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Head lice in practice

Case 1

A young mother, who often comes into your pharmacy to ask for advice and buy medicines for her
children, asks for a product to prevent head lice. Her children have not got head lice but she wants

to use a treatment ‘just to be on the safe side’. On questioning,

you find out that the children are
aged 5 and 7 years and that there are no signs of infection such as itching scalps. The children’s
heads have not been checked for lice. She is not sure how to go about making such a check. There

he children’s school to indicate that head lice are a current



. : ious and would hate her
problem at the school. This lady explains that she is very hyglgne conscious

children to get nits.

The pharmacist’s view

Insecticides should never be recommended unless there is evidence of infection. From what this
mother has said, it scems unlikely that her children have head lice and there is no evidence ofa
current problem at school. The pharmacist can therefore reassure her that infection is unlikely. In

cases such as this where parents with their children’s interest at heart seek to use insecticides to

prevent infection, careful explanation from the pharmacist is required. Firstly, the parent can be
reassured that head lice and hygiene have absdlutely nothing to do with each other and that lice
actually' prefer clean heads. Head lice are easily transferred from one head to another, vparticularly
among schoolchildren. It is important to stress that chemical treatments will be ineffective in

preventing infection and may even contribute to the development of resistant lice. The ritual use of

insecticides, which was a feature of some parents’ own childhood, was both unnecessary and
ineffective. The pharmacist can then explain how to make weekly checks for lice using wet
combing with a fine-toothed comb and a light-coloured sheet of paper. If any signs are found, the

parent should return to the pharmacy, at which time the pharmacist will recommend an insecticide.

The doctor’s view

The advice given by the pharmacist is very helpful. It would have certainly been a lot quicker and
more convenient, but inappropriate, to have sold the mother an insecticide preparation. Hopefully,
the information given by the pharmacist will allay her anxiety regarding hygiene and lice. This

demonstrates an important role of health education that can be provided in the pharmacy.
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