Varicella (Chickenpox) Fact Sheet

What is chickenpox?

Chickenpox is a highly contagious disease caused by the varicella virus, a type of herpes virus.

What are the symptoms?

A skin rash of blister-like lesions, covering the body but usually more concentrated on the face, scalp, and trunk. Most, but not all, infected individuals have fever, which develops just before or when the rash appears. If exposed, persons who have been vaccinated against the disease may get a milder illness, with less severe rash (sometimes involving only a few red bumps that look similar to insect bites) and mild or no fever. Complications of disease include: bacterial infection of the skin, swelling of the brain, and pneumonia.   Adolescents and adults are more at risk for severe disease complications.

How is chickenpox spread?

Chickenpox spreads by direct contact with infected people, contact with objects freshly soiled by the fluid from chickenpox blisters or airborne droplets from coughs and sneezes of infected people. A person with chickenpox is contagious 1-2 days before the rash appears until all the blisters have formed scabs (usually about 5 days). Contagiousness may be prolonged in people with impaired immunity.

Who gets chickenpox?

Anyone who has never had chickenpox and has never been vaccinated can get chickenpox. Occasionally, people that have been vaccinated may still get chickenpox if exposed, but the disease is usually much milder and goes away sooner. Babies younger than 12 months old, because they are too young to be vaccinated may also get chickenpox.


How is chickenpox treated?

Consult with a doctor early if you suspect you or a household member has chickenpox. The disease is usually mild in children but sometimes complications can occur, including: bacterial infections of the skin and soft tissues in children and pneumonia in adults. Chickenpox may be particularly severe in newborns, pregnant women, and can be fatal for those with weakened immune systems.

Acyclovir, an anti-viral medication, may be used as a treatment for chickenpox.  However, because chickenpox tends to be mild in healthy children, most physicians do not believe that it is necessary to prescribe this medication.

How can you prevent chickenpox?

Two doses of chickenpox vaccine are recommended for all ages, unless there is history of chickenpox illness.  An initial dose of chickenpox vaccine is recommended at 12-18 months of age and a total of two doses, given at a minimum of 4 weeks apart, are recommended for all who have had no history of chickenpox illness. 

Are there any health regulations concerning chickenpox?

Immunization requirements for the 2015-2016 school year cite the state regulations requiring either history of varicella disease that is documented by a licensed physician or the receipt of two doses of chickenpox vaccine for those entering grades Kindergarten -11 and one dose for grades 12.

Local health or schools officials will exclude infected children from school and childcare until all of the blisters are crusted and scabbed or until six days after the first crop of blisters occur, whichever comes first. Children who have not had chickenpox or the vaccination may have 24 hours to receive vaccine or also be excluded from school or childcare until 21 days after the onset of the last reported illness in the school, the child care facility, or the family day care home.
Where can I get more information?

www.cdc.gov/health/default.htm 
This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any questions about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 
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