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                  Vaccines 101-Part 1 

 
Vaccines are known to be highly effective in protecting people. Part 1 of this two-part 

bulletin defines vaccines, the types available, and how they work. Part 2 gives more 

specifics about the COVID-19 vaccine. 
 
What is a vaccine? 
 
A vaccine is a substance designed to help your body build immunity to a particular disease so you are 

protected from getting sick should you be exposed.   
 
How many types of vaccines are there? 
 

 Live vaccines use a weakened form of the germ that causes a disease.  These should be used with 

caution in people with weakened immune systems (e.g., people undergoing chemotherapy and 

transplant recipients). Examples: the MMR (measles, mumps, rubella) and chickenpox. 

 Inactivated vaccines use the killed version of the germ that causes the disease and requires 

booster shots to get ongoing immunity. Examples: the flu shot, polio shot and rabies vaccine. 

 Toxoid vaccines use a toxin made by the germ that causes the disease and require booster shots.  

Examples: diphtheria and tetanus.   

 Other vaccines use specific pieces of the germ, can be used on everyone, but also require 

booster shots.  Examples: shingles, pneumonia, whooping cough and HPV. 
 
What is the future of vaccines? 
 
A new technology which has been in development for over 20 years was deployed to develop the Pfizer 

and Moderna COVID-19 vaccines. The Ebola vaccine utilized similar technology. The technique uses 

mRNA (messenger RNA) to give instructions to cells to make a harmless piece of what is called a spike 

protein.  This protein is found on the surface of the coronavirus that causes COVID-19.  Although mRNA 

is a new technology, this method does not involve changing people’s existing DNA. 
 

Are COVID-19 vaccines safe? 
 

 40,000 people participated in clinical trials  

 Independent scientists and the FDA reviewed the vaccines and data for safety.   

 Researchers continue to study the long-term safety of these vaccines (a standard practice for 

any new medication or technology).   

 These vaccines do not use a live virus, so the vaccine cannot give you COVID. 

 The vaccine is safe for people who are allergic to eggs, as eggs are not used in the manufacturing 

process (unlike some other vaccines). 
 
How effective are the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines? 
 
They are 95% effective.  The age of the clinical trial participants had little effect on efficacy.    

 

More information can be found at: 
Vaccine Types | Vaccines 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (cdc.gov) 
Vaccine Research Center | NIH: National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases 

https://www.vaccines.gov/basics/types
https://www.cdc.gov/
https://www.niaid.nih.gov/about/vrc

