
 
 

How Do the COVID-19 Vaccines Work? 
 

How the Virus Infects Cells 
 
The virus that causes COVID-19 is called SARS-CoV-2. The virus has spike proteins on its surface 
that help it infect cells, depicted by red triangles in the image below. After entering the body, it uses 
cell machinery to make copies of itself, which then infect other cells. The symptoms of COVID-19 are 
a result of the virus’s attack on cells and the immune system’s response to the virus.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

Resources: 

NYT: How Coronavirus Hijacks Your Cells 

CDC: How COVID-19 Spreads 
 

 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/03/11/science/how-coronavirus-hijacks-your-cells.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/transmission/index.html


 
 

How the Vaccines Work 
 
COVID-19 vaccines help prepare the immune system to recognize and fight the virus if they come 
across it. The vaccines deliver instructions to cells to create a harmless part of the virus, the spike 
proteins. After the cells make the spike proteins, the immune system recognizes that they don’t 
belong there. The immune system then creates antibodies and activates other immune cells to fight 
anything with a spike protein. If the body comes across the virus in the future, it will recognize and 
fight it quickly.  

 

 

 
 

 

Resources: 

This Tik Tok video provides a humorous overview of the process: How the mRNA vaccine works 

NYT: How Nine COVID-19 Vaccines Work 

https://www.tiktok.com/@hotvickkrishna/video/6937457241968643334?referer_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.npr.org%2Fsections%2Fgoatsandsoda%2F2021%2F04%2F01%2F983397422%2Fthe-viral-tiktok-video-that-explains-vaccine-science-and-makes-you-laugh&referer_video_id=6937457241968643334&refer=embed&is_copy_url=1&is_from_webapp=v1
https://www.tiktok.com/@hotvickkrishna/video/6937457241968643334?referer_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.npr.org%2Fsections%2Fgoatsandsoda%2F2021%2F04%2F01%2F983397422%2Fthe-viral-tiktok-video-that-explains-vaccine-science-and-makes-you-laugh&referer_video_id=6937457241968643334&refer=embed&is_copy_url=1&is_from_webapp=v1
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/health/how-covid-19-vaccines-work.html

