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Pubic Lice

What is it?                                                           
How is it transmitted?                                              
How is it treated?
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What are pubic lice?

Pubic lice are tiny blood sucking insects that live in pubic hair and other 
coarse body hair such as armpit, chest or eyelash hair (not head hair – 
they are different from head lice). The lice are pale brown in colour and 
about 1mm long and are often known as ‘crabs’. The eggs appear as 
brown dots on the hairs.

How are pubic lice transmitted?

• They are easily passed from one person to another through close 
body or sexual contact

• Occasionally pubic lice may be spread by contact with clothing, 
bedding and towels that have been used by someone with pubic 
lice

As with head lice, pubic lice have nothing to do with poor hygiene.

What are the signs and symptoms of pubic lice?

Some people will not have any symptoms, or may not notice the lice or 
eggs, so you may not know whether you or your partner has pubic lice. 
It can take several weeks after coming into contact with pubic lice 
before signs and symptoms appear.  These may be:

• itching
• black powdery droppings from the lice in your underwear
• brown eggs on hair
• irritation and inflammation, made worse by scratching
• tiny specks of blood on the skin

You might see the lice, eggs or droppings, or your partner might notice 
them. Sometimes pubic lice will be noticed during a routine genital or 
medical examination even if a doctor or nurse isn’t looking for them.
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If I think I have pubic lice, how soon can I have a 
check-up?

You can have a check-up as soon as you have signs or symptoms for the 
doctor or nurse to look at, or if you think you might have been in 
contact with pubic lice. Some people won’t develop visible signs or 
symptoms straightaway and you may be asked to come back for 
another appointment later on.

What does the check-up involve?

In most cases, a doctor or nurse can tell if you have pubic lice just by 
looking. They may use a magnifying glass to look for lice and eggs, 
which are very small and may not be easily visible. The doctor or nurse 
may pick up a louse from the hair or skin and look at it under a 
microscope to check it is a pubic louse.

Where can I get a check-up?

Sexual Health Sheffield offers free testing and treatment.

What is the treatment for pubic lice?

• Treatment for pubic lice is simple and involves using a special 
cream, lotion or shampoo. The doctor, nurse or pharmacist will 
advise you on what treatment to use and how to use it

• You apply the cream, lotion or shampoo to the affected area and 
sometimes the whole body. Lotions tend to be more effective than 
shampoos. Some treatments can be rinsed off after 10–15 
minutes; others are left on for longer

• To be effective, treatment needs to be repeated after 3–7 days
• You do not need to shave off pubic or other body hair
• You should wash your clothing, bedding and towels in a washing 

machine on a very hot cycle (60°C or higher) to kill the lice and 
avoid re-infection
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• You can also buy treatments for pubic lice from pharmacies – 
these are useful for anyone who is sure they have pubic lice and 
wants to self-treat. The pharmacist will be able to advise if you 
have any questions, or are unsure how to use the treatment

• If you decide to treat yourself, you may still want to consider 
having a sexual health check to make sure you don’t have a 
sexually transmitted infection

• Do tell the doctor, nurse or pharmacist if you are, or think you 
might be, pregnant or if you are breastfeeding. This will affect the 
type of treatment you are given

• There is currently no evidence that complementary therapies can 
cure pubic lice

• Your sexual partner(s) should be treated at the same time even if 
they don’t have any signs and symptoms

• You may need additional treatment as the lice can develop 
resistance to treatments.

Can pubic lice go away without treatment?

No. And if you delay seeking treatment you risk passing the condition 
on to someone else.

When will the signs and symptoms go away?

After successful treatment, itching may continue for a few days. There 
may be lice in your body hair after treatment but these can be removed 
with a special comb that you can get from a pharmacy.

How soon can I have sex again?

It is strongly advised that you do not have any sexual intercourse, 
including vaginal, anal or oral sex, or close body contact, until you and 
your partner(s) have both finished the treatment. This is to help prevent 
you being re-infected or passing the infection on to someone else.
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What happens if I get pubic lice when I’m pregnant or 
while I’m breastfeeding?

Pubic lice can be treated while you are pregnant or breastfeeding, but 
not all types of treatment can be used. Your doctor, nurse or pharmacist 
will advise you. Permethrin cream is safe to use but if you are 
breastfeeding it will need to be thoroughly washed off before any feed 
and re-applied as necessary.

How can I protect myself from sexually transmitted 
infections?

The following measures can help to protect you from most other 
sexually transmitted infections, such as genital warts, chlamydia and 
gonorrhoea. If you have a sexually transmitted infection they will also 
help prevent you from passing it on to your partner(s):

• Use condoms every time you have vaginal or anal sex
• If you have oral sex, use a condom to cover the penis, or a dam to 

cover the anus or female genitals
• Any genital to genital contact between partners could pass on 

STIs. Using dams or condoms before sexual contact can prevent 
infection

• If you are not sure how to use condoms correctly visit 
www.sexualhealthsheffield.nhs.uk

• Avoid sharing sex toys. If you do share them, wash them or cover 
them with a new condom before anyone else uses them

• Arrange regular HIV/STI check-ups, especially at change/start of 
relationships with new sexual partners
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What happens at Sexual Health Sheffield?

When you attend for your appointment, you will be asked to provide the 
following:

• Your name and how we can contact you - any details you provide 
will be treated confidentially

• During your visit you will be asked personal information so we can 
provide the relevant and appropriate care

• We have a duty of care to all our patients, so if you are 17 or under 
you will be asked relevant questions to assess your safety. If staff 
are concerned, they may talk to you about what to do about this 
and may contact other appropriate agencies. Sexual Health 
Sheffield will not tell your parents or carers that you have visited 
Sexual Health Sheffield

This is the service you can expect when you attend Sexual Health 
Sheffield:

• All advice, information, tests, condoms and treatments including 
contraception, are free at Sexual Health Sheffield

• No one should judge you because of your sexual behaviour or 
lifestyle

• All our services are confidential
• All Sexual Health Sheffield workers are appropriately and fully 

trained NHS staff
• All tests are optional; no examination will take place without your 

permission
• Please ask questions to ensure you fully understand what services 

have been offered, what tests carried out and what treatments 
given

• You can have a chaperone to help you feel more comfortable – 
please ask
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• Our friendly and professional staff are here to help you. We will 
give you as much support as you need (particularly if you need 
help on how to inform any partners)

If you feel that we have not met the above or want to give us any other 
feedback, please contact us via:
www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/tell-us-what-you-think
 

Further information

www.sexualhealthsheffield.nhs.uk
0114 226 8888

NHS Choices website:
www.nhs.uk/conditions/Sexually-transmitted-infections/Pages/Introduc
tion.aspx
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