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Bed bug dermatitis, description of two cases in 
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Abstract: Bed bugs are hematophagous insects which due to their morphological and biological characteristics
are able to easily adapt themselves to human households. The authors describe two cases of dermatitis caused
by bed bug bites in the city of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Patients presented linear lesions in the usual "breakfast,
lunch and dinner" arrangement, suggesting this diagnosis. A visit to their dwellings showed infestation of insects
identified as Cimex hemipterus. The knowledge of these insects by the dermatological community will contribute
to an accurate diagnosis as well as subsidize the dissemination of information aiming for prevention.
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INTRODUCTION
Cimicidae, or bed bugs, are hematophagous

insects that have been associated with man and bats
since prehistorical age.1 Morphological and biological
characteristics such as their minuscule size, dorsoven-
trally flattened body, absence of developed wings,
short life cycle (30 to 45 days) and obligatory hema-
tophagy enable them to hide in crevices and holes,
dispersed in a passive way, easing their adaptation to
human households, reaching high levels of infestation
and acquiring this way economic, medical and epide-
miological importance.1,2

Global dispersion of these insects increased due
to international travel, commerce and migrations.
Additionally, the attention turned to the application
and indiscriminate use of insecticides for specific
pests, not only decreased their predecessors but also
made possible their silent proliferation.3

In Latin America, the concern with the reemer-
gence of bed bugs was raised in the debates that
occurred during the International Lecture on Bed
Bugs, where the difficulty of promoting adequate
measures became evident considering the lack of
knowledge.4

In Brazil, Cimex lectularius is marked as having
predominant distribution in the south region associa-
ted with the intensive European immigration; howe-
ver, there are foci in tropical cities such as Belo
Horizonte.3,5 Cimex hemipterus was marked as the spe-
cies with greater occurrence in Brazil, with tropical
distribution in populous centers and rural areas.3

The bite of these insects disturbs night rest, cau-
sing discomfort when in high rates of infestation.1,3 A
study regarding the efficiency of the feeding process
shows that Cimex lectularius is avid and can reach high
levels of infestation when compared to Cimex
hemipterus.6
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Bites are painless and bed bugs are not noticed
unless they are present in great numbers. The pattern
of biting distribution is in a linear sequence, in num-
ber of three, characteristic, named “breakfast, lunch
and dinner” and suggesting the diagnosis.7,8

The clinical picture depends on previous expo-
sure to the insect and the degree of immune response
of the patient, which can present from cutaneous reac-
tions, whose lesion morphology includes macules,
papules and seropapules, pustules, blisters and nodu-
les, to systemic reactions, such as urticaria and anap-
hylaxis.7,8

This report aims at registering the occurrence of
bed bug dermatitis in the city of Rio de Janeiro,
through the description of two cases.

CASE REPORT
Case 1: Male patient, 48 years old, presented

pruritic lesions on upper and lower limbs with one
month of evolution. The onset of symptoms coincided
with the move to a new household, in the Lapa neigh-
borhood, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

At the dermatological examination, there were
excoriated papules and pomphoid lesions (Figure 1A).
Some were grouped, in a linear distribution, remin-
ding us of the “breakfast, lunch and dinner” pattern
(Figure 1B). Fleas, bed bugs or tick bites hypotheses
were raised, however with no confirmation. Upon
return, the patient presented bed bugs collected from

his house, confirming this way the diagnosis of bed
bug dermatitis (dermatosis caused by bed bug bite).

In a visit by the first author to the site, a cluster
of nymphs and adults was observed close to the eggs
and traces of feces added to the characteristic odor of
the bed bugs confirmed the infestation picture (Figure
2 and Video 1). This clustering is explained by the
need of insects to search for sites where the body sur-
face is in contact with the substract, characteristic
behavior of organisms endowed with positive thig-
motaxis.3,9

The identification of the specimen, made by the
two last authors, was confirmed as belonging to the
order Hemiptera, suborder Heteroptera, family
Cimicidae, species Cimex hemipterus.

The infestation was notified to the competent
health authorities as an unusual event and forwarded
to the Environment Monitoring Agency. After fumiga-
tion of the house and use of an antihistamine, topical
corticoid and icaridin repellant, the patient showed
improvement.

Case 2: Male patient, 51 years old, presented
diffuse pruritic lesions over the body with 15 days of
evolution. He reported that it started two days after
he moved to a hotel in the Catete neighborhood, Rio
de Janeiro, Brazil. At the dermatological examination,
he presented erythematous papules all over the body
(Figure 3). Some lesions were grouped in a linear

FIGURE 1: 
A. Erythematous edema-
tous lesion on the left
flank, erythematous
papules with excoriated
surface and hyperchro-
mic macules on the back
and upper left limb; B.
Pomphoid lesions over
an erythematous base, in
a linear distributionA B

241 Bernardes Filho F, Quaresma MV, Avelleira JCR, Azulay DR, Azulay-Abulafia L, Bastos AQ, Gonçalves TCM

Revista2Vol90ingles_Layout 1  25/02/15  15:05  Página 241



An Bras Dermatol. 2015;90(2):240-3.

Bed bug dermatitis, description of two cases in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 242

sequence, in the “breakfast, lunch and dinner” pattern
(Figure 4). In an initial examination were raised
hypotheses of bites by bed bugs or fleas.

A visit to the hotel where the patient was lod-
ged was made by the first author, and the presence of
Cimicidae eggs, nymphs and adult insects was confir-
med, as well as traces of feces on the bed and walls
added to the characteristic odor of bed bugs, confir-
ming this way the infestation of the premises and the
diagnosis of bed bug dermatitis (Figure 5).

FIGURE 2: Presence of Cimicidae eggs, nymphs, adult insects
and feces over the patient's bed - case 1

FIGURE 5: Presence of Cimicidae eggs, nymphs, adult insects
and feces over the patient's bed - case 2

FIGURE 3: Erythematous edematous lesions on upper limbs

FIGURE 4: Erythematous papules, some with the peculiar
“breakfast, lunch and dinner” pattern

Specimens were identified, by the two last aut-
hors, as Cimex hemipterus, the same species of Case 1.

The infestation was notified and antihistamine,
topical corticoid and icaridin repellant were prescribed.

DISCUSSION
The increase in infestations by bed bugs in the

21st century occurs due to a lack of knowledge of its
importance in public health and basic knowledge
about the biology of the insect.

The combating of these insects has been done
with natural pyrethrins and synthetic pyrethroids due
to their low toxicity. However, they do not possess
residual effect and present resistance in laboratorial
tests. This way, the fight against Cimicidae must be
done in a wider context where chemical control must
be associated with environmental management, like

Video avai la ble onli ne at 
http://www.anais de der ma to lo gia.org.br/

Video 1:

It is possible to observe the presence of
nymphs, adult bed bugs and feces over the
patient's bed - case 1
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washing bed linen daily with hot water, vacuum clean
rooms and bed linens and steam clean furniture, that
is, sanitation of housing conditions and household
hygiene, associated with information.3,9,10

In recent years the increase of infestation cases
and negligence with which it is being treated is worri-
some. In Brazil, little attention is paid to these insects
which can justify them being unknown and conse-
quently the nonexistence of pest control programs.1,3,5,7

The presence of some lesions in linear form cha-
racterized as “breakfast, lunch and dinner” suggests

the occurrence of interruptions and new attempts at
feeding, since this is done directly at the blood vessel,
whose caliber seems to influence repast.6

The cases presented confirm the “silent” occur-
rence of these insects in neighborhoods of Rio de
Janeiro. Thus, it is believed that the knowledge of
these insects by the dermatological community will
contribute to a precise diagnosis, as well as give sub-
sidies to the dissemination of information, aiming for
prevention.❑
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