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Varicella (Chicken Pox) 

 

 

Chickenpox, medically known as varicella, is a highly contagious viral infection caused by the 
varicella-zoster virus (VZV), also referred to as Human Herpes Virus 3 (HHV-3). This infection is 
characterized by a distinctive, itchy rash composed of small red blisters (vesicles), often 
accompanied by systemic symptoms such as fever and malaise. Chickenpox primarily affects 
children but can also lead to more severe complications when contracted in adulthood. The 
widespread use of the varicella vaccine has significantly reduced the incidence of the disease in 
many parts of the world, but it remains a major concern in unvaccinated populations, especially 
for those at high risk for complications. 

Pathophysiology and Transmission 

Varicella-zoster virus is transmitted primarily through respiratory droplets (e.g., coughing, 
sneezing) and direct contact with the lesions or the fluid contained within the vesicles. Following 
exposure, the incubation period for varicella ranges from 10 to 21 days, during which the patient is 
asymptomatic but contagious. Notably, individuals with chickenpox are most infectious 4 days 
before and 5 days after the onset of the rash. 

Upon initial infection, the virus causes an acute illness, with the skin rash typically beginning on 
the face, scalp, and trunk, then spreading to the limbs. As the disease progresses, the vesicles 
rupture, crust over, and eventually heal. Although most cases are self-limiting, the severity of the 
infection tends to increase with age, with adults and adolescents more likely to experience severe 
symptoms and complications. 

Clinical Features and Complications 

In addition to the characteristic rash, patients may experience low-grade fever, headache, malaise, 
and anorexia. While chickenpox is generally mild in young children, it can lead to more serious 
complications in certain individuals, particularly the elderly, pregnant women, and 
immunocompromised patients. 

Common complications of chickenpox include: 

➢ Secondary bacterial infections of the skin lesions caused by Staphylococcus aureus or 
Streptococcus pyogenes, which can lead to cellulitis, abscesses, or necrotizing fasciitis. 

➢ Pneumonia, especially in adults and immunocompromised individuals, can be severe and 
life-threatening. 

➢ Cerebellar ataxia, an uncommon but serious complication that affects the nervous system. 
➢ Reye’s syndrome: A rare, but potentially fatal condition that can occur if aspirin is used in 

children with chickenpox, leading to liver failure and neurologic damage. 
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Diagnosis 

The diagnosis of chickenpox is typically clinical, based on the appearance and distribution of the 
characteristic rash. However, laboratory testing may be used to confirm the diagnosis in uncertain 
cases or for high-risk individuals. Common diagnostic methods include polymerase chain reaction 
(PCR) to detect VZV DNA, direct fluorescent antibody (DFA) testing for VZV in skin lesion samples, 
and serologic testing to detect VZV-specific antibodies (IgM and IgG). 

Treatment and Management 

While chickenpox is generally self-limiting, antiviral treatment with acyclovir or valacyclovir can 
be beneficial if initiated early in the course of the disease, particularly in individuals at higher risk 
for complications, such as older adults, immunocompromised patients, and pregnant women. 
Early antiviral therapy has been shown to reduce the severity of symptoms, shorten the duration 
of the illness, and lower the risk of transmission. 

For symptomatic relief, the following measures may be used: 

➢ Antihistamines and calamine lotion to alleviate itching. 
➢ Topical creams (e.g., hydrocortisone) to reduce inflammation and pruritus. 
➢ Acetaminophen for pain and fever management (Aspirin should be avoided due to the risk 

of Reye’s syndrome). 
➢ Hydration and rest to support recovery. 

Prevention 

The varicella vaccine is a highly effective means of preventing chickenpox. Administered as part of 
routine childhood immunizations, the varicella vaccine has been shown to reduce the incidence of 
chickenpox and its associated complications by 90-100%. The vaccine is typically given as a 
two-dose series: the first dose at 12-15 months of age, and the second dose between 4-6 years. 

Vaccination not only provides individual protection but also contributes to herd immunity, 
significantly decreasing the spread of the virus within communities. For those who have not been 
vaccinated, post-exposure prophylaxis with varicella-zoster immune globulin (VZIG) or the vaccine 
itself is recommended within 3-5 days of exposure to reduce the risk of developing the disease. 

Shingles and Reactivation 

After the resolution of the primary varicella infection, the virus remains dormant in the dorsal root 
ganglia and can reactivate later in life, particularly in individuals with weakened immune systems. 
This reactivation leads to herpes zoster (shingles), a painful condition characterized by a unilateral 
rash and blisters typically localized to a single dermatome. Reactivation is more common in the 
elderly and immunocompromised individuals, and the risk of shingles increases with age. 

To reduce the incidence of shingles, the zoster vaccine is recommended for adults aged 50 and 
older, even those who have had prior chickenpox. The vaccine has been shown to reduce the 
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incidence of shingles by up to 50% and the severity of the disease in those who do develop 
shingles. 

Conclusion 

Chickenpox, though generally mild in children, can lead to significant complications, particularly in 
adults, immunocompromised individuals, and pregnant women. Vaccination remains the 
cornerstone of prevention, significantly reducing the burden of disease and its associated risks. 
Early antiviral treatment is essential for managing severe cases, and post-exposure prophylaxis is 
recommended for vulnerable populations. Research continues into the development of more 
effective therapies and vaccines to further reduce the impact of varicella and its reactivation as 
shingles. 
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