
 Infectious mononucleosis is a disease that commonly affects high school students.
 Athletes with infectious mononucleosis need to remain out of sports and other physical activity 

for at least three to four weeks.
 Some athletes may have problems with fatigue and take longer to return to sport.
 Infectious mononucleosis is associated with an enlarged spleen that can rupture, resulting in a life-threatening

emergency.

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE
Infectious mononucleosis (mono) is caused by the Epstein-Barr virus (EBV). It is transmitted through saliva and

mucus, which means mono can be transmitted through exposure to a cough, sneeze, kiss or the sharing of eating 
utensils and drinking glasses. The signs of mono usually appear about four to six weeks after exposure, making it very
difficult to identify the source of the infection.

The symptoms may last from one to three months. Severe disability and death are very rare with mono. However,
some people can have prolonged fatigue following infection. Of significant note, the spleen often becomes enlarged
during the acute infectious phase. The spleen is an organ in the upper left-hand side of the abdomen which helps filter
blood. Rarely, the enlarged spleen will rupture, resulting in a potentially life-threatening situation requiring emergency
surgery.

RECOGNITION
Most people with mono cannot recall being exposed to another person with the disease. The primary symptoms 

of mono are fever, sore throat and swollen lymph nodes, so it is often mistaken for “strep throat” early in the course.
Nearly everyone with mono complains of significant fatigue and malaise. Nausea and loss of appetite can occur with
mono, but usually there is no vomiting.

People with mono can have a very red and sore throat. Often the tonsils become enlarged, sometimes large enough
to cause difficulty breathing. About one-third of people with mono may have strep throat at the same time. A light red
rash may appear on the body with mono infections. Unfortunately, people with mono who take amoxicillin for “strep
throat” may develop a drug-induced rash.
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The spleen enlarges early in the course of mono. It usually returns to normal size within four weeks. Splenic rupture
can occur during the time period when the spleen is enlarged and may result from direct trauma or increased abdomi-
nal pressure (such as “bearing down” with weight lifting). A ruptured spleen can cause severe abdominal pain along
with dizziness or light headedness due to blood loss into the abdomen.

MANAGEMENT
There are no medications available to prevent or shorten the course of mono. Over the counter medications like

ibuprofen or acetaminophen may be used to make the infected individual more comfortable through decreasing pain
and fever. The primary treatment for mono is to allow the person to rest and remain as comfortable as possible. School
absences are common due to the illness and resulting severe fatigue.

People with severely enlarged tonsils should be watched carefully for difficulty breathing. In some cases, a 
corticosteroid may be prescribed to decrease the size of the tonsils and ease breathing difficulty. Anyone with 
mono and abdominal pain needs to be urgently evaluated for a splenic rupture.

Athletes with mono are typically held out of all physical activity (sports, PE class, weight lifting) for at least three 
to four weeks from the time of diagnosis (not onset of symptoms). This is due to the severe fatigue and risk of splenic
rupture. After that initial time period, athletes can slowly return to activity as symptoms resolve. Some athletes may
need more time to recover if they have prolonged fatigue. It may take several weeks for the athlete to feel back to full
strength and fully recovered. 

PREVENTION
Mono is spread through direct contact with saliva. Infected individuals are no longer infectious once their fevers 

resolve. Tips for limiting the spread of mono are similar to reducing the spread of other viral illnesses:
 Frequent hand washing is vital to preventing the spread of nearly all infectious diseases.
 Covering up coughs and sneezes in the bend of the elbow instead of the hand reduces risk of transmission 

to others.
 Educate students about the dangers of sharing of items such as drink cups, water bottles, food, towels 

and athletic equipment.
 Require students to stay home from school and refrain from athletic participation if they are coughing 

frequently, have diarrhea or vomiting, or have a fever.

 




