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Herpes Zoster Vaccine (Zostavax)
Revisited

The 2006 Medical Letter article on the then-new vari-
cella-zoster vaccine concluded that Zostavax appears to
be safe and effective in protecting patients >60 years old
against herpes zoster and postherpetic neuralgia, espe-
cially in reducing the severity and duration of the dis-
ease.1 Some new information has recently become
available.

CLINICAL STUDIES — A Veterans Administration ran-
domized, double-blind trial enrolled more than 38,000
patients >60 years old and followed them for a mean of
3.4 years after administration of Zostavax or placebo.
Since the efficacy of the vaccine had been demon-
strated previously (51% in preventing zoster and 67% in
preventing postherpetic neuralgia), the objective of this
study was to examine its safety. Transient varicella-like
rash occurred at the inoculation site in 0.11% of vaccine
recipients and in 0.04% of patients who received a
placebo injection. Erythema, swelling, pain and tender-
ness at the injection site were more frequent and more
severe with the vaccine than with placebo. There were
no other significant differences. Serious adverse events
occurred in 1.4% of patients in each group.2

USE — Despite its efficacy and the frequency and mor-
bidity of herpes zoster, this vaccine is hardly used. One
study in 2007 found that only 2% of patients >60 years
old had received it.3 A 2008 survey found that 7% of
potential recipients had been vaccinated.4 A study of the
reasons for such sparse usage concluded that the
expense ($194 wholesale), the need for a freezer to
store the vaccine (a vaccine that can be kept in a refrig-
erator is available in Europe), and reimbursement
through Medicare Part D, which generally provides
pharmacy benefits, rather than Part B, which physicians
are more familiar with, were contributing factors.5

CONCLUSION — The efficacy of the herpes zoster vac-
cine (Zostavax) was well established before the FDA
approved it in 2006. Several years’ use has now pro-

IN BRIEF vided more data supporting the safety of the vaccine. It
deserves wider use.
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