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Rheumatic fever is usually an illness of 
children although younger adults can also 
be affected. It typically starts with a sore 
throat (a streptococcal infection). 

A few weeks after the ‘strep’ throat the 
child may develop sore or swollen joints, 
a skin rash, a fever, stomach pain or jerky 
movements. Most of these symptoms will 
go away in time. 

A bad attack of rheumatic fever may 
cause rheumatic heart disease—
permanent damage to the heart valves. A 
damaged heart valve can cause 
breathlessness and tiredness. 

If the heart valve is damaged the child 
may need: 

• to stay in hospital for longer; 

• have penicillin injections for much 

longer; 

• special care when visiting the 

dentist; and 

• surgery to repair the damaged 

valve. 

He or she will still need to take it easy 
when they go home. 

Most people with rheumatic fever lead a 
normal life, with proper care and regular 
injections. The important thing is to 
prevent another attack. 

Preventing further attacks of 
rheumatic fever 

The best way to stop another attack is to 
make sure the person has regular 
penicillin injections on time. If they have 
a penicillin allergy, another antibiotic can 
be given instead such as erythromycin. 

Injections must be given by a nurse no 
later than every 28 days, into the thigh 
or bottom. 

Injections are necessary for 10 years or 
until 21 years of age (whichever is 

longer). This extended treatment 
programme is necessary to prevent 
another rheumatic fever attack. 

It is very important that injections are 
not delayed or missed. However if this 
does occur, contact the nurse to arrange 
an injection as soon as possible. 

The doctor or nurse needs to be told if the 
child is going overseas, on holiday, away 
for a while or you are moving house. They 
can then arrange ongoing treatment. 

Your doctor will tell you when it is safe 
to stop having the injections.  

Never stop treatment without talking to 
the doctor. 

What to do if a person has 
rheumatic heart disease 

Tell your dentist 
Extra antibiotics are needed (by mouth) 
before any dental treatment. This will 
prevent bacteria from the mouth getting 
to the heart valves via the blood 
stream—causing a serious disease 
called bacterial endocarditis. 

Care for the teeth to avoid mouth and 
gum infections 
Make sure that your child brushes their 
teeth every day and has dental checks 
every six months. 

Tell the doctor about any medical 
procedures 
There is an increased risk of further heart 
problems if a person with rheumatic fever  
gets an infection. It is advisable to also 
avoid any body piercing or tattoos. 

 

 

Issues around sexual health and 
nutrition 

Oral contraceptives and condoms are 
recommended—an intra-uterine device 
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(IUD) should not be used. Women with rheumatic 
heart disease should also continue having 
penicillin injections during pregnancy until their 
doctor advises they are no longer needed. 

It is important not to add further stress on the heart 
either by smoking or being overweight. So make 
sure someone with rheumatic heart disease eats a 
healthy diet, maintains the right weight and doesn’t 
smoke. 

Preventing the spread of rheumatic fever 

You cannot get rheumatic fever from another 
person but a ‘strep’ throat can be passed on to 
others by breathing or coughing over them. 

If anyone in your family gets a sore throat they 
should go to the doctor and ask for a throat swab 
to check if it is a ‘strep’ infection. If it is, the doctor 
will give either: 

• a course of penicillin tablets that must be 

taken for the full 10 days, or 

• an injection of penicillin. 

Rheumatic fever in the family 

Some families get rheumatic fever more than 
others. It is important for members of those 
families to make sure that when they get a sore 
throat they go to the doctor for a check up. They 
can then get it properly treated. 
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