
 

Expert answers questions about new
COVID-19 vaccine
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The Food and Drug Administration has granted emergency use
authorization for a new COVID-19 vaccine developed by Janssen
Pharmaceuticals Inc., a subsidiary of Johnson & Johnson. The
announcement means the U.S. now has three vaccines that effectively
prevent severe COVID-19.
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Unlike the first two vaccines authorized for emergency use from Pfizer-
BioNTech and Moderna, which are based on messenger RNA, Janssen
Pharmaceuticals' vaccine is an adenoviral vector vaccine.

In this Q&A, Dr. Melanie Swift, co-chair of Mayo Clinic's COVID-19
Vaccine Allocation and Distribution Work Group, answers questions
about how the new vaccine works, its effectiveness and significance:

How does the new COVID-19 vaccine work?

Adenovirus vaccines are not really new. We have already used them for
things like the Ebola vaccine. An adenovirus vaccine is a virus that has
been altered so that it can't make you sick and it can't replicate. It has a
special bit of genetic code that has been inserted into it that, in this case,
causes your body to make the spike protein.

In the end, what you get is your body makes the spike protein and you
develop the immune response to that spike protein ― exactly like one
would with the Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna vaccines.

The significance of the new vaccine is it's a single dose, and it can be
stored effectively at refrigerator temperatures for a longer period of
time. It doesn't have to go into frozen storage the way the messenger
RNA vaccines do. That makes it much easier to deploy to a wider variety
of places.

Is the new COVID-19 vaccine as effective as other
COVID-19 vaccines?

What people should know is that it is a very effective vaccine. We
already had two highly effective vaccines on the market, so people try to
compare them, but you really can't compare them. They were studied in
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different places at different times. And the new vaccine was studied in
places where there were a lot of the new variant strains coming out. But
it still showed very high effectiveness ― 85% ― at preventing severe
COVID-19 and there were no deaths in the vaccine group who received
the vaccine. That's just phenomenal.

It's important that people know that immunity is not an on-off light
switch. It's more of a dimmer switch. Even if there's less immunity than
optimal, it's still not like you haven't had the vaccine. You still have
protection.

Which COVID-19 vaccine should people get?

People really should take whichever vaccine is available to them. You
can't compare these vaccines head to head because they were tested in
different circumstances. They are all highly effective. The upside of this
new vaccine is it's only one dose. When you get that second dose of the
messenger RNA vaccines ― Pfizer-BioNTech or Moderna ― you have
a higher rate of side effects than with the first dose. The nice part about
this new vaccine is you don't get as many side effects as you do with the
others, and it's also much more convenient not to have to schedule that
second visit.

A COVID-19 vaccine is one tool to help slow the spread of the virus,
along with masking, social distancing and hand hygiene.
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