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One of these infections can be caused by a virus 
called cytomegalovirus (sy·toe·MEG·a·low·vy·rus) 

or CMV.1 CMV is called "the troll 
of transplantation" because it 
can stay hidden in the body and 
come back when the immune 
system is weak.4

The Goal After Solid Organ 
Transplant: Prevent Rejection While 
Reducing the Risk of Infection

Your immune system is your body’s defense team— 
it can tell what belongs to you and what doesn’t, 
like bacteria or viruses, and works hard to protect you 
from anything unfamiliar.2 

When you receive a solid organ transplant, your immune 
system thinks the new organ is "foreign" and will try to 
reject it because it does not belong. To stop this from 
happening, medications known as immunosuppressants 
are taken to prevent rejection of the new organ. 
However, these medications also reduce your body’s 
ability to fight serious infections that can harm you and 
damage your transplanted organ.1-3 

Why Did I Get This Resource? 
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A healthcare professional gave you this 
resource because you or someone you know 
has just received a solid organ transplant and 
may be at risk for infection by a virus called 

cytomegalovirus (CMV).1 This information will 
help you understand the risk of CMV and 

its potential health complications.  
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What Is CMV

For solid organ transplant recipients who have a 
weakened immune system, CMV is particularly 
concerning because infection can lead to serious  
health problems, organ rejection, and even death.  
With prevention and timely treatment of an active 
infection, these risks can be lowered.7,8

If CMV becomes active and is untreated, it can cause 
symptoms and complications, including fever, fatigue, 
organ damage, and organ rejection.1,5 Watch out for 
these symptoms before and after hospital discharge 
and speak to your healthcare team if any of these occur3,5:

Tiredness
or fatigue

Nausea, diarrhea, 
vomiting, or 

stomach ache

Flu-like symptoms 
(body aches, sore throat, 

swollen lymph nodes)

 Blurry vision or  
loss of vision

Fever or chills

Headache, 
seizures, or 
confusion

Shortness of breath

?

CMV is a virus that is part of the herpes 
virus family. More than half of all adults 
have been exposed to CMV by age 40, 
and for non-immunosuppressed 
individuals, CMV exposure does not 
usually cause noticeable symptoms. 
Once infected, your body retains the 
virus for life.5,6



You may be tested for CMV in these situations8: 

•	If your medical provider thinks you have a  
CMV infection

•	To check if your CMV treatment is working
•	As a way to monitor if you are developing CMV
•	After CMV treatment, to make sure it has not returned

CMV Risk Factors CMV Monitoring

The risk of getting CMV after a solid organ transplant is 
different for everyone and depends on several factors9:

•	All recipients of solid organ transplants, including 
small bowel, lung, heart, liver, kidney, or pancreas 
transplants, are at risk.

•	The risk is higher if you’ve never had CMV but receive 
an organ from someone who has had it.

Your CMV status and your donor's CMV status are 
important factors that medical providers assess 
before your solid organ transplant.8 
Based on both your CMV status and that of your donor, 
your transplant team will create an individualized 
care plan to reduce your risk for CMV infection and 
disease, which may include medications and 
regular monitoring.8

Before a solid organ transplant, 
patients typically have a blood 
test to check for antibodies to 
see if they’ve been exposed to 
CMV. After the transplant, regular 
blood tests are done to detect any 
active CMV infection.10 

Typically, patients are tested weekly after solid organ 
transplant surgery or once they finish preventative 
medication such as valganciclovir. The duration and 
frequency of testing and follow-up will be determined 
by your solid organ transplant team.11 
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Antibodies 
are proteins 

made by your 
immune system to 

help your body find 
and fight viruses 

and bacteria.2



Taking and receiving medications that prevent CMV 
after a solid organ transplant may protect your health 
and help ensure the success of your new organ8:

•	You may receive different medications to prevent 
CMV, such as an antiviral medication alone or an 
antiviral medication along with CMV immune 
globulin.

•	Your transplant clinician will decide which 
medication or group of medications is your best 
course of therapy.

Following your transplant provider’s instructions  
for taking these medications as prescribed helps keep 
CMV under control, giving you the best chance for a 
healthy outcome.8

After your solid organ transplant, watch for 
signs that may require urgent medical attention, 
like fever, chills, nausea, trouble breathing, chest pain, 
decreased urine, or pain near the transplant.12 

Other warning signs include extreme tiredness, 
persistent headache, diarrhea, abdominal pain, or 
unexplained weight loss. These could indicate an 
infection like CMV.12

If you are concerned about anything unusual, contact 
your transplant provider or clinician immediately to 
prevent complications and ensure transplant success. 

If you are experiencing an emergency, call 911.

Minimizing Your CMV Risk
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When Should I Call the Clinic?

Keep your 
follow-up 

appointments

Take your 
medications as 

prescribed

Call your transplant team with any questions or 
if you experience any symptoms that worry you.

Get your 
blood tests
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There Are Helpful Resources Online.  
Your transplant team is the first point of contact if you  
have any questions about your post-transplant care. 

Transplant Living Website offers 
more information about infections 
and immunity after a transplant.

American Society of Transplantation 
offers additional educational 
materials and support networks 
tailored for transplant recipients.
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