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Breakthrough COVID-19 
What is COVID-19 vaccine breakthrough? 
Vaccine breakthrough occurs when someone gets sick with a disease they are fully vaccinated 
against. For the COVID-19 vaccine, this means someone tests positive for COVID-19 two weeks 
or more after receiving the full series of an authorized COVID-19 vaccine. The series is either 
one or two doses, depending on which vaccine you got.  

Some people could get COVID-19 soon after vaccination when their body hasn’t had enough 
time yet to build full protection. These infections are not called vaccine breakthrough cases 
because you’re not yet considered fully vaccinated during that time. It typically takes about two 
weeks after the final dose of vaccine for the body to build protection against the disease.  

How are vaccine breakthrough cases identified? 
The criteria for identifying vaccine breakthrough cases include a positive lab test (either a PCR 
test or an antigen test) more than 14 days after a person received the last recommended dose 
of an authorized COVID-19 vaccine. 

How often does this happen? 
COVID-19 vaccine breakthrough is uncommon because all COVID-19 vaccines currently being 
used in the United States are highly effective. However, since none of the vaccines are 100% 
effective, we expect to see some vaccine breakthrough. Millions of people in the United States 
are getting vaccinated, and a small proportion of those vaccinated people will still become 
infected with COVID-19. Breakthrough cases do not mean that something is wrong with the 
vaccine. As of April 2021, vaccine breakthrough has occurred in about 0.01 percent of 
Washington’s fully vaccinated population.  

Does the vaccine really work if I got COVID-19 anyway? 
Yes! Vaccines for COVID-19 continue to be an essential tool to protect people against COVID-19 
illness because the COVID-19 vaccines are very effective.  

Large-scale clinical studies found that COVID-19 vaccines prevented most people from getting 
COVID-19 illness, but they are not 100% effective. However, even though some vaccinated 
people may still get sick, data from the clinical studies also showed that COVID-19 vaccines 
were very effective against hospitalization and death from COVID-19. That means if you do get 
sick after you’re fully vaccinated, you still have some benefit from the vaccine because you may 
only get a mild case instead of a serious case. 

For more information: 

• Visit www.CovidVaccineWA.org 
• Read the SARS-CoV-2 Vaccine Breakthrough Surveillance and Case Information Resource 

(PDF) 
• Read the SARS-CoV-2 Sequencing and Variants in Washington State report (PDF) 

http://www.covidvaccinewa.org/
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/data-tables/420-339-VaccineBreakthroughReport.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/data-tables/420-316-SequencingAndVariantsReport.pdf


More COVID-19 Information and Resources 
Stay up-to-date on the current COVID-19 situation in Washington, Governor Inslee’s 
proclamations, symptoms, how it spreads, and how and when people should get tested. See 
our Frequently Asked Questions for more information. 

Have more questions about COVID-19? Call our hotline: 1-800-525-0127. For interpretative 
services, press # when they answer and say your language. For questions about your own 
health, COVID-19 testing, or testing results, please contact a health care provider. 

To request this document in another format, call 1-800-525-0127. Deaf or hard of hearing 
customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) or email civil.rights@doh.wa.gov. 

 

 

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Emergencies/Coronavirus
https://www.governor.wa.gov/office-governor/official-actions/proclamations
https://www.governor.wa.gov/office-governor/official-actions/proclamations
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Emergencies/NovelCoronavirusOutbreak2020/FrequentlyAskedQuestions#what-are-symptoms
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Emergencies/NovelCoronavirusOutbreak2020/FrequentlyAskedQuestions#spread
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