
October 2017 - Mononucleosis 
 
There has been recent news, first in the medical journals, and then in the lay press, concerning 
infectious diseases being spread among sports teams.  Specifically, one item of interest has been the 
sharing of water bottles and associated illnesses which may result from such activity. 
 
Given the fact, I’ve never seen bottled water as available as it is now, I can see why this subject matter is 
of such interest to clinicians.  Yes, there are certain sicknesses you can catch from such a practice, as 
saliva is a very rich environment for harboring various viruses and bacteria.   
 
The most common ones are the common cold, strep throat, mumps, herpes simplex Type 1, and 
mononucleosis.   Meningitis, although more rare, is extremely serious and  Hepatitis B is arguable by 
some regarding salivary transmission, but I think it is possible based on the literature I’ve 
researched.  This month, I want to specifically target mononucleosis, sometimes called mono, or the 
kissing disease. 
 
When I was in junior high, as stupid as it may seem, if someone had mono, we thought it was cool, 
because it meant that person had been kissing someone else.  Turns out, it’s not so cool after all, as we 
delve into this particular diagnosis. 
 
Mono is generally caused by the Epstein-Barr virus, or EBV.  Other viruses, such as Cytomegalovirus may 
be causative, as well, but EBV is the main culprit.    EBV is very common, as most people are exposed at a 
very young age.  EBV spreads through body fluids, in this instance, saliva.  So, a water bottle is a perfect 
vector.  Also, it can spread by sharing a toothbrush, an eating utensil, lip gloss, lipstick or lip balm with 
an infected person.  Athletes, especially those who play on teams are especially vulnerable, and this is 
why we will cover it. 
 
Mono is usually not a serious illness, but it can lead to serious complications.  You need to respect what 
the virus can do to your body.  The symptoms range from mild to severe.  These symptoms usually begin 
four to six weeks after infection.  From the time someone gets infected to the time symptoms begin is 
called the incubation period. 
 
The symptoms include headache, fever, sore throat, enlarged lymph nodes, sore muscles, skin rash, loss 
of appetite and fatigue.  Fatigue seems very common and can persist for months after infection. 
 
The diagnosis can be confirmed by a blood test, called a monospot.   
 
Mono needs to run its natural course, as symptoms usually last two-four weeks.  This certainly may 
affect your athletic performance in many ways.    
 
One of the major possible complications we need to mention is an enlarged spleen, or 
splenomegaly.  This is why it is so important athletes possess this kind of knowledge, especially those 
who play contact sports.  We all know, soccer fits into this category.  If someone has been infected with 
this virus and suffers splenomegaly, it is easier to injure or rupture the spleen.  This is very serious, 
because it could result in a big operation called a splenectomy.  Although I’ve performed many of these 
operations, none has been due to mononucleosis, but the possibility does exist.  It is important for you 
to know and respect this fact.  Other serious complications can exist in the liver, for example, so just be 
aware mono can be a very serious health problem. 



 
Some people can carry this virus without having any symptoms whatsoever, so you can become ill after 
sharing a bottle of water with someone who appears perfectly healthy.  So, when you do this, you are 
putting yourself at risk for acquiring an illness the other person either has or they are carrying.  Turn it 
around; they are exposed to the same from you.   
 
People who have been infected with EBV will carry the virus the rest of their lives.  For the most part, 
the virus is dormant, or inactive, and people who have shown symptoms of mono probably won’t get 
sick or have symptoms again in their lifetime.  Not everyone exposed to EBV will develop mono, so it is 
possible to be exposed and infected without becoming sick.  It seems unclear how long people with 
mono stay contagious after symptoms disappear, as some studies report up to 18 months.  Because EBV 
stays in the body for life, the virus can show up in a person’s saliva at any given time, so there is a 
chance that individual may be contagious during these times.  Although there may be some issues which 
are not completely clear, please know this virus can be spread through the saliva, and not sharing water 
bottles and the other aforementioned items is the best method to prevent getting sick.  That’s a fact. 
 
Should you experience these symptoms, pay attention to what your body is saying to you.  If diagnosed 
with mono, you need to rest and isolate yourself from your team.  Stay at home from school, sports and 
other activities until your doctor says it is safe to return to normal activity.  Avoiding athletic activity is 
usually recommended for at least four weeks, but each case is treated individually.   
 
A good rule to remember is this:  If you wouldn’t kiss that person on the lips, then don’t share a drink 
with them.   
 
Thank you. 
 
Dr. Steve 
 


