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Edema Related to Nutrition 

 

Edema is swelling caused by fluid retention. This can develop with low protein levels.  Proteins, 

such as albumin, help hold the salt and water inside the blood vessels so fluid does not leak into 

the tissues. If blood protein gets too low, edema can occur, especially in the feet, ankles and 

lower legs. 

 

Fluid build-up: 

 In the abdomen is called ascites. 

 Around the lungs is called pleural effusion.  

 Throughout the whole body is called anasarca. 

 Caused by a blockage of the lymphatic system is called lymphedema. 

 In the lower legs and feet is called pedal edema. 

 

Signs and Symptoms of Edema 

 

 Your feet and lower legs get swollen, usually from sitting or standing for long periods of 

time. 

 You feel that your clothes, shoes, rings, watch are too tight. 

 Hands feel tight when making a fist. 

 Decreased flexibility of your joints: fingers, elbows, knees, ankles. 

 Your skin is tight, stiff, or shiny. 

 You may notice a “dent” in your skin if you press your finger into it. 

 Fluid may weep from your skin. 

 You may notice you have less urine output. 

 You may notice a rapid weight gain. 
 

Blood Clots 

 

Call your doctor right away if you have: 

 Shortness of breath. 

 Swelling of only one arm or leg. 

 Any pain, tenderness, redness or heat in a swollen area.  

This may mean that you have a blood clot in a deep vein (DVT) or your lungs (pulmonary 

embolism or PE). A PE can be life threatening. 
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Managing Edema 

Avoid Try Instead 

 Sitting, standing, or lying down for 

long periods of time. 

 Crossing your legs. 

 Raise legs above the level of your heart; place 

2 pillows under your legs.  

 Move often:  walking, leg & arm lifts, rotate 

your ankles, wiggle your toes, etc. 

 You may need to wear compression stockings 

to help push fluids back into circulation. 

o Put them on first thing in the morning and 

remove them before bedtime. 

o These can usually be bought, without a 

prescription, at most drug stores. 

 Tight fitting clothes or shoes.  Wear loose, comfortable clothes and shoes. 

 Extreme temperature changes.  Keep temperatures moderate with low humidity. 

 High salt (sodium) intake.  Decrease your sodium intake (see High Sodium 

Foods to Avoid).   

 Reducing the amount of water or 

other fluids you drink. 

 Increase your fluid intake to flush out your body. 
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HIGH SODIUM FOODS TO AVOID 

 1 teaspoon of salt = 2,300 mg sodium. 

 Low Sodium = 140 mg or less sodium per serving. 

 No added salt = 5 mg or less sodium per serving. 

 People with edema should consume less than 2,300 mg sodium per day. 

 Foods to Avoid Foods to Try Instead 

Seasonings Garlic salt, celery salt, onion salt, MSG, 

meat tenderizers. 

 

Avoid the Salt Shaker! 

Seasoning or spice blends with no 

added salt, fresh herbs, onion, 

garlic, pepper. 

Sauces & 

Condiments 

Soy sauce, Teriyaki sauce, barbeque sauce, 

gravy mixes, spaghetti sauce. 

 

Ketchup, mayonnaise, sauerkraut, olives, 

pickles. 

Orange, lemon or pineapple 

juices, vinegar as a meat 

marinade base, low sodium 

tomato paste/sauce. 

 

Low sodium ketchup and 

mayonnaise, homemade salsa. 

Meats Cold cuts, deli meat, ham, hot dogs, salami, 

sausage, bacon, pepperoni, ribs. 

Poultry, fish, lean meats, low 

sodium deli meat. 

Canned 

Foods 

Canned soups, canned vegetables, canned 

tuna. 

Fresh, frozen or no added salt 

canned vegetables, broth, soups; 

fresh or frozen fruits. 

Fast Foods Frozen dinners, fast foods, pasta & rice 

mixes, Chinese food, pre-packaged meals. 

Foods with no added salt. 

Prepare meals with fresh 

ingredients. 

Drinks Tomato & vegetable juices, soda, beer. Water, fruit juices, low sodium 

vegetable juice. 

Ask to speak with a dietitian if you have questions or concerns about your diet. 
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