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Lymphatic flow is influenced by:

Skeletal muscle contraction (muscle

pump)

Respiratory activity (thoracic pressure

changes)

Intrinsic smooth muscle contraction

of lymphangions

External manual pressure (e.g.,

massage)

Thermal influences, including heat

Research indicates that increasing body

temperature can support vasodilation,

stimulate lymphangion contractility, and

improve interstitial fluid exchange.

(Brunt et al. 2016; Schmid‑Schönbein 1990)

OVERVIEW
The lymphatic system is a critical

component of immune regulation, fluid

balance, and metabolic waste

clearance. In both conventional and

integrative medicine, supporting

lymphatic function has become a

growing focus in treating chronic

inflammation, fatigue, post-operative

recovery, and detoxification needs.

Among the therapeutic approaches

available, heat therapy is increasingly

used to complement manual lymphatic

drainage and enhance outcomes. This

white paper investigates the

physiological effects of heat on the

lymphatic system and summarizes the

current evidence base for its clinical

use. (Romanovsky 2014; Solari et al.,

2020; Cleveland Clinic 2023)

HEAT THERAPY
Heat therapy involves the application of warmth to body tissues to

induce physiological responses that aid in healing, circulation, and

relaxation. Common modalities include:

Infrared saunas

Localized infrared or LED therapy

Warm compresses

Hydrotherapy (e.g., warm baths)

Thermal suits or garments

Each modality delivers heat in different ways and to varying tissue

depths, which can affect their influence on the lymphatic system.

(Solari et al., 2020; Masuda et al., 2005)

The lymphatic system is a network of vessels,

nodes, and organs responsible for maintaining fluid

balance, absorbing fats, and defending the body

against infection. Lymphatic vessels collect

interstitial fluid—now called lymph—and transport it

back to the circulatory system. Along the way,

lymph passes through lymph nodes where

pathogens, cellular debris, and waste products are

filtered and processed.

A well-functioning lymphatic system relies on

adequate movement, hydration, and muscular

activity. Unlike the circulatory system, the lymphatic

system does not have a central pump and is

dependent on external and internal factors to

promote flow. (Schmid‑Schönbein 1990; Cleveland

Clinic 2023)

THE LYMPHATIC SYSTEM
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Numerous studies have examined the physiological effects of

heat on circulation and lymphatic flow:

Vasodilation: Heat causes the blood vessels to expand,

increasing blood and lymph flow. This effect can enhance

metabolic waste clearance and nutrient delivery.

(Brunt et al. 2016)

Increased Lymphatic Pumping: Studies suggest that heat can

stimulate lymphangion contractility—the rhythmic contractions

of the lymph vessels themselves. (Schmid‑Schönbein 1990)

Interstitial Fluid Movement: By promoting capillary exchange

and soft tissue pliability, heat may reduce edema and support

the movement of lymph from interstitial spaces into lymphatic

vessels. (Romanovsky 2014)

Infrared Therapy and Immune Modulation: Some studies also

suggest that infrared heat may influence immune cell

behavior, potentially enhancing lymphatic activity. (Randolph

et al., 2017; Atenico et al., 2025)

While further large-scale studies are needed, existing research

supports the adjunctive role of heat therapy in lymphatic wellness

strategies.

CLINICAL

APPLICATIONS

In clinical practice, heat therapy may be

integrated with other lymphatic-supporting

therapies, such as:

Manual lymphatic drainage (MLD)

Compression therapy

Exercise/movement protocols

Example Applications:

Post-surgical care: To reduce swelling

and accelerate recovery

Chronic inflammation or fatigue: As

part of detoxification or immune-

support protocols

Wellness and relaxation sessions:

Supporting general circulatory and

lymphatic health

Combining heat exposure with manual or

pneumatic support has been shown to

amplify lymphatic mobilization. 

(Brunt et al. 2016; Schmid‑Schönbein 1990)

SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE LINKING

HEAT AND LYMPHATIC FUNCTION

Heat therapy can be a valuable, evidence-supported tool in supporting

lymphatic health. By enhancing circulation, encouraging lymphatic pumping,

and facilitating waste clearance, therapeutic heat contributes to a holistic

approach to lymphatic wellness.

Practitioners are encouraged to consider heat as an adjunct modality within

their lymphatic support protocols, drawing from both scientific evidence and

clinical outcomes. (Brunt et al. 2016; Schmid‑Schönbein 1990)

SUMMARY

The information in this document reflects current research and clinical insights into lymphatic physiology and adjunctive heat therapy. It is

not intended to replace individualized assessment or protocols. We encourage an evidence-informed and patient-centered approach.
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