
Head Lice - Epidemiology & Risk Factors 

In the United States, infestation with head lice (Pediculus humanus capitis) is most common 
among preschool- and elementary school-age children and their household members and 
caretakers. Head lice are not known to transmit disease; however, secondary bacterial infection 
of the skin resulting from scratching can occur with any lice infestation. 

Getting head lice is not related to cleanliness of the person or his or her environment. 

Head lice are mainly spread by direct contact with the hair of an infested person. The most 
common way to get head lice is by head-to-head contact with a person who already has head lice. 
Such contact can be common among children during play at 

● school, 
● home, and 
● elsewhere (e.g., sports activities, playgrounds, camp, and slumber parties). 

 
Uncommonly, transmission may occur by: 

● wearing clothing, such as hats, scarves, coats, sports uniforms, or hair ribbons worn by an 
infested person; 

● using infested combs, brushes or towels; or 
● lying on a bed, couch, pillow, carpet, or stuffed animal that has recently been in contact 

with an infested person. 

Reliable data on how many people get head lice each year in the United States are not available; 
however, an estimated 6 million to 12 million infestations occur each year in the United States 
among children 3 to 11 years of age. Some studies suggest that girls get head lice more often 
than boys, probably due to more frequent head-to-head contact. 

In the United States, infestation with head lice is much less common among African-Americans 
than among persons of other races. The head louse found most frequently in the United States 
may have claws that are better adapted for grasping the shape and width of some types of hair 
but not others. 

Prevention & Control 

Head lice are spread most commonly by direct head-to-head (hair-to-hair) contact. However, 
much less frequently they are spread by sharing clothing or belongings onto which lice have 
crawled or nits attached to shed hairs may have fallen. The risk of getting infested by a louse that 
has fallen onto a carpet or furniture is very small. Head lice survive less than 1–2 days if they fall 
off a person and cannot feed; nits cannot hatch and usually die within a week if they are not kept 
at the same temperature as that found close to the scalp. 

The following are steps that can be taken to help prevent and control the spread of head lice: 



● Avoid head-to-head (hair-to-hair) contact during play and other activities at home, 
school, and elsewhere (sports activities, playground, slumber parties, camp). 

● Do not share clothing such as hats, scarves, coats, sports uniforms, hair ribbons, or 
barrettes. 

● Do not share combs, brushes, or towels. Disinfest combs and brushes used by an infested 
person by soaking them in hot water (at least 130°F) for 5–10 minutes. 

● Do not lie on beds, couches, pillows, carpets, or stuffed animals that have recently been 
in contact with an infested person. 

● Machine wash and dry clothing, bed linens, and other items that an infested person wore 
or used during the 2 days before treatment using the hot water (130°F) laundry cycle and 
the high heat drying cycle. Clothing and items that are not washable can be dry-cleaned 
OR sealed in a plastic bag and stored for 2 weeks. 

● Vacuum the floor and furniture, particularly where the infested person sat or lay. 
However, spending much time and money on housecleaning activities is not necessary to 
avoid re-infestation by lice or nits that may have fallen off the head or crawled onto 
furniture or clothing. 

● Do not use fumigant sprays or fogs; they are not necessary to control head lice and can be 
toxic if inhaled or absorbed through the skin. 

To help control a head lice outbreak in a community, school, or camp, children can be taught to 
avoid activities that may spread head lice. 

 


