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New global survey finds widespread misunderstandings 
about shingles despite its lifetime prevalence  
 

• A new GSK survey shows a large number of adults do not understand how 
shingles may be triggered1  

• More than half of adults surveyed incorrectly believe that “you can catch 
shingles” 1, despite the fact that by age 50, most adults already have the virus 
that causes shingles present in their bodies2 

• With shingles affecting up to 1 in 3 people in their lifetime,3,4,5,6 these findings 
underline the need for people to seek advice from healthcare professionals to 
understand their risk  

 
 
 
GSK plc (LSE/NYSE: GSK) today announced data from a new global survey,1 which was commissioned and 
funded by GSK, suggesting some significant gaps in the understanding of shingles amongst adults aged 50 and 
over, a group of adults at risk of the disease.4 As one of the most searched diseases on Google,7,8,9 public interest 
in shingles is high, yet these results show that understanding is comparatively low.  
 
The online research surveyed 3,500 adults aged 50 and over from 12 countries, assessing respondents’ 
understanding of shingles, what may trigger it, and its impact on people’s lives.1  

 

Shingles is developed by the reactivation of the varicella-zoster virus (VZV) and partly caused by the age-related 
waning of the strength of the immune system.2,4,10,11 With an ageing global population,12 the incidence of shingles is 
expected to increase as the average age increases globally.13 However, new data suggest that many adults from 
the age of 50 fundamentally misunderstand important aspects of the disease, including how it may be triggered.1  

 
The top three misconceptions surrounding shingles in the global survey were:1  

 

• 55% of respondents believe that “you can catch shingles from someone with shingles”.1  
Shingles cannot be transmitted from person to person like other airborne diseases such as COVID-19. 
Shingles is caused by a reactivation of the varicella-zoster virus (VZV) that is already residing in the 
person, the same virus that causes chickenpox,2 which remains dormant within the nervous system and 
can reactivate with advancing age.4,14  

 

• Nearly 50% of respondents believe that “you can catch shingles from someone with chickenpox”.1  
Shingles is caused by the VZV;2 if a person has never had chickenpox before, the virus might cause 
chickenpox.15 The virus will then remain dormant within the nervous system and may develop as shingles 
when advancing age reduces the strength of the immune system.4,14  

 

• 39% of respondents believe that “you can’t develop shingles if you’ve already had shingles”.1  
By age 50, VZV is present in most adults.2 The majority of people who develop shingles only have it once; 
however, it is possible to develop shingles more than once in a lifetime.15  

 
Jane Barratt, Secretary General, International Federation on Ageing said: “This new insight into how limited 
shingles awareness is across the globe shows how much work needs to be done to ensure people have the right 
information on the disease, how it happens and who is at risk. As the average age of the global population 
continues to increase, it is important to be informed about health conditions that could affect us and know where to 
turn for support and medical advice. The IFA is proud to endorse such important research seeking to address a 
major gap in public awareness and knowledge of the serious and life altering condition of shingles.” 
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The survey also investigated where adults turn to for health-related information. Results highlight that over 40% of 
adults in the over-50 age group regularly turn to social media such as Facebook and Instagram,1 while nearly a 
third use internet search engines like Google at least once a week for such information,1 as opposed to reaching 
out to their doctors as often.1 

 
In the 12 months leading to September 2023, there was a 70% increase in the number of Google searches for the 
question, “Is shingles contagious by touch or airborne?”,16 highlighting both an increasing interest in shingles and 
the continued lack of understanding about the disease.  
 
Piyali Mukherjee, Vice President and Head of Global Medical Affairs, Vaccines, GSK, said: “Shingles can 
have a profound impact on the lives of people and their families. With over half of the respondents believing that 
shingles can be ‘caught’ from someone else suffering from the disease, among other frequent misunderstandings 
revealed by the survey, these results emphasize the continuing need for enhanced awareness for this condition. 
We encourage all adults over 50 to approach their healthcare professionals for guidance on how to recognize, 
understand, and reduce their risk of developing this debilitating disease.” 
 
About shingles 
Shingles is caused by the reactivation of the varicella-zoster virus (VZV), the same virus that causes chickenpox.4 
By age 50, VZV is present in most adults,2 and may reactivate with advancing age.10 As people age, the strength of 
the immune system response to infection wanes, increasing the risk of developing shingles.4  
 
Shingles typically presents as a rash, with painful blisters across the chest, abdomen, or face.10 The pain is often 
described as aching, burning, stabbing or shock-like.4  

  
Following the rash, a person may experience post-herpetic neuralgia (PHN), a long-lasting nerve pain that can last 
weeks or months and occasionally persists for several years.4 PHN is the most common complication of shingles, 
occurring in 5–30% of all shingles cases from findings in various studies.17 
 
About the Shingles Misconceptions Survey 
The Shingles Misconceptions Survey was an online survey of 3,500 adults aged 50 and over, conducted between 
16 August 2023 – 18 August 2023 by Pollfish, Inc, on behalf of GSK, except for Japan where it was conducted by 
IPSOS on behalf of GSK.1 
 
The survey was conducted across 12 countries (China, US, Germany, Brazil, Japan, UK, Australia, Italy, South 
Korea, India, Canada and Portugal), in 9 languages, with 250 respondents in each country, except for 500 
respondents in US and India.1 
 
Data was collated from 18 questions covering shingles awareness and misconceptions with all participants 
agreeing to participate in full transparency on both the source of the data commissioning, and to the use of their 
anonymised data.1 
 
About GSK  
GSK is a global biopharma company with a purpose to unite science, technology, and talent to get ahead of 
disease together. Find out more at gsk.com. 
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Cautionary statement regarding forward-looking statements 
GSK cautions investors that any forward-looking statements or projections made by GSK, including those made in this announcement, are subject to risks and 
uncertainties that may cause actual results to differ materially from those projected. Such factors include, but are not limited to, those described under Item 3.D 'Risk 
factors” in the company's Annual Report on Form 20-F for 2022, and Q3 Results for 2023. 
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