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VARIVAX- Live Attenuated Chickenpox Vaccine. 
(Varicella-Zoster Vaccine) 

 

This is the brand of vaccine used by us to immunise against chickenpox, which is a common (but sometimes potentially devastating) illness with a rash, 
fever, sore throat, aches and poor appetite.  The rash itself progresses to fluid filled blisters that become crusty before healing.  

Chickenpox is caused by the varicella-zoster virus.  It is spread by direct contact with the blisters or by breathing the air with virus in droplets (from 
coughing).  It can also pass down from an infected mother to her foetus. 

Rare complications of chickenpox include, shingles, encephalitis (brain inflammation) and pneumonia.  Adults are particualrly vulnerable to the severe 
complications of chickenpox pneumonia. 

The vaccine and benefits: Varivax is a live attenuated vaccine. It is manufactured and marketed by Sanofi-Pasteur MSD Limited and made in the 
Netherlands.  It contains a small quantity of live weakened chickenpox viruses (Oka/Merck strain cultured on human diploid cells) which stimulate the 
production of antibodies.  It is thus highly effective in preventing the disease. 

As with other vaccines it does not completely protect all individuals from catching chickenpox, but those who do develop the disease usually have a very 
mild illness with fewer spots and blisters. 

Varivax can protect an individual who has been potentially infected with chickenpox from developing the disease if given within 3 days of contact with a 
patient.  In this scenario it could either prevent the illness or reduce the severity.  

It can be administered to children (over 12 months of age) and adults. 

Risks: the following points need to be carefully considered with concerns discussed with the consultant or your doctor. 

• The presence of a severe infection with a high temperature would make it dangerous to administer the vaccine until there is full recovery from 
the illness (A minor infection such as a cold or cough would not be a problem). 

• A severe allergy to VARIVAX, or any ingredient contained (e.g. hydrolysed gelatine, neomycin sulphate, monosodium glutamate and urea) can 
potentially cause anaphylaxis with shortness of breath, collapse and shock. 

• Having a low white blood cell count or problems with the immune system could pose an unacceptable risk for the recipient: please discuss with 
the nurse or doctor.  

• Taking medicines that alter the immune system such as steroids and cancer treatment can pose added risks 
• Having active TB, HIV or Immunity problems can also pose increased risks 
• In rare cases the vaccine has resulted in actual chickenpox rash. 

The vaccine should not be given if the recipient is pregnant or plans to be in the 3 months afterwards. 

Occasionally the weakened vaccine virus can be passed on to people with very poor immune systems, pregnancy or newborn babies.  For this reason 
contact with this type of person should be avoided if possible for up to 6 weeks after vaccination. 

If you are not sure whether VARIVAX should be given, talk to your doctor, nurse or the Consultant at Direct Remedies. 

Tell the doctor if: 

• You are breast-feeding. It is not known if VARIVAX passes into breast milk, however the vaccine is not expected to cause problems in breast-
fed babies.  

• If you have/your child has had VARIVAX before and became unwell, tell the consultant or nurse before the dose is given.  
• You have or your child has had a blood or plasma transfusion in the last 5 months  
• You have/your child has any medical conditions, such as:  

• a bleeding disorder. Sometimes VARIVAX may need to be given differently in people with bleeding problems.  
• an immune deficiency condition (e.g. are HIV positive).  

• You have/your child has allergies to any other medicines or substances, such as dyes, foods or preservatives.  
• You have/your child has received another vaccine. VARIVAX can be given at the same time as other vaccines. 
• You are/your child is taking any prescription or OTC (over-the-counter) medicines or any medicine you have bought from a supermarket or 

health food shop.  
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Dosage Schedule. 

From the age of 12 months up to and including 12 years of age: 1 dose 

From 13 years and up, 2 doses should be given, with an interval of at least 6 weeks between the first and second dose. 

How and When Is It Given. 

VARIVAX will be injected into the upper arm muscle in most recipients. The injection is given subcutaneously (under the skin). 

The vaccine should never be given intravenously (into a vein) or intradermally (into the skin). 

VARIVAX is generally given as a single dose on an elected date. If a second dose is given, it will be administered 6 weeks after the first dose. 

Things to be careful of 

If you develop the chicken pox blisters within the first 6 weeks after vaccination, avoid contact with people who are immune suppressed (have problems 
with their immune system) for the duration of the rash. 

Be careful driving or operating machinery until you know how the vaccine affects you. It should not normally interfere with your ability to drive a car or 
operate machinery. But in some people vaccination can cause dizziness or light-headedness. Make sure you know how you react to VARILRIX before you 
drive a car or operate machinery, or do anything that could be dangerous if you are dizzy or light-headed. 

Side Effects 

Tell the doctor or nurse as soon as possible if you (or your child) do not feel well during or after having had a dose of VARIVAX. 

VARIVAX helps protect most people from varicella virus, but it may have unwanted side effects in a few people. All medicines and vaccines can have side 
effects. Sometimes they are serious; most of the time they are not. Some side effects may need medical treatment. 

Most unwanted effects are mild and usually clear up within a few days. These effects, as with other vaccines, generally occur around the injection site 
such as tenderness, soreness and redness. 

Mild effects 

• redness, swelling, a hard lump, soreness, bruising or itching around the injection site  
• feeling generally unwell, fever, or headache  
• loss of appetite, or feeling sick (nausea), vomiting, diarrhoea.  

Serious effects; As with all vaccines given by injection there is a very small risk of serious allergic reaction. Contact your doctor immediately 
or go to the Accident and Emergency department of your nearest hospital if any of the following happens: 

• swelling of limbs, face, eyes, inside of nose, mouth or throat  
• shortness of breath, breathing or swallowing difficulties  
• hives, itching (especially of the hands or feet), reddening of skin (especially around the ears), or severe skin reactions  
• unusual tiredness or weakness that is sudden and severe, muscular aches and pains  
• fever, headache, dizziness.  

Other serious but rare side effects 

• brain inflammation (encephalitis) 
• strokes, fits, Guillain-Barre syndrome 
• Inflammation of the spinal cord 
• Bells palsy 
• Skin infection 
• Chickenpox rash, shingles. 

Do not be alarmed by this list of possible side effects. They are rare. 
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