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Head lice are small insects that live on people's scalps and feed on their blood. (A single insect is called a "louse.") If you have an infestation of head lice, your doctor may call it pediculosis, although it's more commonly known as "nits." Head lice spread from one person to another through head-to-head contact. Head lice may make you feel uncomfortable, but they are harmless and fairly easy to treat.

One big problem with head lice is that there are many things said about them that are probably not true. For example, many people think they need to wash all hats, clothes and bedding to get rid of head lice that might have fallen out of their hair. The truth is that head lice are pretty firmly attached to the hair. They never willingly leave one head unless there is another one nearby to climb onto. The chance of you catching head lice from a pillow or hat is very small, so there's little point in doing all that laundry. Also, lice can't live very long once they are separated from a person's head.

This is just one myth, and there are more. See how much you know about head lice by taking our quiz Myths about head lice.

Discovering that you or your child has head lice may make you feel embarrassed or revolted -- but head lice are nothing to be ashamed of. Having head lice does not mean you are dirty. These basically harmless creatures can't tell the difference between clean and dirty hair. They just want to survive, and to do that they need a head to live and breed on.

But since most children are not allowed to go to school if they have lice, you need to know how to deal with the problem quickly if it arises. To do that, you need to know the truth about head lice and about what treatments work best. 



Key points about head lice

· Head lice are harmless. 

· In most cases, your hair needs to touch the hair of someone who has lice for quite a long time -- usually about 30 seconds -- for you to catch them. 

· Children and their parents have the highest chance of getting head lice because they are in close contact. 

· Head lice start to lose water if they are not on a head (for example, if they are pulled off with a brush). They gradually become lifeless and are in no position to climb onto anyone else's hair. There's no need to use sprays (say, on hats, sports headgear or around the home) to kill them, or to wash clothes and bedding. 

· Head lice treatments are safe, but you shouldn't use them unless you know for sure that you or your child has head lice. This means you must find a live louse in the hair. Nits (the shells of lice eggs) are not a sign that you have head lice. 

· School nurses sometimes make mistakes diagnosing head lice. Some experts think that half of the children sent home with head lice don't actually have them.1 



The problem with head lice

Head lice are an enormous problem in the United States. Millions of dollars are spent each year on getting rid of them. But most people use treatment shampoos without really knowing whether they have head lice or not.1 

The main problem is squeamishness. People are reluctant to look in their own or their child's hair and risk the chance of actually seeing one of these creatures. So, if they think they may have head lice, they automatically treat their hair and everything around them, including clothes, bedding, hats and sports headgear. 

But examining your hair and finding a live head louse is the only way of knowing for sure that you have them. If you don't find a live louse, you may be putting chemicals on your hair or your child's hair for no reason. 

Many schools in the United States have a "no-nits" policy. School nurses send thousands of children home each year because they think they have spotted nits in their hair. Nits are the shells, or casings, of the lice eggs, and they get left behind after a head louse hatches. (Many people refer to the lice eggs themselves as nits, but this is incorrect.) You cannot say for sure that a person has head lice by spotting a nit. 

To stop using head lice treatments unnecessarily, you have to make sure you or your child has a true infestation before you start treatment. See How do I know if I, or someone in my family, has head lice? 



The life cycle of the louse 

To understand how you catch head lice and how to get rid of them, you need to know something about what head lice look like and how they breed.

There are three stages in the life of a louse: the egg, the nymph and the adult louse. 

	

	The life cycle of a louse, from egg to fully mature adult


Eggs

A female adult head louse lays its eggs onto separate strands of your hair. Lice lay about five or six eggs a day. The casings, or shells, of these eggs are called nits. Nits are a bit smaller than the size of a pinhead -- only 0.012 inches to 0.032 inches long (0.3 millimeters to 0.8 millimeters) -- and are oval. The unhatched eggs are completely colorless and blend in with the hair and scalp, making it difficult to see them. 

These casings are hard and extremely tough. They can stay in the hair for months or even years after hatching. To remove a nit, you have to pull it along to the end of the hair. You can't usually just pick them off the hair. 

Eggs are usually laid near the scalp and cemented to the hair with a kind of glue produced by the female louse. Eggs are laid near the base of the hairs because it is warmer and more humid there, and the chances of them being found and removed are reduced. You may find it difficult to spot louse eggs, although once an egg hatches, the shell, or nit, becomes easier to see. It looks white and stays attached to the strand of hair. However, nits are easily confused with other white specks in the hair -- especially debris from the hair follicle (the cells that surround the root of the hair), dandruff or even droplets of hairspray.

Nymphs

After seven days, baby lice, which are known as nymphs, hatch from the louse eggs. Nymphs start to feed on your blood almost immediately. They feed through a tube called a haustellum, which emerges from the head and is used to pierce your skin and burst a blood vessel. You can't usually feel these tiny bites.

Just like all growing insects, lice need to molt (shed their skin) every few days. The nymph becomes a fully grown louse after it has molted three times. Normally, this takes nine to 10 days. The main differences between nymphs and adult lice is that nymphs are smaller and they can't mate or lay eggs.

Lice

An adult louse can live for up to about 30 days, provided it has a source of food and moisture -- your blood -- nearby. To stay alive, the louse needs to feed on human blood every three hours or so.2 That means anywhere between four and eight bites a day.

If lice fall out of the hair, they die within about a day. However, they're unlikely to fall out of the hair if they're healthy, because of their strong grip. 

Within about a day of becoming adults, male and female lice will mate, and the female will lay eggs. In her lifetime, a female louse can lay up to 100 eggs, although most lice don't lay quite so many. 

If hair is combed regularly, the average number of lice on any one head is about 12 to 14. Combing the hair will not get rid of head lice completely, but it is a way of keeping the numbers down. But specialists say that, nowadays, it is not uncommon to find children infested with more than 200 head lice. This may be because many families now use brushes rather than combs. Brushes are not as effective as combs at removing lice. It may also be because parents allow their children to comb their own hair rather than doing it for them. In these circumstances, the number of lice can rise considerably.

By early adulthood, a louse becomes ready to migrate to another head for food and moisture. If there is any disturbance to the hair -- if, for example, it touches another head -- the louse will start to crawl outward along the strand of hair. This is when it may make the journey from one head to another.

What a louse looks like
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	Magnified head louse on human hair


A fully grown adult head louse is about the size of a sesame seed -- 0.08 inches to 0.16 inches long (2 millimeters to 4 millimeters). It looks grayish brown, although its color can vary with its age and whether it has just fed. As with other insects, its body is divided into a head, thorax and abdomen, although these cannot be seen by the naked eye. It's flat and does not have wings. It has three pairs of legs with powerful claws at the end that it can wrap around the strand of hair with a strong grip. It's this feature that makes lice so difficult to remove from the hair. Lice almost never lose their footing, but they can be dislodged with a comb. 

On its head, the louse has two feelers (antennae). These are sensory organs that can detect changes in their local environment. For example, they register the temperature, humidity and chemicals in the air around them.



How do I catch head lice from someone else?

· Head lice spread by crawling from the hair of one person to the hair of another. You can catch lice only if your hair is touching the hair of a person who has lice. You won't catch head lice by simply standing next to someone who has them. This is why lice usually spread among people who spend a lot of time in close contact, such as family members and school friends. 

· You won't catch head lice by briefly brushing heads with someone who has them, either. Your head needs to be in contact with someone else's for some time. Lice move quite slowly -- it takes about 30 seconds for a louse to move from one head to another.3 

· Head lice can't jump or fly from one strand of hair to another because they don't have wings. They need the hairs to be touching to move from one to another. 

· It is almost impossible to catch head lice by wearing a hat that has been worn by someone who has lice. Because they have a very strong grip, lice are extremely unlikely to fall out of the hair. If they are ready to migrate to another head, head lice will start to move if the hair is touched or stimulated in some way. But if there is not another head to go to, they will stay where they are. 

· If you see a louse on a pillow, piece of clothing or hat, it's probably dead or dying. It may not even be a louse -- it could be skin that has been shed by a louse. You cannot catch lice from this discarded skin.4 

To learn more, take our quiz Myths about head lice.



How do I know if I, or someone in my family, has head lice?

The only sure way to know you have head lice is to find a live louse in your hair. It's no good spotting what you think is a nit (the shell of a louse egg).

This distinction is important. In one study, out of 50 children found to have just nits, only 9 went on to develop lice.5 This is because: 

· The nits may have been empty shells left behind from an earlier infestation of lice (shells can stay attached to the hair even after treatment)6 

· The unhatched louse inside the nit may have been dead 

· The conditions for the nit to hatch may not have been right. 

Other research has shown that, even in perfect conditions, only 70 percent to 90 percent of nits will hatch.7 It's also very easy to mistake, say, a piece of dandruff, food or a droplet of hairspray for a nit. You can also easily mistake debris from the hair follicle (the cells that surround the root of the hair) for nits. In fact, some specialists refer to these as "pseudo-nits." So, if you treat yourself or a member of your family for head lice after just finding what you think is a nit, you may be doing so unnecessarily.1 

Here's what you should do to check if you or your child has head lice. 

· You're unlikely to spot lice by just looking through the hair. To find one, you'll physically have to get it out of the hair. To do this, you'll need a comb that is capable of picking out lice. Unfortunately, these combs are not always easy to find, and you may have to hunt around for one. Some lice treatments come with fine-toothed combs, so you could ask your pharmacist for one of these. Otherwise, use a comb with very fine teeth. The space between the teeth of the comb should be no more than 0.008 inches to 0.01 inches (0.2 millimeters to 0.3 millimeters). 

· To make the job easier, comb the hair with a regular comb first to get rid of any knots and tangles. 

· Use the fine-toothed comb to comb the hair thoroughly from the scalp right to the ends of the hair. Work around the head systematically, starting at the front. 

· Check the comb for head lice after each stroke. You need to look closely to make sure that, if something is on the comb, it definitely is a louse. You should be able to see a brownish body, although lice can look pale if they have not fed for some time and if they're against certain color combs. Depending on how good your eyesight is, you may also see the legs. If you are not sure it is a louse, brush the object off the comb onto a piece of paper. If it's a louse, it should move. 

· Once you've been all the way around the head, go through the hair again. 

· Some people advise wetting the hair first and using conditioner to make it easier to comb through the hair. But conditioner sticking to the comb can make the lice hard to see, and some people have an allergy to the substances in some conditioners. A small amount of olive oil may be better. Olive oil will not irritate the scalp, it is easily washed out and you can still see lice move in it. Use a half tablespoonful to a tablespoonful, depending on the length and thickness of your hair. 

· If you're a parent, try to make checking for head lice a regular part of your routine -- say, once or twice a month. 

How common are head lice?

Experts think the number of cases of head lice has been rising for the last 30 years, although there are no figures to confirm this.

It is now thought that between 6 million and 12 million people in the United States catch head lice each year.1 However, it's difficult to know exactly how common head lice are because most people treat themselves at home and go to see their doctor only if this doesn't work.

Here are the main reasons why doctors think people catch more head lice today than in the past. 

· Parents are much more "hands-off" in the way they care for their children than they used to be. For example, a young child may be asked to clean his or her own teeth or brush his or her own hair, whereas 20 years ago the child's mother would have done this. Because of this, parents may not spot that their child has head lice for some time, so the lice spread to other children and adults. 

· People are more mobile than they used to be, so head lice spread easily from one area to another. 

· Children and adults are much more sociable than they used to be. Even babies mix with other babies these days, at nurseries and play groups. Twenty years ago, they would have spent most of their time at home. 

· Treatments for head lice do not work as well as they once did. This means people may still have head lice after they think they've gotten rid of them. 

Who gets head lice? 

· Children between ages 5 and 12 have the highest chance of catching head lice, because of their close contact with other children at school. Adults between ages 24 and 36 also are very likely to get lice because they often have close contact with children.2 

· Girls have a higher chance of getting head lice than boys do.2 Researchers think this is because girls tend to put their heads together more than boys do, say, when they're playing or working. 

· You'll rarely catch head lice from a stranger. It's more likely to be from someone in your family or your regular group of friends.3 

· If you have short hair, you're more likely to catch head lice than if you have long hair.3 This is because lice have more chance of getting lost or falling off long stands of hair before they get to the scalp than if they're climbing on short hair. 

· However, if you have long hair, once you have head lice, you're likely to have more of them than if you have short hair. This is because the lice are less likely to find their way down long hair and onto someone else's head, so they stay where they are.3 

· It's difficult to say if children are better off with long or short hair. They may be less likely to catch head lice if they have long hair, but once they have them, it's probably more difficult to get rid of them. 
What will happen to me or my child?

Head lice are rarely a serious problem, but they can be irritating. And if you don't get rid of head lice, they can spread to other people.

If you leave head lice untreated, the infestation will get worse as the lice breed in your hair. You or your child will probably be bothered by itching and bites. You could develop an infection from the bites or a feeling of general sickness. But both of these are rare. 

Head lice will not clear up on their own, so you shouldn't ignore them. You should make sure they are treated promptly. To learn about treatments, see What treatments work for head lice? Here are some other things you can do if you discover head lice in your family.

· Don't panic. Head lice are very common, and they are found in all social groups. 

· Inform close contacts, even if you find this difficult. They can then check and, if necessary, treat their hair or their children's hair. Head lice are not just an individual problem -- they spread easily in families and schools. 

· If your child has a case of head lice, tell his or her teacher. The teacher can then advise other parents to check their children's hair and treat them if necessary. 

· Telling people about a case of head lice is for your benefit as well as theirs. If you don't do it, the lice will spread in your community and you or your child may catch them again. 

· Check your children's hair regularly for head lice, using a special fine-toothed comb. It's much easier to get rid of head lice before they have had a chance to take hold and multiply in number. 

· For everyday purposes, use a fine-toothed comb rather than a brush on your child's hair. Combs are better at physically removing lice, and they can also help you detect lice more quickly. 

What are the symptoms of head lice?

You can have head lice without knowing it, as there are usually no symptoms. In fact, because head lice cause no symptoms, most first-time infestations are not spotted until they have been in the hair about six weeks. 

But you may occasionally notice some of the following:

Itching

Many people associate head lice with itching. But there is little research on how many people with head lice develop an itchy scalp. One study from Israel showed that 36 percent of people with head lice itched, but a similar number of those who did not have head lice -- 28 percent -- also itched. In a French study, 14 percent of people with head lice reported that they had an itchy scalp.1 2 

What we do know is that it's not the actual head lice that make you itch but the saliva that the lice inject into your blood as they feed. (This saliva contains juices that stop your blood from clotting.) Your body's immune system (the cells that protect your body against infection) detects the saliva in your blood. Because this is foreign material to your body, the immune system responds by releasing chemicals into the bloodstream to attack the saliva and get rid of it. But some of the chemicals act at the site where the saliva got into the body -- and it's these chemicals that make you itch. This reaction can take up to three months to develop into itching -- normally a long time after you discovered the lice.3 

Bites

On most scalps, bites from head lice are almost impossible to spot, but if you know what you're looking for, you may be able to see them. They are small and round -- about the size of a pinprick -- and red from the scab that has formed over the bite. Very occasionally, bites can become infected (see below) and the scabs can become crusty and intensely itchy.

Nits

You may notice nits in your child's hair. These are the shells or casings of the lice eggs, and they are usually present near the scalp where the eggs are laid for warmth and moisture. Unhatched eggs are colorless and therefore very difficult to spot, but once the baby lice hatch, the casings that are left behind look white and are easier to see. 

As the hair grows, the eggs or their casings will be moved out. If nits are seen more than a quarter inch from the scalp, it means they have either hatched already or the eggs are not going to hatch. Seeing nits is not a sign that you currently have head lice, although you may have had them in the past. They may be empty shells or dead eggs. But they are a sign that you need to check your hair for lice. You actually have to find a live head louse on your hair to be sure you have them.4 

Head lice

You may see a head louse crawling through your child's or your own hair, but this is unusual. If you have not seen lice before, you will find it difficult to spot one. It's more common to come across a head louse or its discarded skin when you comb the hair. All baby lice or nymphs shed their skin three times before they are fully grown, and this skin has to come out of the hair at some time. You may also occasionally drag a live louse out of the hair as you're combing. But unless you know what you're looking for, you'll probably miss these signs.

Infection

Head lice are rarely more than a nuisance. But very occasionally the bites can become infected. This is more likely to happen if you scratch your head and pull the scabs off bites. If the head lice in your hair are carrying bacteria (germs), these can get into the wound.

One of the most common infections from head lice is impetigo of the scalp.5 This is a skin infection that lice can pick up from one person, carry on their body and transmit to someone else. Impetigo causes crusty, very itchy scabs and needs to be treated with antibiotics. Impetigo is also highly contagious (easily passed on). If you notice scabs on your scalp that could be impetigo, you should see your doctor promptly. Be sure to get rid of the head lice at the same time you're receiving antibiotics for the infection. 

Sickness, irritability

If an infestation of head lice goes untreated for a long time (say, 12 to 18 months), it can cause a feeling of sickness.1 4 This is because the immune system becomes worn down after this time. This can also lead to tiredness and irritability.

Black feces (waste products)

There have been claims that lice leave a gritty black powder on your pillow when you get up in the morning. But there is no evidence for this. The lice do excrete particles of digested blood, but the amount is tiny unless the infestation is very heavy. In children, who sweat more than adults, any fecal matter produced by the lice will normally be dissolved in sweat, especially at night. This means their pillowcases may become dirty more rapidly than normal.
What treatments work for head lice?
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Head lice can be irritating and disruptive. And they can be more than a nuisance if you have to take time off work because your child is kept out of school with lice. The good news is that there are treatments that will get rid of them quickly in about 8 out of 10 cases.

Most treatments come in the form of shampoos, gels and lotions. These are insecticides -- chemicals that kill insects. If you use them according to the instructions, they are safe. But they sometimes don't work because the lice have developed a resistance to the chemicals (this means that the chemicals will no longer kill all the lice). If this happens, you will have to try a different treatment. 



Key points about treating head lice

· Only treat yourself or members of your family for head lice after you've found a live louse in your hair or theirs. 

· There are a number of insecticides (chemicals that kill insects) available for treating head lice. What limited research is available suggests that these treatments work, although lice are becoming more and more resistant to the chemicals. 

· The best treatment is malathion. You can get this only with a prescription from your doctor. 

· If a treatment doesn't work, it probably means the head lice are resistant to it. Do not use the same treatment again. (Be sure to check the chemical that's used in the product, as many different products contain the same chemical.) 

· If a weak solution doesn't get rid of the head lice, a stronger one using the same chemical is not likely to work either. 

· Treatments may not always kill lice eggs. This means you may have to repeat the treatment after seven days to catch newly hatched lice. 

· All the treatments for head lice are safe, as long as you follow their instructions carefully. But some experts advise that one treatment, lindane, should be avoided if possible. This is because it can cause serious problems, such as nerve damage, if it is misused. 

· You should not use chemical treatments for head lice more than once a week and no more than three weeks in a row. 

· There's no evidence from studies that herbal treatments or combing the hair with a nit comb (also known as "bug-busting") can get rid of head lice. 



Treatments for head lice

If you or a member of your family has head lice, your doctor or pharmacist may recommend that you try one of the solutions below. But which work best? 

We've divided the treatments for head lice into the following categories according to the evidence on whether they work.

· Treatments that are likely to work 

· Treatments that need further study 

You can find more detailed information about each treatment by clicking on the links below.

Treatments that are likely to work

All the treatments in this category are insecticides (chemicals that kill insects). 

· Lindane: The brand-name version used to be Kwell, but this product was discontinued by its manufacturers two to three years ago. More... 

· Malathion: The brand-name product is Ovide. More... 

· Permethrin: Brand-name examples include Nix Creme Rinse. More... 

· Pyrethrins: Brand-name examples include Rid, A-200 Gel Concentrate, R & C, Clear, Pyrinyl and Tisit. More... 

Treatments that need further study

· Herbal treatments and aromatherapy: These treatments use herbal products, including essential oils, to get rid of head lice and stop them from coming back. More... 

· Removal of lice and eggs by combing: This involves repeated combing of the hair to physically remove the lice. More... 

Questions to ask your doctor

If you've been told that you or your child has head lice, you may want to talk to your doctor to find out more. 

Here are some questions that you might want to ask:

· Why did my child get head lice? 

· Can head lice make my child sick? 

· What's the best treatment to use? 

· Is the treatment safe? 

· Does everyone in my family need to be treated even if they don't seem to have head lice? 

· How can I tell if I've gotten rid of the head lice? 

· Can I use the treatment again if it doesn't work? 

· Is there anything I can do to keep my child from getting head lice again? 
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