
 
FAQ: AstraZeneca Vaccine 
For information in other languages, click here! 
 

1) How does it work? 

o The coronavirus has “spike proteins” on its surface. This is how it infiltrates our 

cells. To make the AstraZeneca vaccine, scientists took genes for these surface 

spike proteins and added them to a harmless virus. This type of vaccination is 

called a “vector vaccine” and is injected into your upper arm. Once it has been 

injected, the vector virus begins to produce the spike protein and your immune 

system becomes activated, producing antibodies to the spike protein. Later, if 

you become infected with coronavirus, your body is already trained to attack 

cells with the spike protein! It takes about 2 weeks to develop protection against 

COVID-19. Importantly, it can’t give you the COVID-19 infection – it is merely a 

delivery system! 

2) What’s in the vaccine? 

o The vaccine is made up of the viral vector described above, amino acids, salts, 
sugar, alcohol, water. These ingredients keep the vaccine active, stable, and at 
the correct pH for our bodies. It also contains something called a surfactant, 
which keeps the ingredients blended together, and stops the container it is 
stored in from absorbing the vaccine. 

3) Are there health risks associated with taking the vaccine?  

o All vaccines approved for use in the United States and Canada must adhere to 

rigorous safety standards. The long form of these standards can be found here. 

o Since the vaccines were announced, there have been many questions floating 

around the internet concerning whether vaccines can give you COVID-19, alter 

your DNA, cause birth defects, autism, allergies, or other harmful side effects, or 

even lead to death.  

 I’ve heard about blood clots, what’s the deal? 

This is understandably concerning, however Health Canada has continued 

to state that the vaccine is safe and effective and that the risk of clotting 

is very rare. Also, now that there is awareness around this potential side 

effect, there is a system in place to recognize, diagnose, and treat 

individuals who experience clotting. Keep in mind, risk of a clot is 

exceedingly rare, and the many benefits of receiving vaccination 

outweigh this risk.  

https://www.ontario.ca/page/covid-19-communication-resources#resources-by-language-or-topic
https://www.fda.gov/media/139638/download
https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/astrazeneca-very-safe-effective-with-extremely-rare-risk-of-clots-health-canada-1.5387083
https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/astrazeneca-very-safe-effective-with-extremely-rare-risk-of-clots-health-canada-1.5387083
https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/astrazeneca-very-safe-effective-with-extremely-rare-risk-of-clots-health-canada-1.5387083


 
 Can it give me COVID-19? No, the vaccine cannot give you COVID-19. 

However, if you have already been infected with the virus and receive the 

vaccination during the incubation period, or are exposed within 10-14 

days after the vaccination, before it has taken effect, it is possible you will 

become infected. Vaccines are not 100% effective, so you can still get 

COVID after being vaccinated, however the vaccines greatly reduce your 

chance of infection. If you do get COVID after being vaccinated, the 

vaccine has been shown to greatly reduce the severity of the illness and 

chance of extremely adverse effects! 

 Can it change my DNA? No, it is not possible for the vaccine to alter your 

DNA. 

 I’ve heard it can cause birth defects or autism, is that true? A recent 

nationwide Danish cohort study, found here, further repudiates the 

hypothetical link between vaccination and autism rates. In terms of 

vaccination and pregnancy, the current recommendation by the Society 

of Obstetrics and Gynaecologists of Canada (SOGC, available here) is that 

vaccination in healthy pregnant people with no underlying 

contraindications is safe. If you are eligible for AstraZeneca, are pregnant, 

and think you might have a contraindication - consult with your 

physician. The SOCG note that COVID risk to pregnant individuals may be 

more significant than potential vaccination risk. It’s understandable that 

this would be a concern during pregnancy, so more info on that here and 

here!  

 Okay but what about allergies and side effects? Haven’t people died? 

Most side effects are local (fever, soreness at the injection site, fatigue, 

etc.) and severe allergies are extremely rare. The CDC monitors severe 

allergic reactions and provides very specific guidelines to mitigate the risk 

of allergic reactions, should they occur. More info for people with 

allergies can be found here. In regard to sensational headlines declaring 

significant vaccine-related deaths, this article does an excellent job of 

explaining the stories behind the headlines. In their investigation, no 

deaths were causally linked to the vaccine.  

 

 

https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/M18-2101
https://www.sogc.org/common/Uploaded%20files/Latest%20News/SOGC_Statement_COVID-19_Vaccination_in_Pregnancy.pdf
https://www.acog.org/clinical/clinical-guidance/practice-advisory/articles/2020/12/vaccinating-pregnant-and-lactating-patients-against-covid-19
https://www.cnn.com/2021/01/29/health/pregnancy-covid-vaccine-wellness/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/safety/allergic-reaction.html#:~:text=If%20you%20have%20a%20non,and%20wheezing%20(respiratory%20distress).
https://www.dw.com/en/fact-check-are-covid-19-vaccines-causing-deaths/a-56458746


 
4) They developed it so quickly – I’m suspicious. 

o Due to the massive impact of the pandemic, focus on finding a vaccine, including 

financial support and collaboration, was unprecedented which accelerated the 

process. All of the usual safety protocols were followed, and the long form of the 

safety standards required for approving the vaccines can be found here.  

o The timeline was also sped up as the production of the vaccines began during 

testing in hopes that the studies would show positive results. This was a gamble 

that ultimately paid off as it meant that the time between trials and rollout could 

be minimized. Additionally, this vaccine technology has been used for other 

vaccines, so it was a matter of tweaking it to work for COVID-19, scientists were 

not starting from scratch! This type of vaccine has been studied for over 50 

years. Updated vaccine statistics for Canada are available here. 

5) But COVID-19 is mutating, are the vaccines still effective? 

o Good question! This will depend on the mutation, and in particular, on changes 

to the COVID-19 spike protein, as this is the way in which it infiltrates healthy 

cells. Currently, it is thought that the vaccine is still effective, though it may be 

potentially less efficacious depending on the variant. More information is 

available here.  

6) I am part of a group of people who has experienced systemic barriers to health equity 

and quality care. I don’t trust the health care system.  

o This is a common and valid concern for many people. We have a long history of 

medical racism in Canada (feel free to reach out if you want some other 

resources to learn more about this), including violent and non-consensual 

vaccination experiments on BIPOC. The health care system has a long way to go 

in repairing trust and addressing inequities in care. Dr. Eugenia South, assistant 

professor of emergency medicine at the University of Pennsylvania, recently 

published this article discussing her experiences as a Black doctor and patient, 

and the complexities of racism and mistrust in the healthcare system. This 

website run by the Black Scientists’ Task Force on Vaccine Equity is also an 

excellent source of information. Anishnabek News  has published this guide to 

connect Indigenous communities with culturally-relevant COVID-19 vaccine 

information. Here is an additional link to Maad’ookiing Mshkiki – Sharing 

Medicine: First Nations, Inuit & Metis Perspectives & Knowledge Sharing on 

COVID-19 vaccines. 

 

https://www.fda.gov/media/139638/download
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/covid-19/vaccination-coverage/
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/news-perspective/2021/02/new-variant-covid-findings-fuel-more-worries-about-vaccine-resistance
https://healthydebate.ca/opinions/vaccine-messaging-race-experiments/
https://healthydebate.ca/opinions/vaccine-messaging-race-experiments/
https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/i-m-black-doctor-who-didn-t-trust-covid-vaccine-ncna1255085
http://www.torontoblackcovid.com/myths.html
https://anishinabeknews.ca/2021/02/20/connecting-indigenous-communities-with-culturally-relevant-covid-19-vaccine-information/
https://www.womenscollegehospital.ca/research,-education-and-innovation/maadookiing-mshkiki%E2%80%94sharing-medicine


 
7) Can kids get the vaccine? Why not? 

o The short answer is that babies, kids, and teens are not currently among those 

who are experiencing very adverse reactions to contracting COVID-19. While it 

has happened, adults are significantly more at-risk of bad COVID-19 infections. 

As such, the vaccines have been tested primarily in adults. That said, COVID-19 

vaccination in children has a lot of theoretical benefit, and research in this area is 

rapidly growing. Read more here!  

8) I got vaccinated, can I hug my friends now? 

o Unfortunately, it is still possible to spread the virus after vaccination, so masking 

up, washing hands, and keeping a distance will be the norm for a while. 

 
 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/kids-covid-19-vaccine-alberta-expert-1.5956996

