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In most situations, the danger is far less than that of COVID itself. Yes, some 
serious side effects have been reported. Anaphylaxis has affected about one in 
200,000 people, and coagulation disorders seem to be associated with the 
AstraZeneca and Johnson & Johnson vaccines.

Statisticians at Cambridge University compared the 
risk of being admitted to an ICU from COVID with 
the risk of serious harm from a clotting disorder. 
Where there is a high risk of catching COVID, even for 
young adults, the risk of harm from the disease is about 
6 times higher than that related to the vaccine — and for people over 60, the 
risk is hundreds of times higher. Only in the youngest adults and where there 
is a low incidence of COVID are the risks of harm from disease and vaccine 
about equivalent. Hence the recommendation to use alternative vaccines in 
young adults where available.

But how were the 
quickly?  

vaccines developed so 

How could they have been tested properly?

 
Vaccine development involves multiple steps, from 
initial lab work, to testing in animals, at least three 
stages of human trials, and approval by regulators. 
There are usually considerable gaps between these 
steps while developers persuade government and 
private investors that their work is important.

But with COVID-19, these gaps did not exist
because billions were invested in vaccines.

Similarly, manufacturers invested in production facilities while vaccines were 
still being tested, so the vaccines were ready to roll out as soon as they were 
approved. Crucially, no steps were missed, and the duration of clinical trials was 
not shortened.

Finally, the technology behind these vaccines is not new; the groundwork to 
develop vaccine technology had been going on for decades.
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Even in clinical trials, there were infections in 
people who had been vaccinated. However, all 
the evidence we have indicates that in the vast 
majority of cases, these vaccines will prevent 
the severest form of COVID-19, even when 
caused by variants of the virus.
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Here’s how you can help friends and family 

understand the benefits of vaccination.

Q

Q

If you have had COVID-19 and recovered, you might 
still be infected by the virus again — and then you 
might infect others. Vaccination acts as a booster to 
your natural immunity. That's why the 
recommendation is to get the full course 
of vaccination. 

A We don’t know how long you are 
protected from getting it again.

Without vaccines, there would no be a way out of 
the pandemic in the near future. Eventually, 
the majority of the world's population would 
become infected, and an awful lot of people 
would die. With a world population of 8 billion, up 
to 50 million deaths might occur if we relied on 
natural infection to achieve herd immunity.

So vaccination is a way of providing us with immunity — and protecting our 
family, friends and colleagues — without actually having to encounter the virus 
itself.

By John McConnell, Editor-in-Chief
 The Lancet Infectious Diseases

How to answer

5 difficult questions 

about COVID vaccines

Webinar: Demystifying Covid Vaccines

John McConnell, Editor-in-Chief of The 

, talks with Lancet Infectious Diseases

Ylann Schemm, Director of the Elsevier  
Foundation, about how the COVID-19 
vaccines work, their safety and efficacy 
and what the future holds. Then they 
answer people's most pressing 
questions. Watch here. 

Source: Winton Centre for Risk and Evidence Communication, University of Cambridge, 2021. 

Find more details and updates on the Winton Centre website.
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Are these vaccines 
 

safe?!

People are getting blood clots and anaphylaxis.

Rapid development does not 
m
 

ean that steps to assess 
safety were skipped.

No vaccine is 100% effective, but the 
current vaccines will likely prevent the 
severest form of the disease.

Why do I need a 
COVID?  

vaccine if I’ve had 

Don't I already have antibodies?

If you’re vaccina
other people get 

ted, why do you care if 
 vaccinated?

Why can't people decide for themselves?

Vaccination is the quickest way 

A

out of the pandemic.

Let’s think about safety in 
the context of what we’re trying to 
achieve — preventing COVID.

https://www.elsevier.com/events/webinars/demystifying-covid-19-vaccines
https://www.elsevier.com/events/webinars/demystifying-covid-19-vaccines
https://wintoncentre.maths.cam.ac.uk/news/communicating-potential-benefits-and-harms-astra-zeneca-covid-19-vaccine/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/home
https://elsevier.com/
https://wintoncentre.maths.cam.ac.uk/news/communicating-potential-benefits-and-harms-astra-zeneca-covid-19-vaccine/



