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	CHAPTER 1 - UNDERSTANDING HOW TO COMBAT SWELLING

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	UNDERSTANDING HOW TO COMBAT SWELLING

	 

	1.1 Physiological, Practical, and Nutritional Perspective on Swelling

	Body swelling, popularly known as "fluid retention," is a very common complaint and affects people of all ages. This problem can result in aesthetic discomfort, a feeling of heaviness in the legs, increased body volume, and even functional difficulties in daily life. Although often benign, swelling can be a sign of physiological imbalances or underlying diseases, requiring appropriate care. Understanding the physiological mechanisms involved in fluid retention and analyzing how regular physical activity and a balanced diet contribute to controlling swelling is essential not only for healthcare professionals, but especially for the general public who want to adopt healthier habits.

	 

	1.2 Physiological Mechanisms of Fluid Retention

	What is Edema and How Does It Form?

	Edema, the medical term for swelling, occurs due to the abnormal accumulation of fluid in the body's tissues, especially in the interstitial space—the space between cells. Most commonly seen in the legs, ankles, feet, and occasionally in the abdomen, hands, or face, edema results from failures or overload in the systems responsible for balancing body fluids.

	Several physiological mechanisms maintain water balance in the human body. Our body is primarily composed of water (approximately 60-70%), distributed in two large compartments: intracellular (within cells) and extracellular (outside cells, including blood plasma and interstitial fluid). Small changes involving hormones, salt intake, kidney function, blood circulation, and the lymphatic system can impact this balance.

	When there is an increase in internal pressure in blood vessels (hydrostatic pressure) or a decrease in blood protein (oncotic pressure), water leaks out of the vessels, accumulating in the tissues and leading to swelling. In simple terms, it can be said that the body "sweats" water internally, but for some reason, it cannot eliminate it efficiently.

	Among the main mechanisms that result in edema, the following stand out:

	• Increased capillary pressure, usually associated with impaired venous return (slow circulation);

	• Decreased plasma proteins (as occurs in malnutrition or kidney disease);

	• Increased capillary permeability, common in inflammation or allergies;

	• Obstruction of the lymphatic system, which hinders the drainage of accumulated fluids.

	Edema, therefore, is an indication of a mismatch in these mechanisms and can be directly influenced by lifestyle habits, diet, hydration and level of physical activity.

	 

	1.3 Role of the Lymphatic System in Fluid Drainage

	The lymphatic system, often overlooked in health discussions, is essential for maintaining the balance of body fluids. It consists of an extensive network of vessels (lymphatic capillaries, larger vessels, and lymphatic ducts), lymph nodes (the "glands"), specific organs (thymus, spleen), and lymph, the fluid responsible for removing excess water and metabolic waste.

	The lymphatic system's main function is to capture excess fluid that escapes from the blood vessels into the tissues, filter it in the lymph nodes (trapping potential aggressors, such as bacteria and toxins), and return it purified to the blood. This process prevents fluid accumulation that causes swelling and, in addition, provides important immune protection.

	Unlike blood, which is propelled by the heart, lymph depends on body movements, arterial pulsation, and muscle contraction to move. Therefore, sedentary people who spend a lot of time sitting or standing are more prone to swelling, as the lymphatic system's function is compromised.

	When this system fails or becomes blocked (such as after surgery, cancer, or infections in the lymphatic system), lymphedema develops, a specific type of chronic swelling that is difficult to resolve spontaneously.

	Furthermore, the lymphatic system participates in the absorption of certain fats in the intestine, reinforcing its role in body regulation.

	 

	1.4 Blood Circulation and Its Influence on Swelling

	Efficient blood circulation is another key factor in preventing fluid retention. Blood flows from peripheral veins toward the heart, overcoming the force of gravity, especially in the legs and feet. Valves in the veins facilitate this return, but when they fail (as in cases of varicose veins or venous insufficiency), blood tends to "stall" in the lower limbs, increasing fluid leakage into the tissues and causing the typical end-of-day swelling.

	This phenomenon is exacerbated by a sedentary lifestyle, prolonged standing in the same position, and excess weight, which hinder venous return. Heat also has a negative impact, as it causes blood vessels to dilate, facilitating fluid leakage.

	However, practices that improve circulation, such as regular physical activity, walking breaks during work, and the use of compression stockings, help prevent and control this problem.

	 

	1.5 Sodium and Water Balance

	Sodium, the main component of table salt, is a vital mineral for regulating water volume and blood pressure in the body. Its presence in the blood determines how much water is retained within the vessels or released into the tissues.

	When we consume excess salt (sodium chloride), the body, to balance the concentration of this mineral, increases water retention in the kidneys, causing swelling. About 70% of the salt we consume is hidden in processed foods (canned goods, processed meats, snacks, and ready-made meals), reinforcing the need to pay close attention to food labels.

	The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends limiting sodium intake to 2,300 mg per day, the equivalent of a level teaspoon of salt.

	Among the consequences of excess sodium are, in addition to fluid retention, increased blood pressure, and kidney and cardiovascular overload, highlighting its importance in controlling body swelling.

	 

	1.6 Importance of Hydration in Fluid Distribution and Elimination

	Adequate hydration is essential for overall health and, in particular, for preventing and combating fluid retention and body swelling. The human body is predominantly composed of water, which participates in processes such as nutrient transport, toxin elimination, temperature regulation, and maintenance of vascular tone.

	It may seem contradictory, but drinking more water helps combat swelling. This occurs because when the body perceives water scarcity, it tends to retain water as a survival mechanism. By ensuring a regular supply, it signals the body that it does not need to store it, promoting better renal filtration and the elimination of excess fluids through urine.

	Furthermore, water helps maintain adequate blood viscosity, facilitates the functioning of

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

