
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

How Does the COVID-19 
Vaccine Work? 
ct.gov/covidvaccine 

COVID-19 mRNA vaccines 
prepare our immune systems 
to protect us from COVID-19. 
• COVID-19 mRNA vaccines provide instructions to cells 

in our upper arms to make a harmless protein found 
on the surface of the virus that causes COVID-19. 
Once this “spike protein” is made, the cell breaks 
down the instructions and gets rid of them. 

• Our immune systems recognize that this spike protein 
doesn’t belong in our bodies and makes antibodies 
to bind onto the protein, signaling our immune cells 
to attack. This is called an immune response. mRNA 
vaccines provide instructions for our immune system to 
make antibodies without ever having to risk the serious 
consequences of getting sick with COVID-19 and passing 
it on to others. 

• It typically takes a couple weeks, but once an immune 
response to the spike protein is produced, our bodies can 
recognize the COVID-19 virus. Our immune system will 
automatically fght the virus to protect us from getting 
sick. Because it takes time to build this immune memory, it 
is possible to get COVID-19 just before or after vaccination 
when the vaccine is still working to provide protection. 

Facts about COVID-19 
mRNA Vaccines 
They cannot give someone COVID-19. 
mRNA vaccines do not use the live 
virus that causes COVID-19. 

They do not affect or interact 
with our DNA in any way. 
mRNA never enters the nucleus 
of the cell, which is where our 
DNA (genetic material) is kept. 
Cells break down and get rid of 
the mRNA soon after they are 
fnished using the instructions. 

The two authorized vaccines 
require more than one shot. 
You must receive 2 doses of 
the vaccine 3–4 weeks apart 
for maximum protection against 
COVID-19. The vaccine begins 
to protect you 1–2 weeks after 
your second dose. 

Getting vaccinated is one of many steps you can take 
to protect yourself and others from COVID-19. 
For some people, COVID-19 can cause severe illness or death. Getting vaccinated not only protects you from COVID-19, it 
also protects those around you by preventing its spread. Stopping a pandemic requires using all the prevention tools available. 
Vaccines work with your immune system so your body will be ready to fght the virus. Other steps, like masks and social 
distancing, help reduce your chance of being exposed to the virus and spreading it to others. Together, COVID-19 vaccination 
and following CDC’s recommendations to protect yourself and others will ofer the best protection from COVID-19. 
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