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COMFORTABLE VACCINES?

If you’ve ever given a vaccine 
before, you’ve likely had someone 
tell you they are afraid of needles. 
Sometimes it’s a mild fear of the 
pain, sometimes it can be as bad as 
a phobia that can make someone 
delay or avoid important health 
care. As a vaccine provider, you 
can help your patients both today 
and into their future by providing 
a comfortable vaccine experience. 
Decreasing pain experienced 
during the injection and helping 
decrease anxiety around the 
vaccination progress will bene� t 
everyone involved.

OTC lidocaine cream (applied 20-30 minutes before injection) – Apply a 
dime-sized amount to the injection site and cover with a bandage or plastic 
wrap. Wipe off , then clean skin with alcohol swab immediately prior to 
injection. 
OTC topical vapocoolent – brief spray with aerosol immediately before 
cleaning skin with alcohol swab 
Ice packs – apply ice pack for 30-60 seconds immediately before cleaning 
skin with alcohol swab 

All of these options block pain sensations in the skin – they will 
not block all sensation at the injection site, so patients will still feel 
pressure and possibly pain under the skin. 

Allow patient choice in the process – this helps everyone, from small 
children to adults. Patients can pick: 

• Which arm they want the injections in 
• Whether they want to watch the injection 
• Whether they want to be warned when they will feel the injection 
• What type of band-aid they will get  
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Explain the process in clear, simple terms – knowing what is 
happening now and next can decrease anxiety 
Never lie to a patient to say the injection will not hurt – even 
with the best techniques and distractions, the patient still may 
feel some pain 
Children can be extremely sensitive to specific words 

• Avoid “shot” or “pinch,” which can be interpreted 
differently 

• Try using “poke,” “medicine,” or “vaccine” 
Let children know about the vaccines in advance and tie the 
vaccine with a positive reward – “You will be getting a vaccine 
at the pharmacy today and we’ll give you a candy bar after!” 

• This also works for adults! 

Patients should always be seated or laying down for an 
injection – this will help prevent injury if they feel faint after 
the vaccine 
Smaller children may be comforted by being held by a parent 
or guardian during the injection 

• Back to front – child can watch the injection if they want, 
allows adult to stroke other arm for a distraction 

• Front to front – prevents child from watching the 
injection, allows adult to stroke other arm for a distraction 

• Back to front restraint – for wiggly children, this position 
allows the adult to hold the child’s limbs in place for a 
short period of time.  

Note that a child should never be restrained if they 
are screaming or trying to fight the vaccination – 
this can traumatize the child and make subsequent 
vaccinations more difficult. If a child is actively fighting 
the vaccination, hit pause on the process and work 
with the child to find a calmer approach, possibly on a 
different day. If you have access to a pediatrician office 

or children’s hospital with a child life specialist, they are 
an excellent resource to help very fearful children through 
medical procedures. 

One of the best things you can do for your patient is keep 
them focused on anything other than the injection during the 
process! 
Tactile stimulation – have someone with the patient: 

• Gently stroke the arm that is not getting the injection 
• Give a squeeze of the hand opposite the injection 

Tactile stimulation devices to help distract use the theory 
of sensation thresholds – nerves are activated by a device to 
decrease the sensation of the injection 

• ShotBlocker 
• Buzzy 

Let the patient focus on a game or video on a tablet or phone 
For young children, a small toy, lovie, or puzzle – this can 
keep them focused on the item rather than the procedure 
Talk to the patient about anything other than the injection 
    Children:  

• Play I Spy with items in the room 
• Keep posters with beautiful imagery around the room 

and ask the child to tell you a story about it 
• Ask about milestones such as birthdays or holidays 

    Teens: 
• Ask them about favorite school subject or hobbies 
• Talk about plans for upcoming holidays 
• Talk about favorite music, TV shows, or movies  

    Adults: 
• Ask about upcoming weekend plans, vacations, or travel 

– something low-stress they are looking forward to 
• Talk about local sports teams
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