
Rev. Eletr. Enferm., 2020; 22:59677, 1-12

1

Ilisdayne Thallita Soares da Silva1 , Analice Campelo de Araújo1 , Yasmin Elvira de Medeiros1 , 
Rebecca Stefany da Costa Santos2 , Mariana Melo da Cruz Domingos Góis1 , Richardson Augusto 
Rosendo da Silva1

The use of aromatherapy in the nursing 
context: an integrative review
O uso da aromaterapia no contexto da enfermagem: uma revisão integrativa

REVIEW ARTICLE

1Federal University of  Rio Grande do Norte – Natal (RN), Brazil. E-mails: ilisdayne@yahoo.com.br, allice.campelo96@outlook.com, yasminnuplac@gmail.
com, marimelogois@gmail.com, rirosendo@hotmail.com
2State University of  Rio Grande do Norte – Mossoro (RN), Brazil. E-mail: rebeca.stefany@hotmail.com 
How to cite this article: Silva ITS, Araújo AC, Medeiros YE, Santos RSC, Góis MMCD, Silva RAR. The use of  aromatherapy in the nursing context: an 
integrative review. Rev. Eletr. Enferm. [Internet]. 2020 [cited on: _________];22:59677. Available at: https://doi.org/10.5216/ree.v22.59677.
Received on: 07/21/2019. Accepted on:10/06/2020. Available on: 12/10/2020.

RESUMO
Objetivo: investigar na literatura científica como a aromaterapia é utilizada na prática assistencial da enfermagem. Método: 
Revisão integrativa da literatura com a seguinte questão norteadora: Como a aromaterapia é utilizada na prática assistencial 
de Enfermagem? O levantamento das publicações ocorreu no período de março e abril de 2020, nas bases de dados BDENF, 
LILACS e MEDLINE. Resultados: Após a leitura e análise dos artigos, 16 artigos compuseram a amostra final desta revisão. Os 
dados foram analisados por meio de categorias temáticas. A análise agrupou o estudo em três categorias: A aromaterapia usada 
no alívio da dor; A aromaterapia usada nos cuidados paliativos oncológicos; e A aromaterapia como recurso terapêutico na saúde 
mental. Conclusão: A síntese das evidências encontradas fortalece a prática da aromaterapia dentro da enfermagem como uma 
intervenção para o cuidado integral do cliente, consolidando a Política Nacional de Práticas Integrativas e Complementares no 
Sistema Único de Saúde.

Descritores: Enfermagem; Aromaterapia; Terapias Complementares.

ABSTRACT
Objective: The aim was to investigate in the scientific literature how aromatherapy is used in nursing care practice. Method: 
Integrative literature review with the following guiding question: How is aromatherapy used in nursing care practice? The survey 
of publications occurred between March and April 2020 in the databases BDENF, LILACS and MEDLINE. Results: After 
reading and analyzing the articles, 16 articles were included in final sample of this review. Data were analyzed using thematic 
categories. The analysis grouped the study into three categories: Aromatherapy used in pain relief; Aromatherapy used in palliative 
cancer care; and Aromatherapy as a therapeutic resource in mental health. Conclusion: The synthesis of the evidence found 
strengthens the practice of aromatherapy within nursing as an intervention for the comprehensive care of clients, consolidating 
the National Policy of Integrative and Complementary Practices in the Brazilian National Health System.

Descriptors: Nursing; Aromatherapy; Complementary Therapies.
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INTRODUCTION
Throughout the world, traditional medicine or integrative 

and complementary practices (ICP), constitute the basis of 
health care or a complement to the promotion, prevention 
and maintenance of the health of populations(1). By 
recognizing its importance, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) presents its commitment to encourage member 
states to develop public policies that incorporate the rational 
and integrated use of these practices in national health care 
systems(2).

In Brazil, in light of the WHO recommendations, 
in addition to the growing demand from the Brazilian 
population expressed in the National Health Conferences, in 
2006, the Ministry of Health approved the National Policy 
for Integrative and Complementary Practices (NPICP) in the 
National Health Service (Brazilian SUS), covering the areas of 
homeopathy, medicinal plants and phytotherapy, traditional 
Chinese medicine/acupuncture, anthroposophical medicine 
and social thermalism/crenotherapy, which promoted the 
institutionalization of these practices in the Brazilian health 
system(3).

Among the objectives of the NPICP, the following stand 
out: inclusion of ICP in the Brazilian SUS with an approach 
aimed at the prevention of diseases and promotion of health, 
emphasis on primary health care, provision of continuous, 
humanized and comprehensive health care; contribution 
to the system resolution and expansion of the population’s 
access to practices with guarantee of quality, efficiency and 
safety in the use; and encouragement of social participation 
with promotion of the involvement of users, managers and 
workers in the various scenarios of the implementation of 
health policies(3).

From March 2017(4) to March 2018, another 24 
therapies were included, among them, aromatherapy, which 
is characterized as an approach that uses essential oils for 
the promotion and improvement of health, wellbeing and 
hygiene(5).

Since among all health professionals, nurses have constant 
contact with clients at all levels of care(6), the holistic view 
of these professionals associated with the different ICP may 
favor their applicability.

Nursing has recognized ICP as a specialty since 1997, 
through a resolution of the Federal Nursing Council 
(Portuguese acronym: COFEN) and currently reaffirms the 
area of Nursing in Integrative and Complementary Practices 
as a specialty through Resolution No. 581/2018, ensuring 
support to these professionals for the development of 
research and performance in the area of ICP in general and, 
consequently, in aromatherapy(7).

Aromatherapy has aroused the interest of nursing and 
been practiced worldwide; it is a complementary tool to 
nursing care, promotes a comprehensive approach to the 

individual, and offers the possibility of applying Nursing 
Theories in healthcare practice(8). The development of such 
theories represents the profession’s search for autonomy and 
delimitation of its actions, hence the need to support the 
practice of aromatherapy in such a context, especially because 
the national scientific literature is incipient in this field, which 
also justifies the development of this study(8).

This study is relevant because it presents aromatherapy as a 
possibility of intervention in the nursing field and encourages 
its evidence-based application in different scenarios of care to 
users. The aim is to investigate in the scientific literature how 
aromatherapy is used in nursing care practice.

METHODS
This is an integrative literature review. The use of this 

method allows the search, selection and analysis of published 
scientific productions on a given subject(9).

For the operationalization of this study, the following steps 
were taken: development of the research question; search or 
sampling in the literature; data collection; critical analysis of 
the included studies; discussion of results and presentation of 
the review(10).

As a way of directing this study, the following guiding 
question was developed: How is aromatherapy used in 
nursing care practice?

The survey of publications took place between March 
and April 2020 in the following databases: Brazilian Nursing 
Database (Portuguese acronym BDENF), Latin American 
and Caribbean Health Sciences Literature (LILACS) and 
Medical Literature Analysis and Retrieval System Online 
(MEDLINE). No limits regarding the year of publication 
were established.

For the refinement of articles, the following inclusion 
criteria were established: articles published in Portuguese, 
Spanish and English that met the study objective. Documents 
in editorial format, reflection articles, literature reviews, 
final papers, theses, dissertations and repeated articles were 
excluded.

To search for publications in the BDENF, the controlled 
descriptors of the Health Sciences Descriptors (DeCS) were 
used, namely: Aromatherapy; Volatile Oils and Nursing.

In the LILACS and MEDLINE databases, the controlled 
descriptors of the Medical Subject Heading (MeSH) 
vocabulary in English were selected: Aromatherapy; Oils, 
Volatile; Nursing.

These descriptors were crossed using the Boolean operator 
AND, as shown in Table 1.

The process of selection, eligibility and inclusion of articles 
in the review is described in Flowchart 1.

For the extraction of data from the articles included in the 
integrative review, was used a previously validated instrument 
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containing the identification of the article; the introduction 
and objectives; the methodological characteristics of the 
study; the results found and conclusions(11).

The level of evidence attributed to the articles was based 
on the following classification: 
• level I – evidence resulting from systematic reviews or 

meta-analysis of clinical trials; 

• level II – evidence from at least one well-designed 
randomized clinical trial; 

• level III – clinical trials without randomization; 
• level IV – cohort and case-control studies with a good 

design;
• level V – systematic review of descriptive and qualitative 

studies;
• level VI – evidence from a single descriptive and qualitative 

study; 
• level VII – evidence based on the opinion of authorities or 

expert committees(12).

The data of articles included in the review were made 
available in a table and analyzed using the thematic analysis 
method that made it possible to group the content into 
categories(13).

Table 1. Crossings of the descriptors used in the se-
lected databases. Natal, RN, Brazil, 2020.

Crossings – DeCS Crossings – MeSH
Aromaterapia AND 

Enfermagem
Aromatherapy 
AND Nursing

Óleos voláteis AND 
Enfermagem

Oils, Volatile 
AND Nursing

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Flowchart 1. Process of selection, eligibility and inclusion of articles in the integrative review. Natal, RN, Brazil, 2020.
BDENF: Brazilian Nursing Database; LILACS: Latin American and Caribbean Health Sciences Literature; MEDLINE: Medical 
Literature Analysis and Retrieval System Online. 
Source: Prepared by the authors.
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DISCUSSION
Aromatherapy used in pain relief

Some of the selected studies bring the effectiveness of 
aromatherapy as a non-pharmacological method for pain relief 
in three situations: the parturition process, dysmenorrhea and 
oncological pain. In the first situation, it can represent an 
important tool in the professional practice of obstetric nurses 
during labor.

Childbirth is characterized by the final stage of conception, 
and the promotion of women’s comfort and satisfaction in 
this stage is among the most important actions in the care that 
values the physiological childbirth and the appropriate use of 
technologies, respects women’s individuality and autonomy 
and prioritizes humanized care(25).

Even though it is a physiological mechanism, labor 
promotes mechanical and hormonal changes that stimulate 
uterine contractions and consequently, dilation of the uterine 
cervix and descent of the fetus, which result in pain. In this 
context, the adoption of non-pharmacological pain relief 
measures is necessary, as these are safe and result in fewer 
interventions. Note the important role of the nursing team in 
the performance of this care and promotion of pain control, 
thereby offering women the opportunity to build a positive 
perspective on the special moment of arrival of their child(26).

In several studies, aromatherapy, as a non-pharmacological 
method for pain relief, has helped women during pregnancy 
and labor. A certain study showed pain reduction when using 
the essential oils of Roman chamomile, sage, lavender and 
frankincense diluted in almond oil for massage(27), while in 
another study, the pain intensity decreased after inhaling 
the lavender essential oil(28). Thus, the implementation of 
this method by nursing can contribute to the profession’s 
autonomy and a more humanized childbirth care.

In the studied sample, the effectiveness of using 
aromatherapy for dysmenorrhea relief in nursing students 
could be assessed too. Dysmenorrhea is characterized by 
pain in the pelvic region related to menstruation, and may 
be associated with symptoms such as nausea, headache, 
dizziness and fainting. Its prevalence in the female population 
is between 60 to 80%, is characterized as the most common 
gynecological complaint in young women and depending on 
the intensity of symptoms, it can also contribute to school or 
work absenteeism(29).

The effectiveness of aromatherapy in dysmenorrhea 
relief is attributed to more than one action. Pain relief is a 
result of the activation of the limbic system, improved blood 
circulation, decreased spasm and of therapeutic properties of 
essential oils (analgesics, sedatives, anesthetics)(20).

In a meta-analysis that investigated the effect of 
abdominal massage with essential oils and abdominal massage 
with placebo on pain relief in primary dysmenorrhea, was 

RESULTS
Of the 16 articles selected for analysis, 13 were 

published in nursing journals. Most (4) were published in 
the Revista Escola de Enfermagem da USP, followed by the 
Iranian Journal of Nursing and Midwifery Research (3), Acta 
Paulista de Enfermagem (2), online Revista de Enfermagem 
UFPE (2), Revista Cogitare em Enfermagem (1) and Journal 
of Holistic Nursing (1). Three articles were published in 
journals specifically aimed at disseminating research in 
the field of ICP, such as Evidence-Based Complementary 
in Alternative Medicine (2) and Chinese Medical Sciences 
Journal (1).

The analyzed articles were concentrated in the period 
from 2010 to 2019. The populations of the study were: 
medical records of parturient women (1), users with 
personality disorder (2), patients undergoing percutaneous 
coronary intervention (1), candidates for open heart 
surgery (1), patients with ischemic heart disease (1), 
patient diagnosed with “Broken Heart Syndrome” (1), 
employees in the hygiene and sterilized material center 
(1), nursing staff at a university hospital (1), nursing staff 
of the surgical center (1), obstetric nurses (1), nursing 
students (3), nursing professors (1), cancer patient (1).

The most used essential oil in the studies was lavender 
(14), the most frequent form of application was the topical 
application with massage (11), followed by inhalation (7), 
and foot soak (1).

Regarding the study site, 11 studies were conducted 
in a hospital environment, four in a university and one 
in an integrative medical center. Regarding the country 
of origin of the publication, Brazil stood out in number 
of productions (9), followed by Iran (3), Korea (1), Egypt 
(1), New Zealand (1) and China (1). In addition, nine 
studies were in Portuguese and seven in English.

As for the design of the articles evaluated, in 12 studies 
was used the quantitative methodological approach, with 
experimental design (9), quasi-experimental (2) and 
non-experimental (1), while in four articles was used 
the qualitative approach and the descriptive, exploratory 
design. In relation to the strength of evidence, eight articles 
have level of evidence II, two articles level of evidence III, 
one study with level of evidence IV and five studies with 
level of evidence VI.

Table 2 presents the synthesis of information from the 
articles included in the integrative review.

Regarding the objective of this review, the use of 
aromatherapy in the context of nursing was grouped 
into three thematic categories, namely: Aromatherapy 
used in pain relief; Aromatherapy used in palliative 
cancer care; and Aromatherapy used as a therapeutic 
resource in mental health. They will be discussed in the 
next session.
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demonstrated a significantly greater reduction in menstrual 
pain in the group that received massage with essential oils. In 
addition, massage with lavender oil alone was more effective 
compared to massage with lavender combined with other 
essential oils(30).

Cancer pain is characterized by simultaneous sensations 
of acute and chronic pain with different levels of intensity 
associated with both the direct effects of the tumor (bone 
invasion, nerve compression) and the consequences of 
treatment (chemotherapy, surgery), and is a challenge for 
health services and the multidisciplinary team(31).

In this team, nursing professionals are those who spend 
more time with the cancer patient and maintain greater 
contact both with the patient and their families during 
hospitalization. Therefore, adequate knowledge about pain 
management is necessary in order to demystify that only 
continuous use analgesics can provide relief and show that 
non-pharmacological measures, such as aromatherapy 
massage may have a positive response as a complementary 
treatment in pain control(32).

Aromatherapy used in palliative cancer care
Palliative care consists of an approach designed to improve 

the quality of life of patients, whether adults or children, and 
their families in the face of the risk of death associated with 
a pathology. Its basic principles are the recognition of death 
as a natural process of life and the incorporation of physical, 
spiritual, emotional and social care in the promotion of 
comfort to patients(33).

In oncology, palliative care begins when cancer is 
diagnosed as incurable and can be provided by primary care 
professionals or specialized professionals(34). The nursing 
professional in palliative care will work with more emphasis 
on pain relief and improvement of other physical symptoms, 
in addition to the provision of psychological support through 
humanized and empathic care(35).

In addition to pain, other symptoms such as nausea 
and vomiting, edema in the lower limbs and insomnia are 
common in patients with terminal cancer(24). The prevalence 
of nausea and vomiting in oncological diseases can reach 
70%, and these are distressing symptoms that harm people’s 
quality of life(36).

In a study, was investigated the effectiveness of 
inhaling ginger essential oil for relieving nausea induced by 
chemotherapy in children with cancer and 67% of patients 
reported improvement, although with no statistically 
significant difference, thereby showing the resource was well 
received, well tolerated, non-toxic and non-invasive(37).

In addition, in a study that tested peppermint essential 
oil for the relief of nausea and vomiting in the postoperative 
period, the conclusion was that it can be used in conjunction 
with controlled breathing to promote symptom reduction(38).

The clinical manifestations inherent in advanced cancer 
are factors that contribute to lower the quality of life related 
to the patient’s health, while therapeutic interventions that 
offer physical, psychological and spiritual benefits, such as 
aromatherapy and other ICP can promote improvements and 
support palliative care and the coping with diseases(39).

Aromatherapy as a 
therapeutic resource in mental health

Aromatherapy is a therapeutic method within integrative 
and complementary practices in health based on the use of 
volatile concentrates extracted from plants with the purpose 
of favoring the health and wellbeing of human beings from 
the prevention or treatment of physical, psychological and 
emotional problems(8).

After essential oils are inhaled, olfactory nerve cells are 
stimulated and the limbic system is activated. In this region 
of the brain are components related to emotions, such as 
pleasure, pain, anger, fear, sadness; memory; patterns of 
behavior; learning; and mental activity. This explains why oils 
are capable of producing an effective emotional response in 
individuals’ mental health. Furthermore, they can be applied 
through massage and reach the bloodstream, causing the 
desired psychophysiological effects of the oils(40).

Professional nurses act directly with comprehensive 
health care, seeking the physical, social and mental wellbeing 
of their clients(41). In this sense, aromatherapy appears as a 
possibility in the treatment of mental health problems in 
different contexts.

Most articles selected for this review addressed the 
effectiveness of essential oils in mental and emotional 
conditions in different settings with different populations, 
namely: users with personality disorder during psychiatric 
hospitalization, nursing workers and other workers in 
the hospital setting, nursing students and teachers in the 
university environment, cardiac patients in the ICU and 
patients with the broken heart syndrome treated at an 
integrative medical center.

The broken heart syndrome, stress cardiomyopathy or 
apical ballooning syndrome are different names for Takotsubo’s 
cardiomyopathy. This is characterized by a similar clinical 
condition to acute myocardial infarction that is mostly caused 
by emotional stress (pain, anger, relationship conflicts and 
financial problems) or physical stress (pneumonia, asthma) 
and often occurs in postmenopausal women(42).

These characteristics can be found in the case described in 
an article included in the study sample(23) of an 82-year-old 
woman with tension and stress resulting from seismic shocks 
in the region where she lived and its consequences (destruction 
of property, destruction of the community, social isolation). 
Aromatherapy used in conjunction with other integrative 
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practices contributed positively to the management of trauma 
and stress.

In addition, the results of other studies included in this 
review showed that essential oils contributed to a greater 
coping with mental disorders, changes in the perception 
of self-esteem, decreased sleep disorders and reduced levels 
of anxiety.

Corroborating with the latter, a study with the objective 
of assessing the effectiveness of aromatherapy in decreasing 
the levels of stress and anxiety of undergraduate students in 
courses in the health area showed a significant reduction in 
the levels of stress and anxiety in the group that received the 
aroma. The synergy blend consisted of 10% sour orange, 50% 
lavender, 20% ylang ylang and 20% cedar(43).

The use of essential oils improves the quality of life 
and wellbeing(40),which contributes to the recognition of 
aromatherapy as a holistic practice for various human health 
problems. These authors indicate that essential oils with 
relaxing and sedative properties, such as bergamot, lavender, 
lemon and sandalwood, are the best options in the treatment 
of anxiety, depression and stress.

Regarding the quality of sleep, in addition to lavender, 
chamomile can be diluted in almond or jojoba oil and 
applied directly to the skin through massage, or even inhaled. 
Lavender, chamomile or marjoram can be applied to a cotton 
ball and placed inside the pillow with the purpose of relaxing 
and improving sleep(8).

Finally, the traditional biomedical model favors 
fragmented care, without viewing human beings in their 
entirety. The challenges point to the cooperation of nursing 
in the consolidation of the care model that shifts the work 
process centered on procedures and professionals towards 
a user-centered model, in which the expanded clinic is the 
ethical-political imperative of care(44).

This process, marked by humanization, is consistent with 
complementary practices such as aromatherapy and favors 
the expansion of care provided by nurses, who consider the 
physical, mental, emotional and spiritual dimensions of 
human beings.

CONCLUSION
Through this review it was possible to investigate the use 

of aromatherapy in nursing care practice. This integrative 
therapy is used as a non-pharmacological method for pain 
relief in the parturition process, dysmenorrhea and cancer 
pain; as a therapeutic resource in palliative cancer care; and as 
a therapeutic resource in mental health, especially in reducing 
sleep disorders and anxiety levels.

The synthesis of the evidence found helps to deepen 
and disseminate knowledge, strengthen the practice 
of aromatherapy within nursing as an intervention for 

comprehensive client care, stimulate the application of this 
approach in the different realities of health services and 
encourage the development of more studies in the area, with 
a view to consolidating the NPICP.

A limitation of this integrative review was the still incipient 
volume of studies on the effectiveness of aromatherapy in 
nursing care, especially in the area of oncology. In addition, 
there is a lack of consensus on dosage, frequency and routes of 
administration of essential oils in the investigated literature. 
Hence the need for more randomized experimental studies 
to establish more consistent results and support nurses in the 
most varied dimensions of care.
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