
 
FAQ: mRNA Vaccines – Pfizer & Moderna 
For information in other languages, click here! 
 

1) What is an mRNA vaccine anyway? 

o Messenger RNA (mRNA) vaccines, which include the Pfizer and Moderna 

vaccines, differ from vaccines that use weakened or inactive forms of a virus or 

bacteria to produce an immune response. There is no COVID-19 in a COVID-19 

mRNA vaccine. Instead, the COVID-19 mRNA vaccines deliver instructions to our 

immune cells in the form of mRNA. These instructions teach our cells how to 

create and display a harmless “spike protein” on the cell surface, mimicking the 

spikes found on the surface of the coronavirus that allow it to invade cells. Once 

used by your healthy cells, the mRNA instructions are then broken down and 

excreted. The presence of the spike protein on the surface of immune cells 

triggers an immune response leading to antibody production. These antibodies 

then protect against subsequent COVID-19 infection.  

2) What’s in the vaccine? 

o Many people are concerned about the contents of the vaccine. Thimerosal, 

formaldehyde, egg, fetal cells, and aluminum are among the ingredients that 

some individuals have been concerned about in previous vaccines, none of 

which are in the current COVID-19 mRNA vaccines. The main ingredients in the 

Moderna and Pfizer vaccines are mRNA (the message), fatty lipids (to protect the 

message and make sure it’s delivered properly), salts (to balance body acidity), 

and sugars. More on the ingredients here. Want to know how they make the 

vaccine? Find out here! 

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 the vaccine can give you COVID-19, 

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

effects, or even lead to death. Excellent answers to these questions can be found 

here and here, but I have also summarized the findings below.  

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

does not contain the virus itself. However, if you have already been 

infected with the virus and receive the vaccination during the incubation 
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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? The entire process happens outside the nucleus 

of the cell, so there is no contact between the vaccine and our DNA. 

Additionally, the mRNA present in the vaccine is broken down and 

excreted by your body soon after the instructions are received, so it 

doesn’t stick around! 

 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 (available here) is that 

vaccination in healthy pregnant people with no underlying 

contraindications is safe. They 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.  

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

o Although the COVID-19 vaccine is new, mRNA vaccines have been studied for 

decades. Consequently, because the technology already existed, the vaccine 

could be developed more quickly. More on that here. Physician Julie McIntyre 
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compares mRNA vaccines to a CD player that can play any genre of music. We 

already had the CD player, we just needed to find the COVID-19 CD. Additionally, 

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. 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. Of note, 

some vaccines have been rolled out with trials of only 5000-6000 people, 

whereas over 200,000 participants took part in the COVID-19 vaccine trials. Since 

then, many more people have been vaccinated. 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-consentual 

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. 

7) Can kids get the vaccine? Why not? 
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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. 
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