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e Some hospital offer topical treatments like high dose
capsaicin patches which can result in long lasting pain relief
after a single application but might need repeating after
several weeks or month

WHERE TO GET HELP AND SUPPORT

The Shingles Support Society, www.shinglessupport.org.uk
Helpline 0845 123 2305 (low rate in UK)
Help for people with pain following shingles.

British Brain and Spine Foundation, www.brainandspine.org.uk
Helpline 0808 808 1000
Provides a very informative booklet about Face Pain, including PHN.

The British Pain Society, www.britishpainsociety.org 3rd Floor, Churchill House,
35 Red Lion Square, London WC1R 4SG.Tel. 0207 269 7840
They can provide a booklet “Understanding and Managing Pain: Information for
Patients.”

Other leaflets in the series:

Back Pain Fibromyalgia Headache
Trigeminal Neuralgia Arthritis Diabetes Pain Phantom Limb Pain Shingles &
PHN Cancer Pain
Pain after Stroke Sciatica Opioids for chronic pain
Chronic pain & sex Drugs for nerve pain
Complex Regional Pain Syndrome

The Pain Relief Foundation is a registered charity. If you found this leaflet
useful please consider donating to the Foundation. Every donation helps to
fund research into the treatment of chronic pain conditions.

This leaflet was written by the staff of the Pain Relief Foundation and
endorsed by The Walton Centre Pain Team, Walton Center for Neurology &
Neurosurgery, Lower Lane, Liverpool, L9 7LJ, UK www.thewaltoncentre.nhs.uk
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SHINGLES & POSTHERPETIC
NEURALGIA

WHAT IS SHINGLES?

e Shingles is a painful disease. It starts with a pain in the skin and then a
painful, tender rash develops with blisters. The pain and rash occurin a
band on one side of the body or face. Sufferers feel generally unwell.

e The pain of shingles is a nerve pain. It may be a throbbing, shooting,
stabbing or burning pain. The area is very tender to touch. However, the
rash and pain usually heal in 2-3 weeks but can leave scras and the pain
can persist

e Shingles is more common in older people and in people whose resistance
is low due to illness or stress. However, it can occur at any age.

WHAT CAUSES SHINGLES?

e Shingles is caused by the chicken-pox virus. It is a herpes virus, called
herpes zoster. (It is quite distinct from genital herpes or herpes, which
causes cold-sores). The virus remains in the nervous system of the body
for many years, long after the chicken pox has cleared up.

e The virus may suddenly flare up and attack a nerve or nerves in the skin in
one part of the body. This may be due to reduced immunity as may happen
in old age, because of illness or even stress. The nerve or nerves become
inflamed causing pain and a rash. The pain and rash commonly occur in the
chest, abdomen and sometimes on the face. The shingles rash can often
leave scars.
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e YOU CANNOT CATCH SHINGLES FROM SOMEONE WITH EITHER SHINGLES OR
CHICKENPOX. BUT YOU CAN CATCH CHICKENPOX FROM SOMEONE WITH
SHINGLES.

DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT OF SHINGLES

e [TISVERY IMPORTANT TO RECOGNIZE THE SYMPTOMS OF SHINGLES AS EARLY
AS POSSIBLE. TREATMENT IS MORE EFFECTIVE EARLY IN THE DISEASE. DO NOT
DELAY GOING TO YOUR DOCTOR IF YOU HAVE A PAINFUL RASH.

e ANTIVIRAL DRUGS, SUCH AS ACYCLOVIR (ZOVIRAX®), FAMCICLOVIR (FAMVIR®)
AND VALACICLOVIR (VALTREX®), CAN HELP THE PAIN OF SHINGLES AND
SHORTEN THE TIME IT TAKES FOR THE DISEASE TO GET BETTER. HOWEVER,
THEY WILL ONLY HELP IF STARTED WITHIN 3 DAYS OF THE APPEARANCE OF THE
RASH. THESE DRUGS CAN ALSO HELP TO REDUCE SCARRING AND MAY REDUCE
THE RISK OF PERSISTENT PAIN

WHAT IS POSTHERPETIC NEURALGIA (PHN)?

e PHN IS A COMPLICATION OF SHINGLES. 20% OF PEOPLE WITH SHINGLES WILL
DEVELOP LONG-TERM PAIN. THIS IS A SEVERE NERVE PAIN CALLED
POSTHERPETIC NEURALGIA (PHN).

e THE RISK OF DEVELOPING PHN INCREASES WITH THE AGE AT WHICH SHINGLES
OCCURS. 50% OF SHINGLES SUFFERERS OVER 60 YEARS OF AGE WILL DEVELOP
PHN.

e PHN IS DIAGNOSED IF THE PAIN PERSISTS OR RETURNS, 3 MONTHS AFTER THE
SHINGLES RASH STARTED.

e PHN IS A SEVERE NERVE PAIN FELT IN THE SAME AREA AS THE SHINGLES RASH.
THE PAIN IS OFTEN DESCRIBED AS BURNING, SHOOTING OR THROBBING. THE
PAINFUL AREA IS VERY TENDER. LIGHT TOUCH, RUBBING OF CLOTHING,
DRAUGHTS OR A SLIGHT BREEZE CAN CAUSE EXCRUCIATING PAIN. THIS IS
CALLED ALLODYNIA. SOME PATIENTS ALSO EXPERIENCE SEVERE ITCHING.

WHAT CAUSES PHN?

e AFTER SHINGLES, THE AFFECTED NERVES USUALLY RECOVER. HOWEVER, IN SOME
CASES THE NERVES MAY BE PERMANENTLY DAMAGED AND THIS LEADS TO
PERSISTENT PAIN. MESSAGES FROM THESE DAMAGED NERVES TO THE BRAIN
REGISTER AS PAIN

DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT OF PHN

e ITISVERY IMPORTANT TO RECOGNIZE THE DEVELOPMENT OF PHN AS EARLY AS
POSSIBLE. IF PAIN PERSISTS AFTER THE SHINGLES ATTACK OR RETURNS AFTER 3
MONTHS, YOU MUST TELL THIS TO YOUR DOCTOR STRAIGHT AWAY.

e PHN CANNOT BE CURED, BUT IF TREATED EARLY THE CHANCES OF IMPROVEMENT
ARE GREATER.

e MOST PATIENTS WITH PHN EXPERIENCE IMPROVEMENT OF PAIN OVER TIME. THIS
DEPENDS ON THE DURATION OF THE PAIN. IF PHN IS STILL PRESENT 6 MONTHS
AFTER THE SHINGLES INFECTION, THEN THE CHANCE OF IMPROVEMENT IS 60% IN
THE NEXT 12 MONTHS. IF PAIN HAS LASTED FOR MORE THAN A YEAR, ONLY A
MINORITY WILL IMPROVE, AND AFTER 3 YEARS THERE IS PRACTICALLY NO CHANCE
OF RECOVERY.

e SIMPLE PAINKILLERS AND ANTIVIRAL DRUGS HAVE LITTLE OR NO EFFECT IN PHN.

e DRUGS WHICH HAVE A DIRECT EFFECT ON THE NERVOUS SYSTEM ARE THE MOST
HELPFUL. DRUGS USED TO TREAT DEPRESSION CAN BE EFFECTIVE AGAINST THE
NERVE PAIN OF PHN. ANTIDEPRESSANTS SUCH AS AMITRIPTYLINE OR
NORTRIPTYLINE MUST BE TAKEN REGULARLY FOR THEM TO WORK AND THEY CAN
CAUSE SIDE EFFECTS. YOU MAY EXPERIENCE A DRY MOUTH, FEEL DROWSY, OR
BECOME CONSTIPATED OR NAUSEOUS. NEWER ANTIDEPRESSENTS LIKE
DULOXETINE AND VENLAFAXINE MIGHT BE TOLERATED

e NEWER DRUGS WITH FEWER SIDE EFFECTS ARE GABAPENTIN AND PREGABALIN
(LYRICA®).

e SKIN PATCH CONTAINING LIDOCAINE (AN ANAESTHETIC) SOLUTION HAS BEEN
SHOWN TO BE EFFECTIVE IN SOME PATIENTS FOR RELIEF OF PHN PAIN.

e THERE ARE SOME CREAMS AND LOTIONS, WHICH CAN BE APPLIED TO THE RASH
FOR PAIN RELIEF. CAPSAICIN CREAM MAY BE HELPFUL IN SOME CASES, BUT IT
STINGS OR BURNS WHEN FIRST APPLIED AND CAN SOMETIMES MAKE THE PAIN
WORSE.

e RELAXATION CAN HELP RELIEVE THE PAIN IF IT IS MADE WORSE BY STRESS AND
ANXIETY. RELAXATION TAPES, WARM BATHS OR SOOTHING MUSIC MAY ALL HELP.
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	Some hospital offer topical treatments like high dose capsaicin patches which can result in long lasting pain relief after a single application but might need repeating after several weeks or month

