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Introduction

The word vaccine can bring up a lot of frustration,
fear, and confusion for some people. Perhaps you
have some of the following concerns:

e I'm confused about how vaccines work.

¢ Are the vaccine side effects worse than the actual
disease?

* Are they safe for me?

* I'm not against them, I just don’t know which ones

I should get.

These questions and any others you may have are
normal and natural. Vaccines aren’t always easy to
understand, and their safety and scheduling can

be even more confusing. Learning the answers to
some of these questions and knowing how to start a
vaccine conversation with your health-care provider
can help you decide how, when, and which vaccines
are right for you.

How Vaccines Work

It is important to understand how vaccines work
before deciding if they are right for you. You may
have questions about how vaccines can protect you
from getting sick. Vaccines help your body defend
itself from certain diseases; this is called building
immunity. Immunity is the protection you receive

when your body knows how to successfully defeat
the germs that cause infections. Typically, your
immune system must experience a certain germ
once before being able to fight back against it in the
future. Most of the time, the body does this on its
own, but sometimes it needs help.

Unfortunately, some germs are so powerful that they
can cause life-threatening illness or death to you or a
loved one you may pass your illness to. This is where
vaccines help. A vaccine uses a dead or weakened
version of a germ, so it doesn’t have the power to
make you seriously ill like the disease can. With the
vaccine, your body builds defense against the disease
without having to get the disease.

Vaccines work by imitating an infection which
engages your body’s natural defense system and
teaches your body to produce antibodies. Antibodies
are germ-fighting cells that attack infection and
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protect your body from severe effects of diseases.
Your body will recognize that disease in the future
when exposed to those germs and make the right
antibodies to fight the disease. Then, you are much
less likely to get sick at all or have serious symptoms.

Your body’s immune response to a vaccine may make
you to feel tired or uncomfortable for a short time,
but the resulting protection that you receive from it
can last for years.

Why Take Vaccines?

Infections can happen at any time and can have
long-term health consequences. Certain infections
cause immediate damage, while others can linger in
the body for years and resurface as life-threatening
diseases later in life. After you catch the disease,

all you can do is treat the symptoms. Vaccines are
particularly important for diseases that can spread
quickly and have fewer options for successful
treatment. In some cases, vaccines can completely
protect you from a specific disease. In other cases, it
can reduce your chances of becoming seriously ill or
dying from a disease.

It’s also Important to know that getting vaccinated
is not just for you. It can also protect other people
in your community. For those who cannot receive
a vaccine, living among vaccinated people can
supply protection by decreasing the amount of
people spreading germs around them. This is called
community immunity. While community immunity
cannot provide complete protection, it can be a
valuable tool for at-risk populations such as young
children, people with cancer, or those who are
immune suppressed.

Things to Consider before Vaccinating

Certain vaccinations are not recommended for some
people based on existing health conditions that

can increase their risk for a serious reaction to the
vaccine.

Who may need extra guidance on whether they

should take vaccines? People with:

v’ chronic health conditions (heart disease, lung
disease, etc.),

v’ severe allergies or who have already had an allergic
reaction to a vaccine,

v weakened immune systems, history of being in a
coma, and

v nervous system diagnoses such as seizures.

Although these people are at risk, there are some
situations in which a vaccine might still outweigh the
risk and may provide further benefits. For instance,
people with lung or heart conditions may further
protect themselves by getting vaccinated for the flu.
People with extra risk factors should reach out to their
medical provider, instead of assuming that vaccines are
not appropriate for them. Their doctor or pharmacist
can help them decide whether a vaccine may put them
at greater risk than not getting vaccinated.

For those who don’t have a medical condition that
may be a risk factor, it is still a good idea to speak
with your health-care provider to see which vaccines
they recommend for you. Your provider will take
your medical history as well as any concerns you may
have about the vaccine into account.




Possible Side Effects

Concerns about side effects may prevent a person
from considering a vaccine. Just like with
medications, it is important to understand the
difference between a mild and a severe side effect.
This is often confused and leads to fear of vaccines.
Mild side effects go away within a few days and are
not severe compared to the potential effects of the
actual disease. Severe side effects are rare and only
occur in one or two people in a million doses given.

The table below shows the comparison of expected
mild side effects and these very rare, severe side
effects. So, the next time a friend says they had a bad
reaction to a vaccine they may just be speaking of
mild side effects that are still small compared to the
disease risks.

Although not dangerous, mild side effects can still be
a pain. Consider scheduling your vaccines on a day
that you will have some recovery days following. For
example, if you are getting a shingles vaccine for the
first time, don’t schedule it the day before your big
summer vacation to Florida or a big deadline at work.

Vaccine Schedules

Adults may be confused about what vaccines they
are supposed to get and when. For children, these
vaccines are scheduled out and mandated by day
cares and schools. For adults, it is often not as
clear as to what vaccines we need and at what age.
Some are one and done, while others may require
more than one dose, or need to be given yearly or
years apart. There are also certain vaccines that are
recommended for people with specific jobs. These
jobs might put them more at risk for a certain
illness. For example, people who work with heavy
machinery are recommended to get a tetanus shot.
There are also recommendations for travelers who
are going to a part of the world where other types of
diseases exist.

To help you determine what vaccines you need and
when, refer to the appendix for a useful vaccination
schedule outlining vaccines for adults. Please
remember, this is a guide. You should discuss your
vaccine needs with your primary care provider.

TABLE 1. Information about mild to serious side effects that can occur with vaccination.

- fever,

- chills,
MILD SIDE EFFECTS

- headache,

Mild side effects can include:
- pain, redness, or swelling around the area of the shot

- muscle and joint aches,
- fatigue, etc.
Most mild side effects are better within a few days.

SEVERE SIDE EFFECTS

More serious allergic reactions to a vaccination can include:
- difficulty breathing,
- swelling in your face or throat,
- increased heart rate,
- body rash, and/or
- dizziness and weakness.




Benefits of Vaccines

Scheduling vaccines takes time and may cause pesky
side effects. Why is it worth the hassle?

Did you know...

* Being vaccinated for the flu may reduce the risk of
a flu-related visit to the intensive care unit by 82%.

* The shingles vaccine is more than 90% effective in
protecting against shingles and common shingles
complications.

¢ Someone who is unvaccinated for Covid is 10
times more likely to be hospitalized if they contract
the disease.

* In the end, it is your choice to get vaccinated, using
the information provided to make the healthiest
choice for you and your family.
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