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Review:  

Herpes zoster is a common condition that has significant morbidity and affects about 30% of 

adults1.  Zoster is caused by the reactivation of latent Varicella-Zoster Virus in the body. Why this 

occurs in some individuals is not completely understood.   Only a minority of those with zoster have an 

identified condition or medication that significantly suppresses their immune function.   It was 

previously demonstrated that there is an increased risk of zoster in children with asthma2.  The goal of 

this study was to evaluate whether asthma is associated with an increased risk of zoster in adults.  

 The study was a population based case-control study of patients living in Olmsted County, 

Minnesota, who were registered in the Rochester Epidemiology Project (REP).   All potential zoster 

cases in those >50 years old were identified by the medical record during a defined time frame and two 

matched control subjects were also randomly selected.   A total of 371 zoster cases and 742 controls 

were included in the study.  Numerous other sociodemographic and clinical characteristics were 

analyzed for both groups. 

 After controlling for covariables and cofounders, there was an association between history of 

asthma and risk of zoster (adjusted OR 1.70; 95% CI, 1.20-2.42; P=0.003).   A limitation of the study is 

the homogeneity of the subjects as most were White/non-Hispanic females.   The study found that 

asthma is a risk factor for herpes zoster in adults.   Interestingly, Ernst el al previously demonstrated 

that inhaled corticosteroid use did not increase the risk for zoster, so other disease-related factors may 

be contributing3.   Asthma educators are often questioned about vaccinations.   The asthma educator 

should encourage adult patients >50 years old with asthma to discuss the risks and benefits of zoster 

vaccination with their health care provider.  
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