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Learn how the CARD system 
minimizes needle procedure 
anxiety and pain so everyone 
wins

Today’s agenda:

1. Describe how the CARD system minimizes needle 

procedure-related fear and pain

2. Differentiate how the CARD system differs from 

traditional healthcare provider-led approaches for 

pediatric procedural pain management

3. Evaluate current approaches and how the CARD 

system can be incorporated into your healthcare 

setting



What is the CARD system?

• Needle pain and fear are the primary concerns for children during 

hospital visits

• CARDTM (Comfort, Ask, Relax, Distract) is the most 

comprehensive evidence-based system for reducing patient fear and 

pain. It operationalizes all components of the clinical practice guideline 

on pain management during needle procedures and considers all 

stakeholders (patients, parents, staff)!

• CARD was demonstrated to reduce symptoms when integrated into 

routine vaccinations undertaken at school, mass vaccination clinics, and 

community pharmacies, but had not been implemented in a hospital 

setting, until very recently in Nuclear Medicine at SickKids!
C – Comfort

A – Ask

R – Relax

D – Distract



The CARD framework

Taddio et al. (2019)
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• ‘Systems level’ approach

• Targets all stakeholders involved (patients Family 
Caregivers and providers)

• Turns the evidence into ‘action’ and uses a user-
friendly and intuitive tool

• Each stakeholder “plays their CARDs”

• Interventions implemented “ahead of time” and “on 
needle procedure day”

https://doi.org/10.1093/pch/pxz025


Funding & support for the CARD QI 
project 

Partners:
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A little bit about Nuclear Medicine!

• A specialized area of radiology that uses very 
small amounts of radioactive materials 
(radiopharmaceuticals) to examine organ 
function and structure

• Valuable tool in the diagnosis and treatment of a 
variety of illnesses and medical conditions.

• The majority of the exams require venipuncture 
or intravenous cannulation to deliver the 
radiopharmaceuticals

• In-patients and ambulatory, infants to age 20

• 10 Nuclear Medicine Technologists open 
to adopting a new framework to improve the 
needle procedure experience for patients, 
families and themselves as staff.



• A small team with an existing pain management program, Medical Directive for 

pharmacological strategies and adjuvants, multi-modal approach, pain assessment

• The CARD Quality Improvement Project received departmental approval in May, 

then the SickKids Quality Management Department approval in July 2022.

Objectives:

1) Improve patient experience

2) Reduce patient fear

• Multidisciplinary, interprofessional team including:

CARD implementation experts, Nuclear Medicine Technologists, Nurses, Child Life 

Specialists, Interprofessional Education Specialists, Clinical Instructor, Vascular 

Access Team, DIR Leadership, Child Psychologists, Nuclear Medicine Physicians, 

Quality Improvement Advisors

• Co-leads Dr. Anna Taddio and Mandy Kohli

C – Comfort

A – Ask

R – Relax

D – Distract

A little bit about how CARD came to 
Nuclear Medicine!



4E Model

What…

• Minimize fear cues

• Distractions and other coping 

interventions

• Space for support person with 

seating

• Privacy

Who…

• Providers/staff

• Patients/families

When…

• On appointment day

• Ahead of time (booking)  

How…

• Coping-promoting behaviours

• Assess symptoms (fear, pain, 

dizziness)

• Invite participation, answer 

questions

• Support CARD (coping) 

choices

• Procedure technique 

(minimizing injection pain)

Who…

• Patient/family surveys

• Staff surveys

How…

• Quality improvement 

methodology (iterative)

CARD domains/components



CARD in action!
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Education

• Educate staff

• Patient and family 
learn about the 
CARD system 
prior to arrival or 
on appointment 
day

Engagement and 
Environment

• CARD Checklist 
completed by the 
patient

• Reviewed and 
supported during 
the needle 
procedure

Facilitators

• CARD 
communication 
resource

• Distraction carts

• Buzzy

• Environmental 
considerations 
and 
improvements

Evaluation

• Pain and fear 
assessment 
completed

• Patient and family 
experience survey 
completed

• Weekly CARD 
staff debriefs



CARD education

✓ Pre-implementation education 

session for staff

✓ Frequent meetings with the project 

team

✓ Hardcopy and electronic CARD 

education resources

✓ Daily/weekly staff debriefs

✓ Staff surveys

✓ Partnering with Child Life to create 

a communication resource for 

needle procedures

✓ CARD bulletins

✓ Provide education to 

patient and family on or 

ideally before 

appointment day:

✓ CARD education 

pamphlets

✓ CARD game

✓ CARD posters

✓ CARD Activity 

carts with 

distraction items

✓ CARD Checklist

✓ CARD t-shirts!



CARD 
evaluation

Evaluation using Quality improvement 
methodology (iterative):

•Assess patient fear and pain

•Ask stakeholders what they liked and 
what can be done better

Who…

✓ Patient/family surveys

✓ Staff surveys



CARD environment



CARD 
environment

✓ Minimize fear cues

✓ Distractions and other coping interventions (introduction of new iPad 
stand, stickers on injection trays, posters on doors and in procedure 
rooms)

✓ Space for a support person with seating

✓ Privacy



CARD 
environment 

✓ Posters displayed in second-floor DIR waiting rooms in May, 
2023

✓ Minimize fear cues and provide distraction as posters can give 
patients and families something to look at and do while they are 
waiting so they do not get more afraid.

2nd floor DIR waiting room Nuclear Medicine waiting room



CARD 
environment- 
expanding into DIR!

✓ Posters displayed in Ultrasound waiting rooms in May 2023

✓ Minimize fear cues and provide distraction as posters can give 
patients and families something to look at and do while they are 
waiting so they do not get more afraid.

Ultrasound waiting room



CARD 
environment

Nuclear Medicine Team involved in furniture 
selection to minimize fear cues and promote ergonomic 
support for NM Technologist during needle procedures



Coping-promoting behaviours

✓ Assess symptoms (fear, pain, dizziness)

✓ Invite participation, answer questions

✓ Support CARD (coping) choices

✓ Procedure technique

CARD engagement



Invite patient participation in their needle procedures by 
providing them with education about available and 
evidence-based coping strategies and allowing self-
selection of coping strategies according to needs and 
preferences.

Topical anesthetics temporarily block transmission of pain 

signals in nerves and can reduce pain sensation from needle 

procedures by 40-50%.

Patients who are fearful of needles are more likely to want 

to use topical anesthetics. These medicines may also help 

patients feel more confident in their ability to cope – this is 

important too!

CARD engagement



Invite patient participation in their needle procedures 
by providing them with education about available 
and evidence-based coping strategies and allowing 
self-selection of coping strategies according to needs 
and preferences.

• Using topical anesthetics is part of the hospital’s 

commitment to the Comfort Promise initiative and mission 

to provide patient and family-centred care.

• Inviting patients to participate in their care by self-

selecting their preferred coping strategies is part of using the 

CARD checklist.

CARD engagement



CARD 
engagement

✓ Minimize fear cues

✓ Distractions and other 
coping interventions 
(introduction of new 
iPad stand, stickers on 
injection trays, posters 
in procedure rooms)

✓ Space for support 
person with seating

✓ Privacy



CARD engagement
✓ Minimize fear cues

✓ Distractions and other coping interventions (introduction of new stickers 
on injection trays)

Before After After implementation, suggestion made 

to refine to have sticker facing patient vs 
NM Tech!



Interprofessional 
communication 
resource for needle 
procedures!

CARD Communication 
Resource

https://sickkidsca.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/NuclearMedicineWorkspace/ESTEUPWqStlMkCdkY0MLLIwBADW_Aq9LJdDgH4gR5oe0Dw?e=wkLKT0
https://sickkidsca.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/NuclearMedicineWorkspace/ESTEUPWqStlMkCdkY0MLLIwBADW_Aq9LJdDgH4gR5oe0Dw?e=wkLKT0


Let’s talk a little bit more about…



The CARD 
Checklist!





Interprofessional collaboration to keep the 
child at the centre of their care

• Some patients who are seen in Nuclear Medicine will also have needle 
procedures in other areas of SickKids

• We want patients and families to feel empowered to use their preferred 
coping strategies for needle procedures

• Awareness of CARD will facilitate this (even if you are not using the CARD 
system in your area at this time….)

• Example: vascular access team met with them……For continuity of care, 
when we call for IV insertions, the Nuclear Medicine Team would like to 
provide handover to your team about the completed CARD Checklist by:

1. Adding a comment in Vocera such as "CARD Checklist will be reviewed 
with the Vascular Access Team upon arrival to Nuclear Medicine"

2. Once the Vascular Access team arrives, the Nuclear Medicine Technologist 
will review the checklist to communicate and affirm the child's coping 
strategies prior to bringing the patient into the room.
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Distraction Carts- the why, the where, the 
when, the how and the who!

• Why- Distraction carts reduce fear cues by making the 
environment more child friendly Patients do not know 
what they are not aware of.

• Where- Ensure the Distraction cart is within arms 
reach and at eye level (as much as possible) for the 
patient.

• When- When a patient enters the procedure/imaging 
room, before, during and after the needle procedure.

• Especially important if the patient indicated “use a 
distraction item from the hospital” on the CARD 
Checklist.

• How- Invite patients to use the items on the 
distraction cart!  This signifies this is a safe environment 
that cares about kids.

• Who- In order to provide equitable care, distraction 
items must be offered to each patient.

Before After



Buzzy Bee!

• We have found Buzzy to be an exceptionally helpful 
distraction tool during needle procedures and have received 
very positive feedback from patients and families.

• Buzzy is simple and quick to implement.

• Can help families feel involved in their child's care.

• Is a tool that families can use independently outside of the 
hospital setting.
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The CARD game!

The CARD game educates patients about coping 

strategies they can use. It also includes distraction 

games patients can play before and during 

procedures!

Patients are often unprepared for needle procedures and 

often do not know how to cope. Also, waiting times can 

lead to increased fear and anxiety for patients.

The CARD game educates and prepares patients about 

available coping options. Younger children can play 

with their parents.

The CARD game includes distraction activities patients 

can use before and during procedures



CARD game for children 5-12 years

• Characters introduce CARD and then 
educate players about coping strategies 
in the different letter categories. 

• Minigames (e.g., breathing game) are 
embedded for practice and 
reinforcement of learning. Players then 
play a variety of minigames in the 
arcade (e.g., line matching). 
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The CARD game!

The CARD game educates patients about coping 

strategies they can use. It also includes distraction 

games patients can play before and during 

procedures!

The CARD game contains 

an educational component 

and a distraction 

component.

Fun fact: Did you know 

that some of Nuclear 

Medicine’s very own staff 

are featured as voice actors 

in the CARD game?



Feedback from patients

"It's important to give kids 

choice I feel really good. 

Been in situations without 

choice, I felt scared, I 

let it happen but 

I wasn't ready."

"It's nice to know a new 

thing is in place for this 

procedure. I liked the 

numbing cream, and I liked 

talking to Dad"

"The people - they 

explained everything and 

made me feel more calm, 

helped that they knew what 

I wanted in advance."



Feedback from Family Caregivers

"The numbing cream and 

directing conversation. Nice 

program! Glad to see it being 

developed. Nice conversation 

around and I felt like my son was 

having a learning experience too, 

especially through the conversations"

"My child has had many 

needles. Today is the most 

support-the most emotional 

support I have ever felt"
"I liked that they asked if 

my child wanted to hold 

my hand"



What…

• Minimize fear cues

• Distractions and other coping 

interventions

• Space for support person with 

seating

• Privacy

Who…

• Providers/staff

• Patients/families

When…

• On appointment day

• Ahead of time (booking)  

How…

• Coping-promoting behaviours

• Assess symptoms (fear, pain, 

dizziness)

• Invite participation, answer 

questions

• Support CARD (coping) 

choices

• Procedure technique

Who…

• Patient/family surveys

• Staff surveys

How…

• Quality improvement 

methodology (iterative)

CARD



Environment

✓ Minimize fear cues (hiding needles, child-friendly injection 

trays)

✓ Distractions and other coping interventions

✓ Space for support person with seating

✓ Privacy without interruptions

BEFORE (Healthcare Provider led)
Pre-CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine

AFTER (Child-led)
Post- CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine

Environment

• Minimize fear cues (hiding needles, child-friendly injection 

trays)

• Distractions and other coping interventions

✓ Space for support person with seating

✓ Privacy without interruptions

Orange- variable

Green-occurred/occurs

Red- Never

Environment



Engagement

✓ Assess symptoms (pain, fear, dizziness)

✓ Invitation to participate in care (CARD Checklist=>equitable)

✓ Answer questions

✓ Support CARD (coping) choices

✓ Procedure technique (sitting)

✓ Collaboration with Child Life (Proactive)

✓ Patient and parent/caregiver surveys

Engagement

• Assess symptoms (pain, fear, dizziness)

• Invitation to participate in care (provider-led=>vapocoolant)

✓ Answer questions

✓ Support (coping) choices

✓ Procedure technique (sitting)

• Collaboration with Child Life (Reactive)

• Patient and parent/caregiver surveys

Orange- variable

Green-occurred/occurs

Red-Never

Engagement

BEFORE (Healthcare Provider led)
Pre-CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine

AFTER (Child-led)
Post- CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine



Education

✓ ALL Providers/staff (CARD training, meetings, staff 

debriefs, communication resources)

✓ Patients/families (CARD game, CARD checklist, posters, 

CARD t-shirts)

When…

✓ On appointment day

• Ahead of time (booking) - Trying!

Education

• Providers/staff (procedure-related, pain management, 

Comfort Promise principles)

• Patients/families (Comfort Promise bundle elements)

When…

• On appointment day

• Ahead of time (booking)  

Orange- variable

Green-occurred/occurs

Red- Never

Education

BEFORE (Healthcare Provider led)
Pre-CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine

AFTER (Child-led)
Post- CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine



Evaluation

✓ Patient and parent/caregiver surveys

✓ Staff surveys

How…

✓ Quality improvement methodology (iterative)

Evaluation

• Patient and parent/caregiver surveys

• Staff surveys

How…

• Quality improvement methodology (iterative)

Orange-variable

Green-occurred/occurs

Red- Never

Evaluation

BEFORE (Healthcare Provider led)
Pre-CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine

AFTER (Child-led)
Post- CARD Implementation in Nuclear Medicine
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SickKids CARD video (2).mp4

https://sickkidsca-my.sharepoint.com/:v:/r/personal/mandy_kohli_sickkids_ca/Documents/CARD/SickKids%20CARD%20video%20(2).mp4?csf=1&web=1&nav=eyJyZWZlcnJhbEluZm8iOnsicmVmZXJyYWxBcHAiOiJPbmVEcml2ZUZvckJ1c2luZXNzIiwicmVmZXJyYWxBcHBQbGF0Zm9ybSI6IldlYiIsInJlZmVycmFsTW9kZSI6InZpZXciLCJyZWZlcnJhbFZpZXciOiJNeUZpbGVzTGlua0RpcmVjdCJ9fQ&e=mcLUiC


Let's reflect on how you can play your CARDS to improve 
the needle procedure experience in your clinical practice!



What…

• Minimize fear cues

• Distractions and other coping 

interventions

• Space for support person with 

seating

• Privacy

Who…

• Providers/staff

• Patients/families

When…

• On appointment day

• Ahead of time (booking)  

How…

• Coping-promoting behaviours

• Assess symptoms (fear, pain, 

dizziness)

• Invite participation, answer 

questions

• Support CARD (coping) 

choices

• Procedure technique

Who…

• Patient/family surveys

• Staff surveys

How…

• Quality improvement 

methodology (iterative)

Let's reflect on how you can play your CARDS to improve 
the needle procedure experience in your clinical practice!



Thank you!

We hope you are as excited to play your CARDs as we are!
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Any questions??
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Please connect with us anytime!

Victoria Gudzak, PhD Candidate, 

Project Coordinator

Email: victoria.gudzak@mail.utoronto.ca    

    and victoria.gudzak@sickkids.ca 

Mandy Kohli, Clinical Instructor, Diagnostic and Interventional 

Radiology

Email: mandy.kohli@sickkids.ca

Anna Taddio, Sr. Associate Scientist, Child Health Evaluative 

Sciences

Email: anna.taddio@utoronto.ca 

 and anna.taddio@sickkids.ca

Dana Kondo, Child Life Specialist, Diagnostic and 

Interventional Radiology

Email: dana.kondo@sickkids.ca

mailto:victoria.gudzak@mail.utoronto.ca
mailto:victoria.gudzak@sickkids.ca
mailto:mandy.kohli@sickkids.ca
mailto:anna.taddio@utoronto.ca
mailto:anna.taddio@sickkids.ca
mailto:dana.kondo@sickkids.ca
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