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Shingles, or herpes zoster, is a viral dis ease which causes a pain ful rash, and a�ects up to a third of New Zeal anders, espe cially as they age. Dr Joan Ingram
(Inset right), med ical advisor for the Uni versity of Auck land-based Immun isa tion Advis ory Centre (IMAC) explains what it is and how it can be avoided.

What exactly is shingles?
Shingles is caused by the vari cellazoster virus — the same virus that causes chick en pox. While chick en pox is most com mon in chil dren, adults who pre vi ously
had chick en pox can develop shingles when the dormant virus becomes act ive, as it is no longer kept in check by the body’s immune sys tem.
Who is most likely to get it?
Any one who has been infec ted with vari cella-zoster virus is at risk of devel op ing shingles at some stage in their life. Shingles can a�ect people of any age, but
is more com mon as we get older. By the age of 85 years, at least half of all Kiwis will have had shingles. Other factors can increase the risk, such as hav ing a
weakened immune sys tem, psy cho lo gical stress or phys ical trauma. More women than men get it, and there may be a genetic link within fam il ies.
What hap pens when you have shingles?
Shingles is char ac ter ised by a pain ful rash that devel ops on one area of the body, com monly on the back, abdo men or face. The rash is usu ally uni lat eral (on
one half of the body), and is quite dis tinct ive in the way it does not cross the mid line, usu ally because it is a react iv a tion along a nerve from the spinal cord. You
might also exper i ence tired ness, fever, head ache and an upset stom ach. A burn ing, tingling or itch ing sen sa tion is often felt under the skin before the rash
devel ops, then small blisters appear on a reddened area of skin. The blisters then crust over, like chick en pox, and over sev eral days to weeks the crusts drop o�
and the skin heals.
How ser i ous is it?
Shingles can be really pain ful. If you get it on the face or scalp it can res ult in com plic a tions such as head aches and weak ness of the face, caus ing a droop on the
a�ected side. Some people also develop pain ful eye or ear in�am ma tion and infec tions. Nerve dam age can occur in the same region as the rash, par tic u larly in
the eld erly, caus ing numb ness or tingling and nerve pain for months or years after the rash has cleared.
Is there a cure?
There is no cure foor shingles, though i� it is picked up early ennough your doc tor will prre scribe an anti viral med ic a tioon to reduce its sever ity. This is whyhy
it is import antp that if you do get a rash that may poten tially be shingles, get med ical advice as early as pos sible. However, it’s much bet ter to avoid get ting it
in the �rst place.
Can I be vac cin ated against it?
The good news is, there are two vac cines avail able in New Zea l and to pro tect against shingles. Zostavax, which is fun ded for people 65 and over, con tains a
weakened strain of vari cella-zoster virus. But as it is a live vac cine it can not be given to people who have weakend immune sys tems. A second vac cine, vac cine
Shin grix, Shin grix is a non-non live vac cine, con tain ing a pro tein that is found on the vari cella-zoster virus. This vac cine is not yet fun ded but can be given
from the age of 50 years, includ ing to those who have a weakened immune sys tem. Zostavax is mod er ately pro tect ive against shingles, but becomes less
e�ect ive with advan cing age. Two doses of Shin gris is highly e�ect ive in pre vent ing shingles and its com plic a tions, with no reduc tion in e�ect ive ness with
advan cing age.

More com mon in women than men, by age 85 half of all Kiwis will have had the dis ease.
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