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Name This Pest!
Worked out what this is from the last issue? Find out on the next page!
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Hint: this often erroneously name insect is not a lice and often blamed for a variety of 
health related problems but is quite harmless.
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Psocids 
(Liposcelis spp. pictured)
David Lilly

Psocids are an abundant, soft-bodied 
insect from the Order Psocoptera. 
They are often, and incorrectly, 

referred to as lice (or ‘booklice’). Their 
misnomer of ‘booklice’ initially stems, 
quite naturally, from their small, ‘lice-like’ 
appearance and tendency to appear in old 
books and under wallpaper. Recent molecular 
research has, however, identified that 
parasitic lice (Order: Phthiraptera) evolved 
from a common psocid order, and thus their 
systematics have now been aligned under a 
common ‘Superorder’ of Psocodea. 

Identification

Psocids are usually small (those in the 
image are around 5mm in length), pale in 
colour, and may or may not possess wings 
[despite the etymology of their Order being 
derived from the Greek for ‘wing’ (‘ptera’) 
and chewing or gnawed (‘psokhos’)]. Adults 
possess long, fine (‘filamentous’) antenna and 
often a bulbous abdomen much like termites 
and ants. They possess a distinctive structure 
above their mouthparts called a clypeus 
which is significantly more developed than 
most other insects.

Identification of different Families of psocids 

can be difficult without the right equipment 
and reference materials. However, with 
regular field encounters some distinctive 
species (such as Lepinotus spp., which is dark 
in colour) can be more readily recognised due 
to features such as colouration, presence or 
absence of wings, and the shape of their hind 
legs.

Biology and Development

Psocids undergo incomplete metamorphosis, 
much like bed bugs, with nymphs hatching 
from eggs with a similar appearance of adult 
psocids, just smaller, paler, and without 
wings. 

Eggs are laid randomly in the environment or 
commodity where the adult lives and hatch in 
about 7-10 days. Under optimum conditions 
of about 30°C, nymphs develop to adults in 
between 21-65 days, undergoing between 
two-to-three moults before maturity. Females 
lay, on average, about one egg per day. 

Interestingly, most species of psocid 
reproduce sexually, but some species 
(including the cereal psocid, Liposcelis 
bostrychophila) have the ability to reproduce 
by parthenogenesis (asexually). 
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Psocids are what’s referred to as ‘secondary 
pests’, feeding primarily on the microscopic 
moulds and fungi that grow on commodities 
with a high moisture content. Domestically, 
their presence is usually indicative of a 
humidity or rising damp issue, with the 
cellulose in books and animal- or plant-based 
glue under wallpaper being productive 
areas for mould growth in the presence of 
moisture. 

In cereal and grain processing facilities, 
however, psocids can have a serious impact 
on stored goods and the quality of grain 
used in food production. In these situations, 
infestations can develop rapidly, ‘blooming’ 
to such large volumes that they rapidly 
consume the grain germ, foul the stored 
grain, and even pose a safety hazard due 
to creating slippery surfaces. Maintaining 
grain moisture levels below 13% is normally 
key to prevention, with regular fumigation 
otherwise required to achieve suitable levels 
of suppression. 

Medical Importance

Psocids are often blamed and implicated 
in causing biting and irritation, however, 
there little evidence that they cause any 
medical or health related issues. More 
generally, the author has found that people 
often react emotionally and viscerally to 
discovering their presence in the domestic 
or office environment and become intensely 
hypersensitive to other sources skin irritation 
caused by inherent environmental factors.  

Perhaps most interestingly, psocids can 
be a cause for annoyance and damage in 
animal and insect-rearing facilities. They 
are the intermediate host for the ruminant 
tapeworm, Thysanosoma actinioides, and a 
2019 study found they were the cause for 
the ongoing loss of mosquito eggs in an 
otherwise sterile mosquito rearing facility. 

Anecdotally, they also can become a problem 
with bed bug rearing, particularly during the 
early stages of colony establishment or when 
a colony has become unbalanced with an 
overabundance of male bed bugs.

A final thought…

Is it pronounced ‘soh-sid’ or ‘soh-kid’? Well, as 
always, the answer is complex. 

Fundamentally, which version you choose 
to use comes down to whether you are 
employing what’s known as ‘corrupted 
English Latin’ or ‘classic/restored Latin’. 

If the rules of classic Latin pronunciation 
are applied, then the correct pronunciation 
would be ‘soh-sid’. However, as with all 
languages, pronunciation evolves with the 
influence of different dialects and languages 
(and time) – and this applies to entomology 
terms as well. For example, applying that 
same classic rule to the word ‘larvae’ would 
have you pronouncing it as ‘lar-whey’, with 
the ‘v’ pronounced as a ‘wh’. As we all would 
know, you’d be hard pressed to find anyone 
who doesn’t pronounce it in the ‘corrupted’ 
manner of ‘lar-vee’ or ‘lar-vay’ (with the ‘v’ 
clearly said as a ‘v’).

So – in many instances, the corrupted 
pronunciation has become the new normal. 
Much the same applies with psocid: ‘soh-sid’ 
is the classic or ‘restored’ Latin pronunciation, 
and ‘soh-kid’ is the modern ‘corrupted English’ 
pronunciation. 

In other words, both are correct, but you’ll 
find ‘soh-kid’ used far more commonly. 

Dr David Lilly is a Lead Entomologist for 
Ecolab’s Global Pest Elimination – RD&E 
Division, and Associate Editor of the FAOPMA 
Magazine.  
Email: david.lilly@ecolab.com
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Name This Pest!
Find out what this is in the next edition
Stephen L. Doggett

Hint: these insects don’t bite or sting, but this creature can cause nasty skin rashes.
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