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Help-line

‘Home With You"

Tri-Valley receives many questions from area seniors, younger people with disabilities
and caregivers and has created this monthly Help-line column to provide some assistance.
We are also available five days a week to answer individual questions in person or on the

phone. Our website is also available.

Dealing with Shingles

Q: What causes shingles, and can it be prevented?

A: Each year, approximately 1 million Americans will develop a painful viral infection
known as shingles. Shingles is an infection caused by the same virus that causes
chickenpox, but not everyone who had chickenpox will develop shingles.

The risk for shingles increases with age. Half of all cases of shingles are in people
over sixty. Anyone with a weakened immune system from illness---such as cancer,
leukemia, lymphoma, and the virus that causes AIDS---are at higher risk.

Once you have chicken pox, the virus can stay quiet in your nerve tissues for
years. But for many people, the virus "awakens" and forms blisters on the skin. You may
get a few blisters or an extensive rash that can occur on your chest and back, waistline,
upper arms or side of the face.

The shingles rash will begin with tingling and/or pain, or sometimes numbness or
itching in one area. Within a few days a rash will develop and may spread. Fluid-filled
blisters that are very similar to chickenpox blisters will grow out of the rash.

The pain from shingles can be mild to intense. Some people will have mostly
itching; others will feel pain, even from a gentle touch or breeze. Other symptoms of
shingles can include fever, headache, chills, and upset stomach.

Shingles can last from two weeks to several weeks. Most people will only have
one outbreak in a lifetime, but a second and third outbreak is possible.

Shingles is not contagious: only people who have had chickenpox can get it. No

one can spread shingles. The only way you can get shingles is by having chickenpox. The

-more-



virus that causes shingles can be passed from one person to another during the blister
stage — if the blisters are touched. But that person would come down with chickenpox---
not shingles. The virus is not spread through sneezing, coughing or casual contact.

Once the blisters have developed a scab, the virus can no longer be spread. Some
people experience “after-shingles” pain, an often debilitating condition resulting from the
nerve damage caused by the shingles virus.

Shingles can be prevented by getting a vaccination. More than 99% of Americans
ages 40 and older have had chickenpox, even if they don’t remember getting the disease.
So it is recommended that people over 60 years get a one-time shingles vaccine shot.
Even if you have had shingles, you can still receive the shingles vaccine to help prevent
future occurrences

There is very little risk of the vaccine causing serious harm, but people with a
weak immune system may wish to wait to get the vaccine. You should check with your
doctor to see if the vaccine is right for you. The vaccine cuts your risk of getting shingles
in half, and if you do get shingles, the outbreak will be milder and cause less pain.

Any Medicare Part D (drug plan) will cover a shingles shot, but your drug plan
may require a small copayment.

Tri-Valley continues to be ready to assist you with other questions through its free
information & referral HELP-LINE at (508) 949-6640 or 1-800-286-6640. You may also
access Tri-Valley by E-mail: info@tves.org or visit the agency’s website at:

www.trivalleyinc.org

Tri-Valley, Inc. is a private non-profit agency providing in-home and community
based services in 25 Southern Worcester County towns. The agency receives funding
from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts through the Executive Office of Elder Affairs
and Federal financial support under the Older Americans Act furnished by the Central
Massachusetts Agency on Aging and the Massachusetts Executive Office of Elder
Affairs. Funds are also received from other public and private sources. All donations
are welcome and memorials may be established. Marilyn L. Travinski is the executive
director.
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