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Risk is hard to meas ure.
It changes minute by minute, and for Covid-19, depends on factors unique to each per son: their under ly ing
health, where they live, their per sonal beha viour.
To make it even more com plic ated, there are di� er ent ways of meas ur ing and com mu nic at ing risk.
What we can con �d ently say is that, for nearly every one, Covid-19 risk is reduced after being vac cin ated.
When spread across the pop u la tion, those indi vidual risk reduc tions add up and reduce the total Covid-19
risk in soci ety.
Let’s start with the basics. We have two ways of talk ing about redu cing the risk of Covid-19: The abso lute
risk and the rel at ive risk.
Abso lute risk is the like li hood of a per son get ting a symp to matic Covid-19 infec tion – or of becom ing sick
and dying of one – in a given time period. This can be small, because it depends on under ly ing factors – the
length of the time period, and the amount of virus cir cu lat ing. The P�zer clin ical tri als found the abso lute
risk reduc tion of get ting Covid-19 among its vac cin ated par ti cipants was about 0.84 per cent.
Rel at ive risk is the like li hood of these things hap pen ing com pared to an equi val ent unvac cin ated per son.
The rel at ive risk reduc tion for vac cin ated people in the tri als was more than 90 per cent.
That’s a huge di� er ence, yet both num bers are cor rect. You might be ask ing: why do we focus on rel at ive
risk, instead of abso lute risk? After all, we want to know our like li hood of get ting Covid-19 in gen eral.
One prob lem is that it’s likely that SARS-COV-2 will be endemic. That means, over a long period of time,
nearly all of us will con tract Covid-19 at some point.
The abso lute risk of get ting Covid-19 in the next month might be a frac tion of 1 per cent; but in the next 50
years, it might be nearly 100 per cent. It all depends on factors out side our indi vidual con trol.
Rel at ive risk mat ters because it’s not based on a spe ci�c time period, and does not depend on other factors;
it just tells us the di� er ence between being vac cin ated and not. And what we know about the rel at ive risk
reduc tion of Covid-19 vac cines shows they are highly e�ect ive.
The other side of the risk ledger is the vac cine itself. There is a risk with any med ical treat ment: Panadol, the
con tra cept ive pill, vac cines. These are usu ally tiny, and the Covid-19 vac cines, based on cur rent data, are no
di� er ent.
The most sig ni �c ant side e�ect asso ci ated with the P�zer vac cine is myor carditis, a type of heart in�am ma -
tion. A study from Israel showed that, among more than 5 mil lion vac cin ated people, 136 cases of
myocarditis were repor ted shortly after vac cin a tion, nearly all of which were mild cases in young males.
It was a rate about double that of unvac cin ated people, mean ing the vac cine was likely caus ing some cases.
But that still only amoun ted to myor carditis in 1 in 26,000 males and 1 in 218,000 females.
Even the most optim istic rates of ser i ous ill ness and death from a Covid-19 infec tion are many times lar ger
than the doc u mented rate of ser i ous vac cine side e�ects.
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