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Supporting People with Disabilities
 to get a Vaccination

There are several ways that caregivers, family members, or staff can 
help prepare a person with a disability to go through the vaccination 
process. Nova Scotia Health respects the need and right for a person 
with a disability to accompany them to any health care visit, includ-
ing getting a vaccination (see Nova Scotia’s policy1 and Canada’s 
policy2).  The following information and visual guide will help prepare,      
encourage, and support a person with a disability to receive the  vac-
cination. Below is a list of considerations and strategies to draw from 
based on peoples’ preferences, abilities, and prior experiences. De-
ciding which strategies to use and when to use them should 
be made with the person receiving the vaccination and 
the people who know the person best.

We will cover considerations when preparing for the vaccination 
and strategies to use before, during, and after the vaccination, 
including a visual guide with the steps described by photos and 
answers to common questions about vaccination. Our hope is that 
when supporting people with disabilities, using some or all of these 
steps will reduce distress and make the vaccination process easier.

Some of the people we support may experience distress or fear 
about getting a vaccination. Past experiences, pain sensitivity, sen-
sory difficulties, or not understanding what is happening can add 
to that distress. When to begin preparing with a person will depend 
on their understanding of time and how much notice they need 
for any change or unfamiliar event. Knowing what to expect, the 
challenges, and how to overcome those challenges is key to prepar-
ing for anything new. We can’t do that if we don’t know what those         
challenges will be before encountering them.

1  Nova Scotia Health COVID-19 tool kit 
2 COVID-19 and people with disabilities in Canada
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Vaccination Appointment Day and Time
If possible, choose a day and time when the person is likely to be at their 
best. For example, the first appointment of the day or the first appointment 
after lunch may reduce their wait time, and the waiting room may be 
quieter and less busy. Consider daily routines. If Monday is usually a busy 
day with lots of transitions (e.g., back to school or work, adjusting after the 
weekend), consider another day. Some find it helpful to choose a day when 
there is something to look forward to after the appointment, like doing a fun 
activity or seeing a favourite friend.

Vaccination Environment
If and when possible, consider the environment where the vaccination will 
take place and how to make it more comfortable. Is it a familiar or unfamiliar 
setting? If the location is not familiar, explore whether it is possible to receive 
the vaccination in a more familiar environment. Or, before going, look on-
line or request pictures of the setting to increase familiarity. Find out if there 
will be sensory challenges in the environment (e.g., lighting or noises) and 
plan for additional supports to reduce those challenges (e.g., headphones 
or a hat with a brim for shade).

Familiar Support Person
The presence of a familiar person who is trusted and has a calming 
influence can make a big difference. It’s best if the person getting the 
vaccination chooses who they would like to go with them.

Pain and Distress Relief
Speak with your health care provider about pain and distress relieving 
options. Plan to used techniques that have proven effective for the 
individual in past times of pain and/or distress. Some people may 
benefit from using numbing cream or anti-anxiety medication, how-
ever, this should be discussed with a health care provider. After get-
ting the vaccine, some people say their arm hurts, or they may get 
a fever. The health care provider may recommend taking pain relief 
medication for a short time after the vaccination. If someone is experi-
encing pain after the vaccination, remind them that it is a sign their body 
is becoming a good fighter against COVID-19.
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Wear Comfortable Clothing and a Mask if You Can
Wear a t-shirt or short sleeve shirt to allow for easy access to the upper arm 
where the vaccine is administered. Bring a sweater just in case the room is 
chilly.

Although wearing a mask is recommended, there are exemptions for 
people with cognitive or developmental disabilities. If anyone disputes 
a person’s right to access health services because they choose not to 
wear a mask, you can find the Public Health1 exemption on their website. 
https://novascotia.ca/coronavirus/masks

Plan for Calming and Distracting Strategies
Identify strategies that may help to calm or distract before, during, and 
after the vaccination. Before the vaccination appointment, choose cap-
tivating activities to take with you that will be relaxing and distracting. 
Well-loved activities and treats can help pass the time, reduce anxiety, 
and act as a distraction during the vaccination. Take a favourite movie to 
watch, hold a favourite object, listen to music with headphones, use a stress 
ball or a fidget toy, and practice deep breathing. A support person sitting 
on the opposite side to the injection site, providing a favourite food treat, 
can be a potent distraction during the vaccination and a well-earned 
reward when it is over.

Motivate by Finding Something to 
Look Forward to After the Vaccination
Having something to look forward to after the vaccination can help a lot. 
Encourage the person you support to choose something special like a 
favourite food, treat, or activity. Focusing on this special treat during the 
vaccination process can act as both a motivator and distraction.

Reduce the Unknown
Not knowing what to expect during and after the vaccination can create 
unnecessary distress. Explaining what to expect and answering questions or 
concerns are key ways to reduce the unknown and build confidence as a 
calming strategy and as a reminder of what is happening now and what is 
happening next. After the vaccination, it can be useful to debrief, de-stress, 
or just show others how brave and successful they were at getting their 
vaccination.

1 Public Health
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Putting it all together into a Visual Guide
After considering the right day and time, the environment, the best support person, pain 
and distress relief, calming strategies, and motivators, it helps to put it all together into a 
visual guide. Using a visual guide explains and shows what will happen before, during, 
and after the vaccination.  It can be used during the vaccination by showing the steps 
and after, when talking about any pain (e.g., a sore arm).

While a visual guide describes the vaccination process, some people may have questions 
about the vaccine itself and may want more information before deciding whether to get 
it. The following is a plain language guide to answering some commonly asked questions 
about the vaccine and the vaccination process.

HERE ARE SOME ANSWERS TO COMMONLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What is the COVID-19 vaccine?
COVID-19 is a virus that has made a lot of people very sick. Vaccines help to prevent you from 
getting sick.

Should I get the vaccine?
You can choose to get the vaccine. You can say yes or no or ask for help to choose. If you 
say no, you could catch COVID-19 and get very sick. If you say yes, getting the vaccine will 
prevent you from getting very sick. It will teach your body how to fight the COVID-19 virus.

Will the vaccine hurt?
Some people worry that the vaccine will hurt. It helps a lot more than it hurts. When the vac-
cine goes into your arm you will feel a quick pinch. After getting the vaccine, some people 
say their arm hurts in the place where it went in. The hurt goes away.

Some people get a fever. The fever goes away. Just remember, after getting the vaccine, 
your body will be a good fighter against COVID-19.

What do I need to do to get the vaccine?
We have made a story with pictures about what to do before you get the vaccine. To help 
you when you get the vaccine. And to help you after you get the vaccine.

How do I use this story?
You can read this story with someone you trust, your family, or staff that help you. You can 
practice the steps to be ready for your vaccination. And you can take this story with you 
when you go to get your vaccine.



When you get your 
vaccine, you can take a 

support person you trust.

COVID can make you very sick.  
Vaccines can help keep you 

healthy.

If it makes you feel more 
comfortable, you can wear 

a headset or bring some-
thing that calms you.

Wear a T-shirt so your arm
 is easy for the health worker

to get to.

Created by Preparing for your 
COVID-19 Vaccination
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Think of something fun 
you might like to do after 

your vaccine.

You might have to show your 
health card, so be sure to 

have it with you.

You will talk to a person
 to register when 

you get there.

Wear a mask if you can, and 
when you arrive, sanitize 

your hands.

Getting your 
COVID-19 Vaccination

http://www.inclusionns.ca


Created by

InclusionNS.ca

8

When it’s your turn, the health-
worker will clean off your arm. 

It might smell funny and 
feel cold.

After you register you 
might have to wait until 

it’s your turn.

Count to five and it 
will be over.

The health worker will use a 
needle to put the vaccine in 

your arm. It might pinch a little, 
but it will be over quickly.

http://www.inclusionns.ca
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You will have to stay in the wait-
ing room to make sure you feel 

OK. The health worker will tell 
you when it’s time to go home.

When the health worker is fin-
ished they will put a bandaid 

on your arm.

Your arm might feel achey for 
a few days. That’s okay. You 
will feel much better soon.

The health worker will tell you 
if you should come back for a 

second vaccination.

After your 
COVID-19 Vaccination

http://www.inclusionns.ca
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