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medications 

Today’s technology takes much of the sting 
out of injections. Learn how selecting the right 
needle length and thickness for you can result 
in a practically painless shot every time.

by Hope S. Warshaw, R.D., CDE

    f the thought of an injection of   
 insulin or another blood glucose-  
 lowering medication conjures 
memories of huge vaccination 
needles, it’s no wonder you’re 
nervous about shots. Take comfort—
today’s insulin syringe needles  
and pen needles are designed  
to be as pain-free as possible.

People who find out they need 
to take insulin or other injectable 
medications often picture the 
oversize syringes of their nightmares, 
says Terri Ryan, R.D., CDE, a diabetes 
educator in Hawaii who’s had  
type 1 diabetes for 17 years.

“Once most people take that  
first insulin injection, they dispel 
the big-long-needle image and can’t 
believe they’ve delayed the inevitable 
so long,” Ryan says. “I encourage 
people to just do it. It hurts less than 
accidentally pricking yourself with a 

sewing needle.” Here’s what to know 
about choosing the most comfortable 
syringe or pen needle for you:

 
New-and-improved needles
Today’s needles are thinner and 
shorter, says Julie Arel, marketing 
manager for insulin delivery at  

Can-Am Care, a distributor of 
pen needles. A special polishing 
procedure done with an electrical 
current removes rough edges, and 
special lubricants help the needle 
glide easily through the skin,  
Arel says.

Insulin syringes come with the 
needle attached and in different 
lengths, gauges (thickness), and 
barrel sizes (where the insulin is 
held). When it comes to gauge, a 
higher number means a thinner 
needle—a 31-gauge needle is  
thinner than a 28-gauge needle. 

Pen needles, which attach to 
prefilled or reusable insulin pens, are 
purchased separately and placed on 
the end of the pen before use. Most 
pen needles are labeled “universal,” 
meaning they fit on various pens for 
insulin and other medicines, such as 
exenatide (Byetta) and pramlintide 
(Symlin). Can-Am’s Clickfine needles 
snap on rather than screw on, giving 
you audible notice that the needle  
is properly attached. 

Right-size your needles
The most commonly used needle is 
the 5⁄16-inch-long 31 gauge, Arel says, 
but one size doesn’t fit all. How do 
you determine the best fit for you? 

“Unfortunately, most people don’t 
receive specific recommendations on 
needle length or gauge,” Ryan says. 
“Prescriptions are written for ‘insulin 

I

Smaller than you think

If your experience 
with injections 
is limited to 
vaccinations, see 
how small an insulin 
syringe needle is  
in comparison with 
a flu shot. insulin
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syringes,’ and you get what’s on the 
pharmacy shelf.” 

Test-drive a few needle sizes (your 
health-care provider may be able to 
provide samples) to see what feels 
best in terms of comfort and control. 
“Most people find shorter and finer 
needles, such as the 31-gauge  
5⁄16 inch or shorter, avoid pain and 
allow you to finally make friends 
with your injections,” Ryan says.

Some overweight people are told 
they need longer needles, but that 
isn’t always true, says Mary Pat 
Lorman, R.N., CDE, a family nurse 
practitioner and diabetes educator 
at the Dayton VA Medical Center 
in Ohio. “Our institution moved to 
using shorter needles (from 1⁄2 inch 
to 1⁄4 inch) for everyone and helped 
some people achieve better blood 
glucose control,” Lorman says. The 
practitioners conjectured that  
longer needles might have been 
going into the muscle rather than  
the fat layer under the skin, which is 
only 1.5–3 millimeters deep, she says.

But a thinner needle is not  
always better. People with manual 
dexterity issues or who take large 
doses may prefer a 28- or 29-gauge 
needle because it’s more rigid, aiding 
control as you insert the needle and 
depress the plunger.

Most states require a prescription 
for syringes and pen needles. Your 
health-insurance plan should cover 
the costs. 

Choosing needles

The majority of syringe and pen needles, available in similar gauges 
and lengths, are from three companies: BD, Can-Am Care, and Novo 
Nordisk. A higher gauge number means a finer needle. 

LengthGauge

Syringe needles

28 or 29

30

31

1⁄2 inch (12.7 mm)

5⁄16 inch (8 mm)  
and 1⁄2 inch (12.7 mm)

5⁄16 inch (8 mm)

Pen needles

LengthGauge

29

30

31

32

1⁄2 inch (12.7 mm)

5⁄16 inch (8 mm)

3⁄16 inch (5 mm),  
1⁄4 inch (6 mm), and  
5⁄16 inch (8 mm)

 1⁄4 inch (6 mm)
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An appointment with a diabetes  
educator is the best way to learn  
to give a less-ouch injection.  
See how-to photos: diabeticlivingonline 
.com/how-to-inject-insulin
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Syringe capacity

Because insulin doses vary, make sure your syringe has enough room 
to increase your dose. Choose the smallest syringe that can hold the 
largest dose of insulin you take plus 10 units. 

Use this size syringe:If your insulin dose is:

Syringe needles

Up to 20 units and you 
take insulin in half-unit 
increments

Up to 20 units

21 to 40 units

41 to 90 units

3⁄10 cc (30 units) with half-unit 
markings

3⁄10 cc (30 units) with whole-unit 
markings

1⁄2 cc (50 units)

1 cc (100 units)

Consider a pen

Pens are an alternative  
to syringes. 

Most insulins (and other 
blood glucose-lowering 
injectables) are available 
in pens. There are two pen 
types: reusable pens that 
hold medication cartridges 
and prefilled pens that you 
discard when empty. A 
pen needle is attached to 
either type of pen. If you 
take long- and rapid-acting 
insulins that should not be 
mixed, you’ll need two pens 
and two injections (the 
same is true for syringes).

Pen pluses
◆ Easy to carry.
◆ Ready to dial up and dose.
◆ Precise dose measurement. 
◆ Some pens can deliver in 

half-unit increments and 
have a memory bank of 
past doses. 

Pen minuses
◆ Higher cost. Some health 

plans don’t cover pens.
◆ You must check the gauge 

to know the dose has 
delivered because  
there’s no empty  
barrel to visually  
inspect.

Common questions

Can I reuse syringes?
Manufacturers recommend using a syringe or pen needle 
only once, but many diabetes educators say needles can be 
reused (by the same person only) with proper caution, care, 
and hygiene—simply recap the needle and store at room 
temperature. But beware: Needles can become dull with 
repeated use (don’t store on pen; remove needle to avoid 
leaks), the markings on syringes can rub off, and reuse can 
put you at slight risk for infection. Insulin residue can remain 
in syringes and needles; long-acting (basal) and rapid-acting 
(bolus or mealtime) insulins should not be mixed.

Can I put syringes in the trash?
When it’s time to discard your syringes or pen needles, 
known as sharps, never throw them in the trash or down the 
toilet. Check your city’s guidelines on needle disposal. If there 
are no specific rules, put used syringes, pen needles, and 
lancets in an official sharps container, such as the BD Sharps 
Disposal by Mail system. Or put used needles in an empty 
rigid plastic bleach or laundry detergent bottle with  
a screw-on lid and take it to a collection site,  
such as a pharmacy, hospital, or household  
hazardous waste drop-off site. To learn  
more, visit safeneedledisposal.org.


