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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
A COMMON
CHILDHOOD
INFECTION

Chickenpox,  medically
known  as  varicella,  is
an infection that most
people  associate  with
childhood. It causes an
itchy,  blister-like  rash,
fever,  and  general
discomfort.  While  it  is
often considered a mild
illness  in  children,  it
can  lead  to  serious
complications in adults,
pregnant  women,  and
i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h

weakened  immune
systems.  For  decades,
parents have asked the
same  question:  how
do you catch chicken
pox?
T h e  a n s w e r  i s
straightforward  but
worth  examining  in
detail.  Chickenpox  is
c a u s e d  b y  t h e
varicella-zoster  virus
(VZV),  and  it  spreads
incredibly  easily  from
person  to  person.
Understanding  the
t r a n s m i s s i o n
mechan i sms ,  the
contagious  window,
and the risk factors can
h e l p  y o u  p r o t e c t
yourse l f  and  your
family. This article will
wa lk  you  th rough
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exactly  how  the  virus
spreads,  who  is  most
vulnerable,  and  what
you can do to  reduce
the risk of infection.

WHAT IS
CHICKENPOX AND
WHY DOES IT
SPREAD SO
EASILY?

Before diving into how
t h e  v i r u s  i s
t ransmi t ted ,  i t  i s
helpful to know a little
about  the  pathogen
itself.  Varicella-zoster
virus  is  a  member  of
the herpesvirus family.
It is highly contagious,
with an attack rate of
o v e r  9 0 %  a m o n g
suscept ib le  c lose
contacts.  This  means
that if you have never
had chickenpox or the
vaccine,  and  you  are
exposed  to  someone
who  is  infected,  you
h a v e  a  v e r y  h i g h
chance of catching it.

C h i c k e n p o x  i s  a
systemic infection that
primarily  affects  the
s k i n  a n d  m u c o u s
membranes.  The virus
e n t e r s  t h e  b o d y
through the respiratory
tract or the eyes, then
multiplies in the lymph
nodes before spreading
t h r o u g h  t h e
bloodstream  to  the
skin. The characteristic
rash  develops  when
the  virus  reaches  the
skin cells.

HOW DO YOU
CATCH CHICKEN
POX? THE
PRIMARY ROUTES
OF TRANSMISSION

Let  us  answer  the
c e n t r a l  q u e s t i o n
directly.  How do you
catch  chicken  pox?
The  v i rus  spreads
through  three  main
routes:  direct  contact,
airborne  droplets,  and
c o n t a c t  w i t h
contaminated  objects.
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Each route is important
to  understand,  as  it
r e v e a l s  w h y
c h i c k e n p o x  i s  s o
difficult  to  contain  in
households,  schools,
and  daycare  centers.

Direct
Contact
with an
Infected
Person
T h e  m o s t
straightforward way to
catch  chickenpox  is
through direct physical
contact  with  someone
who  has  an  act ive
infection.  If  you touch
the  rash,  blisters,  or
fluid  from  the  vesicles
of  an infected person,
you can easily acquire
the  virus.  The  fluid
inside  the  blisters  is

t eeming  w i th  the
varicella-zoster  virus.
Even a brief touch can
b e  e n o u g h  f o r
transmission to occur.
This is why siblings in
the same household so
o f t e n  c o n t r a c t
chickenpox  one  after
another. Sharing a bed,
hugg ing ,  o r  even
playing closely with an
infected child provides
ample  opportunity  for
the  virus  to  reach  a
new host.

Airborne
Transmis
sion via
Respirato
ry
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Droplets
Perhaps  the  most
c o m m o n  r o u t e  o f
infection is through the
air.  When  a  person
w i t h  c h i c k e n p o x
coughs, sneezes, talks,
or even breathes, they
release tiny respiratory
droplets  that  contain
the virus. If you inhale
these  droplets,  the
virus  can  enter  your
respiratory  tract  and
begin  the  infection
process.
T h i s  m o d e  o f
transmission  makes
chickenpox particularly
challenging to avoid in
enclosed  spaces.  You
do  not  need  to  touch
an  infected  person  to
catch the virus. Simply
be ing  in  the  same
room,  especially  for  a
sustained  period,  can
be enough. This is why
outbreaks  frequently
occu r  i n  schoo l s ,

preschools,  and  other
settings where children
spend  extended  time
together indoors.

Contact
with
Contamin
ated
Objects
(Fomites)
Although less common
than direct  contact  or
airborne  spread,  it  is
poss ib le  to  ca tch
c h i c k e n p o x  b y
touching  objects  that
h a v e  b e e n
contaminated with the
virus.  The  varicella-
z o s t e r  v i r u s  c a n
survive  for  a  short
period  on  surfaces
such as toys, bedding,
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towels,  clothing,  and
furniture.  If  a  healthy
person  touches  these
items and then touches
their  mouth,  nose,  or
eyes,  the  virus  can
enter  the  body.
T h i s  r o u t e  i s
c o n s i d e r e d  l e s s
efficient than the other
two, but it still poses a
risk,  particularly  in
households  where  an
infected  person  is
p resen t .  Sha r i ng
utensils, drinking cups,
or  toothbrushes  also
increases the likelihood
of transmission.

THE CONTAGIOUS
PERIOD: WHEN IS
CHICKENPOX
MOST
INFECTIOUS?

Timing  is  everything
w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o
chickenpox.  A  person
can  spread  the  virus
even before they know
they  are  sick.  This  is

one  of  the  reasons
c h i c k e n p o x  i s  s o
difficult to contain. The
contagious  per iod
typically begins one to
two days before the
rash appears.  During
this time, the individual
may feel tired, have a
m i l d  f e v e r ,  o r
experience  a  loss  of
appet i te ,  bu t  the
telltale red spots have
not yet emerged.
The virus continues to
be contagious until  all
t he  b l i s te r s  have
crusted  over,  which
usually happens about
five to seven days after
the  rash  first  appears.
The  stage  when  the
blisters  are  fresh  and
filled  with  fluid  is  the
most  infectious.  Once
the lesions have dried
and formed scabs, the
person is generally no
longer contagious.
This timeline is critical
f o r  p a r e n t s  a n d
caregivers. If you know
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your  child  has  been
exposed,  you  should
monitor  them  closely
for  early  symptoms.
Likewise,  if  your  child
has  chickenpox,  they
should stay home from
school or daycare until
a l l  b l i s t e r s  h a v e
crusted.  Returning too
early can expose other
children to the virus.

WHO IS MOST
LIKELY TO CATCH
CHICKENPOX?

Anyone  who  has  not
had chickenpox or has
not  been  vaccinated
a g a i n s t  i t  i s
susceptible.  However,
certain  groups  are  at
higher  risk  for  both
catching the virus and
developing  severe
complications.

Unvaccinated
children: Prior
to the
introduction of
the varicella

vaccine, nearly
all children
contracted
chickenpox by
the age of 15.
Adults who
never had
chickenpox:
Chickenpox in
adults tends to
be more severe
and carries a
higher risk of
complications
such as
pneumonia.
Pregnant
women:
Chickenpox
during
pregnancy can
harm both the
mother and the
fetus, potentially
leading to birth
defects or
neonatal
infection.
Immunocompro
mised
individuals:
People
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undergoing
chemotherapy,
organ transplant
recipients, and
those with
HIV/AIDS are at
greater risk for
severe disease.
Healthcare
workers: Those
who work in
medical settings
may have higher
exposure to the
virus if they have
not been
vaccinated.

If  you fall  into  any of
these  categories  and
h a v e  n o t  h a d
chickenpox  or  the
vaccine, it is especially
i m p o r t a n t  t o
understand  the  risks
and  take  preventive
measures  seriously.

SYMPTOMS: WHAT
TO EXPECT AFTER
EXPOSURE

After  exposure  to  the

v i rus ,  the re  i s  an
incubation  period  that
typically lasts between
10 and 21 days. During
this  time,  the  virus
multiplies in the body,
but the person usually
feels  fine.  Once  the
incubation period ends,
symptoms  begin  to
appear.
The  first  signs  of
chickenpox  are  often
nonspecific.  A  person
may experience fever,
headache,  loss  o f
appetite, and a general
feeling of being unwell.
These  symptoms  can
appear one to two days
before  the  rash.  The
rash  itself  begins  as
small  red  spots  that
quickly  develop  into
fluid-filled  blisters.  The
bl is ters  appear  in
waves  over  several
days, so it is common
to  see  spots,  blisters,
and  scabs  all  at  the
same time.
The rash is usually very
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i tchy.  The  bl isters
eventually dry out and
form scabs,  which fall
off  after  one  to  two
weeks.  Scarring  can
occur if the blisters are
scratched  excessively,
wh i ch  i s  why  i t  i s
important  to  manage
the itching carefully.

COMPLICATIONS:
WHEN
CHICKENPOX
BECOMES SERIOUS

While  most  cases  of
chickenpox resolve  on
t h e i r  o w n ,
complicat ions  can
occur,  particularly  in
high-risk  groups.  The
m o s t  c o m m o n
compl i ca t ion  i s  a
bacterial  infection  of
the skin, often caused
by  scratch ing  the
blisters.  This  can lead
to cellulitis  or,  in  rare
cases, invasive group A
s t r e p t o c o c c u s
infection.

O t h e r  p o s s i b l e
complications include:

Pneumonia:
More common in
adults, pregnant
women, and
immunocompro
mised
individuals.
Encephalitis:
Inflammation of
the brain, which
can cause
seizures,
confusion, and
balance
problems.
Reye
syndrome: A
rare but serious
condition that
can occur if
aspirin is given
to children
during a viral
illness.
Congenital
varicella
syndrome: A
condition that
can occur if a
pregnant woman



How Do You Catch Chicken Pox 9

9

contracts
chickenpox
during the first or
second trimester.

V a c c i n a t i o n  h a s
dramatically  reduced
t h e  i n c i d e n c e  o f
chickenpox  and  its
c o m p l i c a t i o n s .
However,  for  those
who  do  contract  the
d i s e a s e ,  p r o m p t
medical  attention  is
r e c o m m e n d e d  i f
symptoms  become
severe.

PREVENTION: THE
BEST DEFENSE
AGAINST
CHICKENPOX

The most effective way
to  prevent  chickenpox
is through vaccination.
The varicella vaccine is
a  l i ve  a t tenuated
vaccine  that  is  safe
and  highly  effective.  It
is  recommended  for
children,  adolescents,
and  adults  who  have

not  had  chickenpox.
T w o  d o s e s  o f  t h e
vaccine  provide  the
best  protection,  with
efficacy  rates
exceeding 90% against
moderate  to  severe
disease.
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o
vaccination,  other
preventive  measures
include:

Isolation: If you
or your child has
chickenpox, stay
home until all
blisters have
crusted over.
Avoid contact
with pregnant
women,
newborns, and
immunocompro
mised
individuals.
Hand hygiene:
Wash hands
frequently with
soap and water,
especially after
direct contact
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with an infected
person.
Respiratory
etiquette:
Cover coughs
and sneezes with
a tissue or your
elbow.
Surface
cleaning:
Disinfect
frequently
touched surfaces
such as
doorknobs,
counters, and
toys if someone
in the home is
infected.

I f  y o u  h a v e  b e e n
exposed to chickenpox
and are not immune, a
vaccine  given  within
three  to  five  days  of
exposure  can  st i l l
prevent or  reduce the
severity of the disease.
In  certain  high-risk
situations,  varicella-
zoster immune globulin
( V Z I G )  m a y  b e
recommended.

TREATMENT AND
RECOVERY: WHAT
TO DO IF YOU
CATCH
CHICKENPOX

Fo r  mos t  hea l thy
children, chickenpox is
a  self-limiting  illness
that  does  not  require
specific  medical
treatment. The goal is
to  manage  symptoms
a n d  p r e v e n t
c o m p l i c a t i o n s .
C o m m o n
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s
include:

Fever1.
management:
Acetaminophen
(paracetamol)
can be used to
reduce fever. Do
not give aspirin
to children with
chickenpox, as it
increases the risk
of Reye
syndrome.
Itch relief:2.
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Calamine lotion,
cool compresses,
and oatmeal
baths can soothe
the skin.
Antihistamines
such as
diphenhydramine
or cetirizine may
help reduce
itching.
Fluid intake:3.
Staying hydrated
is important,
especially if fever
is present.
Rest: Resting at4.
home helps the
body fight the
infection and
reduces the risk
of spreading the
virus.
Avoid5.
scratching:
Keep fingernails
short and clean.
Consider mittens
or gloves for
young children to
minimize
scratching.

For individuals at high
risk of severe disease,
antiviral  medications
such as acyclovir may
be  prescribed.  These
medications work best
if  started  within  the
first  24  to  48  hours  of
the  rash  appearing.

SHINGLES: THE
CONNECTION TO
CHICKENPOX

I t  i s  impor tan t  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t
catching chickenpox is
not  the  end  of  the
story.  After  the  initial
infection  resolves,  the
varicella-zoster  virus
remains dormant in the
body,  hiding  in  nerve
tissue. In some people,
the  virus  reactivates
later  in  life,  causing
sh ing les  (he rpes
zoster).  Shingles  is  a
pa in fu l  r a sh  tha t
typically  affects  one
side of the body. While
shingles  itself  is  not
chickenpox,  i t  can
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transmit  the  varicella-
z o s t e r  v i r u s  t o
someone  who  has
never  had  chickenpox
o r  t h e  v a c c i n e ,
triggering  a  case  of
chickenpox  in  that
person.
This is why older adults
are sometimes advised
to receive the shingles
vaccine.  It  not  only
reduces  their  risk  of
developing  shingles
but  a l so  p ro tec ts
others  from  potential
exposure  to  the  virus.

CONCLUSION:
KNOWLEDGE IS

YOUR BEST
PROTECTION

Understanding  how
chickenpox  spreads  is
the  foundation  for
preventing it. The virus
passes from person to
person  through  direct
contact ,  a i rborne
droplets,  and  contact
with  contaminated
surfaces.  Its  highly
contagious  nature,
c o m b i n e d  w i t h  a
lengthy  contagious
period  that  begins
be fo re  symptoms
appear,  makes  it  a
formidable infection


