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Understanding the Vaccine   
 
How do vaccines work?  
To understand how COVID-19 vaccines work, it helps to first look at how our bodies fight illness. Our bodies are 
under constant attack by viruses, bacteria, and other infectious agents, called “pathogens.” Our immune system 
protects us from these attacks that could make us very sick and fights off infection by making specific cells 
targeted to destroy the invading agent(s). Our immune system “learns” to recognize all the different pathogens that 
could attack us. When one of them enters our system, it is detected. The immune system automatically goes to 
work and generates a hostile response to kill or expel the pathogen before it can cause damage.   
 
Our immune system learns about hostile agents in two ways: naturally, when we are infected (even if we don’t get 
sick), and with a little help, when we are immunized against these pathogens.  All those childhood shots: for 
measles, mumps, whooping cough, polio, and so on, as well as your annual shot for the flu, are designed to inform 
our immune system about the different pathogens, so we can be prepared if our body ever reencounters it.  We 
call this situation, where our body knows about a pathogen and is armed and ready to defend us if necessary 
“immunity.” 
 
Sometimes, the immunity lasts for decades.  Most immunizations for childhood infections last for many years.  In 
other cases, either because immunity weakens over time or because the agent changes (or “mutates”), immunity 
may last only a year or even less.  For example, influenza is continuously and rapidly changing, so an annual flu 
shot is designed to help our immune system recognize and defend against the variants in the community each 
year. Tetanus, on the other hand, doesn’t mutate quickly. Still, our immunity weakens over time, so we need a 
“booster” shot every few years. 
 
 
How do the current COVID-19 vaccines work?  
There are two vaccines currently available in the United States, one made by the Pfizer company and the other 
made by Moderna. Both vaccines work by using an entirely different mechanism than more traditional vaccines.  
You may have seen pictures of the coronavirus that causes COVID-19 and notice that it has funny "spikes" on its 
outsides.  These prickly projections are made of a specific protein and are unique to this virus. Those spikes 
interact with molecules on the surface of a cell so that the virus can invade its host. They are the perfect marker for 
our immune systems to recognize.   
 
The difference with these vaccines is that they contain instructions to make the spike protein.  Once the vaccine is 
injected, some cells in your body go to work and begin making spike protein, but not the rest of the virus.  Your 
immune system sees the spikes, decides they are "intruders," and starts an immune response to destroy them.  
The original instructions from the vaccine are destroyed quickly. At the end of a couple of days, your immune 
system has the ability to recognize the virus if you are ever infected in the future.  The vaccine does not enter the 
nucleus of the cell and does not interact with your DNA. The second shot, taken a few weeks later, provides a 
“booster” and brings you to a very high level of immunity against COVID-19.   

 
Will COVID-19 vaccines will alter my DNA?  
No.  The new vaccines work by instructing some of the cells in your body to make the spike protein, which triggers 
an immune response.  Injecting mRNA into your body will not interact with or do anything to your cells' DNA 
because it never enters the cell's nucleus containing your DNA. Human cells break down and get rid of the mRNA 
soon after they have finished using the instructions, and the immune system eliminates the spike protein. 
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Can I mix and match vaccines? 
No.  Even though the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines use the same messenger RNA (mRNA) technology, the CDC 
recommends that you don’t change vaccine manufacturers between your first and second dose. After your first 
dose, you'll receive a vaccination card indicating which vaccine you were given and the second dose's 
recommended date. Only in situations where the type of vaccine you received for your first dose isn't available 
when it is time for your second shot, your health care provider will decide based on CDC guidance if the other 
manufacturer can be used.  
 
 
Is one vaccine preferable to the other for specific patients?  
Both of the currently available vaccines are nearly identical in their ability to prevent infection in all age and racial 
groups. The Pfizer vaccine is authorized for ages 16 years and older, and Moderna is approved for ages 18 and 
older.  
 
Do we have an option to decide which manufacture of the vaccine we get? 
Because vaccine supplies are limited, it is unlikely you will be given a choice of vaccine brands. 
 
Do I need to get vaccinated if I already had COVID-19 and have recovered?  
Yes.  The CDC recommends getting the vaccine, even if you have had COVID-19.  They also recommend that if 
you have recently had COVID-19, that you wait 90 days after you recover before getting vaccinated.  
 
Will the vaccines work against the variant strains emerging? 
So far, the science says yes, but it may be too soon to tell.  There is limited information on how effective the new vaccines 
will be against emerging strains of the COVID-19 virus. The clinical trials on the vaccines were done before the new 
variants became prevalent.  The vaccines will likely be more protective against some variants than others, and it is 
possible that the vaccines will be adjusted in the future to improve their effectiveness.  However, public health authorities 
are clear that people should not wait for a new or changed vaccine in the hope that it will be more effective against 
emerging COVID-19 virus variants.  

 
Vaccine Safety and Side Effects  
 
Can you get COVID-19 from the vaccine?  
You cannot get COVID-19 from the vaccine. COVID-19 vaccines do not contain coronavirus and cannot give you 
COVID-19. Be sure to get both doses of the vaccine so it can work fully. 
 
Will it hurt? 
Maybe a little, but only for a moment.  Many people report that the COVID-19 vaccination feels like getting the flu 
shot or other vaccinations you have had. Sore arms after the shot are common. 
 
What are the side effects of the vaccines? 
The majority of people who get the COVID-19 vaccine report experience few or no side effects.  Some people 
experience fatigue, a headache, or muscle pain.  Sore arms and a brief fever are also common. These symptoms 
are more common following the second dose when your immune system responds more strongly. All of these 
symptoms indicate the vaccine is working and your body is mounting an immune response.  Symptoms typically go 
away in a day or so.   Other, more severe symptoms such as an allergic response have occurred in a very few 
cases around the world.  For maximum safety when getting immunized, you will be asked to wait at the clinic after 
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receiving your shot for 15 or 30 minutes to make certain no allergic reaction occurs. You will also be advised to 
contact your doctor if any symptoms you experience cause you to worry or don't go away within a few days.  
 

 
Can I get the COVID-19 shot even if I’ve had other vaccinations recently?  
The CDC recommends that you wait at least 14 days after having another vaccine (such as a flu shot) before 
getting your COVID-19 vaccination.  They also recommend you wait at least 14 days after your COVID shot before 
having any other vaccinations. 
 
Can I still get the COVID-19 virus after I have been vaccinated?  
Yes. It typically takes a few weeks for the body to build immunity (protection against the virus that causes COVID-19) 
after vaccination. That means it’s possible a person could be infected with the virus that causes COVID-19 just before or 
just after vaccination and still gets sick. This is because the vaccine has not had enough time to provide protection. It is 
also important to know that even with a 95% effective vaccine, there is still a chance of becoming infected if exposed to 
coronavirus. 
 
Will I be required to get tested for COVID-19 after I am vaccinated?  
It will take many months before enough people are fully vaccinated to stop the spread of COVID-19. Therefore, at 
this time, the California Department of Health (CDPH) does not recommend changes to testing requirements for 
individuals, even those who have been fully vaccinated. As the science and evidence evolve, CDPH will issue 
updated guidance to reflect new information and data.  

 
 
Vaccination Distribution  
 
When will it be my turn to get vaccinated? 
It depends mostly on your age.  Vaccine distribution follows a similar prioritization system around the country, but 
each State and county has some slight variations.  In California, the State uses a  phased approach that started 
with vaccinating health care workers and residents of long-term care facilities in December 2020. The program 
then progresses into vaccinating those 75 years and older, then those 65 years and older, and "front line" workers 
in the education, childcare, emergency services, and food and agriculture sectors who have the highest risk of 
exposure to people with COVID-19.   
 
As that group of people has been vaccinated, attention will turn to those 50-64 years of age, those with pre-existing 
conditions that put them at high risk, as well as essential workers in the defense, energy, IT, water/wastewater, 
chemical and hazardous materials, communications, financial services, and government operations sectors.  This 
group will include utility workers.  After all these priority groups have been vaccinated, and when vaccine supply is 
keeping up with demand, the vaccination program will open up to the entire population. 
 
Is PG&E giving paid time off to get the vaccine? 
You may go for vaccination during business hours; however, employees are expected to use their sick or paid time 
off (PTO) to get vaccinated like any other medical appointment.  
 
Who will pay for the vaccine?  
The vaccine itself is paid for by our tax dollars in the United States.  The cost to administer the vaccine is paid for 
through PG&E’s Group health plan and Kaiser Plans, Medicare, or other insurance. There will be no out-of-pocket 
expense, copayment, or deductible, for being vaccinated. Members who are part of the PG&E Medicare health 
plans will have no cost share for vaccines at both in- and out-of-network providers through December 31, 2021. 
 

https://covid19.ca.gov/vaccines/
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How soon should I get the second dose of the vaccine?  
When you get your first vaccination, you will be advised how long you will need to wait for the second dose.  You 
will receive a vaccination card that includes information on the vaccine you received and an appointment date for 
the second dose.  The recommendation is 21 days later for the Pfizer vaccine and 28 days for the Moderna 
vaccine, but appointments will depend in part on the available vaccine. It is OK to delay the second dose a few 
days if you have to.  Do not get it early.  

 
Will PG&E assist employees on how to get the vaccine?   
There will be a continuing effort, working with our health care providers, to facilitate getting employees vaccinated.  
PG&E will continue to communicate where we are in California’s priority system as the campaign progresses. You are 
also encouraged to sign up with the State, your healthcare provider, or your county to be notified when it’s your turn. 
You can also sign up for alerts from local health jurisdictions that are also providing registration and notification services. 

 
 
Will employees in a lower priority group be allowed to work from home until they can get the vaccine? 
PG&E is strongly encouraging but does not plan to require its workers to get vaccinated and does not expect to 
ask employees to divulge their vaccination status.  When it is time to do so, returning to the office environment will 
involve continued use of face coverings, physical distancing, and other factors to reduce the risk and maintain a 
safe working environment.  Employees who are uncomfortable returning to the office environment will have the 
opportunity to discuss accommodations for their specific circumstances with Human Resources.  PG&E will 
continue to follow guidance from the CDC, State of California, Cal/OSHA, and Local Health Departments to assure 
safety in the office environment. 

 
 
I heard pharmacies would be able to offer the vaccines. Is this a safe option, and does PG&E health plan(s) 
cover it?   
Large pharmacy chains have been contracted by the State of California to provide vaccinations and are presently 
vaccinating in long term care facilities. Smaller pharmacies are currently working with the State to be included in 
the distribution plan.  As the COVID-19 vaccination distribution accelerates, more distribution points will be 
established, which will be communicated to the communities they serve.  The State must qualify the personnel 
involved in providing vaccination at these locations to administer vaccinations (similar to receiving a flu shot at a 
pharmacy) and follow all of the same protocols used at other distribution points, such as health care providers and 
mass vaccination sites. 
 
 
If I’m vaccinated, and all my friends and family are vaccinated, can we hang out together without masks? 
Vaccination reduces but doesn’t eliminate the risk of infection.  The smart path to take is to continue following 
COVID-19 safety protocols, including wearing face coverings and social distancing, even after vaccination.  More 
is being learned about how well the vaccine prevents you from passing COVID-19 on to others, but until we are 
sure, face masks will continue to be more than just a good idea.  In California, at the moment, wearing face masks 
outside of the home also continues to be the law.  
 
Will pregnant women be given priority to get the vaccine? 
The COVID-19 vaccine hasn’t been studied in pregnant women yet. Being pregnant is a risk factor for serious 
illness from COVID-19.  Pregnancy is considered a condition that might make someone eligible for vaccination in 
the last phase of early vaccination, but that will be a decision made at the State and County when the time comes.  
In the meantime, pregnant women considering vaccination should consult with their health care providers about 
whether to be vaccinated. 

https://myturn.ca.gov/
https://covid19.ca.gov/get-local-information/
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Are children under 16 able to be vaccinated?  
Not at this time.  The clinical studies conducted by the drug companies did not include children younger than age 
16. Until further research is completed by the manufacturers and approved by the FDA demonstrating safety in 
children, those younger than 16 cannot be vaccinated with the Pfizer vaccine. Those under 18 cannot be 
vaccinated with the Moderna vaccine.  

 
 

After the Vaccination   
 

Will I get a certificate saying I have been vaccinated? 
 
After you have been vaccinated, you should receive an official card that tells you which Covid-19 vaccine you were 
given, the vaccine lot number, and the date you got vaccinated. The card has space for both the first and second 
vaccinations. Be careful not to lose it and take it with you when you go for your second shot.   
 
It is also a good idea to take a picture of the card with your phone or scan it when you get home, so you have a 
permanent record of it. Note that the Better Business Bureau and others are strongly advising that you DO NOT 
share your vaccination card on social media to protect your privacy and make it harder for someone to create a 
fake card.  If you want to brag about getting immunized, a picture of you and the “I got my COVID-19 vaccine” 
sticker will work even better. 

 
How long will it take for the vaccine to start working? 
It takes about two weeks after the Moderna or Pfizer vaccine's second shot to obtain the full protective effect.  You 
gain some protection after the first shot, but it is estimated to be only about 50 percent.  These vaccines were 
designed to require two injections spaced a few weeks apart, and it is essential that you follow through and get 
both shots.  
 
Will I need to wear a mask after I get vaccinated for COVID-19? 
Yes.  While the vaccine is expected to prevent you from getting sick, it is still unclear if you can transmit the virus to 
others. Until more is understood about how well the vaccine works, precautions such as mask-wearing and physical 
distancing are necessary. Health orders that require face coverings when you are away from home are expected to 
continue for the foreseeable future.  
 
How long will the vaccine last? Will I need another one next year? 
It is still too soon to tell how long the COVID-19 vaccination will be effective. Covid-19 vaccinations may become 
an annual event, just like the flu shot. Or the vaccine may provide protection for longer.  Researchers monitor how 
long immunity lasts as part of the clinical trials that started in the summer of 2020 and hope to understand this 
better in the next year. 
 
Is PG&E planning to require employees to get the COVID-19 vaccine? 
PG&E is not currently mandating vaccinations. We recognize our coworkers have different perspectives about 
getting vaccinated, and the choice is personal.  The company strongly encourages all of our employees and 
contractors to get the vaccine as soon as they have the opportunity to do so.  This is a necessary step to getting all 
of us back to normal life. 
 
 



 

For additional COVID-19 related FAQs, please visit pge.com/covid19employee 
P a g e  6 | 6 

 

COVID-19 Topic: Vaccines  
Frequently Asked Questions  
 
Last Updated: February 5, 2021 

If the vaccine is not mandatory, but PG&E requires folks to come back to work in an office situation, what 
do employees do who don't feel comfortable going back to the environment not knowing if their coworkers 
are vaccinated? 
PG&E will be managing the return to the office environment in a sensitive way, prioritizing our coworkers' health and 
safety.  Employees concerned about their ability to return to the work environment will be able to request accommodation 
through Human Resources.   More information will be shared about this as the return to the office gets closer. 
 
 
How is the company handling employees and contractors who decide not to get vaccinated?  
We recognize our coworkers have different perspectives about getting vaccinated. To be clear: we are not currently 
mandating vaccinations and are not inquiring about our employees' or contractors' vaccination status.  Being vaccinated 
may not reduce someone's ability to infect others with COVID-19 (the science is still inconclusive).  All coworkers, 
regardless of their vaccination status, will continue to be treated in the same way.  We will continue to require the use of 
COVID-19 protection procedures, including the use of face coverings, physical distancing, and daily wellness checks to 
provide a safe working environment for all of us. 
 
 
Since there isn’t a vaccine for children yet, when can we expect all schools to open? 
The decision to reopen schools is complicated. Many factors, including the ability to maintain safety protocols, 
manage student movement to avoid crowds, the confidence and comfort of instructors and their unions in returning 
to the classroom environment, the level of infection in the community, and many others. Individual school districts 
and private schools have largely been left to chart their own paths, whether it's a return to the classroom, remote 
learning, or a mix of the two.  School administrators have to balance the need for COVID safety with the students' 
educational needs, and it is a difficult balance with no correct answer. The availability of vaccines for 
schoolteachers and in the community should contribute to greater confidence in returning to the school 
environment, but it remains unclear when that will happen.  
 
 
When will it be safe to do things like going to the movies or a stadium to watch a football game again? 
The State of California has reintroduced its Blueprint for Reopening following the peak in COVID-19 we 
experienced mid-winter.  Vaccination in the community wasn't included in the original Blueprint but will undoubtedly 
play a role in reopening decisions in the future.  Some activities will likely be possible sooner rather than later in 
California's recovery due to the availability of vaccines and some might be possible with some limitations by the 
summer of 2021.  However, attending large group events, such as going to a football game or live concert, aren't 
likely to resume until the Blueprint itself is completed, which could still be a long time off. The more people in our 
community that get vaccinated, the sooner we can expect to return to the activities and socialization we all miss. 
 


