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Abstract: Article Info:
Breast cancer is the most common cancer among women and is often accompanied by Submitted:
sleep disturbances as a side effect of therapy. This condition can lead to fatigue, 16-09-2025
depression, anxiety, and decreased quality of life. This mini review aims to examine the Revised:
effectiveness of acupressure in managing sleep disorders among breast cancer 01-11-2025
patients. Literature searches were conducted through PubMed, Cochrane, Elsevier, and Accepted:
Google Scholar using inclusion criteria of international randomized controlled trials 03-11-2025

(RCTs), published in the last eight years, with the keyword’s acupressure and sleep
disorders in breast cancer patients. Out of 4,567 identified articles, 10 studies met the
criteria and were further analyzed. The review revealed that acupressure, auricular
acupressure, and the combination of electroacupuncture with auricular acupressure
were effective in improving sleep quality, reducing chemotherapy-related insomnia, and
alleviating accompanying symptoms such as depression and fatigue. These
interventions were also relatively safe, with only minor side effects such as local skin
irritation. In conclusion, acupressure can be considered a feasible and safe non-
pharmacological intervention to improve sleep quality in breast cancer patients.
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INTRODUCTION

Sleep disorders are common health problems experienced by breast cancer patients. More
than 60% of breast cancer patients have poor sleep quality, where 22% report difficulty falling asleep,
42% report frequent awakenings, and 23% report daytime sleepiness (Perrier et al., 2022). Sleep
disturbances, partly caused by cancer treatments, tend to be long-term and persistent. A systematic
review reported that during chemotherapy, breast cancer patients tend to experience more severe
sleep disorders and may continue to suffer from them throughout chemotherapy cycles (W. L. Wang
et al., 2020). Sleep disorders are also associated with an increased risk of comorbidities, higher

levels of depression and anxiety, daytime sleepiness and fatigue, as well as decreased quality of
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life. Therefore, modifying clinical care for breast cancer patients with sleep disorders is very
important to facilitate recovery and improve quality of life (Wang et al., 2022).

Several factors potentially confound the relationship between sleep characteristics and breast
cancer risk: education, body mass index (BMI), alcohol intake, smoking, heavy physical activity,
family history of breast cancer, age at menarche, parity, use of oral contraceptives, menopausal
status, and hormone replacement therapy (Richmond et al., 2019).

Sleep disturbances and fatigue are commonly reported by breast cancer patients. Up to 80%
of breast cancer patients report sleep disorders (such as difficulty initiating or maintaining sleep,
waking up earlier than desired, and being unable to return to sleep, excessive daytime sleepiness),
and up to 99% report cancer-related fatigue (corticotropin-releasing factor/CRF) (Chen et al., 2020).
Unlike fatigue typically experienced by individuals without cancer (Fox et al., 2020). Breast cancer
is the most common cancer among women and can threaten patients’ psychological well-being,
employment, and society, and has serious impacts on both physical and mental health (Y. Li et al.,
2021).

Breast cancer is considered one of the leading causes of death worldwide. Currently, most
women with breast cancer will recover or continue to live with the disease along with complications
due to ongoing treatment and early diagnosis (Hajj et al., 2021). Sleep disorders are among the
common complications faced by cancer patients, caused by pain or cancer treatments such as
chemotherapy and selective estrogen administration (Nourizadeh et al., 2022).

Chemotherapy plays an important role in the development of insomnia problems in cancer
patients. The proportion of patients undergoing chemotherapy reporting insomnia is three times
higher than in the general population. More than 36% of breast cancer patients experience post-
chemotherapy insomnia (Cho & Hwang, 2021). Factors contributing to insomnia during
chemotherapy include psychological stress associated with cancer diagnosis and treatment, pre-
treatment chemotherapy effects (e.g., corticosteroids), menopause onset, and neurotoxicity
symptoms due to chemotherapy. Negative consequences of cancer-related insomnia include
depression, anxiety, fatigue, severe pain, impaired immune function, decreased quality of life, and
even increased cancer mortality. If not treated properly, this condition can persist for years or
become chronic after chemotherapy ends (Zhang et al., 2021).

Breast cancer patients often report sleepiness accompanied by fatigue. During chemotherapy,
38% of women reported EDS as measured by the Epworth Sleepiness Scale. Among newly
diagnosed women, physical fatigue and attention predicted daytime sleepiness trajectories,

assessed using the General Sleep Disorder Scale, during treatment (Redeker et al., 2022).
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Acupuncture involves stimulation of specific points (i.e., acupoints) by inserting thin solid metal
needles into the skin (Shuyi, 2022). Variations include electroacupuncture, in which a small electric
current is passed through the acupuncture needles to provide stronger stimulation than acupuncture
alone, with different effects suggested by functional MRI. Acupuncture has been practiced in Asia
for thousands of years as part of traditional medicine systems (e.g., Chinese, Japanese, and Korean
traditional medicine) and is believed to stimulate the flow of an energy form called qgi throughout the
body (Greenlee et al., 2017).

Acupressure and massage are generally similar, except acupuncture requires the use of
needles. The specific composition of blood vessels, mast cells, and nerve fibers at meridian
acupoints allows them to be easily activated in acupuncture signal mediation. The mechanism of
acupressure at point P6 can prevent nausea and vomiting in pregnant women. It has been found
that acupuncture stimulates the release of endorphins into the cerebrospinal fluid, thereby enhancing
the endogenous antiemetic tone (Vallim et al., 2019).

To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, this is the first study to review complementary care,
namely acupressure, for sleep disturbances in breast cancer patients. The aim of this study is to

review the effect of acupressure on sleep quality in patients.
METHODS

This review was conducted based on predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure the
selection of relevant and high-quality studies. The inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) studies
employing the keywords acupressure, postpartum, benefits, sleep disorders, and breast cancer; (2)
published in international peer-reviewed journals; (3) utilizing a cross-sectional research design; and
(4) available in full-text PDF format. The exclusion criteria included: (1) studies published more than
eight years prior to the review period, and (2) studies that were not accessible in full text.

Relevant literature was retrieved from several major electronic databases, including PubMed
(n=13), Cochrane Library (n = 11), Elsevier (n = 3), and Google Scholar (n = 4,540). After removing
duplicates and applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, a total of four studies met the eligibility

requirements and were included in the final review.
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RESULTS

Table 1. Summary of Non-Pharmacological Interventions to Improve Sleep Quality

No '(A;Jg::; Country Participants DS;:E;:] Intervention Instrument Main Findings
1 Wang et China 99 women Randomized Oral and written Actiwatch;  Significant
al., 2022 with breast controlled  sleep hygiene 19-item improvements in sleep
cancer trial (single- education and sleep latency and efficiency
blind) aerobic exercise 3 component  were observed in the
times per week for scale intervention group
8 weeks compared with the
control.
2 Nourizadeh Iran 74 women Randomized Self-administered Pittsburgh ~ Both acupressure and
et al., 2022 controlled  acupressure on Sleep exercise reduced sleep
trial (single- HE7, HE GU, and Quality disturbances; no
blind) SP6 points, 3 times Index significant difference
daily for 8 weeks (PsQl) between groups,
though exercise
showed slightly higher
improvement.
3 Zhang, China 68 breast unit Randomized Acupuncture (EA + PSAQl, The acupuncture group
Qin, et al., patients controlled  AA) twice weekly Hospital demonstrated
2021 across three trial for 6 weeks Anxiety and  significant
Class A Depression improvements in total
hospitals Scale sleep time, PSQI score,
(HADS), depressive symptoms,
Functional and quality of life.
Assessment
of Cancer
Therapy—
Breast
(FACT-B)
4 Zhang et Turkey 41 patients Randomized Auricular Point Actiwatch ~ The APA group showed
al., 2023 (mean age = controlled  Acupressure (APA)  Spectrum;  significant reductions in
50 + 14 trial with magnetic PSQl PSQI total score and
years) pellets pressed 4 sleep latency and
times daily for 3 increases in sleep
weeks; all received duration and efficiency
sleep hygiene (p <0.05).
education
5 Larkey et United 87 women Double-blind Qigong/Tai Chi 4-item Fatigue significantly
al., 2019 States randomized Easy (TCE) for 12 Vitality decreased in the
controlled  weeks with 3- Scale (SF- QG/TCE group post-
trial month follow-up MOS) intervention (p = 0.005)

and at 3-month follow-
up (p = 0.024); no
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No '(A;Jg::; Country Participants DS;:E;:] Intervention Instrument Main Findings
significant effect on
sleep outcomes.

6 Kuoetal., Australia 47 women Randomized Sleep hygiene PSQl Participants in the APA
2018 with breast controlled  education plus group showed greater
cancer trial APA across three reductions in PSQI
undergoing chemotherapy scores compared with
chemotherapy cycles the control group after
chemotherapy cycles.
7 Ko et al., Taiwan 30 Randomized Auricular PSQl PSQI total score
2019 postpartum controlled  acupressure using decreased by 36%, with
women with trial ferrite magnets significant
insomnia pressed 4 times improvements in sleep
daily for 14 days quality, latency,
duration, and
disturbance subscales
(p < 0.05).
8 Zhang, Hong 30 women Randomized Electroacupuncture PSQl, Significant
Qin, et al,, Kong with breast controlled  (EA) plus auricular HADS, improvements in ISI
2021 cancer trial acupuncture (AA) FACT-B, and PSQI scores were
twice weekly for 6 Actiwatch, observed in the
weeks Sleep Diary acupuncture group
compared with the wait-
list control (p = 0.014).
9 Abasi et South 51 older Randomized Acupressure PSQI; Fitbit  No significant changes
al., 2022 Korea adults (>65 controlled  monitored with sleep data; in PSQI or melatonin
years) trial Fitbit Charge HR™ melatonin  levels; however,
over 6 weeks assay significant
improvements were
observed in light, deep,
and REM sleep
durations (p < 0.05).
10 Garlandet  United 58 breast Randomized Electroacupuncture  PSQI (19  The EA group showed
al., 2017 States cancer controlled  (EA) 10 sessions items) greater reductions in
survivors trial over 8 weeks vs PSAQl total score (-2.6
(stages 0-III) gabapentin vs —0.8; p = 0.044), and

improved sleep latency
and efficiency (p <
0.05).

Of the ten reviewed journals, all were homogeneous in design, using Randomized Controlled

Trials (RCTs) with random sampling to avoid bias. Breast cancer is the most diagnosed cancer in

women worldwide. Although survival rates continue to increase, breast cancer is often associated

with long-term psychological stress, chronic pain, fatigue, and reduced quality of life.
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Yoga was applied in some studies as complementary therapy, offering lifestyle advice, spiritual
practice, physical exercise, breathing techniques, and meditation. It is often recommended for breast
cancer-related disorders and has been shown to improve physical and mental health (Sherman et
al., 2020).

Several studies confirmed the safety and effectiveness of acupuncture for insomnia.
Electroacupuncture (EA) and auricular acupressure (AA) showed promising efficacy in improving
sleep quality and reducing depressive symptoms. EA is well-tolerated and effective in treating
chemotherapy side effects such as cognitive impairment in breast cancer patients (Zhang, Qin, et
al., 2021).

DISCUSSION

The reviewed interventions confirm that acupressure and related modalities such as auricular
acupressure (AA) and electroacupuncture (EA) are effective in managing sleep disorders among
women with breast cancer and other chronic conditions. Across multiple randomized controlled trials,
acupressure was associated with significant improvements in sleep onset latency, total sleep time,
and sleep efficiency compared with sham or control groups (Nourizadeh et al., 2022; Zhang, Qin, et
al., 2021; Ko et al., 2019; Kuo et al., 2018). These findings align with other evidence demonstrating
that stimulation of multiple meridian points for approximately two months can significantly enhance
both subjective and objective sleep quality indicators (Zhang et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2022).

The studies collectively support the therapeutic value of acupressure as a complementary
approach to managing cancer-related sleep disturbances. For instance, Nourizadeh et al. (2022)
reported that women who performed self-acupressure three times daily for eight weeks exhibited a
marked reduction in sleep disturbances, comparable to those who engaged in aerobic exercise.
Similarly, Kuo et al. (2018) found that women receiving auricular point acupressure during
chemotherapy experienced significant improvements in PSQI scores, highlighting its practical utility
even in intensive treatment contexts. Furthermore, Zhang and colleagues (2021, 2023)
demonstrated that electroacupuncture combined with auricular acupressure (EA + AA) produced
substantial gains in sleep quality, duration, and latency, along with reductions in anxiety and
depression as measured by the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS). These results
suggest that acupressure-based therapies not only target sleep regulation but also support emotional
well-being and overall quality of life.

Safety and acceptability were also consistent across the reviewed studies. Most trials reported

minimal or no adverse effects associated with acupressure or acupuncture interventions
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(Nourizadeh et al., 2022; Ko et al., 2019), reinforcing their potential as safe, low-risk alternatives or
adjuncts to pharmacologic sleep aids. Compared with medications such as gabapentin—used in
Garland et al.’s (2017) study—electroacupuncture yielded comparable or superior improvements in
PSQI total scores and sleep efficiency, without the side effects commonly associated with sedatives
or anticonvulsants. This comparison highlights the potential for integrating acupressure and
acupuncture into evidence-based complementary cancer care programs that prioritize holistic and
patient-centered approaches.

The physiological mechanisms underlying these effects may involve modulation of the
autonomic nervous system, increased parasympathetic activation, and potential regulation of
melatonin secretion (Abasi et al., 2022). Although melatonin levels did not differ significantly in some
trials, improvements in light, deep, and REM sleep phases were observed, suggesting that
acupressure’s influence may operate through neural or psychosomatic pathways rather than purely
hormonal ones.

From a midwifery perspective, these findings highlight the broader implications for women’s
health practice. Non-pharmacological interventions such as auricular acupressure, acupuncture, and
structured exercise can be safely integrated into care plans for women experiencing sleep
disturbances due to hormonal, psychological, or oncological factors. Midwives and women’s health
professionals play a vital role in patient education, adherence monitoring, and ensuring safe
implementation of such techniques within multidisciplinary care frameworks.

Future research should extend beyond short-term efficacy to explore the sustainability, safety,
and cost-effectiveness of acupressure interventions across diverse populations and stages of iliness.
Incorporating mixed-method or participatory approaches could further elucidate patient experiences
and cultural perceptions, thereby enriching the evidence base for holistic, woman-centered, and

culturally congruent sleep interventions in oncology and midwifery practice.
CONCLUSION

This mini review concludes that acupressure for sleep disorders in breast cancer patients
expands our understanding of its feasibility, efficacy, and safety. Electroacupuncture plus auricular
acupressure (EA+AA), if proven effective, can be integrated into standard care to manage
chemotherapy-related insomnia.

Adverse effects of auricular therapy are rare, usually mild (skin irritation, local discomfort,
dizziness). No strong evidence shows auricular acupuncture is superior to auricular pressing, but

both appear safe and tolerable.
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