
•	 Medication not working at all (resistance). If head lice medication does not 
kill any crawling bugs within 24 hours, then resistance is likely. If the medication 
kills some of the bugs or the bugs are tWitching 24 hours after treatment then 
resistance to medication is probably not occurring. 

•	 Medication kills crawling bugs, but is not able to penetrate the eggs. It is 
very difficult for head lice medication to penetrate the nit shell. Medication may 
effectively kill crawling bugs, but may not treat the nits. This is why follow-up 
treatment is recommended. 

•	 New infection. You can get infested more than once with head lice. Children 
often get re-infested from a playmate. If your child is infested, discuss it with 
parents of the children your child plays with. Treating all infested children at the 
same time will help prevent reinfestation. 

Should my pets be treated for head lice? 

No. Head lice do not live on pets. 

My child is under 2 years old and has been diagnosed with head lice. Can I 
treat him or her with prescription or OTC drugs? 

For children under 2 years old, remove crawling bugs and nits using a nit comb. If this 
does not work, ask your child's health care provider for treatment recommendations. 
The safety of head lice medications has not been tested in children 2 years of age and 
under. 

What OTC medications are available to treat head lice? 

Many head lice medications are available at your local drug store. Each OTC product 
contains one of the following active ingredients. 

1.	 Pyrethrins (pie-WREATH-rins): often combined with piperonyl butoxide (pie-PER­
a-nil beu-TOX-side): 
Brand name products include A-200*, Pronto*, R&C*, Rid*, Triple X*. 

Pyrethrins are natural extracts from the chrysanthemum flower. Though safe and 
effective, pyrethrins only kill crawling lice, not unhatched nits. A second treatment 
is recommended in 7-10 days to kill any newly hatched lice. Treatment failures are 
common. 

2.	 Permethrin (per-meth-rin): 
Brand name product: Nix*. 

Permethrins are similar to natural pyrethrins. Permethrins are safe and effective 
and may continue to kill newly hatched lice for several days after treatment. A 
second treatment may be necessary in 7-10 days to kill any newly hatched lice that 
may have hatched after residual medication from the first treatment was no longer 
active. Treatment failures are common. 

What are the prescription drugs used to treat head lice? 

1.	 Malathion (Ovide*): When used as directed, malathion is effective in treating lice. 
Some medication remains on the hair and can kill newly hatched lice for seven 
days after treatment. Malathion is intended for use on people 6 years of age and 
older. Few side-effects have been reported. Malathion may sting if applied to open 
sores caused by scratching. The medication is flammable. 

2.	 Lindane (Kwell*): When used as directed, the drug is probably safe. Overuse, 
misuse, or accidentally swallowing Lindane can be toxic to the brain and other 
parts of the nervous system. For those reasons Lindane is generally used only if 
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other medications have failed. Lindane should not be used if excessive scratching has 
caused open sores on the head. It should be used with caution in persons who weigh 
less than 110 pounds. 

Which head lice medicine is best for me? 

If you aren't sure, ask your pharmacist or health care provider. When using the medicine, 
always follow the instructions on the package insert unless the physician directs otherwise. 

When treating head lice 

1. Do not use extra amounts of the lice medication unless instructed. These
 
drugs are insecticides and can be dangerous when misused or overused.
 
2. Do not treat the infested person more than three times with the same
 
medication if it does not seem to work. See your health care provider for
 
alternative medication.
 
3. Do not mix head lice drugs. 

Should household sprays be used to kill adult lice? 

No. Spraying the house is NOT recommended. Fumigants and room sprays can be toxic if 
inhaled or absorbed through the skin. 

Should I have a pest control company spray my house? 

No. Vacuuming floors and furniture is enough to treat the household. 

*Use of trade names is for identification purposes only and does not imply endorsement by the Public 
Health Service or by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

This fact sheet is for information only and is not meant to be used for self-diagnosis or as a 
substitute for consultation with a health care provider. If you have any questions about the disease 
described above or think that you may have a parasitic infection, consult a health care provider. 
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