaborations I’ve experienced 
have come from within the mas-

sage therapy and complimentary health 
community. Working alongside therapists 
with complementary skills, such as deep 
tissue treatment, craniosacral therapy, or 
osteopathy, has fostered a team-based  
approach that truly benefits our patients. 
When we share care and communicate 
openly, we’re able to address complex needs 
more thoroughly and effectively. For me, this 
kind of collaboration isn’t just about improv-
ing outcomes, it’s also a continuous learning 
experience. Observing different techniques 
and approaches helps me expand my own 
practice and better understand how to 
integrate multiple modalities for more per-
sonalized care. By supporting one another’s 
growth and sharing knowledge, we elevate 
the standard of care for everyone we treat.

Acknowledging the challenges:  
Navigating a shared space
In my experience as a lymphatic therapist 
and RMT, working across professional 
boundaries is both rewarding and complex. 

“Over time, 
I’ve seen more 

surgeons 
recognize 

the value of 
integrating 
MLD into 

their patients’ 
aftercare plans. 
When recovery 

is smoother and 
complications 

are minimized,  
it benefits not 

just the patient 
but the entire  
care team.”
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One of the ongoing challenges I encounter 
is that many health care providers still  
have limited understanding of what MLD 
truly involves, or even the full scope of 
what RMTs are trained and licensed to 
do. This lack of awareness can lead to 
missed opportunities for collaboration, 
underutilization of our skills, and confusion 
about when and how massage therapy can 
support clinical outcomes. Misinformation 
on social media has only added to the 
confusion, especially when unregulated 
providers make exaggerated claims or 
offer lymphatic treatments without proper 
training. This not only risks patient safety  
but can also undermine the credibility of 
those of us who are practising ethically, 
within our regulated scope.

Another ongoing issue is insurance.  
While MLD falls well within the RMT  
scope of practice, it’s often misunderstood  
as merely a complementary or cosmetic 
service. As a result, patients who could 
benefit from therapeutic lymphatic work  
may face unnecessary barriers when trying  
to access care through their extended  
health benefits.

I see these hurdles not as roadblocks,  
but as opportunities; opportunities to 
educate, to advocate, and to grow. By 
engaging in cross-disciplinary conversations, 
continuing our professional education,  
and participating in interprofessional 
workshops, we can bridge these gaps. 

Keys to meaningful collaboration
In my experience, building strong,  
respectful collaborative relationships with 
other health care professionals comes down 
to a few key principles. First, professional 
presentation matters. Having clear treatment 
protocols, concise documentation, and 
open, timely communication with referring 
providers builds credibility and sets the tone 
for trust. Second, consistency is everything. 
Showing up prepared, practising within your 
scope, and delivering measurable, patient-
centred results reinforces your role as a 
reliable member of the care team. Finally, 

ongoing learning is non-negotiable. Staying 
current with research, clinical language, and  
evolving standards, both within massage 
therapy and the broader health care system, 
ensures we stay relevant, informed, and 
ready to contribute meaningfully to our 
patients’ health journeys.

Be an advocate. One of the most 
important roles we play as RMTs is helping 
both patients and health care providers 
understand the true potential of our scope  
of practice and specific modalities like 
MLD—when it’s appropriate, when it’s  
not, and how it can fit into a broader care 
plan. Advocacy for MLD also means  
helping patients understand the training 
needed to safely and effectively offer  
MLD, and understand when MLD can  
help and when claims of its benefits might 
be false. Helping patients make informed 
decisions not only ensures safety and  
sets realistic expectations, it also reinforces 
the credibility of MLD as a legitimate 
therapeutic intervention in clinical practice.

The future is collaborative
The future of lymphatic therapy lies in 
integration. As massage therapists, we 
already have the hands-on skills and clinical 
insights to make a real difference, but 
our impact multiplies when we step into 
interprofessional spaces and become  
active contributors to collaborative care. 
Lymphatic work isn’t just a complementary 
service, it’s a vital part of supporting patients 
through recovery, chronic conditions, and 
overall wellness.

As more health care professionals 
recognize the value of MLD, new doors 
are opening for integration and deeper 
collaboration. This is our time to step 
forward, not just as massage therapists, but 
as essential partners in holistic health care. 

Together, we can shape a future of connec-
tion, education, and shared healing, where 
our work is respected, our skills are valued, 
and our patients (and our practices) thrive.  

References available upon request.

“ Staying  
current with 
research,  
clinical  
language,  
and evolving  
standards,  
both within 
massage  
therapy and  
the broader 
health care  
system,  
ensures we  
stay relevant,  
informed,  
and ready to 
contribute 
meaning- 
fully to  
our patients’ 
health  
journeys.”


