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How to Test Breast Pump Pressure 
You can tell if a breast pump is working properly by measuring 
the vacuum or suction. The best way to do this is with a 
pressure gauge, which measures negative pressure in 
millimeters of mercury (mmHg). Compare the readings on the 
gauge to the standard range to determine if a pump is working 
effectively.  

When to Test 

Test a pump when it’s making noises, squeaking, or when participants complain about low suction or a 
decreasing milk supply when other factors have been ruled out.   

Best Practice: Each time a multi-user pump is returned and cleaned, test the pump afterwards to 
make sure it’s still working properly. 

How to Test Pump Pressure 
1. Set aside one double pumping accessory kit for testing. 

2. Use size 24mm flanges. 

3. Before testing, assure the flange and all pumping kit parts are in good condition (no damage like 
holes, cracks, or bent pieces).  

4. Assemble the kit for single pumping by attaching all parts, including one collection bottle (milk 
container), to the tubing. Test one side only.   

 

Image: Single pumping setup with one collection container attached. 
Example also shows plug sealing the unused piston opening. 

 
 

5. Locate the second opening on the piston (the unused side where pump parts would normally 
attach). Firmly press the plug (i.e., a solid cap or closure piece—this may look different 
depending on the pump or kit) into this opening. Make sure the unused side is fully closed so 
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no air can enter. If this side is not fully closed, the pressure reading may be inaccurate. The 
image in step 4 shows the plug sealing the unused piston opening on the pump.  

6. Assure the gauge is firmly inserted into the hole in the rubber stopper with the pull tab at the 
back of the gauge.  

 

Image: Backside of the gauge inserted into 
 the rubber stopper correctly. 

 
7. Firmly press the rubber stopper into the flange so it seals completely. 

 

Image: Pressure gauge connected to flange  
using clear adapter and rubber stopper 

 
8. Make sure the pump is off. Then set the pump to the lowest suction setting.  

9. Turn on the pump and read the number on the pressure gauge at the lowest setting. Record 
this number. 

10. Gradually increase the suction while the pump is running and check the pressure gauge. The 
number should increase steadily as the suction increases. 

Note: If the number does not increase as the suction increases, the pump may not be working 
properly. 

11. Continue increasing the suction until the highest setting is reached, then record the number 
shown on the pressure gauge.  

12. Compare your readings to the expected ranges in the next section, Checking Pressure 
Readings. 

• If the readings are within the expected ranges, the pump is working properly. 

• If the readings are outside the expected ranges, the pump may not be working properly 
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and may need further review.  

13. Take next steps based on your results: 

• Readings are within the expected ranges: No further action needed. 

• Readings are outside the expected ranges: Check if the pump is under warranty and 
contact the manufacturer’s customer support for assistance. 

o If the pump is no longer under warranty, follow your agency’s policy and 
procedures for pumps that are not working properly or damaged (Volume 1, 
Chapter 15 policy) 

Checking Pressure Readings 

Multi-user electric pumps should have pressure readings within the ranges below when tested with a 
pressure gauge: 

• 50 and 90 mmHg at the lowest setting   

• Between 200 and 270 mmHg at the highest setting    

The reading reflects how strong the pull is during each suction (cycle), not how fast the pump is cycling. 

These values are accurate at elevations up to 1650 feet above sea level.  

Pressure readings can vary slightly based on weather conditions. Avoid testing during storms, stormy 
conditions, or extreme weather, as this may affect the readings.  

Testing at Higher Elevations 

The elevation of your clinic will affect pressure readings. The higher the elevation, the lower all values 
will read. Most clinics can use the readings on the previous page.  

Staff in clinics with elevations between 1650 and 3300 ft. may see maximum pressure readings of 
about 240 mmHg, or a range of between 220 and 260 mmHg. This is normal at higher altitudes and 
pumps with readings within these lower ranges are working properly.   

These agencies include: Cle Elum 1913ft, Colfax 1972ft, Nespelem 1841ft, Pullman 2,352ft, Republic 
2569ft, Spokane 1843ft, and Wellpinit 2,411ft.  

If you’re unsure of your clinic’s elevation, try Googling “Elevation of (your town) Washington”.  

For guidance, see Chapter 15-Breastfeeding when multi-user pumps aren’t working properly.  

Personal–use Pumps (Troubleshooting) 

Pressure gauges are designed for multi-user breast pumps and aren’t accurate for personal-use 
pumps. If a personal-use pump is not working properly, contact the manufacturer’s customer support 
for assistance. 

Warranty periods for personal-use pumps can vary by manufacturer. Check with the manufacturer to 
confirm the warranty details. 

https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2023-01/960-367-Volume1Chapter15.pdf?uid=63cf1590452eb
https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2023-01/960-367-Volume1Chapter15.pdf?uid=63cf1590452eb
https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2023-01/960-367-Volume1Chapter15.pdf?uid=63cf1590452eb


 
Page 4 of 4 

Customer support can often help troubleshoot the problem or, in some cases, arrange for a 
replacement if needed. 

Checking Pump Speed (Cycle Rate) – When There Are Speed Issues 

Pressure gauges measure the vacuum but not the speed of pumps. When there are concerns about 
how a pump is working, the concern is usually about the vacuum. For example, a vacuum issue may 
include weak suction, suction that fades during use, or participants reporting the pump is not removing 
milk effectively. 

If there are concerns about pump speed, you can check how fast the pump cycles. Pumps should meet 
at least the minimum pressure when the speed is set to about the middle (not the slowest and not the 
fastest). 

To check the speed, turn the pump on and count the number of cycles for 1 minute. 
A cycle is one complete suction and release of the pump (one “pull” and then a “relax”). Each time the 
pump pulls and then lets go, that counts as one cycle. 

Tips: 

• Listen to or feel the rhythm and count cycles for 10 seconds, then multiply that number by 6 to 
estimate the full minute. 

• If you count about 7–10 cycles in 10 seconds, the pump speed is in a normal range. Counts do 
not need to be exact—this is an estimate to help identify possible issues. 

The normal range for a multi-user breast pump is 40–60 cycles per minute. This is about 1 cycle (one 
pull and release of the pump) every 1 to 1½ seconds. 

No timer? You can still check pump speed. 

1. Count using a steady pace: “one one-thousand, two one-thousand…” up to 10.  

2. Track each pull and release (cycle). 

3. Count how many cycles you feel or hear in 10 seconds. 

4. Multiply that number by 6 to estimate the full minute. 

 

 

 

Questions? Contact WICbreastpumps@doh.wa.gov.  

 

Adapted from the Oregon WIC Program, Using a Pressure Gauge to Assess Breast Pump Performance 

This institution is an equal opportunity provider. Washington WIC doesn’t 
discriminate. To request this document in another format, call 1-800-841-1410. 
Deaf or hard of hearing customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) or email 
wic@doh.wa.gov.  DOH 961-1359 April 2026 
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