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Chickenpox 
 

What is chickenpox? 

Chickenpox is an infectious disease caused by the varicella-
zoster virus, which results in a blister-like rash, itching, 
tiredness and fever. 

Who gets chickenpox and how soon after an 
infection do symptoms appear?  
An exposed person with no immunity to chickenpox can 
develop symptoms in 10 to 21 days, with the usual incubation 
period being 14 to 16 days. 

How is chickenpox spread?  
It is spread from person to person by direct contact or 
through the air by coughing or sneezing. It is highly 
contagious. Direct contact spread of the virus occurs when a 
non-immune person is exposed to the fluid from blisters of a 
person who either has chickenpox or shingles. A person who 
has never had chickenpox will develop chickenpox when 
exposed to the virus for the first time. (See the 
Shingles/Varicella Zoster fact sheet for more information.)  

What are the symptoms of chickenpox?  

The most common symptoms of chickenpox are rash, fever, 
coughing, headache, and loss of appetite. The rash usually 
develops on the trunk and face, and then spreads to the rest 
of the body. The rash first appears as many small, itchy, red 
bumps which turn into blisters, emerging in several 
successive “crops.” Chickenpox illness lasts about five to 10 
days. Most children are uncomfortable for the duration of the 
disease. Children should be kept out of school or child care 
until all blisters are dried and crusted over. 

When and for how long is a person able to spread 
chickenpox?   

Persons with chickenpox are contagious for one to two days 
before the rash appears and continue to be contagious until 
all the blisters are crusted over, usually in four to seven days. 

Does the infection of chickenpox make a person 
immune?  

Most people are immune to chickenpox after having the 
disease. However, second cases of chickenpox do occur. The 
frequency of re-infection is not known, but it appears to be 
uncommon. 

What are the complications associated with 
chickenpox?  

Most cases of chickenpox in otherwise healthy children are 
treated with bed rest, fluids and control of fever. Children 

with chickenpox should not receive aspirin or other non-
steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs, e.g., Aleve, 
Motrin) for reducing fever because of the possible risk of 
Reye’s syndrome or necrotizing fasciitis, a dangerous 
skin/tissue infection.  

Complications of chickenpox are rare, but can occur. Bacterial 
infections, as well as pneumonia, can occur in infants, adults 
and immune compromised persons. Diarrhea and 
dehydration are also a risk. Consult with a health care 
provider about medicines for controlling fever and if further 
treatment is needed for serious cases of chickenpox. 

Are there vaccines for chickenpox?  
A vaccine to prevent chickenpox is available. The vaccine is 
recommended for all non-immune, healthy persons over 12 
months of age. A second dose of the vaccine is recommended 
between 4 to 6 years of age. Two doses of the vaccine are 
required to enter schools in Washington state.  

What can be done to prevent the spread of 
chickenpox? 
Get vaccinated. It is not possible to predict who will have a 
mild case of chickenpox and who will have a serious or even 
deadly case of the disease. The vaccine is safe and effective. 

 
 

For more information:  

Spokane Regional Health District 
Disease Prevention and Response Division 
(509) 324-1442 | TDD (509) 324-1464 
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