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INFORMATION FOR PATIENTS AND FAMILIES REGARDING THE COVID-19 VACCINE 
 
 
Transplant recipients usually cannot receive “live” vaccines.  Do COVID-19 vaccines contain live virus? 
 
Live viral vaccines contain a weakened form of a live virus, such as a virus that causes measles.  Transplant recipients 
usually cannot receive live viral vaccines (with some exceptions) because weakened virus can still replicate and may 
cause disease in people taking immune suppressive medications.   
 
None of the authorized and recommended COVID-19 vaccines in Canada contain the live virus that causes COVID-19. 
This means that a COVID-19 vaccine cannot make you sick with COVID-19 because they are NOT live vaccines. More 
information about COVID-19 vaccines that are currently available or may become available in Canada in the future is 
provided below. 
 
It is important to remember that it typically takes at least 2 weeks for the body to build immunity (protection against 
the virus that causes COVID-19) after COVID-19 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 therefore get sick from the COVID-19 virus and 
not from the vaccine.  
 
 
How do the COVID-19 vaccines currently available in Canada work? 
 
There are currently 2 COVID-19 vaccines that are approved in Canada: 
 

 As of December 9, 2020 the Pfizer-BioNtech vaccine (ages 16 and older) 

 As of December 23, 2020 the Moderna vaccine (ages 18 and older) 
 
Both of these are known as “messenger RNA” vaccines.  The messenger RNA in the vaccine shows your body how to 
make a small amount of “spike” protein, which is similar to the “spike” protein on the surface of the COVID-19 virus.  
Your body’s immune system can then react to the “spike” protein as something that doesn’t belong and generates 
immune response (antibodies and T-cells), which will protect you from infection if you are exposed to real COVID-19 
virus in the future. Because your body only makes the “spike” protein and not the whole virus, you CANNOT get 
COVID-19 infection from getting the vaccine.  After a small amount of the “spike” protein is made, the messenger RNA 
automatically disintegrates (falls apart).   
 
Even though messenger RNA vaccines are new, the mechanism by which messenger RNA vaccines work is not new. 
Every human body naturally contains many different messenger RNAs and constantly makes proteins that are needed 
for everyday life.  
 
Several other vaccines are currently going through large-scale (Phase 3) clinical trials and may become available in the 
future. These include: 
 

 AstraZeneca’s vaccine  

 Janssen’s vaccine 

 Novavax’s vaccine 
 
NONE of these vaccines contain a live virus. Astra Zeneca’s and Janssen’s vaccines both use a viral vector. A viral 
vector is a modified version of a common cold or other virus (not COVID-19 virus) which enters your body and teaches 
it to make a small amount of “spike protein”. Your body’s immune system recognizes the “spike” protein as something 
that doesn’t belong and generates immune response which will protect you from infection if you are exposed to real 
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COVID-19 virus in the future. Viral vector vaccines are not considered live vaccines. Viral vectors used in COVID-19 
vaccines have been modified, so they CANNOT replicate inside the body and cause disease, even if a person is immune 
compromised. Novavax’s vaccine is a protein subunit vaccine, meaning it uses small particles of a lab-grown “spike 
protein” to generate immune response.  
 
 
Are people who have received COVID-19 vaccine still at risk of becoming infected with COVID-19?  
 
Similar to other vaccines, there is unfortunately no perfect vaccine against COVID-19.  
Vaccine information that we have so far comes from large clinical trials. Now that vaccines have been licensed and are 
used outside of clinical trials we will soon be able to get further information.  
 
Based on what we know from clinical trials, a small number of people who have received COVID-19 vaccine may still 
become sick with COVID-19.  We think that COVID-19 vaccine protects from severe COVID disease, but more 
information is needed to be able to say this confidently.  
 
We also do not yet have information about vaccine effectiveness in solid organ transplant recipients or in children 
specifically. Like with other vaccines, vaccine protection from COVID-19 vaccine may be lower in people living with an 
organ transplant. This is because taking immune suppressive medication which is necessary to prevent organ rejection 
also makes it more difficult for one’s body to generate robust immune response (antibodies and T-cells) to vaccines. 
Now that vaccines are licensed we will be able to learn more about COVID-19 vaccine effectiveness in transplant 
recipients.  
 
It is important to keep in mind that clinical trials looked at whether COVID-19 vaccine protects from becoming sick 
with COVID-19 but did not look at asymptomatic carriage (carrying the virus without being sick). We do not yet know 
whether being vaccinated against COVID-19 protects you from carrying the virus without being sick, but still passing it 
on to others. 
 
Finally, vaccines do not work immediately. It typically takes at least 2 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 get sick.   
 
 
Are people who have received COVID-19 vaccine still able to pass on COVID-19 virus to others even if they are 
vaccinated and are not feeling sick? 
 
We do not know yet if the vaccine reduces your ability to pass on a new COVID-19 infection to somebody else.  As 
more people are getting vaccinated it will become easier to gather further information and accurately answer this 
question. It is therefore important to continue to follow all public health recommendations, including wearing a mask, 
washing your hands, and follow social distancing rules, even after you have been vaccinated.  
 
 
What are common side effects of COVID-19 vaccines? 
 
Side effects reported with currently approved COVID-19 vaccines are typically mild or moderate. These include pain or 
swelling in the arm, where the vaccine was given. People can also experience  tiredness, headache, fever, chills, 
soreness or nausea and vomiting shortly after being vaccinated. We do not yet know whether these side effects are 
more common or different in solid organ transplant recipients. We also do not yet know about side effects in children. 
Now that vaccines are licensed and people living with organ transplant are getting vaccinated, we will be able to get 
further information about side effects. If your child is not feeling well after receiving vaccines you should contact your 
transplant team. 
 
Anyone who is receiving vaccine is invited to register with the Canadian National Vaccine Safety Network (CANVAS) 
COVID-19 Safety Surveillance 
http://cirnetwork.ca/research-study/canadian-national-vaccine-safety-network-canvas-covid-19-safety-surveillance/ 

http://cirnetwork.ca/research-study/canadian-national-vaccine-safety-network-canvas-covid-19-safety-surveillance/
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Is COVID-19 vaccine SAFE for children who are living with organ transplant? 
 
The Pfizer-BioNtech and Moderna vaccine clinical trials have not included adults or children who have had organ 
transplant. COVID-19 vaccines have only just started being tested in healthy children.  
 
The Canadian Society for Transplantation states that the currently approved COVID-19 vaccines may be given to 
eligible pre- and post-transplant patients when the vaccine is available to them. This is based on medical experts’ 
opinion that mRNA vaccines are likely to be safe in most transplant recipients and that the benefits of getting the 
vaccine will outweigh the risks associated with getting COVID-19 infection. 
 
There are no COVID-19 vaccines currently approved for children under 16 years of age. Once approved we expect 
similar recommendations will apply to pediatric transplant recipients.  
If your child is 16 years of age or older, you should discuss with your transplant team whether receiving COVID-19 
vaccine is right for your child.  
 
 
Is the COVID-19 vaccine EFFECTIVE in children who are living with organ transplant? 
 
We do not know yet. Clinical trials that assess vaccine effectiveness (ability to protect from COVID-19) before vaccine 
is licensed did not include adults or children who have had an organ transplant. We also do not know yet whether 
COVID-19 vaccine is as effective in children as it is in adults. 
 
COVID-19 vaccine effectiveness depends on several factors, including one’s age, whether the person who is receiving 
the vaccine has other medical conditions and how much immune suppressive medication they are taking. Now that 
vaccines are licensed we will be able to learn more about COVID-19 vaccine effectiveness in transplant recipients.  
 
 
Is the COVID-19 vaccine SAFE for children and teenagers who are awaiting organ transplant? 
 
Adult pre-transplant patients were not specifically included in the existing vaccine clinical studies. However, people 
with generally normal immune systems, including some with a variety of chronic health conditions that would lead to 
transplantation, were part of the studies and tolerated the vaccine. Studies on otherwise healthy children are just 
starting now. 
 
There are no COVID-19 vaccines currently approved for children under 16 years of age. 
 
Your transplant team will help with arranging all the necessary pre-transplant vaccines for your child, including the 
COVID-19 vaccine, provided it is approved and available for your child. Please discuss with your transplant team 
before receiving the COVID-19 vaccine. 
 
 
Is the COVID-19 vaccine EFFECTIVE in children and teenagers who are awaiting organ transplant? 
 
COVID-19 vaccine effectiveness (ability to protect from COVID-19) depends on several factors, including age, whether 
the person receiving vaccine has other medical conditions and how much immune suppressive medication they are 
taking. 
 
In general, vaccines that are given more than two weeks before transplant are more effective than vaccines received 
less than two weeks before transplant. Your transplant team will help with arranging all the necessary vaccines for 
your child, including the COVID-19 vaccine, provided it is available and approved for them. 
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When will children who are transplant recipients or awaiting transplant be able to get the COVID-19 vaccine?  
 
Please check the B.C. COVID-19 immunization plan website listed at the bottom of this document for details and 
updates. Once vaccine becomes available to the general public, the vaccine will be prioritized for people 16 years of 
age and older who are considered to be “clinically extremely vulnerable”, including solid organ transplant recipients.  
 
Pediatric transplant recipients 16 years of age or older and their parents should discuss vaccination with their 
transplant team prior to registering their child for a vaccine clinic. 
 
We do not know yet when a COVID-19 vaccine will be approved and available for children and teenagers younger than 
16 years of age. Healthy children ages 12 to 15 are currently being included in vaccine studies and we will hopefully 
have more information by the summer.  
 
 
Will all children who are transplant recipients or awaiting transplant and are at least 16 years old be eligible to 
receive COVID-19 vaccine? 
 
Pediatric transplant recipients 16 years of age or older and their parents should discuss vaccination with their 
transplant team prior to registering their child for a vaccine clinic. 
Similar to other vaccines, we believe that COVID-19 vaccine will not be effective if your child is needing a lot of 
immune suppressive medication. In this case your team may recommend waiting with vaccine until your child needs 
fewer immune suppressive medication and their immune system is stronger.   
 
 
Will receiving COVID-19 vaccine affect timing of organ transplant? 
 
Patients will not be placed on hold for transplant while waiting for vaccination.  However, receiving a vaccine shortly 
before or immediately after transplant means that vaccine is less likely to be effective.  When possible, vaccines 
should be given at least two weeks before transplant or at least 1 month after transplant.  
 
 
Can COVID-19 vaccine be given together with other vaccines?  
 
Since there are no studies where COVID-19 vaccine was given together with other vaccines we recommend waiting at 
least 2 weeks between receiving COVID-19 vaccine and other vaccines. 
Let your healthcare team know if your child needs to receive other vaccines at the same time.  
 
 
Will parents and other caretakers of children who are transplant recipients or awaiting organ transplant be 
prioritized to receive COVID-19 vaccine? 
 
Clinical trials looked at whether COVID-19 vaccine protects from becoming sick with COVID-19 but did not look at 
asymptomatic carriage (carrying the virus without being sick). We do not yet know whether being vaccinated against 
COVID-19 protects you from carrying the virus without being sick, but still passing it on to others. This is why parents 
or caretakers of children living with organ transplant are currently not being prioritized to receive COVID-19 vaccines.  
This recommendation may change as more information about vaccines becomes available. 
 
We encourage family members and other caretakers to get the COVID-19 vaccine when it becomes available for them 
in order to reduce their chance of becoming sick with COVID-19 and potentially also reducing the chance of passing on 
the virus even if they are not feeling sick themselves.   
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Will COVID-19 vaccine be available at the BC Family Immunization Clinic? 
 
The COVID-19 vaccine is not currently available at the BC Family Immunization Clinic. It will become available once the 
COVID-19 vaccine is part of the pediatric vaccination program.  Immunization clinics are being organized in 
communities across B.C and will be overseen by your local health authority. Please check the B.C. COVID-19 
immunization plan website listed at the bottom of this document for details and updates.  For pediatric transplant 
recipients 16 years of age or older, please discuss vaccination with your transplant team prior to registering to receive 
vaccine. 
 
 
Can I get a COVID-19 antibody test to find out if my child already has immunity to COVID-19? 
 
COVID-19 antibody test is a blood test that can tell whether you have previously been exposed to COVID-19.  Hospitals 
in British Columbia currently only offer this test for people who are ill and are thought to have medical complications 
resulting from COVID-19 infection.   
 
While antibody test is available through some outpatient laboratories through private pay, it is important to 
understand limitations of the test. Having COVID-19 antibodies does not guarantee that one is protected from having 
COVID-19 infection again in the future or from passing on the virus to others, and not everyone who has been infected 
has a positive antibody test. Even in people who have antibodies after infection we do not yet know how long 
antibodies remain positive for after infection.  
 
If you would like to enroll your child in a study that is looking at how many children and young adults (under 25 years) 
in BC have antibodies against COVID-19 you can find out more information here: 
https://www.bcchr.ca/vec/research/spring-study 
 
 
 
References and other helpful resources about COVID-19 vaccine: 
 
BC COVID-19 immunization plan 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/safety/emergency-preparedness-response-recovery/covid-19-provincial-
support/vaccines#phases 
 
BCCDC website 
http://www.bccdc.ca/health-info/diseases-conditions/covid-19/covid-19-vaccine 
 
Immunize BC COVID-19 vaccine frequently asked questions 
https://immunizebc.ca/covid-19-vaccine-frequently-asked-questions 
 
Canadian Society for Transplantation COVID-19 information 
https://www.cst-transplant.ca/COVID-19_Information.html 
 
BC Transplant COVID-19 information 
http://www.transplant.bc.ca/Documents/BCT-COVID19-Vaccine-FAQ-Jan22-2021.pdf 
 
Canadian National Vaccine Safety Network (CANVAS) COVID-19 Safety Surveillance 
http://cirnetwork.ca/research-study/canadian-national-vaccine-safety-network-canvas-covid-19-safety-surveillance/ 
 
Vaccine information and interactive games for school-aged children, including information about COVID-19 
https://iboostimmunity.com 
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