
Supporting people through the 
vaccination process

Kia ora/Hello 
This resource is created to assist support workers, whānau / family and friends of disabled and 
autistic people, through the COVID-19/Mate Korona vaccination process.  

Getting a COVID-19/Mate Korona vaccine is an important step you can take to protect yourself, your 
Kaumātua and whānau from the effects of the virus. The information in this resource will assist you 
in your role as a carer for disabled and/or autistic people by introducing you to tools and techniques 
that can be used to guide people through the vaccination process.  

Getting a vaccine is a simple process; there may be some minor discomfort but it’s usually quick and 
painless. However, not everyone sees it like this and many people have a genuine fear of needles 
and injections. 

Disabled and autistic people may have these fears and anxiety. This anxiety or aversion to injections 
can occur for a number  of good reasons, including past experiences, pain sensitivity, or lack 
of understanding about the vaccination process.  



Purpose 
 
This resource outlines steps you can use to reduce any anxiety or distress the person you’re caring 
for experiences in the lead up to and on the day of the COVID-19 vaccination. The suggestions in this 
document will help you:  
 

• Enhance emotional and physical wellbeing   
• Create connection with whānau and support people   
• Reduce anxiety and distress  
• Enhance knowledge and understanding  

 
The guideline consists of 4 sections: 

 
1. Obtaining consent 
2. Preparing for the vaccine 
3. Staying calm on the day 
4. Remaining calm after the first vaccine 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Explore’s  network of over 170 behaviour specialists are dedicated to working with parents, whānau, 
caregivers and residential care providers to improve wellbeing and quality of life for all, wherever you 
live in New Zealand.   



Obtaining Consent 
 
While the Ministry of Health strongly recommends that everyone has the COVID-19/Mate Korona 
vaccination, the person you’re caring for must agree to it. Nobody can force another person to have 
the vaccine it if they don’t want to – whatever the reason.  
 
Every person has the right to make their own decision about whether or not they wish to consent to 
receiving the COVID-19/Mate Korona vaccination. No-one should be coerced, and you can’t force 
someone to accept the vaccination against their will, nor can you stop a person from having the 
vaccine if they wish to.   
 

Consent means agreeing willingly to an action based on your knowledge of what that action 
involves, its likely consequences and having the option of saying no. 

 
Your role is to actively engage the person you care for in a supported decision-making process where 
the person is provided with information about the vaccine in a way they can understand, is given 
plenty of time to consider their decision and has opportunities to ask questions and seek advice from 
people they trust.   
 
Where it is not clear what a person's decision might be then it important that the person's will and 
preferences are taken into account in the decision that is made. 
 
In order to consent to receiving the vaccine, the person you care for should be provided with 
information on: 
 

• The benefits of the vaccine: It will reduce the risk of you getting sick and will help protect 
others around you. The vaccine is the best form of protection from COVID-19/Mate Korona. 
 

• The likely side effects: headache, feeling tired and a sore arm being the most common ones. 
However, remind them it will only last a day or two.  
 

If a disabled person is having difficulty making a decision, the Ministry of Health’s upcoming 
publication COVID-19 vaccination program: Guidance and practical tools for supporting disabled 
people with decision-making and consent provides full details on supported decision making and 
working with people to seek consent. This document will be publicly available in the near future and 
a link to it will be included here when it is. In the time being People First have published a supported 
decision making tool at: https://www.peoplefirst.org.nz/download/3714/ 
 
 

Record keeping 
 
Keeping a record of the discussions around the person giving consent will help protect everyone 
and will avoid any confusion on the day that could cause additional anxiety and distress.  
 
There is an example of how to record details of the decision-making and consent process in the 
Ministry of Health’s guideline document just referred to. 

 
 
 
 

https://www.peoplefirst.org.nz/download/3714/


 
 
Confirming consent on the day 
 
On the day of the vaccination, the vaccination team may ask if there is evidence on file that the person 
is giving consent. Showing them the record of consent that you developed while working through the 
supported decision framework is the evidence they need.  
Consent is an ongoing process and a person can withdraw consent at any time. If you notice verbal or 
nonverbal signs at any time that the person does not want the vaccine consider stopping the process 
 
 
What if the person is unable to give consent? 
 
Everyone has the right to take an active role in making decisions about their wellbeing and you should 
always presume that the person you are caring for has the capacity to consent. Where a disabled 
person has a Welfare Guardian or an Enacted Welfare Enduring Power of Attorney appointed, the 
Welfare Guardian / Enacted Welfare Enduring Power of Attorney can consent on their behalf but must: 
  

• consult with the disabled person 
• encourage the disabled person to develop their own skills to act on their own behalf to the 

greatest extent possible 
• encourage the disabled person to exercise the capacity they do have to make and 

communicate decisions 
• consult with other people who are involved in the disabled person’s welfare such as the 

person’s doctor, health professional or support services 
• promote, protect and act in the disabled person’s welfare and best interest 

 
If the person has not been able to demonstrate the ability to make an informed choice about the 
vaccine and does not have a welfare guardian then you must seek to ascertain the views of others 
who know the person about whether the vaccine is in their best interest. 
 
There are guidelines around what you can do if you don’t believe that the person you support can give 
consent– see the Ministry of Health’s upcoming publication COVID-19 vaccination program: Guidance 
and practical tools for supporting disabled people with decision-making and consent for details.  
 



Preparing for the vaccination event 
 
As a Carer, there are a number of strategies you can put in place in the lead up to the vaccination 
event that will mean the vaccination day goes well. One of your first decisions will be about when to 
tell the person you’re caring for about the vaccination.  
 

• Some people need lots of time to prepare themselves for an event such as getting the vaccine  
• Some people become very anxious if told too early and prefer to be told nearer the time. 

 
It’s your call as to when you let the person you’re caring for know about the vaccine. Here are a list of 
strategies that may help the person you’re supporting prepare for the vaccine and reduce any anxiety 
or distress they may experience: 
 
Explaining the process 
 
Anxiety can come from not knowing what is going to happen or when it is going to happen. When the 
time is right, explain the whole vaccination process, but keep it brief and simple to understand.  
 
If it assists the person you are supporting, you can show the person some or all of this video by 
Ashleigh Bloomfield that answers some of the questions about the vaccine. Hearing it from a 
prominent and respected person may help to reduce concerns: https://youtu.be/OItqq4mCZvo  
 
People First have developed three Easy Read resources for the Ministry of Health and Unite Against 
COVID that explain the vaccination process and what to expect before, during and after the 
vaccination event.  
 
 
You may want to share these with the person you are supporting: 
 
• Simplified Easy Read: Before getting your COVID-19 vaccine: 

https://covid19.govt.nz/assets/resources/accessible-information/easy-read/COVID-19-Before-
getting-the-COVID-19-vaccine-Simplified-Easy-Read.pdf  

 
• Simplified Easy Read: Getting your COVID-19 vaccine: 

https://covid19.govt.nz/assets/resources/accessible-information/easy-read/COVID-19-Getting-
your-COVID-19-vaccine-Simplified-Easy-Read.pdf  

 
• Simplified Easy Read: After your COVID-19 vaccine: 

https://covid19.govt.nz/assets/resources/accessible-information/easy-read/COVID-19-After-
your-COVID-19-vaccine-Simplified-Easy-Read.pdf  

 
Distraction 
 
Distractions can take your mind off worrying about an unpleasant event like an injection. There’s many 
types of distractions that can help with this. For example: 
 

• Electronic games/apps  
• Puzzles  
• A book 

https://youtu.be/OItqq4mCZvo
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• A TV show downloaded on a phone/iPad 
• Music  
• A favourite objects 
• A stress ball 
• Some preferred food/kai 

 
It may be useful to plan ahead of time what distractions you will make available on the day of the 
vaccination. Distractions can be used on the day in the lead up to the injection and potentially even 
as the injection is happening.  
 
Increasing Motivation 
 
You can increase a person's motivation to go through the vaccination process by offering an enjoyable 
activity once they have had the injection. Think about what brings a smile to the face of the person 
you care for or what they would find really fun to do after the vaccination. Talk to the person about 
what they’d most like to do and plan it together.  
 
It is important that you only introduce the idea of a motivator like this after the person has already 
consented to going through with the vaccination. Offering a motivator like this before the person 
consents to the process could be seen as being coercive i.e., you are using the motivator to convince 
the person to have the vaccination. Consent must be voluntarily given without undue influence from 
others. 
 
This “First / Then” tool included in this pack can help you make clear what will happen after the vaccine 
and can increase motivation. You can access this tool at: 
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-
Tools-First-Then.pdf 
 
 
Social Scripts 
 
Social scripts are a specific method used to support people to manage a particular situation, event or 
activity. The ‘stories’ include specific information about what to expect in that situation and why. It 
can be useful to read through social scripts several times prior to the event with the person you 
support so they have a good understanding of what to expect on the day they receive the vaccination.  
Reading the stories with them both in the lead up to the vaccination and while you are in the waiting 
room might be a helpful calming exercise. Included in this pack is a social script you can use for this 
purpose that can be accessed at: 
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-
Tools-Social-Script_May-2021.pdf 

 
There are more examples of social stories at the Happy Learner’s website at: 
https://happylearners.info/social-stories/injections.html  
 
Role Play 
 
Role play can be fun and gets people familiar with what is going to happen on the day of vaccination. 
Role play may reduce people’s anxiety as they become more familiar with the vaccination process. 
Included in this pack are guidelines around how to set up an effective role play. This includes what 

https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-Tools-First-Then.pdf
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-Tools-First-Then.pdf
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-Tools-Social-Script_May-2021.pdf
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-Tools-Social-Script_May-2021.pdf
https://happylearners.info/social-stories/injections.html


items you’ll need for the role play and step by step instructions on how to carry it out. These guidelines 
can be accessed at: 
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-
Tools-Covid-Vaccination-Role-Play-Steps_May-2021.pdf 

 
Professional Support 
 
If the person you are supporting has persistent and significant fear of receiving the vaccine, consider 
consulting a professional such as your GP. You can also contact Explore through their 0800 service. 
Explore’s network of over 170 behaviour specialists work with parents, whānau, caregivers and 
residential care providers to improve wellbeing and quality of life for disabled people. 
 
Explore’s specialists can provide immediate advice and support to assist the person you’re caring for 
better manage their anxiety and stress around the vaccine. To access this support call 0800 000 421 
any time Monday to Friday 9.00am – 5.00pm. 
 
Apps and programmes 
 
The Internet provides a number of resources for children in the form of apps and programmes that 
take them through the process of vaccination – introducing them to injections, needles and vaccines. 
Not all of these will be suitable for older disabled and/or autistic people. However, you may want to 
look at some of them in case they appeal in your situation.  
 
Here is a game that you may like to explore, to see if it could be used for the person you are caring 
for: 
 

Artificial Intelligence for Needle Anxiety Reduction  
 
(https://ainar.io/#:~:text=The%20AINAR%20game%20application%20makes,NOT%20contain%20i
mages%20of%20needles) 
 
This game for your phone helps you to control your needle fear. It uses state of the art technology 
sitting behind some simple puzzles. Using the camera on your phone, it looks at your facial 
expressions and you can learn how to control your own emotional and physical responses. 
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Staying calm on the day 
 
Having prepared the person as much as you can for their vaccination day, there are still things that on 
the day could lead to elevated anxiety and distress. If you are going to be with them during the 
vaccination, you should stay alert to what is happening to them and around them. The person you’re 
assisting should wear appropriate clothing – a short sleeved shirt is best so the vaccinator can reach 
the upper arm easily. 
 
Here we give you a few hints and tips on how you can support the person on the day of their 
vaccination. 
 
Creating a supportive environment 
 

• Who is giving the vaccine? You may be able to ask for a nurse or doctor who is already familiar 
to give the vaccine. 
 

• Who is supporting? You may want to get your vaccinations together as a whanau and be there 
to awhi each other. Having someone familiar there will assist the person to stay calm and 
more relaxed. This can be a whanau member, friend, or support worker. 
 

• Will it be busy? If you can’t select a location that is familiar you may want to see if you can 
book an appointment at the beginning or end of the day so there are less people around. 
 

• Will the location work? Some regions may offer the vaccination in other locations for people 
for whom a busy clinic environment will be a stressful experience.  

 
Preparing the centre staff 
 
You may want to find out some information about the centre when the vaccination is to take place or 
you could even contact them prior to the appointment to make sure things run smoothly. It may 
support the vaccination team to know that the person you care for may need some additional time to 
get them across the line. You may be able to book a double appointment to make sure that nobody 
feels rushed. 
 
Help the vaccinator and other staff understand the person you support 
 
Prepare the vaccinator for any concerns or difficulties they might encounter or have to work through 
with the person you care for. Let them know any specific needs the person has. 
 
One tool to support the interaction between the person and the vaccinator is a communication card. 
As well as providing some useful information that the vaccinator may need you can also include on 
this card some ideas around how best to work with the person e.g., If you’re asking me to do 
something please give me clear and specific instructions and give me extra time to respond. 



 

 
Included in this pack is a communication card template you can use for this purpose which can be 
accessed at: 
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-
What-To-Expect-On-The-Day.pdf  
 
 
 
What to expect on the day checklist 
 
As we’ve discussed it can be important that the person you’re caring for understands what’s 
happening on the day of the vaccine. A vaccination checklist reminds people what’s going to happen 
on the day. This can be reassuring and help the person know what to expect when they go in for the 
vaccine. Also, by checking off each action as it happens it helps to distract the person’s attention from 
getting the injection. Included in this pack is a “what to expect on the day checklist” you can use for 
this purpose which can be accessed at: 
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-
Tools-What-To-Expect-On-The-Day.pdf 

 
Distraction 
 
Previously, we talked about using books, games or music to distract the person and draw their 
attention away from the anxiety in the lead up to and during the injection. By focusing on something 
that is fun, engaging and interactive, it helps people to manage their strong emotions. Playing games 
or listening to music on a smartphone is an easy, effective tool for managing pain and distress, and 
most people have it right in their pocket! 
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Topical anaesthetics 
 
The person may benefit from some form of pain relief and there are a number available. The most 
common ones are topical anaesthetics. These creams help to numb the skin where the needle will be 
injected. Topical anaesthetics, for example, Emla™ or Ametop™ can be purchased over the counter 
from any pharmacy and come as a patch or in a tube. 
 
They typically need to be applied to the skin 30 to 60 minutes before the needle, so applying the 
numbing cream is often something that can be done at home. Check with your pharmacist about 
options for a topical anaesthetic and instructions on how to use it. 
 
Note that for some people, having the patch removed is like taking off a bandage, which can 
sometimes hurt. Instead, you can apply the numbing cream and wrap the area with cling wrap. 
 

Check ahead with the vaccinator where the shot will be injected to make sure that you apply the 
cream in the correct area. 

 
PRN medication 
 
The acronym PRN stands for pro re nata, which means that the administration of the medication is 
not scheduled. For example, some people may take PRN medication just before they know they are 
going into an anxiety provoking situation. If the person you support has prescribed PRN medication to 
support them with periods of high anxiety or distress, it may be worth checking with the prescriber 
about the appropriateness of using this on the day of vaccination 
 
Buzzy for pain relief 
 
BUZZY is a small vibrating bee with blue ice-pack wings. The vibration and ice help block sharp pain 
and provides distraction when giving injections or other medical procedures. This video tells you a bit 
about how the Buzzy works: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tHxi6dGSRfA 
 
In New Zealand, Buzzys can be purchased through a company called Moosebaby: 
https://www.moosebaby.co.nz/products/buzzy4shots-home-use-basic-kit  
 
Alternatively, you can do some deep massage on the area of the arm where the injection will occur 
just prior to the injection as this relaxes the muscle and reduces pain.   
 
   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tHxi6dGSRfA
https://www.moosebaby.co.nz/products/buzzy4shots-home-use-basic-kit


 
Relaxation exercises 
 
Teaching a simple breathing exercise can help to calm the senses and reduce feelings of anxiety.  They 
may also act as a distractor during the injection process. Included in this pack is a square breathing 
exercise that takes you through step-by-step how to use breathing to relax and calm that can be 
accessed at: 
https://www.healthcarenz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Explore-Vaccination-Guideline-
Tools-Square-Breathing-Exercise_May-2021.pdf 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What if the vaccination is refused on the day? 

 
Even when a person has consented to the vaccine ahead of time on the day they may refuse to go 
through with it. The person may communicate this to you verbally or may become anxious, distressed 
or even upset and angry during the vaccination process.  
 
Remember that people have the right to refuse or withdraw consent at any point. 
 
If this happens don’t feel you need to go through with the vaccine. Try calming the person, you’ll know 
how to do this, it may be by giving them space and time to calm down, it may be by providing 
reassurance and support or it may be by reminding them of the fun thing they get to do after the 
injection.  
 
If you’ve tried to calm the person down and they remain anxious or upset consider calling it a day. You 
can always try again another time.  
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Remaining calm after the first vaccine 
 
It’s done! Start by congratulating yourself and the person you’re supporting for going through with 
the vaccination. But remember, there’s the second vaccination to get as well. There may be anxiety 
connected with the lead up to having the second vaccination.  Preparing for the second vaccination in 
a similar way (as suggested above) will be helpful. 
 
Reinforce what went well 
 
Remembering and talking about what went well after the fact — even if it wasn’t perfect — helps to 
create a positive memory of the experience. The more positively the person recalls the experience the 
less stressful and less painful it is next time, whether that is the second COVID-19 vaccination or any 
other vaccination they may need. 
 
 
Reviewing and planning 
 
This is the time to review how things went and consider what worked well and what didn’t. Use this 
review to create a plan around how you will prepare this time for the next vaccination and what you 
will do on the day of the second vaccination. There may be strategies that you want to try again and 
there may be other strategies that you didn’t try that will be worth a go this time. 
 

Haere rā/Goodbye 
 
This resource introduced you to ideas and techniques to manage those people in your care who need 
additional support to get through the vaccination process with the least amount of anxiety and 
distress. You may think of other ways that work for you, and that’s amazing. There is no one way – we 
are all different. 
 


