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FACT SHEET: BODY LICE (Pediculosis) 
 

WHAT ARE BODY LICE? 
Body lice are parasitic insects that feed on human blood and can 
spread disease (epidemic typhus, Bartonella quintana infection, 
and epidemic relapsing fever). The life cycle of body lice (Pediculus 
humanus corporis) has three stages: egg (nit), nymph, and adult, 
and it takes about 16–21 days.  
• Egg (Nit): Nits are oval-shaped eggs, laid by female body lice 

on clothing or bedding and about 0.8 mm long. It takes 6-9 
days for them to hatch. 

• Nymph:  A nymph is a newly hatched lice that is smaller than 
an adult. They feed on blood and molt three times before 
becoming adults. It takes ~9-12 days to mature. 

• Adult:  lice are larger than nymphs and have a lifespan of 
about 30 days. They feed on blood several times a day and 
can lay up to 10 eggs per day.  

Body lice thrive in warm, humid conditions. They require a human 
host to survive and feed. Without access to blood, they will die 
within a few days.  
 
WHO CAN GET BODY LICE?  
Body lice exist worldwide but usually affects people who live in 
crowded conditions. They affect people without access to regular 
bathing and clean clothes. They can spread quickly among people 
experiencing homelessness, refugees and survivors of war or 
natural disasters. 
 
WHAT ARE SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF BODY LICE? 
The most common signs of a body lice infestation are intense 
itching and the development of a rash caused by an allergic 
reaction to the bites of body lice. A long-term body lice infestation 
may lead to thickening and discoloration of the skin, particularly 
around the waist, groin, and upper thighs. Intense scratching can 
cause sores, which may lead to bacterial or fungal infections. 
 
HOW SOON DO SYMPTOMS APPEAR?  
Symptoms of a first-time body lice infestation can appear 
anywhere from two to three weeks after exposure, while a 
previous infestation can lead to symptoms appearing much faster, 
sometimes within two days.  
 
HOW ARE BODY LICE SPREAD?  
Body lice spread through direct contact with a person who has 
body lice. They can also spread through contact with  
clothing, beds, or linens that have been in contact with a  
person infested with lice.  
However, in the United States, body lice tend to occur only in 
people who do not have access to housing, regular bathing, or 
clean clothes. Adult females can lay up to eight nits per day. Adult 
lice need to feed on blood several times each day; without blood 
meals, the louse will die within 1 – 2 days off the host. 
 

ARE BODY LICE DIAGNOSED? 
You can diagnose a body lice infestation by finding eggs and 
crawling lice in the seams of clothing. Sometimes you can see a 
body louse crawling or feeding on the skin. Although body lice and 
nits can be large enough to see with the naked eye, a magnifying 
lens may help to find crawling lice or eggs. See a healthcare 
provider if you are unsure about an infestation. 
 
HOW ARE BODY LICE TREATED? 
You can treat a body lice infestation by improving personal 
hygiene. Bathe and change into clean clothes at least once a week. 
Wash clothing, bedding, and towels used by the person infested 
with lice using hot water (at least 130°F) and machine dry using 
the hot cycle.  
Pediculicide, a medicine that can kill lice, is sometimes used for 
treatment. If prescribed pediculicide, apply it exactly as directed 
on the bottle or by your healthcare provider. However, 
pediculicide is generally not necessary if hygiene is maintained 
and items are machine washed appropriately at least once a 
week. 
 
HOW CAN PEOPLE PROTECT THEMSELVES AGAINST BODY LICE? 
Take these steps to help prevent and control the spread of body 
lice: 
• Bathe regularly and change into machine-washed clothes at 

least once a week. 
• Machine wash and dry infested clothing and bedding using the 

hot water (at least 130°F) laundry cycle and the high heat 
drying cycle. 

• Dry clean clothing and items that are not washable or seal them 
in a plastic bag and store them for two weeks. 

• Do not share clothing, bedding, or towels used by a person 
infested with body lice. 

• You can fumigate or dust with chemical insecticides to control 
and prevent the spread of body lice for certain diseases (e.g., 
epidemic typhus). 

 
WANT MORE INFORMATION? 
Information about body lice and other related health topics can 
be found at cdc.gov. The DC Department of Health promotes the 
health and safety of the District residents. For additional 
information, please visit dchealth.dc.gov or call (202) 442-5865.  
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