
What are COVID-19 vaccines? COVID-19 vaccines have been developed to offer protection against SARS-CoV-
2, the virus responsible from COVID-19 disease. COVID-19 vaccine help keep you from getting seriously ill  or die 
from COVID-19.   

Normally it takes years and years to develop new vaccines, but COVID-19 vaccines have been    
developed in less than 18 months, does this mean they are less safe? No. Because of the urgent global     
need to develop COVID-19 vaccines to stop the COVID-19 pandemic, the vaccine process was fast-tracked, but no 
stages of the process were skipped. Normally, during the vaccine development process there are pauses between 

stages to secure funding – these pauses were shortened or completely removed during the COVID-19 vaccine development 
process. Also, some stages were carried out at the same time as each other to speed up the process whenever it was safe 
to do so. As a result, COVID-19 vaccines have been developed more quickly than other vaccines but have still been proven 
to be safe and effective.  
 

Are COVID-19 vaccines safe?  Yes, there are strict measures in place to make sure that COVID-19 vaccines    are 

safe before they are rolled-out. Like all vaccines, COVID-19 vaccines have to go through many levels of testing before 
they are approved and given to people, from studies in animals to large studies that involve tens of thousands of 
people. During these studies, safety concerns and common side effects are identified. Once the results of the studies 

show that a COVID-19 vaccine is safe and effective, the data are further reviewed by independent experts from the World 
Health Organization (WHO) which certify the COVID-19 vaccine to meet all international standards of quality, safety and 
efficacy then by experts from regulatory agencies (e.g. the European Medicines Agency) and in the country where the 
vaccine is going to be used.  

Malawi is using the Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine, which has been approved by WHO as it has proven to be effective and 
safe. Malawi’s Pharmacy Medicines Regulatory Authority and medical science experts have independently certified the 
safety, efficacy and quality of this vaccine and approved that it can be administered to Malawians. The President himself, 
the Vice President and other notable people have already received the COVID-19 vaccine including the government 
Ministers. 

Millions of people have already received a COVID-19 vaccine and Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine in particular, worldwide. 

 

Can COVID-19 vaccines cause side-effects? Like all vaccines and medicines, this  

vaccine can cause mild side effects, although not everybody gets them. They are a normal  

sign that your body is building protection against the disease and should go away in a few  

days. Very common (may affect more than 1 in 10 people) and common (may affect up to 1 in  

10 people) side effects are pain, itching, swelling or redness where you were injected, fatigue  

or generally feeling unwell, fever (>38°C) chills or feeling feverish, feeling sick (nausea or 

vomiting), joint pain or muscle ache or diarrhea. Very rare cases of blood clots and other  

severe allergic reactions have been reported with COVID-19 vaccine. It is important to  

note that reporting adverse reactions of COVID-19 vaccine supports continous  

monitoring of the safe and effective use of COVID-19 vaccines in our country.
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How can I manage mild side-effects from the COVID-19 vaccine?  To help manage mild side-effects from 

the COVID-19 vaccine you can: - (For pain where you were injected) Press clean, cool, wet cloth on your arm and 
move your arm around to reduce swelling - (For general body pain and fever) Drink lots of water, rest, wear light, 

cool clothes 
 

What should I do if I feel sick or I am worried I am having an adverse reaction after getting the 
COVID-19 vaccine?  How can I manage mild side-effects from the COVID-19 vaccine?  If you feel sick 

after getting the COVID-19 vaccine (beyond normal mild side-effects mentioned in Question 4), or if the side-effects 
have not gone away after three days, you should contact your nearest healthcare worker or call toll-free number 929. If it 
is serious sickness or an emergency, as always, seek medical assistance immediately. 
 

I have heard that some people have died after receiving the COVID-19 vaccine, is this true?  Millions 

of people have already received COVID-19 vaccines worldwide. Deaths from other causes will continue to occur, 
including after vaccination, but this does not mean the vaccination caused the death. As of the 23rd March, 2021 
over 400 million doses of COVID-19 vaccines have been given to people all over the world.  

 

Can COVID-19 vaccine make someone sick with COVID-19?  None of the authorized and recommended 

COVID-19 vaccines contain the live virus that causes COVID-19. This means that a COVID-19 vaccine cannot make 
you sick with COVID-19.  
 

COVID-19 VACCINES – DIFFERENT TYPES AVAILABLE  

Why are different countries using different COVID-19 vaccines?  There are many different COVID-19 

vaccines being developed by scientists. They all work to prevent you from getting seriously sick or dying from COVID-
19 but there are differences between them. Some need to be kept at very cold temperatures in specialized freezers 
right up until when they are given to you, some can’t be given to people over a certain age, and some are given to 

you in two doses with a gap in-between while others are given to you in just one dose.  

Different countries are using different vaccines depending on availability and access, whether they plan to store them in 
specialized freezers or in a normal vaccine fridge, and the age of the people they are giving them to. Whichever COVID-19 
vaccine is used, all COVID-19 vaccines have been proven to be safe and effective. 
 

 
Which COVID-19 vaccines are available in Malawi?  Malawi is currently using AstraZeneca- 
Oxford Vaccine. This vaccine has been chosen as it is effective, has acceptable safety profile, and  
shall be stored in a refrigerator between 2°C and 8°C which is compatible with the current cold  
chain equipment available in the country. The recommended dosage is two doses with an interval of 

12 weeks and the vaccine is administered through injection on the upper arm.  
 

I have heard that the AstraZeneca-Oxford COVID-19 vaccine can cause blood clots, is this true?  
Some countries had paused the roll-out of AstraZeneca-Oxford COVID-19 vaccine after reports of people who had 
been vaccinated developing blood clots. This was done as a precautionary measure so that the reports could be 
fully investigated. Recent evaluation of all the reports and other available data, the European Medicine Agency and 

the WHO Global Advisory Committee on Vaccine Safety COVID-19 subcommittee concluded that blood clots are a very 
rare side effect of the Oxford/AstraZeneca vaccine and that the overall benefits of the vaccine outweigh the risks of the 
side effects.  

Following the outcome of the evaluation, many countries are continuing to use of AstraZeneca-Oxford COVID-19 vaccine. 
 

COVID-19 VACCINES – HOW THEY WORK & WHO CAN TAKE THEM  
How do COVID-19 vaccines work? In general, vaccines contain the same germs, or part of the germs, that cause 
disease. For example, the measles vaccine contains the measles virus and the polio vaccine contains the polio virus. 
But the germs in vaccines have been either killed or weakened so that they can’t make you sick. When you receive 

the vaccine your body produces antibodies to fight the germ, just like it would if you got the actual disease. These antibodies 
mean that if you are exposed to the disease in the future, your body will respond quickly and efficiently to fight it, and you 
will be much less likely to get seriously sick or die.  

COVID-19 vaccines work like this; they cause your body to produce antibodies which protect you from severe form of COVID-
19 disease.  
 

Will the COVID-19 vaccines protect against COVID-19 variants that are emerging in different 
countries?  COVID-19 variants (a changed or mutated version of the original COVID-19 virus) have emerged in 

different countries including South Africa, the United Kingdom, and Brazil. It is very normal for a virus to change like 
this. Because the variants are new, scientists are still studying them to understand how common they are, how they 

will affect people, and how well the currently available COVID-19 vaccines will work against them. However, it is thought 
that the currently available COVID-19 vaccines will still give your body some protection against COVID-19 variants even if it 
is slightly lessened. As more is learnt about the variants, vaccines can be adapted to increase the protection they give 
against them.
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Can anyone take the COVID-19 vaccine? COVID-19 vaccines are safe for most adults (18 years and above). 
However, people with a history of severe allergies need to consult the health worker to advise them if they can take 
the vaccine. 

Due to the limited availability of COVID-19 vaccines, most countries, including Malawi, have to strategize the access to the 
vaccine. 

In Malawi, it has been decided to prioritize people who are at high risk of getting COVID-19 such as health workers and 
social workers (Police, Immigration, Prison warden, Soldiers, Teachers and lecturers) and those at high risk of having a 
severe form of the disease if infected such as people with underlying conditions (such as diabetes, heart disease, respiratory 
diseases e.g. asthma, hypertension) regardless of age, people living with HIV and those aged 60 years and above. 
 

Why aren’t children being given the COVID-19 vaccine?  COVID-19 vaccines have not been studied in 

children under the age of 18 and so are not approved to be used in this age group until further data are available.  
 
 

Should pregnant/breastfeeding women be vaccinated?  Although pregnancy puts women at  

higher risk of severe COVID-19, very little information and limited experience with use of COVID-19  

Vaccine in pregnant women is available to know if the vaccine is safe during pregnancy. It is therefore  

not recommended to administer COVID-19 vaccine to pregnant women until further data is available. 

However, administration of COVID-19 Vaccine during pregnancy may be considered when the potential 

benefits outweigh any potential risks for the mother and fetus. Pregnant women at high 

risk of exposure to COVID-19 (e.g. health workers) or who have high risk conditions (e.g.  

heart disease, asthma etc.) may thus be vaccinated in consultation with their health care 

provider. 

As non-replicating vaccines, COVID-19 vaccines are thought to not be a risk to the  

lactating women or the breastfeeding infant. Therefore, vaccination can be offered 

to breastfeeding women if they are part of a group prioritized for vaccination. The  

women do not need to discontinue breastfeeding after vaccination.  
 

I have had COVID-19, can I take the COVID-19 vaccine? Vaccination can be offered to people who have had 
COVID-19 in the past. However, if you have had COVID-19 in the past six months it is very likely that you still have 
antibodies to fight the disease. Because of this and the limited availability of COVID-19 vaccines in Malawi, you will 
not be given the COVID-19 vaccine within the six months after you had COVID-19 (even if you are in a priority group). 

This is so that limited vaccines can be saved for those in the priority groups who do not have any antibodies to fight the 
disease. However, as a precautionary measure, people who received monoclonal antibodies or convalescent plasma as part 
of COVID-19 treatment, vaccination should be deferred for at least 90 days to avoid interference of the antibody treatment 
with vaccine-induced immune response. 
 

Will I be protected from COVID-19 as soon as I have had my AstraZeneca-Oxford vaccine?  No. 
After the first dose of the vaccine, your body will have built some protection against the disease but not all, and the 
protection it has built may not last long. The second dose of the COVID-19 vaccine strengthens and completes the 
protection and your body’s ability to fight the disease long term. It can take up to two weeks after the second dose 

for your body to produce antibodies which are expected to provide you with the highest protection against COVID-19. 
Before this time, you can still get seriously sick from COVID-19 or even die if exposed to the disease, because your body 
has not had enough time to build protection.  
 

How long does vaccine protection from COVID-19 last? Because COVID-19 vaccines have only been 
developed recently, it is too early to know how long the protection they give will last. Research is ongoing to answer 
this question in the future. 
 

I am eligible for the COVID-19 vaccine but have an auto-immune condition / am 
immunocompromised, can I still receive it? If you are eligible for the COVID-19 vaccine but have an auto-
immune condition or are immunocompromised, you may still be able to receive it. You should present yourself for 
vaccination and explain your situation. A healthcare worker will offer you information and counselling so you can 

discuss and agree together whether vaccination is right for you.  
 

I am not eligible for the COVID-19 vaccine but I want to have it, what do I do?  If you are not eligible 
for the COVID-19 vaccine you will not be able to have it at this time. This is to preserve the limited supply for those 
most at risk from COVID-19. But as soon as all priority people have received the vaccine and additional vaccines are 

available, you will be invited to be vaccinated. 
 

GETTING YOUR COVID-19 VACCINE IN MALAWI  
Can I choose which COVID-19 vaccine I am given? The only COVID-19 vaccine available in Malawi for now is 
the AstraZeneca-Oxford COVID-19 vaccine thus all beneficiaries will receive this vaccine. 
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Is the COVID-19 vaccine free in Malawi?  Yes.  
 
 

Can I refuse the COVID-19 vaccine?  Yes, COVID-19 vaccination is not mandatory. COVID-19 vaccine is offered 
on a voluntary basis. Even if you are eligible for the COVID-19 vaccine you can still choose not to have it. 
 
 

I am eligible for the COVID-19 vaccine, when and where do I go to receive it?   The currently available 
COVID-19 vaccines will be administered to eligible persons in the first phase i.e. the health workers and other social 
workers, those with comorbidities and those aged 60 years and above. The COVID-19 vaccination is currently 
available in government and CHAM facilities. Ask a health worker in your area or call toll-free number 929 to know 

where you can get vaccination near you. After you have received your first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine, the healthcare 
worker will tell you when to return for your second dose.  

 

When do I go back for the second dose of the COVID-19 vaccine?   After receiving the first dose of the 
COVID-19 vaccine, a member of the vaccination team will advise you of when you need to return for your second 
dose. This should be approximately between eight and twelve weeks.  
 
 

I missed my COVID-19 vaccination appointment for the second dose, what do I do?  You should go 
back for your second dose on the date specified, this is the correct time to receive the second dose. 

 

What should I take with me when I go for the COVID-19 vaccine?  If you have a valid national ID card or 
other form of ID you should take it with you. However, if you don’t have it with you, you can still receive the vaccine. 
For those with underlying conditions, please bring your health passport/profile for verification of your comorbidity. 

 

What will happen when I go for the COVID-19 vaccine?   
1. When you first enter the vaccination centre someone from the vaccination team will explain to you the process  

    and you will wait in the waiting room until it is your turn to be screened.  

2. Next, members of the vaccination team will:  

    • Ask you some questions so they can check that you are eligible for the COVID-19 vaccine and register you on the  

       system (if you are not eligible you will leave after this)  

    •  Explain how the COVID-19 vaccine protects you from COVID-19 

    • Check that you understand and consent to be given the COVID-19 vaccine  

    •  Inject the first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine into your upper arm  

    •  Observe you for 15-30 minutes to check that you don’t have any allergic reactions  

    •  Tell you when to return for your second dose of the COVID-19 vaccine  

    •  Give you your COVID-19 vaccination card.  
 

 

Do I still need to wear a face mask and follow other preventive 
measures once I have been vaccinated? Yes. The COVID-19 vaccine prevents 
you from getting seriously sick or dying from COVID-19, but it is not yet known if 
vaccinated people can still be infected with the disease and spread it to others, 

without knowing it. This means that until we learn more, vaccinated people should 
continue to wear a face mask and follow other preventive measures such as observing 
physical distancing, hand washing, use of elbow while coughing, avoid overcrowding and 
ensuring good ventilation to protect those who haven’t been vaccinated.  
 
 

Can I take alcohol after receiving COVID-19 Vaccine?  Moderate use of alcohol around the time when one 
gets the COVID-19 vaccine shouldn't affect the immune response. It may be best to abstain for a brief period before 
and after vaccination. Guidance which applies for all vaccines is that one should refrain from alcohol 3 days after 
each injection. This will provide adequate time to assess oneself before and after the vaccines so that we reduce 

missing of any adverse effects following immunization.  
  
FURTHER INFORMATION  

Where can I get more information? For more information, please call toll free number 929 
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