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Adults account for 
about 5 percent of 
reported cases of 

varicella each year 
and 35 percent of 
deaths from the 

disease. 

 

Preventing Shingles 
 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) and the Advisory Committee on 
Immunization Practices recommend a single-
dose vaccination at age 60 or older to reduce 
the risk of developing shingles and subsequent 
long-term pain (known as post-herpetic 
neuralgia). Research suggests the shingles 
vaccine is effective for at least six years, but it 
may last longer. The vaccine is available by 
prescription and can be administered in a 
doctor's office, clinic or pharmacy.  
Although the vaccine is approved by the Food 
and Drug Administration for people over 50, the 
CDC does not have a recommendation for 
routine use of shingles vaccine for people in the 
50-to-59-year-old age group.  
 
Possible side effects from the shot include 
redness, soreness, swelling or itching at the shot 
site, and headache. People who have had 
shingles can still receive the vaccine to help 
prevent future occurrences.  
 
The shingles shot is not recommended for: 
 

• Individuals who have had a life-
threatening or severe allergic reaction 
to gelatin, the antibiotic neomycin or 
any other vaccine component. (Advise 
your care provider if you have any 
severe allergies.) 

• Individuals with a weak immune 
system because of: 

o HIV/AIDS or another disease 
that affects the immune system 

o treatment with drugs that 
affect the immune system, such 
as steroids 

o cancer treatment such as 
radiation or chemotherapy and 
cancer affecting the bone 
marrow or lymphatic system, 
such as leukemia or lymphoma 

• Women who are or might be pregnant 

Preventing Varicella 
 
Vaccination is considered the best way to 
prevent chickenpox. Individuals 13 years of age 
and older who have never had chickenpox or 
received chickenpox vaccine should get two 
doses at least 28 days apart. Pregnant women 
should wait to get the chickenpox vaccine until 
after they have given birth; women should not 
get pregnant for one month after getting the 
chickenpox vaccine. 
 
Children who have never had chickenpox 
should get:  
 

• Dose 1 at 12-15 months of age 
• Dose 2 at 4-6 years of age (may be given 

earlier, if at least 3 months after the 
first dose) 

 
A combination chickenpox, measles, mumps 
and rubella vaccine may be given to children 
under 12 instead of the two individual vaccines. 
The combination MMRV vaccine is not licensed 
for those over 12 years old. A medical 
professional can advise you and your family on 
the best option. 
 
Exposure Risk 
 
Shingles is not 
contagious. 
However, a person 
with shingles rash 
blisters containing 
fluid can spread 
VZV, the virus that 
causes shingles, to 
someone who has 
never had chickenpox. In such cases the 
exposed person might develop chickenpox but 
not shingles. The risk of a person with shingles 
spreading the virus is low if the rash is covered.  
 
In addition to covering the rash, people with 
shingles are advised to: 
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• Avoid touching or scratching the rash 
• Frequently wash their hands 
• Avoid contact with:  

o pregnant women who have 
never had chickenpox or the 
chickenpox vaccine 

o premature or low birth weight 
infants 

o people with weakened immune 
systems 

 
Prior to the introduction of varicella vaccine in 
the U.S. in 1995, some 4 million cases of varicella 
were reported each year; about 10,000 people 
were hospitalized with complications and 100 
to 150 patients died. Varicella incidence rates 
declined 82 percent between 2001 and 2010.  
Today, an estimated 3.5 million cases, 9,000 
hospitalizations and 100 deaths  are prevented 
by vaccination in the U.S. Adults annually 
account for about 5 percent of reported cases 
and 35 percent of deaths from varicella. 
 

 
 
Shingles and Chickenpox Treatment 
 
Antiviral medicines are available to treat 
shingles and help shorten the length and 
severity of the illness. They are most effective 
when they are started as soon as possible after 
the rash appears. People who have or suspect 
they have shingles are advised to consult a 

health care professional as soon as possible to 
discuss treatment options. Analgesics (pain 
medicine) may help relieve pain.  
For both shingles and chickenpox rash, wet 
compresses, calamine lotion and colloidal 
oatmeal baths may help relieve itching. Keeping 
fingernails trimmed short may help prevent 
skin infections caused by scratching blisters.  
 
For chickenpox, non-aspirin medications, such 
as acetaminophen, are recommended to help 
relieve fever.  
 
Adults and children with chickenpox should 
consult a health care professional if they 
experience complications such as high fever, 
hot or infected rash, confusion or difficulty 
breathing. 
 
Protect Yourself 
 
Your annual check-up is a good time to ask your 
health care provider about the shingles shot 
and other vaccines including seasonal flu 
vaccination, Tdap to protect against tetanus, 
diphtheria and pertussis (whooping cough), and 
vaccines to protect against serious 
pneumococcal diseases if you are more than 65 
years old. 
 
 
Resources 

 
1. www.cdc.gov/chickenpox/about 
2. www.cdc.gov/chickenpox/hcp/monitoring-

varicella.html 
3. www.cdc.gov/shingles/about 
4. www.immunizationinfo.org/vaccines/varic

ella-chickenpox 
5. Precautions for Health Care Personnel: 

www.cdc.gov/shingles/hcp/ 
6. www.vaccines.gov/diseases/chickenpox 
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