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Head Lice 
Head lice are wingless insects that infest hair on the head and neck, 
causing intense scalp itching. They feed on human blood, and females 
lay nits on hair shafts close to the scalp. Nits hatch in 8-10 days and can 
survive up to 10 days off the body on items like hairbrushes, furniture, 
and linens. 
Who’s At Risk 
Head lice can occur in people of all ages and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Males are affected somewhat less than females. Those with 
coarse, curly hair are less often affected because the lice are not able to 
properly attach to this type of hair. Children are most likely to become 
affected by a head lice infestation, and epidemics can occur in schools, day cares, and nurseries, 
but adults may also become infected, most often through contact with infected children.  
Signs & Symptoms 
The earliest sign of lice infection is scalp itching. Lice (1-2 mm long with claw-like legs) and 
nits (0.5 mm, gray-white, firmly attached to hair shafts) may be visible. Nits close to the scalp 
indicate a recent infestation, while those further away suggest a longer-standing one. Small red 
or dark bumps on the scalp, neck, and shoulders may appear, which can scab if scratched 
aggressively. 
Self-Care Guidelines 
In early head lice infections, lice and nits can be hard to spot. Use a fine-toothed comb on wet 
hair and examine the scalp in bright light, using a magnifying glass if necessary.  
Self-care measures include: 

• Medication: Use over-the-counter head lice treatments as directed. Avoid conditioners 
before applying medication and do not wash hair for 1-2 days after treatment. Note: 
Some medications are not safe for young children or during pregnancy; consult a medical 
professional. 

• Mechanical treatment: Manually remove all lice and nits with a nit comb, repeating 
weekly for 3 weeks. Professional removal services are available but costly. 

• Cleaning: Wash bed linens, towels, and hats in hot water and dry on hot for 20 minutes. 
Wash any items the infected person contacted in the past 48 hours in hot water for at least 
5 minutes. Seal nonwashable items in plastic bags for 2 weeks. Vacuum floors and 
furniture that the infected person has used. 

• Avoid sharing: Do not share personal items like combs, hairbrushes, hats, towels, 
bedding, clothing, headphones, or stuffed toys with someone who has head lice. 

When to Seek Medical Care 
See Doctor Edges board-certified dermatologist if self-care measures have not successfully 
resolved the lice infestation. Also call your medical professional if you see any signs of bacterial 
infection on or near the head, such as redness, swelling, pain, or pus. If you are pregnant, check 
with your medical professional before using any head lice medicines. 


