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Fact sheet: Head lice

IQWiG

They are small, stubborn and unpleasant: head lice - tiny
parasites that bite your scalp (the skin on your head), which
can be very itchy. Apart from this, though, they are not
dangerous and do not cause any bodily harm. They usually
affect children, who pass them on to others. With the help
of certain substances and strategies you can get rid of the
small bloodsuckers. There are chemicals against head lice,
but they do not always work and many people would rather
not use them because of their ingredients. But for some time
now there have also been non-chemical alternatives. Here
we will present the different treatment options.
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They are small, stubborn and unpleasant: head lice — tiny
parasites that bite your scalp (the skin on your head), which
can be very itchy. Apart from this, though, they are not
dangerous and do not cause any bodily harm. They usually
affect children, who pass them on to others. With the help
of certain substances and strategies you can get rid of the
small bloodsuckers. There are chemicals against head lice,
but they do not always work and many people would
rather not use them because of their ingredients. But for
some time now there have also been non-chemical
alternatives. Here we will present the different treatment
options.

What are head lice and who gets them?

Head lice are tiny parasites that live in your hair and feed
on blood from your scalp. A single one is called a louse.
When lice bite into the scalp to get blood it can cause
itching. Lice lay eggs called nits in the hair. It is very hard
to get rid of nits and head lice. Head lice mainly affect
children, and they spread quickly and easily from child to
child. Head lice are especially likely to spread if people
share brushes and combs.

Although some people think head lice are a sign of
uncleanliness, being infected with head lice has nothing to
do with poor hygiene. Head lice are very common. When
researchers tested large groups of children to see how
many have lice, they found that close to 10% do. It is not
clear yet whether having long hair increases children’s risk
of getting lice, but it makes it much harder to find them.
There is no proof that lice prefer clean or dirty hair. They
feed on blood, not dirt or skin cells on the scalp. One of
the problems with having head lice is the unreasonable
association with being dirty.

How do you know if someone has head lice?

The only way you can know for sure if a child has head
lice is by finding a living louse. Although head lice often
make your scalp itch, itching could also be caused by other
things. To be really certain, you have to find a living louse
in the person’s hair. But how can you see them? Head lice
are only 2 to 3 mnong. They have flat bodies and no
wings. Unlike fleas, lice cannot jump. They are usually
greyish brown in color, but this can vary. Because head
lice are very small, it is difficult to see them in a tuft of hair.
Carefully combing hair could help to find lice, particularly
if it is damp — they might be detected this way.

If your child still has a few nits after being treated for head
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lice, but you have not found any lice for a while, they are
probably gone. Dead or hatched nits can stick to the hair
for a long time after the infestation with living parasites is
over.

How can head lice be treated?

Head lice do not generally go away by themselves:
treatment is necessary. To have a big enough effect, the
treatment usually has to be applied more than once.
When using anti-lice products it is important to follow the
manufacturer’s instructions because every product is
applied slightly differently. There are a number of options.
The lice can either be treated with

+ a special comb,
» pesticide-free medication, or
+ a pesticide-based product.

The combing approach involves wetting the hair and
removing lice with a very fine comb. Here it is important
to use the comb regularly and very thoroughly — 2 weeks
will probably be enough if the comb is used at least every
4 days. Sometimes people recommend using shampoo or
conditioner while combing the hair, but it is not clear
whether this helps. Although lice combs help to remove
lice, compared to other treatments, combing is less likely
to get rid of all the lice, which can lead to new symptoms.

Another pesticide-free way to treat head lice is using
herbal products, like sprays with coconut oil. There has
not been enough research to be able to say whether they
really work. Some herbal products could irritate the skin.

Are there effective alternatives to pesticides?

Two years ago a new type of head lice treatment was
developed, called dimeticone. This is a silicone-based
lotion. Silicone is a type of synthetic material, not a
pesticide. It is believed to kill head lice and their eggs by
coating them in a thick layer and suffocating them.
Because this is a physical, rather than a chemical action,
the lice cannot develop resistance. Also, because
dimeticone is not absorbed into the skin, there are fewer
adverse effects than with chemical treatments, which can
cause skin irritation.

Researchers looked at the effectiveness of dimeticone 4%
lotion compared to various pesticides in a number of
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trials. The dimeticone lotion was kept on for about 8 hours
or overnight, and the pesticides were kept on for about 12
hours or overnight. The two treatments were applied in the
same way: by completely coating the scalp and the full
length of the hair. Both groups were given two applications
of their treatments, one week apart.

The results showed that pesticides were not more effective
than dimeticone: about 7 or 8 out of 10 people no longer
had lice after treatment. However, dimeticone caused less
skin irritation than the pesticides did. For example, in one
trial 3 out of 100 people who used dimeticone had skin
irritation problems, compared to 9 out of 100 people who
used a pesticide.

Dimeticone 4% lotion is probably the most effective way to
get rid of lice without using pesticides. It is not known
whether weaker products work as well. There are stronger
products with over 90% dimeticone too. These have also
been tested in trials and did not appear to have more
adverse effects. As soon as a complete analysis of the
research on this becomes available, we will report on it.

What products are based on pesticides?

Most head lice products are based on substances that fight
insects (insecticides or pesticides). The pesticides that are
most commonly used against head lice in Germany,
applied in the form of lotions or sprays, are allethrin,
permethrin and pyrethrum. In other countries, a substance
called malathion is used too. However, these products are
not always fully effective and have adverse effects. In
particular, products that contain alcohol can lead to skin
irritation and burning with children and people who apply
the products. In addition, some lice and their eggs survive
the treatment. Because these pesticides have been used so
much, in some European countries (France, Great Britain,
Denmark and the Czech Republic), the lice have become
especially resistant to them.

Some head lice products contain a pesticide called lindane,
but there are concerns about the safety of this substance.
US authorities suspect a link between lindane and central
nervous system damage and cancer. Its use in medication
has been banned in the European Union since 2008. It is
also probably not as effective as permethrin.

What if my child experiences adverse effects?

If treatment with any of the products makes the itching
even worse, the manufacturers advise people to stop the
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treatment. A different product can then be tried out some
time after. It is important to read the package insert
carefully before using the product and to follow its
advice. Head lice products should be prevented from
getting into the eyes, nose and mouth. If they do, they
should be rinsed out with water. There is no proof that it
helps to use several head lice products at a time, or
shortly after another. This could increase the risk of
adverse effects.

What else should I know?

Because head lice spread so easily, if your child has head
lice you need to tell the people who are in close contact
with your child. It is also important that children do not
share their towels, bedding and combs with others as long
as they have head lice. According to German law,
children who have head lice must stay out of kindergarten
or school until they are free of lice. What is more, parents
are required to inform the establishment in question about
their child’s head lice.

Author: German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in
Health Care (IQWiG)
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IQWIG health information is based on research in the international literature. We identify the most scientifically reliable
knowledge currently available, particularly so-called “systematic reviews”. These summarize and analyze the results of
scientific research on the benefits and harms of treatments and other health care interventions. This helps medical
professionals and people who are affected by the medical condition to weigh up the pros and cons. You can read more about
systematic reviews and why these can provide the most trustworthy evidence about the state of knowledge here (URL:
http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.61.en.html) . The authors of the major systematic reviews on which our
information is based are always approached to help us ensure the medical and scientific accuracy of our products.
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The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG)

The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG) was established by
legislation to provide evaluations of the effectiveness, quality and efficiency of healthcare
services. This includes the assessment of medicines as well as the publication of health infor-
mation for consumers and patients.

Evidence basis of our health information

Our information is based primarily on systematic reviews of the effects of health care. Syste-
matic reviews are necessary to gain an objective picture of health care. In order to do this, a
clear question is formulated. Researchers then find all the relevant studies that could answer
this question. They then evaluate those studies.

You can find a list of the evidence and other scientific literature on which this information is
based at www.informedhealthonline.org

Disclaimer

This information was prepared and published by the German Institute for Quality and Efficien-
cy in Health Care (IQWiQ). It is based on the evidence and other scientific literature available
at the time of publication. The information is intended for the use of patients in Germany. It is
not intended to for use to diagnose illnesses and the information is not intended to substitute
for medical advice.
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