
 
 
 

Shingles (Herpes Zoster) June 2013 

Shingles (also called herpes zoster) is an infection of the area of skin supplied by a nerve.  It is caused by the 
varicella-zoster virus, which also causes chickenpox. 

After chickenpox infection, the virus can lie dormant in the nervous tissue but may reappear following 
reactivation as shingles.  It is not known what causes the virus to reactivate but reactivation is usually 
associated with conditions that depress the immune system such as old age, immunosuppressive therapy and 
HIV infection. It is possible to have shingles more than once 
 

Treatment 

• There is no specific treatment for shingles. It is a viral infection and will therefore not respond to 
antibiotics. 

• Treatment is based on reducing symptoms such as fever and itchiness. 

• People at higher risk of developing serious complications may be given antiviral drugs such as acyclovir.  
These cannot kill the virus but they can help to stop it multiplying.  Antiviral drugs may help to reduce the 
severity of shingles, particularly if taken in the early stages of the condition. 

 
Spread 

• It is not possible to 'catch' shingles: it is always caused by the reactivation of the virus in someone who 
has previously had chickenpox.  However, people with shingles can pass on chickenpox to people who 
have not had it before.   

• Shingles in people with underlying immune problems can be particularly contagious.  Infection is usually 
passed on by direct contact with fluid from the lesions; it is not spread by respiratory droplets. 

• People with a shingles rash on the body should be advised to keep the affected area covered and to avoid 
sharing towels, going swimming, or playing contact sports.   

• Adults can return to work as soon as they feel well enough, provided that the rash can either be covered, 
or the blisters have dried up. 

 
Management of exposure 

• People with immune problems and pregnant women who have been exposed to someone with shingles 
should seek advice promptly.   

• Chickenpox can be serious in immunosuppressed people and infection in pregnant women can cause 
increased risks for the mother and the fetus. 

• In some situations, exposed individuals who have immune problems or who are pregnant may benefit 
from specific immunoglobulin.  

 
Prevention and immunisation 

• From September 2013, a shingles vaccine will be introduced for people aged 70 years and above to 
protect against herpes zoster. 

 

Further information or general advice is available from: 

NHS 111 service on 111 or www.nhs.uk/111 

 

Anglia Health Protection Team 
Anglia and Essex Centre, PHE 

www.gov.uk/phe 


