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Addressing Patients’ COVID-19 Vaccine Questions: 
A Guide for Health Care Providers

Your recommendation is one of the strongest predictors of a patient getting vaccinated against 
COVID-19. Patients consider their health care provider to be one of the most trusted sources of 
information about vaccines. Right now, keeping our communities safe from COVID-19 is one of  
our primary goals as health care providers.

This document outlines ways to support your patients in making informed decisions about the 
COVID-19 vaccines. The intention is to help you answer patients’ questions, provide them with 
accurate information, and honor and respond to their needs. Often, this process takes time.  
Don't assume that someone who declines the vaccine today has made a permanent decision.

For up-to-date information on the COVID-19 vaccines, visit nyc.gov/health/covidvaccineprovider. 
You can also visit nyc.gov/vaccinetalks for online resources and handouts to help you talk about 
COVID-19 vaccination with your staff and patients. Information for patients, including printable 
resources in various languages, can be found at nyc.gov/covidvaccine and nyc.gov/vaccinefacts.  
To receive periodic updates from the NYC Health Department via email, subscribe to our Health 
Alert Network and City Health Information mailing lists

  
Part 1: Start the conversation

Every patient visit or encounter is an opportunity to start or continue the discussion about 
COVID-19 vaccines. All providers, including primary care providers, dentists, physical therapists, 
urgent care providers, specialists and healers are trusted messengers.

The decision to be vaccinated is personal. Your goal is for each patient to have the information 
they need to make an informed decision. Patients desire health care interactions where their 
experiences are heard and validated, making it important to lead conversations with listening.

Try using open-ended questions to understand what each person thinks and feels about 
COVID-19 vaccination (see below for examples). Offer your strong recommendation but be clear 
that they have a choice:

 •    I highly recommend that everyone get the COVID-19 vaccine. I have been vaccinated.
 •   Have you been vaccinated yet?
 •   How are you feeling about the COVID-19 vaccines?

http://nyc.gov/health/covidvaccineprovider
http://nyc.gov/vaccinetalks
http://nyc.gov/covidvaccine
http://nyc.gov/vaccinefacts
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/resources/health-alert-network.page
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/providers/resources/health-alert-network.page
https://a816-healthpsi.nyc.gov/OnlineRegistration/dohmh/DOHMHService.action
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 •   Is there anything you want to know?
 •   What kinds of things are you hearing about the vaccines?
 •   Can you tell me what is worrying you?
 •   How can I support you in making your decision?

 
Part 2: Strategies for engagement

Be ready to explain how COVID-19 vaccines work. 
A person’s baseline knowledge impacts what they need to know to make an informed decision. 
You can provide straightforward explanations that honor each person’s level of knowledge and 
address what they want to know.

   
provide plain language answers. When possible, use familiar examples and comparisons. 
Reframe your explanations if patients seem lost or confused and invite follow-up 
questions.

    use medical jargon. Do not assume what anyone knows about viruses or how the 
vaccines work. Instead, check in with the person on what they know and do not know.

Support informed decisions.
For many people, saying that COVID-19 vaccines are safe does not provide reassurance. They
want answers to specific questions about the vaccine development process, clinical trials and 
safety monitoring systems.

  invite specific questions. What concerns does this person have?

  assume what questions a patient will have.

Respond to misinformation.
There are many rumors about the COVID-19 vaccines. Many of them are frightening. You can  
help dispel misinformation.

   invite the patient to share anything concerning that they have heard. If they have heard 
incorrect information, explain why it is incorrect without judgement. Earn trust with 
accurate information.

   dismiss their concerns. People may have heard the misinformation from friends, family,  
or media sources that they trust. There may be rational reasons for why they may  
believe some rumors.
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Be realistic about side effects.
It is well known that many people have side effects and, in rare cases, severe or
dangerous reactions, after receiving a COVID-19 vaccine. Patients will likely have heard from 
friends and relatives who felt ill after being vaccinated. Provide honest answers to questions 
about how the vaccines may affect them.

   explain that it is normal to have side effects and for side effects to differ from person to 
person. Be specific about what side effects they may have, how likely they are to occur, 
how long they might last and when to seek medical care.

 
  simply say that the vaccines are safe or that side effects are mild. Many people have heard 
from friends and family who felt sick after getting vaccinated, so it may sound like you are 
being dismissive or not being honest.

Honor concerns about discrimination and distrust.
For communities of color and other marginalized communities, distrust in the health care system 
is a response to historic injustices and modern-day experiences of racism, sexism, homophobia, 
transphobia and other forms of discrimination. Individuals may fear medical exploitation, unequal 
treatment or not having their concerns heard. Questions can be an opportunity to honor and 
validate those concerns.

   recognize that many people have good reason to be worried. Many people have 
experienced discrimination personally, in the health care system and elsewhere.

   assume what concerns people have based on how they look. Surveys and community 
feedback give us a general idea of what people may experience but can also lead to 
unintentional assumptions. Make sure to hear concerns on an individual level.

Appeal to positive emotions.
Even people who are not sure about getting vaccinated may have positive thoughts they want  
to weigh against uncertainty. Answering questions is a good opportunity to reinforce the benefits 
of vaccination.

   ask your patient what they think might be good about getting vaccinated. For example, 
getting vaccinated will help protect them, their loved ones and their community from 
COVID-19. Getting vaccinated will also help ease access to various indoor activities in  
the city (dining, fitness and entertainment venues). 

   place judgement or shame on people who still have reservations about being vaccinated. 
Instead, address their concerns and invite them to return when they are ready.
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Make getting vaccinated easy.
Difficulty making an appointment or finding a vaccination site can make people feel undervalued 
and disrespected, which may make them less likely to choose to get vaccinated. You can make  
it easier for your patients to navigate the system.

   provide information on how and where to get vaccinated, whether at your site or 
someplace else, in the languages spoken by your patients.

 
  assume your patients already know how to set up a vaccine appointment.

Part 3: Suggested answers to common questions and concerns
Get comfortable with the idea that not everyone is eager to be vaccinated.
Patients may have questions or concerns about COVID-19 vaccines. Below are some responses to 
common questions. More information is available at nyc.gov/vaccinefacts.

 Will the vaccines make me unable to have children?
  People who are pregnant, trying to become pregnant or plan on trying to become pregnant 

in the future should get vaccinated against COVID-19.1,2 If you are pregnant, COVID-19 is 
especially dangerous. For example, numerous studies have found that women with COVID-19 
who are pregnant or women with COVID-19 who have recently become pregnant were more 
likely to be admitted to the intensive care unit or require ventilation compared with women 
of reproductive age with COVID-19 who are not pregnant.3 There is no evidence COVID-19 
vaccines affect fertility, cause problems during pregnancy or harm your fetus. Vaccination 
during pregnancy is safe and is the best way to protect your health.

  Misinformation has spread on the internet and claims of infertility are based on a 
misunderstanding of the science. The COVID-19 vaccines – like many other vaccines – work 
by teaching our bodies to create antibodies to fight the virus. Some concerns about infertility 
are based on the misconception that the antibodies developed after COVID-19 infection 
or vaccination will attack a protein in the placenta. However, the proteins on the virus that 
causes COVID-19 and the protein in the placenta are very different, and our immune systems 
are smart enough to tell the difference. There is no evidence these antibodies will cause any 

________

1  Statement of Strong Medical Consensus for Vaccination of Pregnant Individuals Against COVID-19: https://www.acog.org/news/
news-releases/2021/08/statement-of-strong-medical-consensus-for-vaccination-of-pregnant-individuals-against-covid-19/. 
Accessed August 18, 2021.

2  COVID-19 Vaccines While Pregnant or Breastfeeding https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/recommendations/
pregnancy.html Accessed August 18, 2021.

3  Allotey J, Stallings E, Bonet M, Yap M, Chatterjee S, Kew T et al. Clinical manifestations, risk factors, and maternal and perinatal 
outcomes of coronavirus disease 2019 in pregnancy: living systematic review and meta-analysis BMJ 2020; 370 :m3320 
doi:10.1136/bmj.m3320

http://nyc.gov/vaccinefacts
https://www.acog.org/news/news-releases/2021/08/statement-of-strong-medical-consensus-for-vaccinatio
https://www.acog.org/news/news-releases/2021/08/statement-of-strong-medical-consensus-for-vaccinatio
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/recommendations/pregnancy.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/recommendations/pregnancy.html
http://10.1136/bmj.m3320
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problems in pregnancy, including development of the placenta. In addition, safety monitoring 
data from people who received a COVID-19 vaccine before 20 weeks of pregnancy found no 
increased risk for miscarriage.

 Will the vaccines have long-term side effects?
  With any vaccine, serious side effects usually appear within 42 days of when a person receives 
the vaccine. Clinical trials of the COVID-19 vaccines monitored study volunteers for at least 
two months, and now tens of millions of people have gone well over two months since they 
got an authorized COVID-19 vaccine. No long-term health effects have been identified.

   Vaccine safety reporting systems have identified some rare serious adverse events that affect a 
very small number of vaccine recipients within the first two months after vaccination. Specifically, 
rare blood clots and Guillain-Barré syndrome have been identified in people who got the 
Johnson & Johnson/Janssen vaccine, and heart inflammation has been identified in people who 
got either the Moderna or Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine. The benefits of vaccination in preventing 
serious COVID-19 illness and death far outweigh the risks for these rare adverse events.4 

 I have an underlying condition or I am taking medications. Is the vaccine safe for me?
  COVID-19 vaccines are safe and recommended for all people with underlying medical 
conditions, including and especially for people with conditions that put them at greater risk 
for severe COVID-19 illness. This includes people with cancer, heart disease, hypertension, 
diabetes, kidney disease and HIV. COVID-19 vaccines are also safe and recommended for all 
people taking medications, including people taking multiple medications. Some people taking 
medications that can suppress the immune system may need an additional dose of vaccine.  

 I already had COVID-19. Do I still need to get vaccinated? 
  People who have had COVID-19 should still get vaccinated. Being fully vaccinated provides 
stronger and longer-lasting protection than natural immunity alone and risk of reinfection is 
lower after vaccination than after infection.5 Getting vaccinated is the best way to protect 
yourself. Although people who have recovered from COVID-19 may have protection against 
the virus strain they were initially exposed to, people’s immune responses to infection can 
vary depending on individual characteristics, how much virus they were exposed to, and 
how severe their illness was, among other factors. Some recent research also suggests that 
immunity due to previous infection may not be as protective against the delta variant and 
other emerging COVID-19 variants.

 Are there any people over 12 years of age who should not get a COVID-19 vaccine?
  The only reason not to get a COVID-19 vaccine is if you had a severe or immediate allergic 
reaction (such as anaphylaxis) after a previous dose of that vaccine or one of its ingredients. 
You may be able to safely get a different COVID-19 vaccine.

________

4  Rosenblum HG, Hadler SC, Moulia D, et al. Use of COVID-19 Vaccines After Reports of Adverse Events Among Adult Recipients 
of Janssen (Johnson & Johnson) and mRNA COVID-19 Vaccines (Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna): Update from the Advisory 
Committee on Immunization Practices — United States, July 2021. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2021;70:1094-1099. DOI: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm7032e4

5  Cavanaugh AM, Spicer KB, Thoroughman D, Glick C, Winter K. Reduced Risk of Reinfection with SARS-CoV-2 After COVID-19 
Vaccination — Kentucky, May–June 2021. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2021;70:1081-1083. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/
mmwr.mm7032e1

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/covid/providers/covid-19-providers-immunocompromised.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm7032e4
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm7032e1
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm7032e1
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Part 4: Make getting vaccinated easy.
Here is information to help you support patients in getting vaccinated and answer their questions 
about the process. See COVID-19 Vaccine Resources for more information.
 •    Become a vaccine provider. If your practice is not already set up to administer COVID-19 

vaccines, learn more here.
 •   Make it simple to get vaccinated. Be proactive in reaching out to patients. Use communication 

mechanisms appropriate to your patient population, such as telephone, text, mail, email 
or social media. Remember, not everyone has access to or is comfortable using computer 
technology.

 •   If you do not offer vaccination, you and your staff can help your patients get an appointment, 
find a walk-up site or request an in-home vaccination. You can call 877-VAX-4-NYC  
(877-829-4692) and press 2 to be directed to an operator who will help you book an 
appointment for your patients on the spot. You can find walk-up sites by calling the same 
number or checking the City’s Vaccine Finder website (this website does not work on 
Internet Explorer).

 •    Help patients with access. You or your patients can call 877-VAX-4-NYC (877-829-4692) 
to request free transportation to and from a vaccination appointment for city residents 65 
and older, and those with disabilities who have no other way to get to a vaccination site. 
More information about help for people with disabilities is available on the NYC Health 
Department's COVID-19: Vaccine web page. You or your patients can also call this number 
or complete this online form to request in-home vaccination, which is available to all NYC 
residents age 12 and over.

 •   Have handouts available on how to get vaccinated.
      The What New Yorkers Need to Know About COVID-19 Vaccines palm card is available in 

30 languages and includes the City’s Vaccine Finder website (this website does not work 
on Internet Explorer) and hotline (877-VAX-4-NYC [877-829-4692]). The Vaccine Finder 
website also shows:

   –   Which sites offer walk-up visits and who is eligible for walk-up visits at that site.
   –  Which vaccines are available at each site.
       More posters and brochures in a range of languages are available at nyc.gov/covidvaccine 

or by calling 311.
 •    Alleviate concerns. Inform patients that COVID-19 vaccination is provided at no cost and is 

available regardless of immigration status.
Keep up with the latest City information about vaccine access at nyc.gov/covidvaccine. Find 
additional information specifically for health care providers at nyc.gov/health/covidvaccineprovider 
and nyc.gov/vaccinetalks.

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/covid/providers/covid-19-vaccine-resources-providers.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-providers-vaccines.page#vaccineprovider
https://vaccinefinder.nyc.gov/
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/covid/covid-19-vaccines.page
https://forms.cityofnewyork.us/f/home
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/covid/covid-19-vaccines-faq-palm-card.pdf
https://vaccinefinder.nyc.gov/
http://nyc.gov/covidvaccine
http://nyc.gov/health/covidvaccineprovider
http://nyc.gov/vaccinetalks

