
40Vol. 11   No. 340

FACTSHEET

C H I C K E N P O X

WHAT IS CHICKENPOX?
• Chickenpox is a viral illness caused by the herpes zoster

virus (also known as the Varicella-Zoster virus).
• It is very contagious.
• It commonly occurs in children.
• Over 90 per cent of the population have had chickenpox

by the age of 15 years.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS?
� Chickenpox is an acute illness that begins with a

sudden onset of slight fever, runny nose, feeling
generally unwell and a skin rash.

� Sores usually begin as small lumps and turn into blisters
and then scabs.

� The sores appear over three to four days, and at any
one time, people affected will have sores in various
stages of development.

HOW IS CHICKENPOX SPREAD?
� The virus is spread by coughing (early on in the illness)

and by direct contact with skin sores.
� People are infectious from one to two days before the

rash appears (that is, during the runny nose phase)
and up to five days after (when all the blisters have
formed crusts).

� The incubation period of chickenpox is around two
weeks.

• People rarely get chickenpox twice.

HOW CAN I PREVENT CHICKENPOX?
• Pregnant women should avoid contact with someone

with chickenpox.
• People with chickenpox should avoid others until all

the blisters have crusted and they feel well.

• Good personal hygiene should be maintained, such as
covering the nose and mouth when coughing or
sneezing, disposing of soiled tissues, washing hands
carefully and not sharing eating utensils, food or
drinking cups.

WHAT IS SHINGLES?
� Shingles is caused by the reactivation of the virus that

causes chickenpox.
� This usually occurs many years after the initial illness.
� Shingles is characterised by the development of painful

groups of small skin eruptions.
� Skin eruptions generally occur on an area on one side

of the body.
• Symptoms may persist for three to five weeks, but in

most cases clear up after two weeks.
• The virus can be spread by direct contact with the skin

eruptions of infected people.
• Shingles occurs more commonly among older people.
• Adults with cancer, patients on immunosuppressive

drugs and those with compromised immune systems
are also more susceptible.

HOW CAN CHICKENPOX AND SHINGLES BE
TREATED?
� See your General Practitioner (GP) for advice on ways

to minimise the discomfort associated with the
symptoms of herpes zoster infection.

For more information please contact your local public
health unit, community health centre, pharmacist or
doctor. 




