
How do the COVID-19 
vaccines work?
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The vaccines contain the code/instructions (mRNA 
for Pfizer or DNA for J&J) for the spike protein of the 
SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus

Spike protein

DNA (J&J)

mRNA (Pfizer)
The coronavirus uses its own 
spike to grab onto your body 
cells – allowing the virus to 
invade your cells so that it can 
make more copies of itself – 
to make you sick (COVID-19)



The vaccine is 
injected into your 
deltoid muscle 
(the top part of 
your arm, near the 
shoulder)



The cells in your deltoid muscle read the code (mRNA 
or DNA) in the vaccines and make dummy versions of 
the spike protein that act like a decoy to activate your 
immune system (defence system)

DNA (J&J)

mRNA (Pfizer)



The dummy versions of 
the spike protein cannot 
cause COVID-19 or any 
other disease COVID-19



Your body destroys the spike 
protein mRNA and DNA codes 
very quickly, so it does not build 
up in your cells.
Your DNA cannot be changed by the spike protein 
codes (mRNA and DNA).



Your activated 
immune system 
makes antibodies 
and other immune 
cells that will 
recognise the actual 
coronavirus spike 
protein if you get 
exposed to it

Antibodies stick to the 
coronavirus making it 
difficult for the virus 
to infect your cells

Other immune cells 
target and clear out 
any of your body’s 
cells that were already 
infected with the virus



Vaccines act like a study guide
They show your body the hacks/shortcuts it 
needs to fight the coronavirus more quickly than 
a natural COVID infection – protecting you from 
hospitalisation and death, and reducing the 
amount of virus you can spread
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