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Needle fears are more common than people realize.  

Fact: Approximately 2 in every 3 children experience needle fear…1  

If you have a traumatizing experience with needles, which usually happens in childhood, you 
can become afraid of needles. This fear can persist over a lifetime and can affect healthcare 
decisions. 

Parents’ concern regarding vaccination pain is a significant driver of vaccine hesitancy.2 

Easy, evidence-based interventions can make a big difference in minimizing pain and giving 
patients a sense of control. These interventions can be adapted for all ages and are often 
categorized as the “4 Ps of Pain Management”.  

1. Procedural – procedure techniques 

2. Physical – body position 

3. Pharmacological – analgesics 

4. Psychological – thoughts and behaviours 

Procedural Strategies 

• No aspiration during intramuscular vaccine injections. Aspiration prolongs the time that 
the needle is inside the patient’s arm and may increase the pain experienced. As well, 
aspiration is unnecessary because of the lack of major blood vessels in the anatomic 
sites used for intramuscular injection. 

• If giving multiple vaccines, ensure that the most painful is given last. 

 

Physical Strategies 

• Position – Have the child sitting upright. They may sit in a chair by themselves next to 
their parent or in their parent’s lap. Ask the child which they prefer.  

o If they choose to sit in their parent’s lap, have the parent hold the child on their 
lap or hug them during vaccination, but advise parents not to hold their child too 
tightly (this can increase pain and distress). 

• Arm preference – Ask the child about their preference with respect to which arm to 
vaccinate. Like asking about seating preference, this provides a choice and something 
that the child can have some control over. If they are unsure or have difficulty 
responding, check with the parent. 

• Arm readiness – Children may tense up in anticipation to receiving a vaccine. In 
preparation for receiving the vaccine, encourage the child to relax their arm so that it is 
jiggly – just like spaghetti. When it’s time for them to receive the vaccine, ask the child to 
keep their arm loose while holding still. 
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• Privacy – If vaccination is provided outside of a clinic room, plan to have options for a 
more private setting when needed or requested. 

• Muscle tension – A technique for individuals who get dizzy and faint during needles. 
This is safe for children 7 and older (including adults) while receiving a vaccine. 

o Performed by alternating between tensing and releasing muscle(s) in the body 
(e.g., legs, stomach). Not the arms.  

o For more information on how to use/explain muscle tension, please refer to: 
fainting-muscle tension resource (immunize.ca) 

 

Pharmacological Strategies 

• Topical anaesthetics – There are several different products available, some require a 
prescription, but there is a product that is available over the counter. For best results, 
these should be applied prior to immunization, as per the recommendations on the 
packaging. This typically ranges from 30 to 60 minutes before the vaccine, depending on 
the product. 

• Non-pharmacological topical anaesthetics – An ice pack can be used to numb the 
skin prior to immunization. Ice should be applied on and off for a few minutes before the 
immunization. After immunization, ice can also be used for comfort on the injection site. 

• Oral analgesics – There is no evidence that taking acetaminophen or ibuprofen prior to 
immunization reduces injection pain. They should not be routinely used, but their use is 
not a contraindication to vaccination. They can be used following immunization for the 
management of pain and/or fever. 

 

Psychological Strategies 

• Environment – Foster a calm environment and be positive. Allow time for questions and 
provide honest information. Ask the child/youth about their preference for distraction; do 
not impose coping strategies or distraction. 

• Distraction – Distraction can be a helpful and should be initiated before immunization 
and continue while the vaccine is being given. Engage the child, but don’t impose a 
distraction strategy if they are not interested. Otherwise, distress may be increased. As 
patients are required to wear a mask during their appointments, certain distractions like 
blowing bubbles or blowing a pinwheel are not possible at this time, but there are many 
other options including: 

o Child – music, toys, games (e.g. “I spy”), verbal/talking (e.g. ask about their 
favourite toy), videos, take deep breaths  

o Adolescent – positive self-talk, electronic device, verbal/talking (e.g. ask any non-
medical related question), take deep breaths 

https://immunize.ca/sites/default/files/Resource%20and%20Product%20Uploads%20(PDFs)/COVID-19/fainting-muscle-%20tension-resource-AODA-compliant-e.pdf
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o Note: some children may actually want to watch the immunization and that’s ok 
too. 

• Communication – Children, particularly young children, will take what is said to them 
quite literally. As well, children are sensitive to language and tone, so it is important to 
honest and comfort and reassure, but not excessively. Here are some things to consider: 

o Use neutral words – for example, say “Here I go” instead of warning words like 
“Here’s the poke”. 

o Avoid excessive reassurance – don’t say “It’ll be okay, it’s almost over”. 
Reassurance can increase distress and pain. Acknowledge and validate their 
feelings, “It’s normal to be afraid of needles”.  

o Avoid false suggestions – don’t say “It won’t hurt”.  Instead say, “It may hurt or 
feel uncomfortable, but should only last a few seconds”. Acknowledge that 
needles are painful, but evidence tells us that distraction, talking, music, etc can 
help. 

o After the vaccine, regardless of the experience, please provide positive feedback. 
For example, “Thanks for holding still, you did great!”  

 

The above are just a few points that are easy to implement into any practice. For more 
information, here are a few other resources: 

• Taddio, A. et al. Reducing pain during vaccine injections: clinical practice guideline. 
CMAJ September 22, 2015, 187 (13) 975-982; DOI: https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.150391   

• Immunize Canada  

o Immunization Pain Management (clinician focus) 
https://immunize.ca/immunization-pain-management-clinician  

o CARD System (Comfort, Ask, Relax, Distract) 

 For Healthcare Providers https://immunize.ca/card  

 For Parents https://immunize.ca/card-parents  

o Resources for Parents https://immunize.ca/pain-management-children  

• Emotional Safety Initiative from the Association of Child Life Professionals  

o Poster with tips for parents – How to Help Your Child With The COVID-19 
Vaccine COVID-19 Vaccine Tips for Parents (emotional-safety.org) 

o Video for parents – Supporting Your Child During COVID-19 Vaccination – 
Developmental Differences https://emotional-safety.org/supporting-your-child-
during-covid-19-vaccination-dev-diff/  

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.150391
https://immunize.ca/immunization-pain-management-clinician
https://immunize.ca/card
https://immunize.ca/card-parents
https://immunize.ca/pain-management-children
https://emotional-safety.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/COVID-19-Vaccine-Tips-for-Parents.pdf
https://emotional-safety.org/supporting-your-child-during-covid-19-vaccination-dev-diff/
https://emotional-safety.org/supporting-your-child-during-covid-19-vaccination-dev-diff/
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