Chicken Pox and the
Neonatal Unit (NNU)
An information guide
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Chicken Pox and the Neonatal Unit (NNU)
What is chicken pox?
Chicken pox is an infection caused by a virus called the Varicella
Zoster Virus (or VZV for short).
Chicken pox is a very common infection in the UK, particularly in
children and most people catch it before the age of 15.
Catching chicken pox causes the body to make special proteins
called antibodies, which usually make a person immune (meaning
that the person is unlikely to be infected with chicken pox again the
future).
What are the symptoms of chicken pox?
•
•
•

Feel generally unwell .
Raised temperature.
A red, bumpy, itchy rash which usually turns into small fluid
filled blisters.
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Is it serious?
Whilst it can make those infected feel poorly, most recover from
chicken pox fully without any lasting problems.
Chicken pox can cause more serious complications in certain groups
of people, including newborn and premature babies, pregnant
ladies and those with illnesses or taking medications which make
their immune system less effective.
Is it infectious?
Chicken Pox is very infectious for 2 to 3 days before the rash appears
and for around 7 days after (until the spots are dry and scabbed).
The virus travels in the air and is also present in secretions from the
nose and mouth. A person who isn’t immune to chicken pox
(normally if they haven’t had chicken pox before) is very likely to
catch it if they come into contact with someone who is already
infected.
They will usually develop the illness 2 to 3 weeks later.
How is chicken pox treated?
As chicken pox is caused by a virus, antibiotics cannot be used to
treat it, as antibiotics only kill bacteria, not viruses.
Once infected, the main aim of management in low risk individuals
is to relieve the symptoms until the immune system fights off the
virus.
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What happens if a relative develops chicken pox?
As the immune system in a newborn baby is not very good at
fighting off the virus, it is very important to prevent them from
catching it in the first place.
Anyone with suspected chicken pox must not visit the neonatal unit
until their spots have dried up and scabbed over fully. If a relative
develops chicken pox in the few days after visiting the baby, it is
essential that you tell the nurses or doctors on the neonatal unit
immediately.
What happens if my baby comes into contact with chicken pox on
the neonatal unit?
The baby will need to have blood tests to see if they have
antibodies to fight off chicken pox.
Babies can have antibodies even if they haven’t had chicken pox
themselves, as the antibodies can pass across the placenta and in
breast milk from their mother (if their mother is immune). Most
babies who have antibodies do not need any treatment, but should
be monitored closely for 3 weeks.
If the baby does not have antibodies, or if they are very premature
(less than 28 weeks) or very low birth weight (less than 1kg), they
will be given a medicine called Varicella Zoster Immunoglobulin
(VZIG), which contains antibodies.
It can help protect the baby from developing the virus or it can
make the illness shorter and less severe. Babies who receive VZIG
should be monitored closely for 4 weeks, as sometimes it can delay
the infection.
Babies who show signs of developing chicken pox are sometimes
given an anti-viral medicine called Aciclovir, which can make the
illness shorter or less severe.
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I am the baby’s mother. What happens if I develop chicken pox?
You should not visit the neonatal unit and you should immediately
phone to inform the nurses or doctors.
Sometimes it is possible for infected mothers to continue to visit
and breast feed their baby, but this needs to be agreed with the
neonatal team in advance, to ensure that your baby and other
babies on the unit are not put at risk of developing chicken pox.
What about shingles?
After a chicken pox infection, the virus can lie inactive in the body
for many years, without causing any symptoms.
Shingles happens when the virus gets reactivated in certain nerve
cells, causing pain and the same bumpy, then fluid filled rash as
chicken pox, in a limited part of the body.
A person who isn’t immune to chicken pox (normally if they haven’t
had chicken pox before) can catch chicken pox if they come into
contact with the shingles rash. If the area of shingles is fully covered
up, the virus is unlikely to pass onto others, but any exposed areas
are very infectious.
Anyone with shingles should not visit the neonatal unit. Please let
the nurses or doctors know if a visitor develops shingles after
visiting the neonatal unit.
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If English is not your first language and you need help, please contact the
Interpretation and Translation Service
Jeśli angielski nie jest twoim pierwszym językiem i potrzebujesz pomocy, skontaktuj
się z działem tłumaczeń ustnych i pisemnych
 ﺑراه ﮐرم ﺗرﺟﻣﺎﻧﯽ اور ﺗرﺟﻣہ ﺧدﻣت، اﮔر اﻧﮕرﯾزی آپ ﮐﯽ ﭘﮩﻠﯽ زﺑﺎن ﻧﮩﯾں ﮨﮯ اور آپ ﮐو ﻣدد ﮐﯽ ﺿرورت ﮨﮯ ﺗو
ﺳﮯ راﺑطہ ﮐرﯾں
Dacă engleza nu este prima ta limbă și ai nevoie de ajutor, te rugăm să contactezi
Serviciul de interpretare și traducere
ইংরাজী যিদ আপনার .থম ভাষা না হয় এবং আপনার সাহােয9র .েয়াজন হয় তেব অনু=হ
কের ?দাভাষী এবং অনুবাদ পিরেষবা@েত ?যাগােযাগ কBন
 ﻓﯾرﺟﻰ اﻻﺗﺻﺎل ﺑﺧدﻣﺔ اﻟﺗرﺟﻣﺔ اﻟﺷﻔوﯾﺔ واﻟﺗﺣرﯾرﯾﺔ، إذا ﻟم ﺗﻛن اﻹﻧﺟﻠﯾزﯾﺔ ھﻲ ﻟﻐﺗك اﻷوﻟﻰ وﺗﺣﺗﺎج إﻟﻰ ﻣﺳﺎﻋدة
: 0161 627 8770
: interpretation@pat.nhs.uk
To improve our care environment for Patients, Visitors and Staff, Northern Care
Alliance NHS Group is Smoke Free including buildings, grounds & car parks.
For advice on stopping smoking contact the Specialist Stop Smoking Service on 01706
517 522
For general enquiries please contact the Patient Advice and Liaison Service
(PALS) on 0161 604 5897
For enquiries regarding clinic appointments, clinical care and treatment please
contact 0161 624 0420 and the Switchboard Operator will put you through to
the correct department / service

The Northern Care Alliance NHS Group (NCA) is one of the largest NHS organisations
in the country, employing 17,000 staff and providing a range of hospital and community
healthcare services to around 1 million people across Salford, Oldham, Bury, Rochdale
and surrounding areas. Our Care Organisations are responsible for providing our services,
delivering safe, high quality and reliable care to the local communities they serve.
The NCA brings together Salford Royal NHS Foundation Trust and the hospitals and
community services of The Royal Oldham Hospital, Fairfield General Hospital in Bury,
and Rochdale Infirmary (currently part of The Pennine Acute Hospitals NHS Trust).
www.facebook.com/NorthernCareAllianceNHSGroup
www.linkedin.com/company/northern-care-alliance-nhs-group
Northern Care Alliance NHS Group (NCA) @NCAlliance_NHS
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