Personal Protection

Tick Bite Prevention

Personal protection behaviors, including avoidance and reduction of time spent in tick-infested habitats,
using protective clothing and tick repellents, checking the entire body for ticks, and promptly removing
attached ticks before transmission of Borrelia spirochetes can occur, can be very effective in preventing
Lyme disease. While surveys and the continuing incidence of disease suggest that few people practice
these measures with sufficient regularity, studies suggest that tick checks are the most effective method
for the prevention of tick associated disease. Preventive measures are often considered inconvenient and,
in the summer, uncomfortable. Despite the efficiency of tick repellents, particularly with DEET applied to
skin and permethrin applied to clothing, they are under-utilized.

Checking for ticks and prompt removal of attached ticks is probably the most important and effective
method of preventing infection!

Important points to consider in tick bite prevention and checking for ticks include:

Tick Behavior & Risk of Exposure

e Most (about 98%) Lyme disease cases are associated with the bite of the nymphal stage of the
blacklegged tick, of which 10-36% may be infected with Lyme disease spirochetes.

¢ Nymphal blacklegged ticks are very small (about the size of a pinhead), difficult to spot, and are
active during the late spring and summer months when human outdoor activity is greatest. The
majority (about 75%) of Lyme disease cases are associated with activities (play, yard or garden
work) around the home.

e Adult blacklegged ticks are active in the fall, warmer days in the winter, and in the spring when
outdoor activity and exposure is more limited. They are larger, easier to spot, and therefore
associated with fewer cases of Lyme disease (even though infection rates are higher).

o Ticks do not jump, fl y or drop from trees, but grasp passing hosts from the leaf litter, tips of
grass, etc. Most ticks are probably picked up on the lower legs and then crawl up the body
seeking a place to feed. Adult ticks will, however, seek a host (i.e., deer) in the shrub layer
several feet above the ground, about or above the height of children.

e Children 5-13 years of age are particularly at risk for tick bites and Lyme disease as playing
outdoors has been identified as a high-risk activity. Take notice of the proximity of woodland
edge or mixed grassy and brushy areas from public and private recreational areas and playing
fields. While ticks are unlikely to be encountered in open fields, children chasing balls off the
field or cutting through woods to school may be entering a high-risk tick area.

e Pets can bring ticks into the home, resulting in a tick bite without the person being outdoors. A
veterinarian can suggest methods to protect your pets. Engorged blacklegged ticks dropping off a
pet will not survive or lay eggs in the house, as the air is generally too dry.

Prevention

e Wear light-colored clothing with long pants tucked into socks to make ticks easier to detect and
keep them on the outside of the clothes. Unfortunately, surveys show the majority of individuals
never tuck their pants into their socks when entering tick-infested areas. It is unclear just how
effective this prevention measure is without the addition of a repellent. Larval and nymphal ticks
may penetrate a coarse weave sock. Do not wear open-toed shoes or sandals.

o DEET or permethrin-based mosquito and tick repellents may be used, which can substantially
increase the level of protection (see section on repellents). This approach may be particularly
useful when working in the yard, clearing leaves, and doing other landscaping activity with a high



risk of tick exposure. A separate set of work or gardening clothes can be set aside for use with the
permethrin-based clothing tick repellents.

When hiking, keep to the center of trails to minimize contact with adjacent vegetation.

Carefully inspect the entire body and remove any attached ticks (see below). Ticks may feed
anywhere on the body. Tick bites are usually painless and, consequently, most people will be
unaware that they have an attached tick without a careful check. Also, carefully inspect children
and pets. A hypersensitivity reaction to a tick bite may aid detection in a few individuals, but
most people will be unaware that a tick is attached and feeding.

Unattached ticks brought in on clothing can potentially result in a later tick bite. Blacklegged
ticks can survive for many days in the home depending upon the humidity. In the laboratory,
nymphal I. scapularis can survive for over 6 months at 93-100% relative humidity (RH), but over
half will die in less than 4 days at 65% RH. On returning home, remove, wash and dry the
clothing. Many blacklegged ticks and lone star ticks can survive a warm or hot water wash, but
they cannot withstand one hour in a hot dryer.



