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COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy has been well documented, but one cause for hesitancy, fear of needles,
has often gone overlooked. Needle phobia (trypanophobia) is common in both children and adults
(McLenon & Rogers, 2019; Taddio et al., 2012), and estimates suggest that 11.5 to 66 million (~20%) of
Americans experience needle fear (Love & Love, 2012). Fear of needles can result in distress and adverse
symptoms, and those with a needle phobia often avoid vaccinations (McLenon & Rogers, 2019). This
poses challenges for preventative care and public health.
Given the important role of vaccinations in stopping the spread of COVID-19, finding ways to support
those with needle fear during vaccination is vital. Music therapists have a long history of providing
procedural support during medical procedures (Noguchi, 2006; Yinger & Gooding, 2015; Yinger, 2016).
What is Procedural Support?
Procedural support involves the use of music interventions by a board certified music therapist to
decrease distress (e.g., pain and anxiety) and promote coping during medical procedures (Beer & Lee,
2017; Ghetti, 2012; Millet & Gooding, 2018). Music therapy-based procedural support has been used
with a wide variety of procedures, including needle-based procedures (Birnie et al., 2015). Music
therapists use interactive and receptive music interventions (Beer & Lee, 2017; Millet & Gooding, 2018)
based on a range of cognitive and behavioral strategies such as distraction, breathing, positioning,
modeling, and relaxation (Birnie et al., 2015; Croke, 2021), or integrating strategies such as focusing on
the breath or imagery (Beer & Lee, 2017).
Who Can Help?
Board Certified Music Therapists can provide live, interactive musical engagement for individuals who
need more intensive support. For those who require less support, caregivers, nurses, or other
healthcare professionals providing the injections can also incorporate techniques such as singing to/with
patients or using other music resources to direct the patient’s attention. The patient can even help
themselves with a little preparation by creating their own personal vaccination music plan. This is true
for both adults and children, depending on their developmental level.
Why Work with a Music Therapist?
While evidence in support of music-based interventions among patients spans all age cohorts,
consistent evidence is found for music-based distraction techniques, especially among youth (Birnie et
al., 2015; Birnie et al., 2018; Klassen et al., 2008; Yinger & Gooding, 2015). Support includes:
• Live, music-based procedural support provided by music therapists before, during, and just after
vaccinations allows for continual adjustment of the music and interaction as part of a reflexive
process to positively influence outcomes including pain, anxiety, fear, and attention (Ghetti,
2012). This can be especially helpful among individuals with needle phobia, autism, or other
support needs.
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•
•
•

Live music appears to have a greater impact on outcomes (Beer & Lee, 2017) but recorded
music and simple music-based techniques can also be very helpful.
Songs can help meet psychoeducation objectives where children learn more about important
topics including normalizing thoughts and feelings around vaccinations and health procedures.
Music therapists can provide consultations with parents in advance of vaccinations to prepare
children and tailor a developmentally appropriate vaccination music plan.

Given the demand for vaccinations in youth at this point in the pandemic, it is suggested that the
credentialed music therapist also be called upon in a consulting role to assess with providers the best
way to meet the needs of youth undergoing vaccination and to triage procedural support music therapy
services. This may include:
• Pre-vaccination youth education and preparation using music in classrooms working with
teachers, aides, and school nurses,
• Caregiver consultations and in-service with health providers,
• Music therapists participating with the healthcare team at larger vaccination pop-up clinics and
centralized vaccination sites, and
• Parent or provider referral for disabled youth and children with acute vaccine avoidance and
stress.
How Can You Find a Music Therapist?
•
•

•

If you are a community member, talk to your healthcare provider for help connecting with a
music therapist.
The American Music Therapy Association (AMTA) can provide more information on procedural
support music therapy or help you connect with a music therapist. For more information visit
www.musictherapy.org and AMTA’s COVID-specific music therapy information may be found at
https://www.musictherapy.org/about/covid19_resources/
Community members and healthcare providers can search for a music therapist at the
Certification Board for Music Therapists
https://my.cbmt.org/cbmtssa/f?p=CRTSSA:17800:5319440260797:::17800::

If Access to a Board Certified Music Therapist Is Unavailable, How Can You Use Music to Help
Individuals Through Vaccinations?
Depending on resources available, a range of strategies from receptive listening to developmentally
appropriate music to live, interactive music-making can help. Some possibilities include (a) reading
music books, singing, and music listening [ages birth-3], (b) music listening, interactive music making,
and audio books with music [ages 3-12], and (c) music listening, talking about music, breathing
exercises, or watching music videos [ages 12+].
What Music Works Best?
Knowing an individual’s preference is important. Select music the individual enjoys and use strategies
designed to get them interacting with the music. Similarly, choice and a sense of control are important.
Some individuals prefer to approach the vaccination (e.g., seek info or monitor events), while others
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prefer to avoid it (divert their attention away). Music-based techniques should promote a sense of
control and facilitate each individual’s preferences.
Music for young children should be developmentally appropriate, and musical preferences should be
considered for all age groups. Keep in mind that personal music selections may not necessarily align with
those of providers or caregivers. If the patient is old enough to engage independently with music, it may
be helpful for them to create a personal play list reserved specifically for their needle stick procedures.
Explore Online Music
In addition to reducing stress during vaccination, music can also be used to convey information related
to the vaccine and the vaccination process. Check out these videos of songs to help children and adults
better understand the importance of vaccination.
• “Cootie Shot” Pierce Freelon: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xe9F8KReGtg
• “My Shot” Vax’n 8: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-YiZW2sfurk
• “Hit me with your best shot” song parody by Tallahassee Memorial Hospital Music Therapy
team: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UrBGUt49HrU
• “Community Immunity” from Hip Hop Public Health:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oH6dCTtgxbY
• "Just a Vaccine" - School House Rock Parody by SOMCPortsmouth:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiXDWFBiJ7I
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