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Managing insulin 
administration in  
the community
As our population ages, the number of older people with diabetes is rising rapidly. 
Many ot them have other conditions that make self-management difficult.  
As a result, an increasing number of people with diabetes rely on community 
healthcare staff to administer their insulin injections. Pav Kalsi, Senior Clinical 
Advisor at Diabetes UK, and Beth Stout, Senior Healthcare Engagement Officer, 
consider how the task of insulin administration can be safely delegated  
to a non-registered practitioner

Older people with diabetes often have co-morbidities and/
or physical and cognitive impairments, such as dementia, 
arthritis, impaired sight and tremors that make self-
management difficult. As a result, specialist diabetes 
nursing staff are facing increasing caseloads and report 
coming under pressure to delegate responsibility for  
insulin administration to non-registered practitioners.

Insulin is a high-risk medicine that may cause severe 
patient harm or death when given incorrectly, yet errors in 
administration by clinical staff are common1. Administering 
insulin injections requires both a sound knowledge of 
diabetes, including understanding the effect of food  
and physical activity on blood glucose levels, and the 
appropriate practical skills to administer injections safely 
and correctly using an insulin syringe or pen. Common 
reasons for insulin administration errors include:
• insufficient training in the use of insulin
• time pressures
• miscommunication between healthcare professionals
• a shortage of appropriately trained staff.

Many diabetes specialist nurses report concerns about  
the competence of non-specialist nursing staff and 
non-registered staff to administer insulin, as well as  
their own accountability for errors by non-registered 
practitioners. In response to these concerns, Diabetes UK 
has developed How To: Manage Insulin Administration in  
the Community2. This is a practical guide to managing  
the insulin administration caseload in the most effective 
way and, where necessary, implementing a safe and 
effective insulin delegation programme.

What is insulin delegation? 
Insulin delegation is the process by which a registered 
nurse allocates the task of insulin administration to a 
named, competent non-registered practitioner, such as  
a healthcare assistant. Insulin delegation can help ensure 
insulin is administered safely and appropriately. It can also 
ensure a patient receives insulin at the best time for them. 

Insulin delegation should only ever be done if it is in  
the best interests of the individual patient. This means  
that they should be clinically stable and that the clinical  
risk involved has been considered. 

Diabetes UK recommendations
It is essential that all staff working with people with 
diabetes have the skills, knowledge and competencies  
to administer insulin safely, correctly, in the right dose  
and at the right time. To manage insulin delegation safely,  
a local area should implement an insulin delegation 
programme. 

An insulin delegation programme involves:
•  assessing the diabetes knowledge and skills of  

everyone involved in diabetes care, including  
registered nursing staff

•  theoretical and practical training for all staff who require 
it, and additional training for staff administering insulin

•  competency assessment, mentoring and support for 
those administering insulin

• developing an insulin delegation policy.

Those with responsibility for managing community 
diabetes care must ensure that the right infrastructure  
and staffing levels are in place for an insulin delegation 
programme to be implemented. They must also make 
sure that community staff receive the all the support  
that they will need to both develop and implement  
an insulin delegation programme.

Conclusion
As the number of people with diabetes who need support  
to administer insulin continues to increase, specialist nursing 
staff report concerns about the impact of their caseload on 
patient care and safety. However, with the right infrastructure, 
training and policies in place, an insulin delegation 
programme can make sure that people who have diabetes 
are given their prescribed insulin injections at the right time,  
in the right amount and in the right way.
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Accountability 
Registered nurses can delegate responsibility for 
tasks, according to the NMC Code of Conduct3  
and RCN guidelines4. The registered nurse is then 
accountable for their decisions to delegate tasks and 
duties to other people. They also remain responsible 
for the overall care of the patient. 

To be accountable for the decision to delegate,  
the registered nurse must:
•  only delegate tasks and duties that are within  

the other person’s scope of competence, making  
sure that they fully understand instructions

•  make sure that everyone they delegate tasks  
to is adequately supported to provide safe and 
compassionate care

•  confirm that the outcome of any task that they  
have delegated to someone else meets the  
required standard.

Where the correct processes have been followed,  
the non-registered practitioner is accountable  
for their own decisions and actions. 

For the non-registered practitioner to be accountable 
for their decisions and actions, they must:
•  have the knowledge and skills to perform  

the activity or intervention
•  accept responsibility for the activity
•  have the authority to perform the activity within  

their role, through delegation and the policies 
    and protocols of the organisation.

For more information, see the Royal College of 
Nursing’s accountability and delegation guide4.
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