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SHINGLES (HERPES ZOSTER) 

Shingles is a localized infection due to the same virus that causes chickenpox. It occurs only in 

people who have had chickenpox in the past and represents a reactivation of the dormant virus. 

Why the virus reactivates in some individuals and not in others is unknown. Shingles can appear 

many years after a person has had chickenpox. 

 

WHO GETS SHINGLES? 

Anyone who has had chickenpox in the past can get shingles. The disease is primarily seen in 

persons with weakened immune systems, such as the elderly and those with certain underlying 

medical conditions. It is estimated that 10-20% of the entire population and up to 50% of those 

persons who live beyond 80 years will have at least one episode of shingles. 

 

HOW IS SHINGLES SPREAD? 

A person must have already had chickenpox in the past to develop shingles. Contact with a 

person with shingles does not cause another person's dormant virus to reactivate. However, the 

virus from a patient with shingles may cause chickenpox in someone who has not had 

chickenpox. 

 

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF SHINGLES? 

The first symptom is often a tingling feeling on the skin, itchiness or a stabbing pain. After 

several days, a rash appears as a band or patch of raised dots on the side of the trunk or face. It 

then develops into small, fluid-filled blisters that dry out and crust over within a few days. When 

the rash is at its peak, symptoms can range from mild itching to severe pain. The rash and pain 

usually disappear within three to five weeks. 

 

WHEN AND FOR HOW LONG IS A PERSON ABLE TO SPREAD SHINGLES? 

The virus is present at the site of the rash and is contagious for a week after the appearance of 

lesions (blisters) or until vesicles become dry and crusted. 

 



DOES PAST INFECTION MAKE A PERSON IMMUNE? 

Yes. Most people who have shingles have only one episode of the disease in their lifetime 

although some may have recurrent episodes. Those with impaired immune systems (e.g., people 

with AIDS, cancer or leukemia) may suffer repeated attacks. 

 

WHAT IS THE TREATMENT FOR SHINGLES? 

Most cases of shingles resolve on their own without specific treatment. Physicians can prescribe 

antiviral medications for severe cases in individuals with a weakened immune system. 

 

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO PREVENT THE SPREAD OF SHINGLES? 

Chickenpox must be prevented in order to prevent shingles. A vaccine for chickenpox has been 

developed and may reduce the risk of developing shingles later in life. 


