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About the Health Information and Quality Authority

The Health Information and Quality Authority (HIQA) is an independent statutory
authority established to promote safety and quality in the provision of health and
social care services for the benefit of the health and welfare of the public.

Reporting to the Minister for Health and engaging with relevant government
Ministers and departments, HIQA has responsibility for the following:

Setting standards for health and social care services — Developing
person-centred standards and guidance, based on evidence and international
best practice, for health and social care services in Ireland.

Regulating social care services — The Chief Inspector of Social Services
within HIQA is responsible for registering and inspecting residential services
for older people and people with a disability, and children’s special care units.

Regulating health services — Regulating medical exposure to ionising
radiation.

Monitoring services — Monitoring the safety and quality of permanent
international protection accommodation service centres, health services and
children’s social services against the national standards. Where necessary,
HIQA investigates serious concerns about the health and welfare of people
who use health services and children’s social services.

Health technology assessment — Evaluating the clinical and cost-
effectiveness of health programmes, policies, medicines, medical equipment,
diagnostic and surgical techniques, health promotion and protection activities,
and providing advice to enable the best use of resources and the best
outcomes for people who use our health service.

Health information — Advising on the efficient and secure collection and
sharing of health information, setting standards, evaluating information
resources and publishing information on the delivery and performance of
Ireland’s health and social care services.

National Care Experience Programme — Carrying out national service-
user experience surveys across a range of health and social care services,

with the Department of Health and the HSE.

Visit www.higa.ie for more information.
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Plain language summary

This review looked at whether shingles (herpes zoster) infection might increase the
risk of developing dementia and if shingles vaccination might reduce that risk. We
also looked at whether other adult vaccines reduce the risk of developing dementia.

Dementia is a major health challenge, that comes with substantial personal, societal
and healthcare system burden. Even small reductions in dementia risk could have
meaningful benefits for individuals, families, and society.

We carried out this review to understand the current evidence and to help decide
whether we should update our economic evaluation of shingles vaccination we
published in 2024.

What we found

The link between shingles infection and dementia

Some studies report that having shingles may increase the risk of dementia. These
studies showed this risk was higher in more severe cases of shingles, and those
involving the eye. However, other studies found no clear link. These findings come
from studies that do not look for a cause of dementia, so they cannot prove that
shingles infection by itself directly increases dementia risk.

People who got antiviral treatment for shingles tended to have a lower risk of
dementia than those who did not. Prompt antiviral treatment is already routinely
recommended for certain groups to reduce the risk of complications from shingles,
including post-herpetic neuralgia. This antiviral treatment could also reduce any
additional risk of dementia.

The link between shingles vaccination and dementia

All studies that looked at shingles vaccination reported that people who were
vaccinated against shingles had a lower risk of developing dementia. The reduction
in risk of dementia ranged from about 20% to nearly 40%. However, these studies
cannot prove that shingles vaccination reduces the risk of dementia. The reduced
risk may also be for other reasons, such as a healthy lifestyle and a lack of other risk
factors.

The link between other adult vaccines and dementia

Many reviews show that routine vaccines for adults like flu,
tetanus/diphtheria/pertussis, hepatitis, and others, are also linked with a lower risk
of dementia. For example, the flu vaccine was linked with a lowered risk of 26% to
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31%. However, these studies did not consider some key differences between
people, so the evidence does not show if vaccination alone caused the lower
dementia risk.

Conclusion

None of the included studies were clinical trials. The information available was about
people who chose to get vaccinated rather than those who did not. Often, people
who choose to get vaccinated have healthier lifestyles and better access to
healthcare, which also lowers dementia risk.

From the available evidence, it is difficult to know how much of the benefit was due
to the vaccine itself, or the characteristics of people who got vaccinated. This means
that the studies can show links but cannot prove cause and effect.

What this means

While shingles vaccination appears to be linked with a lower risk of dementia, the
current evidence is not strong enough to say that the vaccine directly prevents
dementia. Also, it is not possible to say by how much the shingles vaccine reduces
this risk or what is the best age to get vaccinated. Other vaccines, such as the flu
vaccine may also offer some protection against dementia, but again the extent to
which they do this is uncertain.

Although the available information is not ideal, it is important to explore what it
means for decision-making.

While it is possible that vaccines may offer some protection against dementia, they
should be considered alongside other prevention strategies. These include managing
blood pressure and cholesterol, staying physically active, not smoking, limiting
alcohol, and keeping socially and mentally engaged. Seeking timely medical
attention for shingles symptoms is also important. Early antiviral treatment can help
reduce the risk of complications from the infection.
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