
Demodex: Could 
there be mites in your 
eyes causing your discomfort?
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Irritation of the eyes and eyelids comes in many forms: 
itching, redness, swelling, dilated blood vessels (bloodshot 
eyes), dryness, blurred vision, soreness, loose or flaky eye-
lashes and others. Though the symptoms may be relatively 
mild, eye irritations can still have a negative impact on your 
quality of life. They can cause difficulty focusing, are often 
cosmetically problematic, and are just downright annoying 
to deal with. There is a wide array of underlying complica-
tions that can be causing eye irritation, and unfortunately, 
many of them are not well understood yet. One possible 
cause that is sometimes overlooked is mite infestation, 
which has increasingly been found to be associated with 
several eye-related disorders. Is it possible that your eye 
discomfort is being caused by mites?  To help you find out 
more, we have put together a discussion of what these mites 
are, how their behavior affects your eyes and eyelids, what 
symptoms to look for, and what treatments may help (with a 
doctor’s or optician’s help, of course!).

CHAPTER 1:
INTRODUCTION

Irritation of the eyes and eyelids comes in many 
forms: itching, redness, swelling, dilated blood 

vessels (bloodshot eyes), dryness, blurred vision, 
soreness, loose or flaky eyelashes and others.

SYMPTOMS OF EYE/EYELID 
IRRITATION



First of all, what exactly are mites?  You’ve probably heard of 
them in some form or another. Mites are microscopic arach-
nids, relatives of spiders, with two body segments and eight 
short legs protected by an exoskeleton. There are thousands 
of species of mites living in all different environments, most 
of them benign, but the well-known varieties are parasites 
that live on the skin of animals, including the infamous “chig-
gers.” These can cause disorders such as scabies, mange 
and allergic reactions. Fortunately, most of these only bother 
animals and not people.

There are two species of mites which can infest human eye-
lids, both from the genus Demodex: D. folliculorum and D. 
brevis, which are sometimes called “eyelash mites.” They 
live primarily in eyelash hair follicles, anchoring themselves 
within by scales on their bodies. Their diet consists most-
ly of facial oils and skin cells, which they eat with pin-like 
mouthparts. The mites leave the hair follicles and crawl 
slowly around on the skin, primarily at night, as they seek 
mates and lay eggs. Transfer of mites from one person to 
another occurs through contact between hair, eyebrows and 
sebaceous (oil) glands of the face. It is estimated that half 
of the adult population carries eyelash mites while about a 
third of children and adolescents and two-thirds of elderly 
adults carry mites, although recent studies suggest that 
these numbers may be lower than the actual number of in-
fested persons.1

CHAPTER 2:
EYE MITES? GROSS! 
WHAT ARE THEY? AND 
WHAT DO THEY DO?

There are two species of mites which can infest human eyelids, both from 
the genus Demodex: D. folliculorum (long tail) and D. brevis (short tail)



For most people, Demodex mites go unnoticed. In some 
cases, however, especially in individuals who are immuno-
compromised or are suffering from other facial skin condi-
tions, the activities of the mites can trigger various localized 
reactions. Consumption of skin cells within eyelash follicles 
can lead to follicular distension, causing eyelashes to be-
come loose or misaligned. The scraping of mite claws over 
your skin can cause it to become rough and form layers of 
extra keratin or skin cells, which can slough off into dan-
druff. When mites crawl deep within sebaceous glands, the 
immune system may recognize it or its waste products as 
invading pathogens and trigger either an allergic or inflam-
matory response, causing swelling or conjunctivitis (“pink 
eye”). The symptoms of these reactions range from mild to 
severe, depending on a variety of factors.2

Some eye-related disorders can arise from complications 
of Demodex infestation. If your eyelashes have begun fall-
ing out, a condition known as madarosis, or are inverting 

inward toward your eyeball, an irritating and sometimes 
painful condition known as trichiasis, this may be caused 
by excessive damage to your eyelash follicles by Demo-
dex mites. A skin condition known as rosacea, in which the 
blood vessels under the skin’s surface become dilated and 
cause patchy redness, swelling, inflammation at the eyelid 
edges, small pustules and visible veins, particularly around 
the eyes, has recently been associated with Demodex infes-
tations, and mite-related reactions may aggravate pre-exist-
ing skin conditions such as this.3  If you have a more general 
inflammation and swelling of the eyelids, called blepharitis, 
this can be the result of allergic reaction to mites, clogging 
of the sebaceous glands that mites live in, or an inflamma-
tory response to the irritation and damage caused by mite 
movement and foraging. Recent studies have found that the 
bacteria that are carried by Demodex mites are themselves 
capable of triggering an inflammatory or allergic reaction 
within your eyelid, especially if the local immune system is 
stressed or suppressed.2,3

Demodicosis, also called demodectic mange or 
red mange, is caused by a sensitivity to and 

overpopulation of Demodex.

WHAT IS  DEMODICOSIS?

CHAPTER 3:
ARE THESE MITES DANGEROUS?



AIf you are experiencing any of these symptoms or con-
ditions, an eye care specialist such as an optometrist or 
ophthalmologist can easily tell you if you are dealing with 
a Demodex infestation. The doctor will first check for signs 
and symptoms of Demodex mites, such as those described 
above. They may then pull a few eyelashes out to observe 
under the microscope, as the mites are microscopic and not 
visible to the naked eye. Other methods sometimes used in-
volve taking small skin or oil samples to check under the 
microscope for the presence of mites.4

CHAPTER 4:
HOW EYE MITES 
ARE DIAGNOSED



There are a varietyis a variety of therapies currently used to 
treat Demodex-related conditions, ranging from managing 
the symptoms to killing the mites themselves. Basic treat-
ment involves keeping your eyes and surrounding areas 
clean to prevent mites from reaching unhealthy populations 
as maintaining good hygiene is the usual strategy for keep-
ing mites in check. Your eyes can be difficult to clean as part 
of a standard facial hygiene routine as they are set back 
from other facial features; however, effective cleaning can 
be accomplished by wiping your eyes gently with a soft cloth 
and a hyposensitive cleanser or baby shampoo or by using 
a hot compress. Topical steroids can be used to reduce in-
flammation, including itching, swelling and redness, while 
topical antibiotics target the mites themselves. If this is in-
sufficient, the antibiotic doxycycline (which is used to treat 
a variety of parasites including malaria) can be taken orally, 
though this can have some undesired side effects.3  All of 
these methods have varying degrees of success, and are not 
completely reliable for removing a Demodex infestation as 
the mites are usually burrowed deep within skin pores and 
eyelash follicles.

CHAPTER 5:
AVAILABLE THERAPIES AND 
PREVENTATIVE MEASURES

Scientists and doctors at Bio-Tissue Inc. and the Ocular Sur-
face Center in Miami, Florida, have been investigating the 
use of natural products as a means for controlling Demodex 
infestations while avoiding any toxicity to the patient or the 
environment. One promising finding has been the ability of 
tea tree oil, an essential oil distilled from the leaf of a plant 
used in traditional Australian aboriginal medicine, to kill De-
modex mites while being well-tolerated by patients.5  The eye 
treatment Cliradex, which comes as a disposable wipe or a 
foaming cleanser, contains a compound called 4-terpineol, 
the active mite-killing ingredient in tea tree oil. 4-terpineol 
has been found to eradicate mite infestations more effec-
tively than other treatments as it is an irritant which causes 
the mites to leave their burrows then suffocate within the oil 
on the surface.6

https://cliradex.com/


If you have been suffering from eye discomfort, eyelid swell-
ing or eyelash problems, Demodex mites may be the cause. 
Pay a visit to your ophthalmologist or optician for a diag-
nosis, and if mites are the suspects, then there are treat-
ment options available. If you wish to minimize further harm 
to yourself or the environment, using a naturally-derived 
cleansing product such as Cliradex as a part of your daily 
facial routine can be a safe and effective means for clearing 
away those troublesome critters.

CHAPTER 6:
DON’T SUFFER IN 
SILENCE!
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