
	  	  

Shingles 
Advice for patients  
 
What is shingles?  

Shingles is a painful rash that is shaped like a band or a belt. Another name for shingles is 
"herpes zoster.  Shingles is caused by the same virus that causes chickenpox. After 
someone has chickenpox, the virus sometimes hides out, "asleep" in the body. Years later, it 
can "wake up" and cause the painful rash of shingles. 
 

Is shingles contagious? 

The virus that causes shingles is the same virus that causes chicken pox.  But the virus is 
unlikely to spread to people who had chicken pox as children, or who were vaccinated 
against chicken pox.  If you have shingles, try to avoid contact with people who have not 
had the chicken pox vaccine or who have never had chicken pox as a child.  Especially avoid 
spending time with pregnant women, since the virus that causes shingles can harm a fetus. 
 

How long will this last? 
Within 3 to 4 days, shingles blisters can become open sores called “ulcers.” Within 7 to 10 
days, the rash should scab over and by then most people are no longer contagious. 
 

Why is this rash so painful?  

The rash is so painful because the virus is affecting the nerves beneath your skin; the 
nerves are extremely sensitive.  
 

What is the treatment for shingles? 
The medicine to kill the virus needs to be started within 3 days of the rash appearing or it 
will not work. This medicine can speed your recovery and will help prevent long-term nerve 
pain from shingles.  Often people also need strong painkillers to manage the pain from 
shingles.  It is also important to keep the rash clean and dry. 

What should I watch out for? 

Follow up with a Physician or Nurse Practitioner if: 
' You develop a fever 
' The rash becomes very red and spreads beyond its original boundaries 
' The rash spreads near to the eyes or ears 
' You cannot control the shingles pain 

 

	  


