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CONDITION

Elephantiasis

Elephantiasis is severe, long-lasting swelling and skin thickening caused by damage to

lymph drainage.

WHAT IT IS

Severe chronic swelling with thickened, hardened skin

BODY SYSTEM

Lymphatic system, skin, and soft tissues

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Limb swelling, thick skin, skin folds, reduced movement

WHAT CAUSES IT

Infection or long-term lymph drainage damage

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Examination plus blood tests, imaging, or tissue tests

MAIN TREATMENT

Lymphedema care and treatment of the cause

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - swelling improves, but advanced changes often persist

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - fever with rapidly spreading redness

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually manageable, though established tissue changes may remain

Overview

Elephantiasis is severe, long-lasting swelling of a body part with thickening and hardening of

the skin. It most often affects a leg but can involve an arm, the genitals, breasts, or other areas.

It develops when the lymphatic system is badly damaged or blocked. This system normally

collects extra fluid from tissues and returns it to the bloodstream. When drainage fails,

protein-rich fluid builds up. Repeated inflammation can then make the skin and underlying

tissues firm, rough, and enlarged.

Elephantiasis describes these advanced changes rather than one specific disease. A major

global cause is lymphatic filariasis, an infection caused by parasitic worms spread through

mosquito bites. Noninfectious causes include other forms of lymphedema, cancer treatment,

repeated skin infections, vein problems, severe obesity, and exposure to certain soils.
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Treatment aims to control swelling, protect the skin, address the underlying cause when

possible, and prevent further damage.

Symptoms

Elephantiasis usually develops gradually. Early swelling may feel soft and improve when the

affected limb is raised. Later, it can become firm and remain even after rest.

Possible symptoms include:

Deep folds can trap moisture, increasing the risk of fungal and bacterial infections. Repeated

infections may cause further lymphatic damage and worsening swelling.

Some people with lymphatic filariasis carry parasites without visible elephantiasis. Others

develop limb swelling or genital complications years after infection.

- Major swelling or enlargement of a limb or genital area

- Thick, hard, dry, rough, or darkened skin

- Deep skin folds, bumps, or wart-like growths

- Heaviness, aching, or reduced movement

- Fluid leaking through damaged skin

- Cracks or sores, especially between the toes or within folds

- Repeated episodes of painful redness, warmth, and fever

- Scrotal swelling, sometimes associated with a fluid-filled hydrocele

Causes and risk factors

Elephantiasis occurs when lymph fluid cannot drain normally for a long time.

Lymphatic filariasis is caused mainly by Wuchereria bancrofti , Brugia malayi , or Brugia timori .

Mosquitoes carry immature parasites between people. Adult worms live in lymph vessels and

contribute to inflammation and drainage damage. The infection occurs mainly in tropical and

subtropical regions.

Other causes include:

Risk is influenced by where someone has lived or travelled, mosquito exposure, barefoot

contact with affected soils, previous surgery or radiation, and a history of long-term swelling.

Travel or one symptom alone does not establish the cause.
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- Podoconiosis: long-term exposure of bare feet to irritating mineral particles in certain
volcanic soils, usually in susceptible people

- Cancer or cancer treatment: a tumour, lymph-node surgery, or radiation can obstruct
drainage

- Chronic vein problems: poor blood return from the legs can worsen swelling and skin
damage

- Repeated infections: recurrent cellulitis can scar lymph vessels

- Severe obesity: excess tissue and inflammation can interfere with lymph flow

- Primary lymphedema: inherited or developmental problems affecting lymph vessels

- Injury or surgery: damage to lymph vessels can cause persistent swelling

Diagnosis

Diagnosis begins with a medical history and examination. A clinician will assess the location

and texture of swelling, skin changes, circulation, wounds, and signs of infection. They may ask

about travel, residence, cancer treatment, surgery, injuries, and how the swelling developed.

Tests depend on the suspected cause and may include:

Some filarial worms appear in the blood mainly at particular times of day or night, so sample

timing can matter. Antibodies may indicate previous exposure rather than active infection.

Podoconiosis has no single confirming test. Diagnosis is based on the swelling pattern, soil

exposure, and exclusion of filarial infection and other causes.

Sudden swelling needs different assessment. A blood clot, acute infection, heart problem, or

another condition may need to be ruled out.

- Blood tests for filarial parasites, parasite antigens, or antibodies

- Microscopic examination of blood for immature worms

- Ultrasound to assess tissue, veins, fluid collections, or occasionally adult worms

- Lymphatic imaging to show how lymph fluid moves

- CT or MRI if a tumour or deeper blockage is possible

- Skin or tissue sampling to exclude another skin condition or cancer

Treatment and management
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Treatment depends on the cause and degree of tissue change. Established elephantiasis may

not disappear completely, but consistent care can reduce swelling, discomfort, infections, and

further damage.

Lymphedema care includes washing and carefully drying the affected area. Moisturising intact

skin helps prevent cracks, while toe spaces and deep folds should be kept dry. Cuts, wounds,

and fungal infections need prompt treatment.

Movement helps muscles push lymph through remaining drainage channels. A lymphedema

professional may recommend exercises, elevation, compression garments, or layered

bandaging. Compression must be fitted correctly and may not be appropriate until circulation

problems and active infection have been assessed.

Manual lymph drainage is a specialised, gentle massage technique. It may be part of complete

decongestive therapy, which also includes skin care, exercise, compression, and education.

If active lymphatic filariasis is confirmed, antiparasitic treatment may be offered. The medicine

depends on the parasite, other infections in the region, and national treatment guidance. It can

reduce infection and transmission but usually does not reverse advanced tissue changes by

itself.

Antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline treat bacterial cellulitis. People with repeated attacks

may receive a longer prevention plan under medical supervision. Antiparasitic medicines do

not treat podoconiosis because worms are not its cause.

Surgery may help selected complications, such as a hydrocele or severely fibrotic tissue. Some

specialist centres perform procedures intended to improve lymph drainage. Ongoing skin and

swelling care is usually still required.

Complications

Cracked or damaged skin can allow bacteria to enter, causing cellulitis with redness, warmth,

pain, swelling, and sometimes fever. Each episode may cause more lymphatic damage.

Other complications include:

Visible swelling may also affect mood, confidence, relationships, work, and community

participation. These effects deserve care alongside physical symptoms.

- Chronic wounds or leaking lymph fluid

- Fungal infection in moist folds

- Reduced mobility and joint stiffness
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- Difficulty finding suitable shoes or clothing

- Hydrocele or other genital swelling

- Sexual or urinary difficulties

- Rarely, skin cancer in longstanding lymphedema

Prevention

Not every case can be prevented. Lymphedema related to inherited lymph-vessel

development, necessary cancer treatment, or an unrecognised blockage may occur despite

good care.

In regions with lymphatic filariasis, community medicine programs reduce the parasites

available for mosquitoes to spread. Avoiding mosquito bites also lowers exposure. Measures

include suitable clothing, bed nets, window screens, and locally recommended insect repellent.

Podoconiosis can often be prevented by consistently wearing protective footwear and

washing soil from the feet in affected areas.

For people who already have lymphedema, prevention focuses on limiting progression and

infection. Skin care, prompt treatment of wounds and fungal infections, safe activity, and

correctly fitted compression may help protect remaining lymph drainage.

Living with it and what to expect

Elephantiasis is usually long term. Swelling may improve with regular care, especially when

treatment begins before extensive hardening develops. Thickened skin and fibrous, scarred

tissue are less likely to return fully to normal.

Progress is often measured over months rather than days. A limb may feel lighter, folds may

become easier to clean, and infections may occur less often even if the limb does not return to

its previous size. Stopping compression or skin care can allow swelling to increase again.

Daily routines may include washing and inspecting the skin, applying prescribed products,

exercising, elevating the limb, and using compression. A trained lymphedema therapist can

adapt these steps to a person's work, mobility, climate, and supplies.

Comfortable footwear and clothing help protect the skin. Physiotherapy or occupational

therapy may support strength, joint movement, daily tasks, and equipment needs.

Outcomes depend on the cause, duration of swelling, infections, circulation, and access to
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care. Many people continue family, social, and work activities with practical adjustments.

Support for anxiety, low mood, stigma, or body-image concerns can also be valuable.

When to get medical help

Arrange a medical assessment for persistent or increasing swelling, thickened skin, new folds,

genital swelling, or repeated skin infections. Seek advice if a compression garment no longer

fits, wounds are not healing, or swelling limits movement.

Seek urgent medical help for:

Call emergency services for difficulty breathing, chest pain, fainting, confusion, or severe

illness with rapidly spreading redness. These symptoms may indicate a serious infection, blood

clot, or another emergency rather than routine elephantiasis.

- New redness, warmth, tenderness, or rapidly increasing swelling

- Fever or chills with a swollen limb

- Pus, a spreading wound, or red streaks

- Sudden one-sided swelling or pain

- New severe pain or skin that becomes dusky, cold, or numb

Common questions

Is elephantiasis always caused by worms?

No. Lymphatic filariasis is a major global cause, but severe lymphedema can also follow

surgery, radiation, cancer, repeated infection, vein disease, obesity, or exposure to certain

soils.

Is elephantiasis contagious?

The swelling is not contagious. Filarial parasites are not spread by touching, sharing food, or

ordinary close contact; mosquitoes transmit them. Cellulitis affecting swollen skin is generally

not passed through casual contact.

Can elephantiasis go away completely?

Early swelling may improve substantially when its cause is treated and lymph flow is supported.

Advanced skin thickening and scarring often remain. Treatment can still improve comfort and

movement and reduce infection risk.

Can one mosquito bite cause elephantiasis?
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Lymphatic filariasis usually follows repeated exposure to infected mosquitoes where the

parasites circulate. Elephantiasis affects only some infected people and generally develops

after long-term lymphatic damage, not immediately after a bite.

Why does the skin become thick and bumpy?

Trapped lymph contains proteins that promote inflammation. Over time, tissues form excess

scar-like material and the outer skin layer thickens. Moisture, infection, and repeated injury can

add rough or wart-like changes.

Can I exercise with elephantiasis?

Gentle, regular movement is usually part of lymphedema care because working muscles help

move fluid. The safest type and intensity depend on mobility, skin condition, circulation, and

whether an acute infection is present. A lymphedema or rehabilitation professional can adapt

an exercise plan.
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