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ABSTRACT

To understand the challenges of patients
with lymphedema it is important to describe
functioning and to measure the effectiveness
of treatment in changing functioning. The
International Classification of Functioning,
Disability and Health (ICF) offers an inter-
national framework to classify functioning of
persons in their personal environment. ICF
Core Sets are lists of selected ICF categories
concerning those important aspects of
functioning that are most likely to be affected
by a specific health problem or disease. These
Core Sets make it easier and faster to describe
and communicate the patient’s problems and
to define treatment goals. Furthermore, they
are available to health care providers of all
professions, researchers, health insurance
companies and policy-makers. The objective 
of this document is to present the outcomes 
of a consensus conference held to determine
the first versions of the ICF Core Sets for
lymphedema. Frequency rankings were made
of the ICF categories derived from four
preparatory studies, being: a) a systematic
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review; b) a qualitative study; c) an expert
survey; and d) a cross-sectional study. By
means of working group discussions and
plenary sessions, a final consensus on ICF
categories was achieved and Comprehensive
and Brief Core Sets for lymphedema for the
upper limb, lower limb, and midline lymph-
edema were defined. These ICF Core Sets
contain different items in each region. Future
validation of these Core Sets for health
professions and for countries is needed. 
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Professionals working in lymphology
(e.g., health professionals, researchers, health
insurance companies and policy makers)
often have different terminologies, frame-
works, and approaches, which can make the
communication regarding health problems
challenging. A common generally accepted
framework and terminology (term sets) could
facilitate comparability of research findings
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and clinical outcomes (1) and improve the
communication process among health
professionals, researchers, health insurance
companies, the government, and patient
organizations (2). Such a framework can be
provided by the International Classification
of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF)
developed by the World Health Organization
(WHO) (3). The approval of the ICF in 2001,
provides a universal conceptual framework 
of domains and classifications to describe the
functioning of individuals suffering from
lymphedema. The ICF describes functioning
and disability of a patient as a result of the
interaction between different components:
body functions (b), body structures (s),
activities and participation (d), environ-
mental factors (e), and personal factors (4).
The system contains a hierarchical structure,
using first, second, third, and fourth levels.
However, using the entire ICF with over
1,400 categories is very time-consuming, and
its use in daily practice is not very practical.
Therefore, focused lists of items (categories)
that are relevant and important for patients
with lymphedema (Core Sets) are needed
(5,6). There are two versions of the ICF Core
Sets: a Comprehensive and a Brief set of
categories and codes. The Comprehensive
Core Set is a list of ICF categories that
describes the problems in functioning of
patients with lymphedema in a multidisci-
plinary assessment. The Brief ICF Core Set 
is a list of ICF categories that are essential 
to describe the impairments, limitations, and
restrictions in functioning and the environ-
ment of patients with lymphedema, and at
the same time short enough to be practical in
clinical studies or trials (4,7). These sets of
ICF categories allow health professionals to
classify and describe an individual’s func-
tioning using a universal and standardized
language. In this way the Core Sets offer a
chance for international studies and the
possibility to compare the impact of different
conditions, especially if used in electronic
health care records.

To date, ICF Core Sets have been

developed for several chronic conditions 
(4,7-9). The objectives of this paper are: (1) 
to describe the consensus process, and (2) to
present the lists of ICF categories and codes
within the Comprehensive and Brief ICF
Core Sets for lymphedema.

METHODS

The development of ICF Core Sets for
lymphedema started as a cooperative effort 
in a Steering group of the Erasmus Medical
Centre (Department of Dermatology) in
Rotterdam and the Dutch Institute of Allied
Health Care in Amersfoort, under guidance
of the Dutch WHO Collaborating Centre for
the Family of International Classifications
(WHO-FIC) in Bilthoven (all in the
Netherlands) (Fig. 1).

Overview of the Process

The ICF Consensus Conference took
place on the 4th of June, 2014 preceding the
5th congress of the International Lymphedema
Framework in Glasgow, United Kingdom.
Data from four preparatory studies were sent
to experts before the conference, and out-
comes of the preparatory studies were briefly
reported at the beginning of the process.
Preparatory studies included a systematic
review of questionnaires used in lymphedema
studies (10), a survey of international experts
involved in lymphedema (n = 142) (publica-
tion in preparation), a study of focus group 
of patients with lymphedema (qualitative
study) (11), and a cross sectional study which
took place in both The Netherlands (n= 200)
(12) and in Australia (n = 93) (publication 
in preparation). A division in three regions
was made: upper limb, lower limb, and
midline lymphedema, because each of these
lymphedema regions might cause specific
functioning problems. Afterwards, the
frequencies of every occurring ICF category
were ranked for each study region, with the
most occurring frequency given the lowest
rank (number 1) and so on. The frequencies
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of registered ICF categories from the
Netherlands and Australian cross sectional
studies were combined to obtain a total data
set. Next, the total ranking numbers between
the separate studies were equalized due to
different numbers of ICF categories per study.
Then, frequency rankings of the defined 
ICF category of all studies were summed up
resulting in a final list of ranked ICF
categories for each region separately. These
ranking lists were divided into three parts:
the first 100 and second 100 categories
(divided by a red line) and the remaining
categories (divided by a blue line). Finally,
these rankings of ICF categories were pre-
sented to the consensus participants (experts)
as an Excel file. In column 1, the ICF code
was provided and the title of the code was
shown under column 2. In column 3 the total
frequency was provided and in column 4 the
ranking of the total. The frequency of the
ICF categories, as well as the rankings found
in each separate study (empirical study, expert
survey, systematic review and qualitative
study) were also presented (columns 5 to 12). 

Recruitment of Conference Participants

Experts in the field of lymphedema 
were invited to participate in the consensus.

No remuneration or honorarium was paid to
the experts who agreed to attend. In order to
identify the most active experts, a steering
committee formed before development of ICF
Core sets was consulted. Furthermore, invi-
tation was based on scientific publications,
professional background, informal network,
and region of residence (13).

Consensus Process

Four weeks preceding the conference, 
the expert participants were provided with
information on the ICF and the Excel docu-
ments were sent by email. At the beginning of
the conference, results of the four preparatory
studies were presented and printed copies
were given to the participants. Afterwards,
the procedural steps of the consensus meeting
were explained and the participants were
divided into three expert groups (i.e., upper
limb, lower limb, and midline). Each group
was moderated by a member of the Steering
Group and a secretary was allocated to each
group. Both the moderator and the secretary
were not allowed to participate in the
discussion and voting process. In each group,
experts openly discussed arguments in favor
of or against the uptake of the ICF category
in the Comprehensive Core Set. In a first

Fig. 1. Development of ICF Core Sets for lymphedema: phases of the project.
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step, each group had to come to a Compre-
hensive Core Set. Experts had to choose from
the first 100 rankings (above the red line)
those ICF categories that they considered
essential. They could argue to add ICF cate-
gories from the second 100 rankings (above
the blue line) and – only with very strong
arguments – from the categories below the
blue line. When the group came to consensus
(i.e., when more than 50% of the members of
the working group were in favor), a first
version of the Comprehensive Core Set was
defined. In a second step, experts indivi-
dually had to choose 10 categories from the
Comprehensive Core Set which they felt to be
important in lymphedema, being a part of the
Brief Core Set. Afterwards, these categories
were discussed in the working group and
consensus had to be reached. When both the
Comprehensive and the Brief Core Set were
defined in each working group, a plenary
session took place. In this session, experts 
had the opportunity to discuss the Core Sets
findings of the other working groups as the
final consensus discussion. After the
conference, the Steering Group discussed
both the process as well as the results and
had the opportunity for small alterations to
the final versions.

RESULTS

Twenty-three experts participated in the
consensus conference. Six were physicians,
seven physical therapists, three nurses, five
stocking suppliers, one occupational therapist,
and one skin therapist. The countries where
they practiced were: Australia, Belgium,
Canada, Germany, Israel, Italy, The
Netherlands, Sweden, the United Kingdom,
and United States. These countries represent
WHO regions: North America, Europe, and
Western Pacific. Based on results for the
three lymphedema regions using first, second,
third, and fourth level classifications from 
the four preparatory studies, Comprehensive
and Brief ICF Core Set for lymphedema 
were developed. 

The numbers of categories in the
Comprehensive Core Sets were for the upper
and lower extremity and midline (101, 111,
and 89, respectively). For the Brief Core Sets
they were 23, 18 and 20, respectively. Table 1
shows the ICF categories that were included
in the Comprehensive and Brief Core Sets. In
Table 2 the division of the ICF components is
shown. Table 3 shows the division of ICF
levels in the different Core Sets. No first
levels were selected, except for the Core Sets
for the upper limb. Most of the categories
came from the second and third level. Only 1
fourth level (in the Comprehensive Core Set
for the lower limb) was included. 

Concerning the Comprehensive Core
Sets, some categories are mentioned in all
Core Sets: 14 from the component Body
Functions, three from Body Structure, 14
from Activities and Participation, and 15
from Environmental Factors. For the Brief
Core Set the division is: two from Body
Functions, two from Activities and Partici-
pation, and three from Environmental
Factors. Because midline lymphedema can
occur in different body parts (i.e., head and
neck , breast and genital region ), some
categories for the Midline Core Sets concern
all body parts and some are only applicable
for those particular regions. For the
Comprehensive Core Sets, 23 categories are
applicable for all regions, 11 for the head 
and neck, and nine for the genital region. 
For the Brief Core Set, nine are applicable 
for all regions, one for the head and neck, 
one for the breast, and two for the genital
region (see Fig. 2). 

DISCUSSION

Lymphedema is a complex health
condition which presents itself in several
ways. It can affect functioning of a patient 
in various ways, areas, and levels, and it
involves different health professions, organi-
zations, and policies. The ICF is a conceptual
framework and classification system by the
WHO with which this complexity can be
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TABLE 1
Comprehensive and Brief Core Sets for the Upper Limb (UL), Lower Limb (LL) 

and Midline Region (M)

Permission granted for single print for individual use. 
Reproduction not permitted without permission of Journal LYMPHOLOGY.



43

Permission granted for single print for individual use. 
Reproduction not permitted without permission of Journal LYMPHOLOGY.



44

Permission granted for single print for individual use. 
Reproduction not permitted without permission of Journal LYMPHOLOGY.



45

Permission granted for single print for individual use. 
Reproduction not permitted without permission of Journal LYMPHOLOGY.



46

addressed. With the use of the ICF, the con-
sensus conference succeeded to identify Core
Sets of variables that are important in lymph-
edema, with integrated data from preparatory
studies. The results of this international
consensus were: Comprehensive Core Sets for

Upper limb lymphedema (104 ICF categories),
Lower limb lymphedema (111 ICF cate-
gories), and Midline lymphedema (89 ICF
categories), and Brief Core Sets for upper
limb (23 categories), Lower limb (8 categories),
and Midline (20 categories) lymphedema.
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The use of the ICF in patients with
lymphedema is challenging because the ICF,
which is based on the bio-psycho-social
model, contains terms which can be used to
describe not only functioning of the individual
itself, but also the context in which he or she
is living (3). Furthermore, the ICF provides a
universal language and since lymphedema is
a health condition which presents itself both
in developed and on a large scale also in
under-developed countries (14), its applica-
bility in both cases is multifaceted.

The Core Sets contain all ICF compo-
nents, stressing the variety and complexity 
of lymphedema. Unfortunately, personal
factors, as part of the contextual factors, are
not yet classified within the ICF, although
various attempts have been made recently
(15,16). Seven categories were mentioned in

all Core Sets leading to the most relevant
topics in lymphedema, according to this
group of experts: Body Image, Pain, Daily
Routine, Hosiery, Family, Health Profes-
sionals, and Self-management. These items
contain two categories from Body Functions,
one from Activities and Participation, four
from Environmental Factors and none of
Body Structures. Although the shape of
extremities and the midline region is impor-
tant in lymphedema, experts seem to value
the function of the lymphatics more than the
form, which evidently is the outcome of the
malfunction of the lymphatics. It is obvious
that Environmental Factors are important,
although the outcomes of the literature review
show that these items are not examined on 
a large scale and are scarcely used in
lymphedema specific questionnaires (10).

TABLE 2
Division of ICF Components in the Core Sets for Lymphedema

TABLE 3
Division of ICF Levels in the Core Sets for Lymphedema 
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The Brief Core Sets are developed to
define a standard that can be used as the
minimum dataset to be collected in patient
evaluation or in clinical studies. When a
minimum dataset in lymphedema is available,
this could help in performing comparison
across settings which would eventually
enhance standardization of reporting evidence
(e.g., treatment outcomes) (4). Currently the
International Lymphedema Framework (ILF)
is running a study to develop a minimal
dataset as well (17). The Brief Core Sets
could be implemented in this study.

Compared to other consensus conferences
to develop ICF Core Sets (4,5), there are
some points of special interest. Whereas other
conferences lasted two or three days, this
conference lasted only one day because of
lack of financial support. The organization

managed to collect a representative group 
of experts for one day, preceding the 5th
congress of the ILF in Glasgow. Despite the
short time frame, it is expected that the
developed Core Sets encompass a large
proportion of the problems that patients with
lymphedema encounter. Although other
consensus procedures excluded first level
categories in the Core Sets, in this Core Set
first level categories appear in the Upper limb
Core Sets. It was the definite will of this
working group to include these first level
categories. Future validation research will
determine whether these categories will keep
their place in the Core Sets. Another issue
concerns the sample of experts being
composed only from developed countries.
This distribution of experts was quite similar
to the pool of experts from the worldwide

Fig. 2. Flow chart of the Comprehensive and Brief Core Sets.
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expert survey which was also conducted as
part of the Core Set development. The impli-
cation is that the Core Sets are developed
with the focus on the health care systems in
these countries. Future validation is needed
in the under-developed countries to examine
the usability of the Core Sets in these regions.
Furthermore, the country of origin and skew
distribution of the professional experts could
be a confounder. Perhaps a greater number 
of skin therapists and occupational therapists
could have led to more contribution from 
this point of view. Another limitation is the
potential bias regarding patient selection in
the preparatory qualitative and cross-sectional
studies in The Netherlands (12). To compen-
sate for this problem somewhat, one of the
studies was also performed in Australia.
Finally, a last bias can be the fact that quite a
large proportion (9% of the Comprehensive
Core Sets and 0.6% of the Brief Core Sets) 
of the ICF categories of below the blue line
(rankings higher than 200, meaning these
categories were scarcely mentioned in the
preparatory studies), were included in the
Core Sets. This could be due to the individual
attitudes of experts in the working groups or
to the fact that the working group decided 
to choose a higher level category to include a
broader scope related to a health problem,
leading to a subjective impact in these Core
Sets. The Comprehensive ICF Core Sets for
lymphedema integrate the experiences and
needs of different health professions. The
domains of the Core Sets can guide the
patient-centered goal setting process in
multidisciplinary settings, where resources
and problems could be identified and
profession-specific treatment goals can be
identified. The identified categories help in
multidisciplinary settings to assign patients to
specific areas of expertise for evaluation and
treatment, and for clinical-decision making
(4). The categories of the Brief ICF Core Set
can be used as a minimum set of domains to
report in trials or intervention studies. It can
also be used in independent clinical practice
setting which would help clinicians compare

results and weigh the evidence of their
results. (4). In the future, validation studies
will be helpful in determining if there are
subsets of the Core Sets that could be more
meaningful given a certain setting and to
investigate the Core Set’s applicability across
a range of health professions and cultures.
International and national frameworks in
lymphology should be involved to implement
the ICF Core Sets for lymphedema. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors express their gratitude for
the contributions from the following experts
who attended the consensus conference: Jane
Armer, Els Brouwer, Marco Cardone, Robert
Damstra, Nele DeVoogdt, Petra Gielink, Ad
Hendrickx, Wouter Hoelen, Karin Johansson,
Annette Kassen, Vaughn Keeley, Rene de
Klerk, Margaret McNeely, Sandro Michelini,
Neil Piller, Maurizio Ricci, Sheila Ridner,
Katinka Rutjens, Hans-Juergen Thomae,
Dorit Tidhar, Emma Underwood, Jane Wigg,
and Malou van Zanten. They also would like
to thank Froukje Potijk and Lianne Pelzer for
assisting the working groups as a secretary,
Evelyn Selfridge and Margaret Sneddon from
the College of Medical, Veterinary and Life
Sciences, Nursing and Health Care School,
Glasgow, United Kingdom for providing the
accommodation and invaluable support
during the conference, and the ICF Research
Branch in cooperation with the WHO-FIC
Collaborating Centre in Germany (at
DIMDI) for information and advice.

Declaration of interest: This project was
funded by Bauerfeind, Medi, BSN Medical
(all in Germany), Varodem (The Netherlands),
and Haddenham Healthcare (United
Kingdom). These companies did not influence
the content or conclusions in this article.

REFERENCES

1. Stephens, B, DP Gross: The influence of a
continuum of care model on the rehabilitation

Permission granted for single print for individual use. 
Reproduction not permitted without permission of Journal LYMPHOLOGY.



50

of compensation claimants with soft tissue
disorders. Spine 32 (2007), 2898-2904.

2. Stucki, G, A Cieza, J Melvin: The Inter-
national Classification of Functioning,
Disability and Health (ICF): A unifying
model for the conceptual description of the
rehabilitation strategy. J. Rehabil. Med. 39
(2007), 279-285.

3. WHO. http://www.WHO.int/classifications/
icf/en/. [updated 10-1-2014].

4. Finger, M, R Escorpizio, A Glassel, et al: ICF
Core Set for vocational rehabilitation: results
of an international consensus conference.
Disabil. Rehabil. 34 (2012), 429-438.

5. Tschiesner, U, S Rogers, A Dietz, et al:
Development of ICF core sets for head and
neck cancer. Head Neck 32 (2010), 210-220.

6. Kohler, F, A Cieza A, G Stucki, et al:
Developing Core Sets for persons following
amputation based on the International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and
Health as a way to specify functioning.
Prosthet. Orthot. Int. 33 (2009), 117-129.

7. Cieza, A, T Ewert, TB Ustun, et al:
Development of ICF Core Sets for patients
with chronic conditions. J. Rehabil. Med. 44
Suppl (2004), 9-11.

8. Kirchberger, I, M Coenen, FX Hierl, et al:
Complications of the International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and
Health (ICF) core set for diabetes mellitus
from the patient perspective using focus
groups. Diabet. Med. 26 (2009), 700-707.

9. Stucki, G, T Ewert, A Cieza: Value and
application of the ICF in rehabilitation
medicine. Disabil. Rehabil. 24 (2002), 932-938.

10. Viehoff, PB, JT Hidding, YF Heerkens, 
et al: Coding of meaningful concepts in
lymphedema-specific questionnaires with the
ICF. Disabil. Rehabil. 35 (2013), 2105-2112.

11. Viehoff, PB, PDC Gielink, R Damstra, et al:
Functioning in lymphedema from the
patients’ perspective using the International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and
Health (ICF) as a reference. Acta Oncol. 54
(2015), 411-442.

12. Viehoff, PB, F Potijk, RJ Damstra, et al:
Identification of relevant ICF (International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and
Health) categories in lymphedema patients: 
A cross-sectional study. Acta Oncol. (2015);
Early online: 1- 7.

13. Viehoff, PB, YF Heerkens, CD van Ravensberg,
et al: Human functioning in lymphoedema. 
J. Lymphoedema 7 (2012), 24-26.

14. WHO. Weekly epidemiological record.
[http://www.who.int/wer]. 86 (2011), 377-388.

15. Heerkens, YF, CD van Ravensberg, H
Stallinga, et al: Personal factors in the ICF:
Dutch analysis and approach. p. Poster
presentation WHO-FIC Annual Meeting
October, 13-9. 2012. Brasilia, Brazil.

16. Geyh, S, C Peter, R Muller, et al: The Personal
Factors of the International Classification of
Functioning, Disability and Health in the
literature – a systematic review and content
analysis. Dis. Rehab. 33 (2011), 1089-1102.

17. International Lymphedema Framework 
(ILF). Best Practice for the Management of
Lymphedema. 2012 (2nd edition):
http://www.lympho.org/resources.php.

P.B. Viehoff, MSc
Lekboulevard 3
3434 GK Nieuwegein
The Netherlands
Tel: 0031183620520
E-mail: p.viehoff@erasmusmc.nl

Permission granted for single print for individual use. 
Reproduction not permitted without permission of Journal LYMPHOLOGY.




