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ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT… SCABIES 
 
WHAT CAUSES SCABIES? 
Scabies is caused by a tiny skin-burrowing mite called Sarcoptes scabiei. 
 
WHAT ARE ITS SYMPTOMS? 
You might notice severe itching that's worse at night, and irregular lines of blisters or 
bumps on your skin. These are burrows of the parasite that causes scabies, and will most 
often appear in folds of skin, such as those between the fingers, in the armpits, around 
the waist, or penis. 
A more severe form called crusted or Norwegian scabies may occur in people with 
weakened immune systems, such as HIV positive people, the elderly, the disabled, or the 
sick. People with crusted scabies have thick crusts on their skin which contain a large 
amount of scabies mites and eggs. 
 
HOW DOES IT SPREAD? 
Scabies usually is spread by direct, prolonged, skin-to-skin contact with a person who 
has scabies. Contact generally must be prolonged; a quick handshake or hug usually will 
not spread scabies. In adults, it is most often sexually acquired. 
People with crusted scabies are extremely infectious, and can spread it very easily to 
other people through skin-to-skin contact as well as through contamination of other 
objects. 
 
HOW IS SCABIES DIAGNOSED? 
To diagnose scabies, your doctor will examine your skin for signs of mites, including the 
characteristic burrows. They can then take a scraping from that area of your skin to 
examine under a microscope, looking for the mites themselves, or their eggs. 
 
HOW CAN I PROTECT MYSELF? 
Avoid skin-to-skin contact, or sharing household items with an infected person. If 
someone at home has scabies, particularly if they have crusted scabies, you may need 
treatment as well. 
 
IS IT CURABLE? 
Yes, scabies can be treated with medication. You should also take steps to kill the mites 
in household objects, such as washing clothes and bedding in hot water. 
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HOW IS IT TREATED? 
Your doctor will prescribe lotions and creams to kill the mites. You should apply these 
creams as your doctor directs. Even if the mites are killed, you may still have symptoms 
for a few weeks because inflammation may continue. However, if after a few weeks you 
still have itching or develop new burrows, you will need to get another round of treatment. 
 
Because scabies spreads so easily, your doctor will likely recommend treatment for all 
household members and other close contacts, even if they show no signs of scabies 
infestation. You will also have to take steps to kill mites in household items. 
 
HOW DO I STOP MYSELF FROM GETTING SCABIES AGAIN? 
Get your household members and sexual partners to get treated as well, and take care of 
any potential reservoirs of scabies in the household environment. Scabies mites do not 
survive more than 2-3 days away from human skin.  
Items such as bedding, clothing, and towels used by a person with scabies can be 
decontaminated by machine-washing in hot water and drying using hot air, or by dry-
cleaning. Items that cannot be washed or dry-cleaned can be decontaminated by 
removing from any contact with the body for at least 72 hours. 
 
Because persons with crusted scabies are considered very infectious, careful and 
frequent vacuuming of furniture and carpets in rooms used by these persons is 
recommended. 
 
WHAT IF I HAVE HIV? 
If you have HIV and your CD4 count is low, you may be more susceptible to getting 
crusted scabies because of the weakened condition of your immune system.  
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