
A powerful, often overlooked way to protect your brain and long-term 
cognitive health
Dementia is a huge problem, affecting  
over 55 million people across the globe.  
Unfortunately, it is also on the rise; this  
number is expected to triple by 2050¹. While 
people generally consider dementia to be one 
uniform condition, in reality there are several  
different types. These include Alzheimer’s, 
vascular, Lewy body Parkinson’s, and mixed 
types. While there are subtle differences in 
presenting clinical signs and symptoms  
depending on the exact type, in general  
patients develop memory impairment,  
language difficulties, visuospatial issues,  
and executive dysfunction, meaning the  
ability to plan and execute tasks breaks down².

Meanwhile, shingles, or herpes zoster, is a  
reactivation of the virus that causes chickenpox. 
It shows up as pain, itching, tingling, or  
numbness in one area of the body that  
becomes a rash a few days later. The rash  
is typically in a band or stripe configuration 
and does not cross the midline³. 

One in three people will develop shingles  
in their lifetime, and the risk increases with 
age. A dreaded complication of shingles is 
postherpetic neuralgia, severe nerve pain 
that persists for months or even years after 
the rash disappears.
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Given this, doctors recommend that patients  
50 years of age or older receive a two dose 
shingles vaccine. This shot, RZV Shingrix, is 
highly effective, preventing shingles in more 
than 90 percent of patients regardless of 
age⁴. It is recommended irrespective of  
prior shingles infection.

Interestingly, in addition to preventing painful  
rashes, recent studies have shown that receiving 
the vaccine offers an additional, unforeseen 
benefit: strong protection against dementia⁵. 
Let’s break this down further.

How much dementia risk reduction does the 
shot series provide?

Vaccination with two doses, the standard 
series of RZV, is associated with a 51 percent 
lower risk of dementia⁵.

How many RZV shots do you need to get  
protection?

To maximize dementia protection and avoid 
an outbreak of a painful rash, you should  
receive both RZV doses. Even one dose,  
however, decreases your risk of dementia  
by 11 percent⁶.

There are multiple zoster vaccines on the 
market, right? Which one is better?

Currently, the only vaccine available is RZV. 
RZV, first available in 2017, is more effective 
than the older vaccine, ZVL Zostavax, first 
available in 2006, in preventing zoster flares 
and reducing dementia risk. The additional 
dementia risk reduction that RZV offers is 18 
percent¹. For this reason, even patients who 
were vaccinated with the older shot are  
recommended to receive the updated  
RZV series.

Is there a sex specific difference in benefit?

Both men and women receive the same  
protection against herpes zoster from the 
vaccine. In terms of dementia protection  
specifically, however, women appear to  
benefit more⁵.

I am older than 75. Is the shot still worth it?

The vaccine remains beneficial even for 
adults aged 75 and older⁵.

Why does preventing shingles help decrease 
dementia risk?

Scientists are not entirely sure, but it may be 
related to amyloid peptides. When a patient 
has a shingles flare, amyloid peptides can 
accumulate in the brain and have a neurotoxic 
effect¹. Additionally, viruses often reactivate 
in groups, so preventing a zoster reactivation 
may help prevent other latent viruses from  
reactivating in the brain¹. Each viral reactivation 
contributes to increased inflammation in the 
brain, and vaccines may help interrupt this 
inflammatory cycle⁷.

I have had shingles before. Will vaccination 
still help me?

Vaccination is highly effective in preventing 
future episodes of zoster, and patients with 
recurrent zoster have a higher risk of dementia 
than those with a single episode. It stands to 
reason that vaccination will help, although 
this has not yet been directly studied. If you 
have had shingles before, antiviral treatment 
during reactivation also helps reduce dementia 
risk, with a 45 percent lower risk compared  
to patients with active zoster who did not  
receive antivirals⁶.

Between preventing a painful viral rash in 
the short term, postherpetic neuralgia in the 
medium term, and dementia in the long term, 
there are several compelling reasons to consider 
this vaccine series. It is notable that the only 
strict medical contraindication is a history of a 
serious allergic reaction, anaphylaxis, to the 
vaccine or one of its components. Be sure to 
discuss your individual situation with your 
Quotient Health physician.

In this study, the authors focused on a  
representative sample of these participants 
and what mattered most for them in terms  
of all-cause mortality. Specifically, the  
researchers tested whether a wearable  



activity tracker (a research-grade Fitbit)  
could predict mortality better than 14 traditional  
medical markers.

Since the traditional markers are a good review 
of what matters for mortality, we should look 
more closely at them.
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Thanks for the opportunity to be involved in your care.
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Our Core5 Profile  
Optimal health is visualized as a 
pentagon built from the Core5:  
sleep architecture, strength & lean 
mass, cardiopulmonary fitness,  
cardiovascular health, and metabolic  
rate. When all five are strong, the 
pentagon is complete. When one 
falls short, the shape reveals where 
your health needs attention.


